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AT the heart of President Asif Zardari’s recent address to the United Nations General Assembly in New York lay the issue of terrorism. Around it he built a case for substantial and sustainable political, diplomatic and economic international assistance for Pakistan and its democratic government. 

He recalled the supreme sacrifices of the Bhutto family which has dominated for decades the consciousness of the people of Pakistan. He brought out the relevance of the fate of the insurgency in Afghanistan, the importance of regional cooperation and Pakistan’s relations with India to the outcome of the war on terror. 

At home the Pakistani leadership or for that matter visiting dignitaries do not fail to remind the Pakistani nation, virtually on a daily basis, that countering terrorism is Pakistan’s number one priority. Not that the benighted nation needs to be reminded of this scourge. The terror-saturated front-page stories of Pakistan’s daily newspapers or breaking news on television are shocking enough to jolt us back into the turbulent times in which we are living. 

For those who do not read newspapers or are not blessed with TV sets, word of mouth brings harrowing and bloody tales of death and destruction by suicide bombers supposedly en route to their heavenly abode. In worse condition are those from whom the scourge has taken away their near and dear ones, parents, brothers, sisters and children. 

This terror nightmare is a multi-faceted phenomenon. Pick up a recent issue of any newspaper and you would read of military offensives in the terror-infested areas by the Pakistan Army claiming destruction of terrorists and their infrastructure. On the same page would be an ad by the federal government telling the readers in simple but elegant poetry of how extremism and terrorism is anathema to our religion, culture and ethos. Perhaps, the same page covers a speech by the foreign minister underlying the broad international support that Pakistan enjoys in its war on terror. 

There is then the finance minister who laments that terror has cost Pakistan $35bn, but that Pakistan would spare no effort or resources to combat this existential threat to its territorial integrity and values. The plight of the internally displaced persons, intelligence failures in locating high-value terrorists, sensitivity to drone attacks, the role of civil society and parliament are other pertinent issues which demand the attention of the public. More importantly, it calls for awareness and an effective and comprehensive response from the government. 

Take, for example, the intelligence aspect, perhaps an area where the government cannot boast of an enviable record. Intelligence on multiple dimensions of terrorism, its backers, financiers, weapons procurement, logistics, high-value operatives, is simultaneously provided by the ISI, MI, IB, Special Branch, Frontier Constabulary, political agents and foreign intelligence agencies. I would be pleasantly surprised if the government has set up a body authorised to receive, collate and analyse this massive body of information and make it available in real time to the counter-terrorism authorities. Reliable intelligence is the most crucial single element determining success in the battle against terrorists. 

In order to develop a coherent policy and an effective long-term strategy in combating the terror menace, the president and the prime minister need to have at their disposal an effective mechanism in possession of and able to provide at any given time a comprehensive picture of the progress on the war on terror. The mechanism’s work should not be confined to this aspect only. It should further submit options to the political leadership in the event that changed circumstances call for policy review or a change in strategy. The 3Ds strategy of deterrence, dialogue and development appears sound but needs to be fleshed out and effective coordination ensured. 

This crucial function can only be performed by an exalted ministerial-level agency entrusted with the task of coordinating and coalescing the various strands of terrorism-related activities and advising the president and prime minister suitably. The agency should be staffed with competent officials from relevant governmental bodies such as the ministries of defence, foreign affairs, finance, States and Frontier Regions, the provincial governments and intelligence agencies and headed by a dynamic minister having the full confidence of both the president and the prime minister and respected by the military and parliament. The agency should be located in the prime minister’s secretariat. 

The purpose of establishing a high-level inter-ministerial coordinating mechanism is to: 

a. Integrate primarily the various strategies which are related to countering terror, so as to formulate a coherent and comprehensive anti-terror policy and an effective overall strategy for its successful implementation. 

b. Provide a one-window stop for the president and the prime minister for an instant update on the status of the war on terror. 

c. Enable the president and the prime minister to ensure civilian oversight of the war on terror. The general opinion is that the army is calling the shots. Both the government and the army and astute political observers and strategic thinkers have time and again observed that the war against terrorists is much more than mere military operations. Swat is a perfect illustration of this point. Civilian control and direction of counter-terrorism measures would only be possible if the civilian leadership is armed with comprehensive and latest knowledge of the war on terror. 

d. Enable the leadership to coherently and persuasively put across our point of view to foreign leaders who have committed significant political, economic and military support to Pakistan in its efforts to root out militant extremism and terrorism. 

e. Enhance respect and support for a confident and knowledgeable civilian leadership among the populace. 

Total elimination of terrorists and terrorism from Pakistan is vital for our future. Our integrity, progress and prosperity are intrinsically tied to the outcome of the war on terror. The early establishment of an effective counter-terrorism mechanism would greatly facilitate our efforts.

 

