Islamabad takes a step along rocky path to secure future

By James Lamont 
For those hoping to enlist Pakistan's army in the fight against terror, the arrest of the Taliban's military chief in Afghanistan in Karachi is an encouraging sign.

Nato's forces understand that to bring stability in Afghanistan and end the war in the southern Pashtun-belt, they need the co-operation of Pakistan's army. Without it, the campaigns in the border regions of Helmand, Kandahar and elsewhere are doomed to grind on and casualty lists grow longer.

Military planners talk of squeezing the Taliban and al-Qaeda militants from all sides. Nato officials also talk of a fuller engagement with Pakistan using member Turkey, a Muslim majority state, and its diplomats as facilitators in Islamabad.

Similarly, western leaders have exhorted Pakistan to abandon old loyalties to militant groups operating on its soil and instead regard the Afghan Taliban, the Pakistan Taliban and militant groups created to strike arch-rival India, such as Lashkar-e-Taiba, as all part of the same menace.

The capture on Pakistani soil of Mullah Abdul Ghani Baradar is evidence that the message is getting through. It will bring encouragement to those in western capitals who already viewed military campaigns in Malakand and Waziristan to root out Taliban fighters as a turning point for a military with an ingrained hatred of India, the world's largest democracy.

After decades of supporting militant activities in neighbouring India and Afghanistan this is a big step for Islamabad. After all, the Taliban was in some measure a creation of Pakistan as it sought to expand its influence into Afghanistan at the end of the cold war.

A much bigger step, however, is what happens next. First, the arrests need to move to trials and then convictions. Arrests of militants in Pakistan seldom, if ever, lead to convictions. Pakistan's neighbours are sceptical that the security forces have the will to do much more than round up the usual suspects and then release them. They talk of "revolving door" arrests in which militants and masterminds somehow have a Houdini-like ability to escape a law ill-equipped to prosecute terror cases.

Second, Pakistan's army and civil society need to sustain the effort against militants. It may be tempting to answer pressure from the international community with a few arrests and strikes and then ease off. Equally, a strengthening militant threat within Pakistan itself may sap the will to dismantle their networks.

Third,the leadership of militant movements in the region has a remarkable ability to regenerate. Baitullah Mehsud, a formidable leader of the Pakistan Taliban, was quickly replaced by a clansman Hakimullah Mehsud. Hakimullah, who was killed recently by a US drone strike, will no doubt be replaced by another.

Bringing these leaders under control goes to the heart of Pakistan, created six decades ago at the end of British rule of India, becoming a modern unified state. Some analysts talk about Pakistan's internal dynamics as clan warfare. They say a Punjabi and Muhajir (Muslim exiles from India) elite is in a clash with Pashtun and Baluch in a state still partially formed decades after the British hurriedly quit India in 1947.

The short-term goal is ending the war in Afghanistan. The longer-term ambition is to bring lasting stability to Pakistan and the region.

The Pakistan army may accept the former at the price of more military equipment and a stake in Afghanistan's future but the latter will be a difficult pill to swallow. But Pakistan's own future cannot be secured without reform of the army itself and not simply an overhaul of its security doctrine.

Those who want to believe that Pakistan has a civilian government with some clout find themselves despairing of the army's iron grip on power. If the militant threat recedes, the army needs to submit itself to civilian government, withdraw from the economy and scale its numbers and arsenal down.

Pakistan's US-trained army chief Ashfaq Kiyani is showing courage with a policy shift. But whether he and his generals have the kind of leadership to bring Pakistan into a new era within the international community has yet to be seen. The arrest of Mullah Baradar is a step, but only a step.

