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The painful phase through which Waziristan is going these days has no parallel in history since it joined the newly created state of Pakistan in 1947. 

 

All trouble in the area started three years after 9/11 when the army was moved in and an operation launched near Wana in South Waziristan. It spread like bushfire into the adjoining areas and then engulfed the entire tribal belt.

 

The blame for anything bad happening anywhere in Pakistan is instantly pinned on Waziristan by our illustrious, security-conscious interior minister. 

 

That gives a wrong message to the troops stationed there who tighten the noose around the inhabitants, making life still more miserable for them. 

 

With the operation launched in South Waziristan three years ago still continuing, there are strong rumours of another going to take place very soon in North Waziristan. 

 

Whether it is undertaken or not, the rumours alone have caused great consternation. The people of the area are considering moving to safer places in Afghanistan across the border instead of coming down to the nearby districts of Bannu and Dera Ismail Khan, knowing that there they would be forced to live miserably in camps.

 

Waziristan is in a state of virtual siege since 2003. The troops deployed there have taken up positions everywhere. Waziristan, in fact the entire tribal area, has been handed over to them to administer and guard against militants. 

 

They have complete hold there and no movement can take place without their permission. A visit to that area, or any other place in Fata, will remove any doubts.

 

In my article in The New, “S Waziristan as I saw it” (May 3, 2010), I had detailed the difficulties faced on a daily basis by people travelling on the road from Tank to Wana via Gomal Zam Dam. 

 

The GHQ, I was told, had issued instructions to personnel on the ground to take remedial measures. Some improvement was seen, but only for a short time, such as pitching of a tent and provision of drinking water at Kaur and other check posts.

 

I visited the area again in the second week of September and found no change in the attitude in checking at any of the posts between Tank and Wana. 

 

There is nothing in writing on the road such as signposts to indicate the existence of these check posts or notice boards to guide travellers as to what documents are required for security clearance purposes or whom to approach for obtaining clearance for an onward journey. 

 

Without any stop or halt signs people are themselves supposed to know where to stop their vehicles, at a distance well clear of the post. This exercise is repeated at every post. 

 

Heaven save the unknowing stranger or unfamiliar first-time traveller who unwittingly makes the slightest mistake. He receives ill treatment he would never forget for the rest of his.

 

After a nine-hour non-stop drive from Islamabad and having cleared all the barriers, we were stopped when we were just five kilometres short of Wana, without any reason being assigned. Imagine how the general public is dealt with in the tribal areas. 

 

On our trying to ascertain the reason and length of time we would have to wait, we only received a glare by the soldier on duty, who raised his finger to signal to us that we keep waiting. Perhaps they are now recruiting mutes, and he was incapable of speech. 

 

Having no option but to wait we disembarked from our vehicles to see what was happening. What we saw was unbelievable. Two tanks on the side of the road were to be loaded onto trucks for onward transportation to Wana. 

 

Traffic on both sides of the road had been stopped, with not even an ambulance permitted to pass through. It was carrying a seriously ill person from a nearby village for treatment at a hospital in Wana.

 

After an hour-long wait we were allowed to resume our journey, not knowing that the worse was yet to come. A solider sitting in the back of a jeep following the tanks pointed his gun at us and gestured with it that we may follow at a distance but not overtake. 

 

But what kind of security is it when traffic coming from the opposite side was allowed to pass very close to the tanks. 

 

The trucks were moving at snail’s pace, which added one hour to the normal travel time of a distance of five kilometres.

 

Going home from Wana bazaar to the west we faced yet another problem. For some reason we were not allowed to travel on the road for around 15 kilometres between Wana and Sholam. 

 

This road had been in use by the public since colonial days. We were diverted to another unfrequented and unpaved dirt track passing through fields, ravines and a dry riverbed which had turned into ponds and ditches at many places as it was raining that day. 

 

Negotiating this section was not easy and it took us about an hour to cover a distance which would have taken a few minutes had we been allowed to travel on the metalled road.

 

Checks and searches on the main arteries can be done in such a manner that the army remains in the background. That job has previously been done efficiently for so long by the Frontiers Corps and the Levies who know quite well how to interact with the locals, themselves being sons of the soil.

 

The army on the other hand is trained for something else. Its job is to defend and protect the country and when it does that efficiently people admire it, hold it in high esteem and lend it support wholeheartedly. 

 

That is what it should concentrate on rather than manning check posts within the country. Gruff checking and searching of passengers every second mile has made life miserable for people. They feel as if they do not belong to Pakistan, as if they are not citizens of this country.

 

The tribesmen see how people are treated in others areas where bomb blasts and suicide attacks have taken place. They are not subjected to harsh treatment as is done to the people in the tribal area. 

 

The roads passing in front of the GHQ in Rawalpindi, Kamra in Attock, Marriott Hotel in Islamabad and Mehran Base in Karachi have not been closed to the public. If traffic on those roads is not considered a threat then why is it on roads in Waziristan?

 

When fighting is led on the front by a commander, that brings him laurels. When he treats people there kindly, that wins him their hearts and minds. 

 

This is the kind of attitude that is needed if we want to end this fighting and bring peace to the area.

 

The writer, a former ambassador, hails from Fata. Email: waziruk@ hotmail.com

 

