Waziristan: is the situation retrievable?
By Amir Usman

IF use of force was the answer to the resolution of conflicts and frictions, then the Waziristan problem would have been solved a long time ago as every type of armament including jet fighters, helicopter gunships and heavy artillery has been used since the commencement of the military operation in March 2004.

The result has been loss of life and alienation, destruction of property and misery for the already deprived people of the area. A people-friendly and caring government is always ready to consider other options if a particular policy does not yield the desired results, but unfortunately not in our case. Here a course of action once decided by the powers that be usually undertaken without any sane advice or consultation, is continued relentlessly till we are faced with disastrous consequences.

The front pages of national newspapers on March 5 presented a grim picture. One read the chilling news that more than 100 tribesmen had been killed as a result of the army action in North Waziristan the previous day. On the same pages, one saw a smiling President Bush, considered by many as the prime mover of the military operation in our tribal areas, and General Pervez Musharraf, shaking hands. It not difficult to guess the kind of message such a display of careless diplomacy sends out to the people. Couldn’t the action if considered inevitable be delayed for some days, to avoid the accusation that this was done to please the visiting dignitary?

As said earlier, if the current policy had produced positive results for the government — a peaceful and tranquil Waziristan, a tribal population supportive of the government policies — then most Pakistanis would have been squarely on the side of the government and applauded its efforts. But unfortunately, this is not the case. In Miramshah, which has already become a ghost town, more than 150 persons have been killed including personnel of the armed forces in the past few weeks. The political agent, who is the highest ranking political officer and who fondly referred to by the tribesmen as “mai- bap” is constantly targeted. Numerous buildings including a madressah and a hospital have been destroyed in recent operations. The extent of destruction and casualties would indeed be mind-boggling if losses on both sides are computed since the start of the military operations two years ago.

This inevitably leads one to ponder over the reasons for this bloody conflict and the objectives that each side wants to achieve. In my earlier articles on the subject I had outlined and discussed in detail the viewpoint of both sides. The government wanted registration of foreigners living in the area who were accused of launching cross border raids in Afghanistan and asked locals to desist from giving shelter to such elements, and help the authorities implement the developing projects undertaken by the government in their area.

On their part, the tribesmen denied that there were any foreigners living in their area and those whom the government called aliens had actually been living there for decades and had assimilated in society. Asking them to register was to humiliate the tribesmen as it would be totally against their traditions and customs and contrary to the code of Pushtunwali, the tribesmen argued. The tribesmen were also against accepting the responsibility for cross border raids and said that even if some elements occasionally crossed the border, it was for the Afghans and their protectors, the Americans, to intervene.

Further developments are also relevant for this narrative. In early April when the government realized the folly of military action before exhausting other means, it sought the help of a genuine local tribal jirga consisting of maliks, elders, ulema and members of parliament from the area. As a result of successful negotiations, an agreement was signed giving amnesty to those who were accused of opposing the government in lieu of the surrender of some elements as a guarantee of good behaviour. This agreement which was known as the Shakai agreement was signed on April 24, 2004, with great fanfare with the corps commander Peshawar representing the government and some influential maliks including Commander Nek Mohammad, who had by then become the symbol of resistance, representing the local tribesmen.

They were profusely garlanded and Nek Mohammad surrendered his sword to the corps commander as a token of his friendship. Unfortunately, the Americans did not approve of this agreement and the commander-in-charge in Afghanistan, General David Burno, condemned it by saying that these people are to be “killed or captured” and not pardoned as done by Islamabad. This was a signal for further military action, resulting in the brutal killing of Nek Mohammad and some of his man less then two months after the agreement. The killing of Nek Mohammad was the end of all trust and confidence between the parties which has further deteriorated with each passing day.

Where do we go from here? The first thing is to realize the gravity of the situation which has the potential of spreading to other areas and which can attract the attention of some unfriendly foreign powers who are always looking for an opportunity to fish in our troubled waters and to embarrass Pakistan. Up until now, General Musharraf and the prime minister have not shown any meaningful interest in de-escalating the situation.

It is only very recently that the general met a tribal jirga of loyal tribesmen. According to reports, he spoke mainly of development projects as if this is the only problem and the Waziristan problem did not exist. The prime minister has yet to show any interest in a solution to the problem. Currently everything has been left to the governor of the province who was completely sidelined until very recently, and who does not have even a whit of experience in handling tribal matters. In a recent address to a tribal jirga in he is reported to have said that the government was determined to take action against elements who are enemies of the entire world and humanity. “If we do not fix them up, others are ready to follow them till total elimination.”

Are these threats going to endear the government to the tribesmen or de-escalate the tension?

I fear that if the government does not give enough attention and importance to this extremely volatile situation, it can have grave domestic and international repercussions. Already tribal students and lawyers have been demonstrating against the army action and urging the government to start negotiating with the real representatives of the people.

Demand for the formation of an independent judicial commission has been made to investigate the affair and offer mediation. The International Human Rights Watch has also expressed its concern and asked for the protection of the civilian population. It seems to be the only way forward.
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