Escalated desperation

Mohammad Ali Babakhel
The recent attacks on the Army Public School (APS) in Peshawar, the parade venue in Wagha and the imambargah in Rawalpindi depict the escalated desperation and presence of savages in urban areas. Undoubtedly, these attacks are the outcome of a well thought out strategy. The presence of attackers in sensitive areas itself has questioned the efficacy of the security apparatus.

The attack on APS indicates a change in strategy and targets. Prior to the APS attack, girls’ schools were preferably attacked during off hours but in acute desperation, the militants have opted to hit a soft target like the APS. In a single act, they simultaneously hit a school in a cantonment area, innocent children, and the right to education and life. Apart from human losses, the psychological trauma of parents and children cannot be quantified. The APS attack not only proved the terrorists’ proficiency in carrying out massive scale sabotage but also their weaknesses. It exposed the designs of a minority that intends to impose extremism at gunpoint.

On the chessboard of terrorism, selection of timing is of vital importance. The APS attack on a day when united Pakistan gave birth to Bangladesh and an attack at the flags lowering ceremony in Wagha were clever moves. The Wagha incident took place when the police were primarily busy in Moharram duties; the selection of the timing was to the maximum advantage of the planners. The Wagha attack also illustrates the militants’ desire regarding a geographic shift from the northwest to the east. Such ceremonies are instrumental in fostering patriotic feelings. The mastermind may have thought that by hitting common folk, the organisers would not continue the flags lowering ceremony. However, the uninterrupted holding of this ceremony and enthusiastic participation have communicated patriotic passions.

The question arises why the bomber failed to explode himself in the midst of the flag ceremony. Was that due to improved security in the light of the threat alert, interception by Rangers officials or poor time management of the suicide bomber or the handler? The bomber exploded at a time when the spectators were going back home. Undoubtedly, at entry time security officials work enthusiastically but after commencement of events the security at entry points becomes relaxed. Probably due to strict vigilance the bomber may have been discouraged and waited for an appropriate moment to enter. Had he been successful in approaching the crowded area or the gate the death toll would have been colossal and also could have served a blow to Indo-Pak relations.

Pakistan offers enormous opportunities for religious tourism. Wagha is a transit point and warrants enhanced security for Sikh and Hindu tourists. Interestingly, responsibility for the Wagha attack was claimed by three different organisations. This may be part of a strategy to multiply confusion and gain media attention. After such incidents the blame game and shifting of responsibility starts. This has never paid any dividends. Once we start learning from our failures our successes will begin.

To avert such eventualities, it is not important who the bomber was or how old he was. Knotty questions concern his handlers, facilitators and the mastermind. Who hunted the talent and where are the attackers being trained? The bombers exploded themselves and, hence, neither can be arrested nor punished, but what about other actors? Every incident produces an echo regarding responsibilities of communities to combat terrorism. No one will buy the logic that terrorists have a particular physical appearance or are concentrated in a particular geographical area. Terrorists are not residents of other planets so why are people silent spectators?

Further recruitment or buying hardware alone may not counter terrorism. Effective counterterrorism necessitates the cooperation of the community. The recent introduction of helpline 1717 is a positive step but its success requires public cooperation and volunteerism. Unfortunately, regarding extremism for decades, we remained in a state of denial. Consequently, escapism has pushed us to such a disastrous scenario. Clarity and coordination are other major missing links. Contemporary terrorism is no more a localised issue but rather an issue of national importance. Reliance on cosmetic fabrication by the police may not yield dividends — reconsolidation is inevitable.

All components of the criminal justice system have faced the brunt of terrorism but synchronised efforts are not visible. Police stations, courts and jails were persistently attacked but the conviction rate in terrorism is dismally low. Our miscalculation is that the media and society usually quantify the losses in the context of the human toll; it is high time we start to also evaluate in the wider perspective. The Pakistani leadership should presume that extremism is a curable cancer and, therefore, requires a diagnostic approach. As terrorism is an organised and well-planned endeavour, successful counterterrorism requires more coordinated and deliberate efforts.

In our case, the basic dilemma is that on the domestic front we interpret terrorism in the context of poverty and in the external world in the context of a religious perspective. Hence, on both external and internal fronts, a realistic approach is inevitable. To fight extremism, innovative and long term approaches are being adopted. Recently, in Switzerland, the first global counterterrorism bank, entitled Global Community Engagement and Resilience Fund, has been established. It will give grants from $ 10,000 to $ 30,000 in Mali, Pakistan, Nigeria, Morocco and Bangladesh. The establishment of this fund is in fact a realisation on the part of the international community that billions of dollars spent on arms have failed to establish peace, making de-radicalisation impossible.

Despite harsh weather and the difficult terrain of Waziristan and Khyber, Operations Zarb-e-Azb and Khyber-1 are in full sway. It is not possible to kill all terrorists; in desperation, the displaced militants, in the garb of internally displaced persons (IDPs) or common folk may try to lodge themselves in slums and rural vicinities. Once the military concludes its operations, the real test of the police and civilian administration will start. The real challenge will be how to retain the re-established writ of law, safe return of IDPs and de-radicalise the extremists.
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