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Was the Pakistani government and military waiting for the peace talks to fail, in order to launch
a calculated and targeted military operation with the legitimacy of having explored all other
non-military options? What kind of balance is the Pakistani state trying to achieve in the
precarious year of 2014, where military action in the tribal areas and unfavourable regional
developments could lead to dangerous instability, or even worse, a faltering and unlikely peace?
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Abstract
The story of peace talks between the Pakistani government and the Tehreek-e-Taliban Pakistan (TTP) –
and how they ultimately failed – is a unique tale in the saga of the Global War on Terror (GWOT),
especially in the war of Muslim nation-states versus Islamic extremism and fundamentalist militias in
South Asia. Among many questions (and some answers) concerning the Govt-TTP talks, this analytical
report explains the most important of these questions: why the peace talks failed; by doing so, it tries to
understand whether a negotiated peace could still be achieved in Pakistan or not (and should such a
course of action still be considered for successful policy implementation or not). Be that as it may, the
actions of all parties in Pakistan’s internal conflict are loud and clear for everyone to see.
Was the Pakistani government and military waiting for the peace talks to fail, in order to launch a
calculated and targeted military operation with the legitimacy of having explored all other non-military
options? What kind of balance is the Pakistani state trying to achieve in the precarious year of 2014,
where military action in the tribal areas and unfavourable regional developments could lead to
dangerous instability, or even worse, a faltering and unlikely peace? Is Pakistan negotiating towards the
final battle that it will fight (against the TTP militant group and against Al Qaeda allies in the country) for
its internal security, peace, stability, and very survival? Many questions were asked, and are still being
asked: this analytical report tries to understand the developments between November 2013 and
February 2014 that concern Pakistan’s internal security and existential threat matrix, and develop an
estimation of policies, perceptions, actions and reactions that have led the country’s political and military
leadership to choose the course that they have embarked upon – and have reached till March 05, 2014.
[Shemrez Nauman Afzal is a Research Advisor and Consultant (Security & Governance) at Spearhead
Research – Pakistan]
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As noted in the abstract, the Spearhead Special Report contains information, data and analysis as at
March 05, 2014. Since then, many new developments have taken place concerning the talks initiative
between the TTP and the Pakistani government. As the general public believed that an operation was
ongoing, it was revealed that secret talks continued behind the scenes under the direct supervision of
Interior Minister Chaudhry Nisar Ali Khan, and the TTP announced a ceasefire for the month of March. As
the TTP's main shura engages in talks with the government, splinter groups and disenchanted factions who want to continue waging war against the Pakistani state and are averse to talks, like the newly
formed Ahrar ul Hind - continue attacks against Pakistan. However, these attempts to "derail the peace
process" are failing, as the TTP and the government are scheduled to hold direct "face-to-face" meetings
with each other very soon in an undisclosed location. The author notes that the analyses and opinions
contained within the special report are still useful and pertinent to the topic of relevance, and that the
suggestions, recommendations and policy frameworks discussed in the special report still remain valid
for purposes of academic discourse if not for tactical, political, or strategic application.

1

ADDENDUM: (26th March, 2014)

Protecting Pakistan From Within: Will Peace Negotiations Succeed?
Spearhead Research – Special Report

Contents
Introduction .................................................................................................................................................. 3
Breakthrough: The Govt-TTP Peace Negotiations “Begin” ........................................................................... 3
The 8th Trilateral Summit in Ankara: Talks with Afghanistan before Launching the TTP Offensive ............ 4
Impasse and Failure of “Peace Process”: Deliberate Sabotage or Intelligent Design? ................................. 6
A Game of Perceptions: More Questions but Few Answers....................................................................... 10
The Military Response: Operation “Root Out” or “Wipe Out”? ................................................................. 13
Preparing For The Fallout: The TTP Backlash in Urban Pakistan ................................................................ 15
The Million Dollar Question Remains: Why Peace Talks in the First Place? ............................................... 16

Page

2

Conclusion: A Targeted, Surgical Military Operation as the Effective, Result-Yielding “Peace Process” ... 17

www.SpearheadResearch.org

Protecting Pakistan From Within: Will Peace Negotiations Succeed?
Spearhead Research – Special Report

Introduction
As 2014 started, the people of Pakistan were asking their new government many questions: what is the
purpose, basis or foundation of holding talks with the TTP terrorist umbrella/organization with the
intent of achieving a negotiated peace with “estranged brothers”? What kind(s) of results was the
government-TTP talks designed to accomplish? Some argued that in any case – whether the talks
proceeded or failed – a military operation was destined to take place: would it target all of the TTP, or
only those who are opposed to the peace talks? This last question perhaps continues to make its rounds
in the minds of the general public as well as the civilian and military leadership(s) of Pakistan.
There were too many questions about the basis, trajectory, and outcome (or hopes and intentions for
the outcome) of the peace talks between the Pakistani government and the Tehreek-e-Taliban Pakistan
(TTP), a process got underway despite ambiguities, unanswered queries, and multidimensional threats
that were posed to this unique “peace process” from the beginning: these included unabated terror
attacks throughout the country, to American drones hovering above TTP “shura” (high council)
meetings, to continued acts of wanton terror throughout Pakistan by TTP underlings as the “shura” dealt
with the negotiators who would negotiate with the government’s negotiators.

Since the first talks on Thursday
February 06 (to chart out a
roadmap for the peace talks
between a government and a
proscribed terrorist organization)
between
the
governmentappointed
four-member
committee
and the TTPappointed
committee,
two
members of the TTP-appointed
committee traveled to an
undisclosed location in the
Pakistani tribal areas (most likely in or around Miranshah, North Waziristan, where the TTP exerts
maximum control on the ground) for meeting with the TTP negotiations “shura” led by Qari Shakeel,
head of the TTP “caretaker” committee (also the TTP’s political affairs committee). As the meeting
shifted locations many times because (supposedly American) drones hovered overhead, no damage or
loss of life was caused in the end, and a fifteen-point draft for negotiations with the Pakistan
government was presented by the TTP main “shura” – which had been reportedly deliberating since
Saturday and was led by TTP’s deputy chief (“ameer”) Sheikh Khalid Haqqani – to Professor Ibrahim
Khan and Maulana Yousuf Shah.
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As the TTP’s appointed negotiators claimed to have brought blessed tidings from the “no go areas” of
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Pakistan, the people continued to wonder: is Pakistan talking or negotiating? Have the real talks even
started or not? And if they do start, are the talks designed to fail – with the TTP sticking to their demand
for imposition of “Sharia law” throughout Pakistan, while the government refused to budge from the
position of having talks under the ambit of the Constitution (which, in spirit, does not allow for
negotiations with terrorists, and has a clear punishment for those who commit treason as per Article 6
of the Constitution). The TTP demands – their first 15 points, and the later insistences as their
prerequisite for a ceasefire on their part – were inherently designed to turn Pakistan into an Islamic
Emirate: like the one the Taliban created in Afghanistan between 1996 and 2001, but (when one looks
closely at Fazlullah’s reign over Swat) much, much worse in terms of the fundamental human rights and
modern freedoms that the citizens of Pakistan (and particularly the religious minorities) would enjoy
under TTP rule. On February 23, Amir Mir clarified for all and sundry that the TTP, through their
spokesman Shahidullah Shahid, “are trying to mislead the masses by raising the issue of Shariah at this
stage despite the fact that they had abandoned it in the first week of the talks by leaving Maulana Abdul
Aziz of the Lal Masjid in the lurch”. Mir called this “a belated move on the part of the Taliban to win back
the sympathies of the people of Pakistan by shifting their focus from the real issue of unabated
terrorism unleashed by the TTP”.
So what were we/Pakistan negotiating for? The terms of the TTP’s surrender? Or terms of their inclusion
into mainstream society, and perhaps the destruction of a modern, progressive, tolerant, and
somewhat-liberal Pakistan with a hopeful future of being a developed economy?
Others even wondered if the “peace process” was a dualism or double-standard on part of the
government; where a former President is being tried for treason by a special court (whereas all actions
undertaken as head of state or head of government cannot be called into question in any court
according to the Constitution itself) while terrorists who have killed more than 50,000 Pakistanis –
military personnel, civilian officials and citizens – in almost seven years are being given legitimacy and
treated as equals of the government by the political party in power?
Despite so many questions being discussed and over-discussed by the media (some as established facts
and some as breaking news), one reality could not be ignored: the government of Pakistan, elected by
the people, was negotiating with a banned, proscribed outfit! It had still not removed the TTP or its
associated militias from the list of banned organizations.
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As the talks continued, the Prime Minister – accompanied by an entourage consisting of his top foreign
policy and national security advisors, as well as the Army Chief – undertook a trip to Ankara, where
Afghan President Karzai was also present and the eighth Pak-Turk-Afghan Trilateral Summit for
discussing regional peace was in session. At the summit – themed “A sustainable peace in the heart of
Asia” – Pakistan, Turkey and Afghanistan “reaffirmed their resolve to continue collective efforts and
enhanced cooperation to ensure sustainable peace and security in the region”. PM Nawaz Sharif hoped
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The 8th Trilateral Summit in Ankara: Talks with Afghanistan before
Launching the TTP Offensive
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that the Afghan people would counter
all the challenges with resilience and
perseverance and Pakistan would
continue to facilitate the peace
process for a peaceful Afghanistan.
“Together we are working to build a
new chapter in Pakistan-Afghanistan
relations,” he further commented. The
Pakistani Prime Minister said his
government would continue its sincere
efforts to promote “good neighbourly
ties” with Afghanistan. “It is also clear that such common challenges are best resolved through common
endeavours at the regional and international levels. Commonality of purpose creates new
opportunities”, Prime Minister Sharif said, and emphasized that an inclusive political settlement was the
key to sustainable peace in Afghanistan as well as the whole region. However, how inclusive the Afghan
peace process is depends on the sincerity of the Afghan state (Karzai and post-Karzai) as well as the
Afghan Taliban, and not on Pakistan, which can only facilitate a meaningful dialogue between both
sides, who have to settle their own issues themselves, regardless of what Pakistan unilaterally desires or
would desire.
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As Pakistan and Turkey declared their staunch support for Afghanistan, their officials prepared to draw a
“fail-safe mechanism” for their neighbour’s security and stability (particularly shoring up the Afghan
security forces’ capability to defend Kabul) ahead of the drawdown of U.S. troops. “Without the
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President Karzai, on his part, joined the
Pakistani Prime Minister in praising the efforts
of the Turkish leadership to bridge the trust
deficit between Pakistan and Afghanistan, and
promote efforts for sustainable peace between
the two countries and in the region. The Afghan
president said the leaders from the three
countries discussed all areas of cooperation,
with special focus on security and peace
building in Afghanistan and Pakistan, and that
the three brotherly nations would continue to
“increase a trusted environment” between Pakistan and Afghanistan. He said that Afghanistan was
committed to the trilateral dialogue and expressed his confidence that the next Afghan president would
be following the process. President Karzai hoped that the trilateral process would yield a beneficial
result for both Pakistan and Afghanistan. It was decided that foreign ministers of Pakistan and Turkey
would visit Afghanistan after the latter’s presidential election scheduled in April to extend their
cooperation to Kabul. According to officials, the leaders of the three countries also discussed intelligence
sharing and training for the security and law-enforcement agencies of both Afghanistan and Pakistan.
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cooperation of neighbouring countries, it is impossible to maintain security and stability in Afghanistan,”
Turkey’s President Abdullah Gül said on the sidelines of the 8th Turkey-Afghanistan-Pakistan trilateral
summit. “Inversely”, he said, “it is not possible to maintain stability in the region without maintaining
peace in Afghanistan”. Turkey also denied news reports that a Taliban office was being opened in
Ankara to facilitate talks between them and the Afghan government, but said that it was “open” to the
idea of the establishment of an office for the Taliban “to help with peace talks with Afghanistan” – one
such office is already open and apparently functional in Doha, Qatar – where the U.S. CENTCOM also,
incidentally, has its forward command base.
Despite the high positive note on which the 8th Trilateral Summit ended, it was argued that there was
no real goodwill to be expected from President Karzai: Mullah Fazlullah would continue to enjoy Afghan
“hospitality” with little hope of being arrested or extradited to Pakistan, and in return, it would “be vain”
to hope that Pakistan would put (or be able to put) pressure on the Haqqani network or the Afghan
Taliban to enter into talks with the Karzai government, whose tenure is scheduled to end in less than
two months and who the Taliban consider illegitimate. When questioned about Fazlullah’s presence in
Afghanistan and his freedom to operate and lead the TTP from there, President Karzai called it “a direct
consequence of ‘inaction’ and violation of the Afghan territory by the Taliban and terrorists”.

Impasse and Failure of “Peace Process”: Deliberate Sabotage or
Intelligent Design?
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On February 19, the committee met the Prime Minister for a “final decision on talks with the TTP” and
with their negotiators’ committee. A statement released from the Prime Minister House – after the PM’s
meeting with the committee – said that “the committee told the premier that they have unanimously
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Developments (i.e. terror attacks and announcements)
on February 17 and 18 dealt a final blow to the
already-fledgling negotiations efforts. The TTP denied
any involvement with the bombing of a Peshawar
cinema, but announced that it had orchestrated the
attack on a bus of police commandos in Karachi, and
that its Mohmand Agency chapter had also
slaughtered (literally, murdered in cold blood) 23
Frontier Corps (FC) soldiers whom they had kidnapped
in a guerilla raid from the Shongrai check post on June
14, 2010. A brutal attack on an anti-Taliban “amn lashkar” (peace militia) which killed 9 also took place
among these occurrences. The government’s negotiators thus “felt compelled” to postpone their next
meeting with the TTP’s negotiators. The government committee said on February 18 that the attacks in
Karachi and the killing of FC soldiers in Mohmand Agency had a negative impact on efforts to restore
peace in the country, and the peace talks could only continue if the TTP immediately stopped their
violent terror activities.
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decided not to hold scheduled talks with the Taliban committee as it is meaningless now”; the
government committee said that espoused the view that talks could not progress without any solid
steps, and that they had also asked the Taliban to cease all violent activities unconditionally without any
delay. After the meeting with the government’s negotiators’ committee, the PM held a meeting with the
Army Chief as well. And after all these developments – apparent “last ditch efforts” by the government
to revive the “peace process” or still give it some meaning – the government still developed three
demands to be presented the TTP, which included cessation of all terror activities in Pakistan, taking
responsibility for or disowning other TTP groups that do not follow the TTP “shura’s” orders and
directions, and the release of high-profile persons kidnapped by the TTP such as former PM Yousaf Raza
Gillani’s son.
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From Pakistan’s point of view, the ongoing
military operation has to be – as the catchphrase goes – “Pakistan-owned and Pakistanled”: the Pakistan military has even become
self-sufficient in terms of time-sensitive
intelligence
regarding
locations
and
movements of militant commanders, and
locally-produced drone technology is being
used in the latest military effort to wipe out the TTP (and such technology can – as in the West – go a
long way in terms of reducing the threat as well as actual impact of terrorism in Pakistan’s urban and
densely populated areas, where a defensive posture has been set up and is being maintained by the
civilian law enforcement agencies as well as the civil and military intelligence services). The U.S. does not
view the TTP just as an extension of the Afghan Taliban or as a threat to peace and stability in South Asia
(particularly the Afghan setup that they will leave behind in 2014) but also as a “potential source of
international terrorism” according to Markey, who is obviously referring to Faisal Shahzad. In sum,
Markey states that “the U.S. won't scuttle Pakistan's peace talks with the Taliban – so long as no one
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This “death blow” was – as the results and subsequent
developments clearly show – more severe than the November
1-2, 2013 drone strike that killed former TTP “ameer”,
Hakeemullah Mehsud. That drone strike allowed the exhibition
of the first instance of unanimity among everyone in Pakistan:
that the U.S. had deliberately scuttled Pakistan’s “peace
process” on the verge of its commencement was a notion that
was peddled by both the civilian government, the political
opposition, the TTP (which ramped up terror attacks against
the Pakistani state and citizenry), and the public at large.
Daniel Markey argued that the suspension of peace talks was
“actually good news” for U.S.-Pakistan relations, and – as the recent whirlwind visit of the CIA chief to
Pakistan and his meeting with the COAS shows – has allowed both countries to “restore a narrow basis
for security cooperation” and to even “coordinate their tactics against the TTP”.
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Finally and at last, many were relieved that the government was letting go of a lost cause, and taking
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The Prime Minister deplored the murder of FC soldiers who had been kidnapped, saying that “whenever
we reach an encouraging point, the process is sabotaged”; at the same time, he claimed that the TTP
was eager to reach an agreement and refused to give a deadline for the end of the talks with a positive
outcome, while acknowledging that Pakistan could not afford more loss of life. Evidently, tensions were
running much higher than before, and it became obvious – even to those who ignored it earlier, and
especially as a matter of national security policy – that the peace talks initiative was pointless if the
Pakistan Army was observing a unilateral ceasefire (and picking up bodies of its martyrs) for over five
months as the TTP went on a rampage at will. After the Karachi attack, and particularly after the
announcement that the TTP’s Mohmand Agency chapter had murdered 23 FC troops that it had
imprisoned for over three years, pressure on the civilian government and on the Prime Minister had
reached its zenith: this despite the statement from PM Sharif in Ankara that the Pakistani military
backed the government’s peace process, and that the TTP had promised to take action against those
among them who continued to carry out terror attacks. The media soon picked up political commentary
and opinions to that effect: when it should have been obvious to all and sundry that unless the TTP
ceases fire – which is much less to ask for than surrendering – there is no point in talking to them, as it
would give them more strength, more room to operate, and most dangerously, more legitimacy
(especially when they are operating a much more successful media propaganda campaign than the
government and the state). The continuing surge in violence throughout Pakistan was brought into
consideration, and as the international media would have it, the Prime Minister “gave in to pressure
from hawks in the military” to mount a tougher, “befitting” military response to those who are “playing
games with the nation and the state”. News reports now confirm that Prime Minister Nawaz Sharif had
authorized the army on February 20 to attack
militants in the volatile FATA region along the
Afghan border. The Prime Minister had
personally authorized the Army Chief and Air
Chief to carry out a military response based
primarily on airstrikes against TTP bastions in
FATA so as to make the TTP realize that the
government was quite serious about exercising
the alternative of a military option if the
militants “refused to behave”.
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tries to make peace”. But even as of February 11, the U.S. Defense Intelligence Agency (DIA) was not
aware as to when “large scale military operations” would commence in North Waziristan: in a testimony
given by Lt. General Michael Flynn to the U.S. Senate, the DIA chief acknowledged that Afghan security
forces were getting battered and bruised as the U.S. began to withdrew intelligence, reconnaissance and
bomb-detection technologies; the Afghan army and police units are currently struggling to hold areas
after clearing them and eliminating insurgents. Lt. General Flynn also testified that “Pakistan is also
having difficulty fighting militants”, although such difficulties seem to have abated significantly a few
weeks after his testimony to the Senate.
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steps as per the alternate course of action available to state institutions. But many are unaware as to
how much effort it took to not only shape public opinion in the favour of a military solution, and also to
fool the TTP into showing their true colours – and their insincerity towards peace in Pakistan.
Though it has been argued (and rightly so) that the TTP evaluates the evolving situation in Pakistan
continuously and very carefully — especially the trends in public opinion and the drivers behind those
trends – the case during and after the talks seems to be that the TTP overplayed its hand (or was made
to do so by the government and the military, who took a forceful decision right when public opinion was
at the breaking point). The TTP justified continuing terror attacks using the claim that the government
(and the military) had to cease fire first (which it already had, for months), and further said that some of
its subordinate groups are against peace talks; so such activities should not be allowed to sabotage the
peace talks and the government (as well as the public) needs to “show patience”. The TTP should have
known that this was too much to ask from a nation who had suffered immensely in the past seven to ten
years. It has been rightly noted by the print media that by slaughtering the FC men, the TTP had actually
attempted to further erode the state authority and force it into signing a peace pact on their own terms:
but the TTP were mistaken this time, because they were overestimating themselves (and their actual
position of strength as opposed to their perceived position of strength) and gravely underestimating the
power of the state.
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To be serious on its part, the TTP needed to reign in the rogue elements that did not agree with the
policy adopted by its “shura”! This was one of the three government demands right before the Prime
Minister ordered the military to teach the TTP a lesson. If the entire TTP would have fallen in line with
the idea of a negotiated peace, then the Pakistani state and security apparatus would not have adopted
an approach based on surgical military strikes to soften up TTP strongholds and to eliminate their arms
depots and caches in North Waziristan. After the TTP displayed – or were left no choice by the
government but to exhibit – their true colours as a rag-tag militia brought together by very few common
denominators, and espousing divergent views as to how much they hate Pakistan, the Pakistani military
has launched a tactical response to the TTP’s “talk-fight” approach using the cover of “all else has
failed”: in that sense, the Pakistani state’s rationale is better than the argument being used by the TTP
for continued offensive tactics. If the TTP thinks Mullah Fazlullah is a fit candidate to run Pakistan – as a
Khalifah and not Prime Minister or President – then the TTP leadership should have controlled these
rogue groups within its organization (just like PM Sharif convinced the Pakistan Army and military for a
ceasefire, and for supporting the government’s peace talks initiative, which they openly did); if the TTP
was unable to do so, it should have either completely disavowed the rogue, insubordinate groups and
sworn its loyalty to the peace talks, or it should have eliminated these splinter groups altogether (they
could have even offered up these groups to the military and law enforcement agencies as “sweeteners”
for continuing the talks, and for showing their own sincerity in holding talks with the government).
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Evidently, the TTP lost its “edge”, and
the media subtly turned against the
terrorist organization – which had
threatened the country’s media in
general and certain outlets and
journalists in particular with dire
consequences because of their antiTTP propaganda. The TTP also lost its
“edge” when the disunity within the
ranks of the TTP negotiators became
more and more visible: the “khatib” of
the Red Mosque, Maulana Abdul Aziz,
gave jingoistic press conferences in
Islamabad, and did not desist despite
the fact that Maulana Sami-ul-Haq –
the chief of the TTP negotiators’ committee – and the caretaker chief of the TTP’s political “shura” both
tried to call him during his rants to calm him down, and later on disowned his statements. Amir Mir’s
article on February 23 discusses this aspect in much more detail, especially because the Red Mosque
siege was the main event that led to the coalescence of various tribal militias into the formation of the
TTP under Baitullah Mehsud. He held press conferences flanked by armed gunmen, giving the
impression that he is not merely a TTP nominee, but in fact is a member or senior leader of the TTP, and
would give his press conferences in the same way (TTP leaders are flanked by masked gunmen
brandishing assault rifles when they are photographed or interviewed by the media on video).

A Game of Perceptions: More Questions but Few Answers
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In giving the talks effort a serious chance, it may be that the PML-N government and the Pakistani
military both gave legitimacy to the talks and not to the TTP: that they were serious in achieving peace
in Pakistan by any means necessary, and that talks with the TTP without a mutual ceasefire would not
achieve that goal. To consider it a charade as such, one must be glad that it was not a protracted drama,
and ended more quickly than it started. The longer the talks would have gone on, the more media space
the TTP would have acquired to spread its extremist and intolerant propaganda to the public – and also
present it as just, righteous, and the true face of Islam, when it actually isn’t. The federal information
minister was too late but right in asking “what kind of Sharia” allowed the TTP to slaughter 23
paramilitary personnel – and drew comparisons with India’s treatment of Pakistani prisoners of war
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As the government and military seemed to be losing hope in their own talks initiative and appeared to
be gearing up for “the other option”, the following questions acquired more importance than others:
are the talks designed to give credence and legitimacy to a military operation against the TTP if the talks
fail and if the militants refuse to surrender? And will it be a surgical operation against the most antiPakistan and anti-state of the TTP elements, or only those who oppose peace in Pakistan?
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after the 1971 war between the two countries. In
response, the TTP put forth their conditions for
ceasefire, and TTP spokesperson Shahidullah Shahid
claimed that “the government has killed more than
60 Taliban since the start of the peace talks, in
Karachi and the rest of Pakistan, under a secret
operation codenamed Operation Root Out”.
While both sides continue to insist that they were
still open for negotiations – and this time, the TTP
wants the dialogue to continue more so than the
Pakistani government does: an apparent sign of
obvious weakness and fear that the TTP has more to
lose in all-out hostilities than the government or the
military does (since the latter seemed to be waiting
for an excuse to wipe the former out, and have
apparently found the golden reason at the most
opportune time). The Pakistan Air Force commenced sorties to bomb TTP hideouts in Mir Ali near the
Afghan border on Thursday, February 20; on Saturday, February 22, gunship helicopters conducted raids
in Hangu district, and on the next day (Sunday), PAF fighter jets targeted TTP training facilities in the
Tirah valley. Therefore, the operation against the TTP has started in the form of surgical strikes by aerial
combat elements, resulting in ground casualties only from the TTP side – the media claims that many
TTP commanders have been eliminated in just three rounds of bombing alone. On February 21, Amir Mir
wrote that the government was adopting a “carrot and stick” policy with the TTP: that although TTP
hideouts, arms caches and crucial defensive positions were being targeted in PAF sorties, the
government had also not completely suspended the peace talks – and therefore, the idea of a
negotiated peace – with the TTP. However, the fact remains that the TTP must cease fire and stop
terrorist activities in the country if it really wants the government to resume peace talks; and now, the
pressure is on the “shura” of the terror organization instead of the civilian or military leadership of
Pakistan, who are proceeding according to plan.
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Rumours were abound among various circles that – regardless or in spite of the talks – as soon as March
arrives and the snow in the tribal areas thaw, military operations on the ground will commence against
the most hardened TTP elements (while aerial operations from both the attack helicopters of the Army
Air Defence and the bombers of the Pakistan Air Force would be underway to provide cover, air support
and tactical superiority in the battlefield). Even in January – again, despite a unilateral ceasefire from the
Pakistan Army in the FATA tribal areas since mid-2013, and only in support of the government’s peace
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In response to this offensive by the military, the TTP has also increased its focus on terror activities: a
bomb planted at a bus terminal in Kohat blew up on Sunday, killing between 12 to 14 citizens. The TTP
also announced fresh targets of both military and civilian nature which may come under terror attack as
a result of the Pakistani military being unleashed against the TTP – and after Kohat, Peshawar came
under fire on Monday and Tuesday in almost five different terrorist attacks.
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talks initiative – a minor artillery barrage was directed towards militant hideouts in the tribal areas as a
response to the Bannu and Rawalpindi attacks.
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The TTP realized that public support for it was waning after the attacks that happened before the
initiation of the peace talks – the government and the military grabbed (again, very subtly, not to seem
as if it jumped at the opportunity of) the TTP’s inability to exert its authority on its subordinate groups
and completely stop terror attacks during the talks process. This was its main shortcoming in both
proving its sincerity to peace in Pakistan, and to retaining whatever base of justification or support it had
in mainstream society (including religious conservatives and closet extremists who continue to preach
the sermon that the TTP are just “estranged brothers” who do not want Pakistan to fight “America’s
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The continued terror attacks by the TTP withered away any public support (even among conservative
Muslim groups) that was left for the them, or any tolerance for the peace talks initiative left among the
general public: the people of Pakistan understood as a matter of fact that extremist terrorists cannot be
negotiated with, and that they will continue to dictate their terms unless the Pakistani state puts its foot
down and defines its own terms and, as the often-used term goes, draw the “red lines”. It had been
already suggested that the entire dialogue process has to be very carefully monitored and analyzed over
the entire duration of its progression, the state has to be clear on its redlines from the word go, and
public as well as media support must be ensured by transparency to the maximum extent possible:
these three crucial recommendations for the success of the talks process were perhaps given more
attention by the government and the military rather than the TTP.
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war”, even though Pakistanis are dying at the hands of Arabs, Chechens, Uzbeks, Tajiks, Afghan Pashtuns
and Pashtun tribals). Amir Rana had argued that the TTP was far ahead in terms of the government
when it came to propaganda warfare, but in February 2014, it seems that the government and the
military laid the perfect trap for the TTP – especially as far as the “hearts and minds” of Pakistan’s
Muslims were concerned.
Writing for The News International on February 14, Amir Mir confirmed that “the prime minister’s move
to give peaceful solution one more chance was chiefly meant to build up a strong public opinion in
favour of a military offensive in North Waziristan to finally uproot the TTP-run network of terrorism,
once the peace bid fizzles out”. According to him, “the military and the political elite were on the same
page in their approach to counter the Taliban-sponsored terrorism and the talks process was a mere
formality to garner maximum public support in favour of a military offensive once the peace initiative
fails because of the TTP’s likely refusal to lay down arms and quit their terror tactics”.
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True to his statement of February 21, Pakistan’s Chief of Army Staff, General Raheel Sharif has – through
the actions of the Armed Forces since February 20 – effectively dispelled any doubts anyone had about
the Pakistani military’s capability vis-à-vis rooting out the terrorist threat within the county and dealing
with any internal or external security threat/challenge facing Pakistan. If, as the New York Times put it,
the Taliban was tough to root out for the Pakistan military in 2010, the case is definitely not the same
almost four years later. The military approach/strategy – incorporating both the land and air forces –
does not seem to be one of “unleashing senseless force” as the PM said when he promoted the idea of
peace talks. In an incremental fashion, attacks using fighter/bomber warplanes and attack helicopters
will be used to “soften” TTP targets in the tribal areas, which will set the stage for “force groups” to be
deployed in militant-held areas: Wajahat S. Khan has authored a brilliant article on the order of battle of
the Pakistani military in
the coming (or already
commenced)
war
against the TTP. Though
the XI Corps based in
Peshawar and the
Pakistan Air Force will
provide a majority of
the
combatant
elements in the FATA
theater of war, the 7th,
9th, 17th, 19th, 37th and
40th Divisions of the
Corps will form the
“noose” around the
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The Military Response: Operation “Root Out” or “Wipe Out”?
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neck of militant strongholds in the tribal areas: North Waziristan in particular, and their escape routes in
general. The 40th Division, based in Jandola, South Waziristan, is tasked with protecting the Pakistani
mainland from a TTP retreat maneuver towards the cities and urban areas, in addition to covering the
south-eastern flank of the 7th Division (“The Golden Arrow”) which is one of the oldest strike formations
of the Pakistan Army and is actually stationed in Miranshah, North Waziristan. As the combatant
divisions “clear” and “hold” the tribal areas, the 45th Engineering Division – along with elements of the
Frontier Works Organization (FWO) – will be called in to rebuild the war-torn areas: according to
Wajahat S. Khan, they will provide the “operational and post-operational support and ‘rehab and
rebuild’ for the transfer stage”, that is, when the area is cleared of militants and ready to be handed
over by the military to the local civilian administration.
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When it comes to the
international spectrum of the
ongoing anti-TTP operation goes,
will the Pakistani Army use a
“hammer and anvil” approach in
collaboration with the U.S. and
Afghan forces to crush TTP
elements retreating over the
Durand Line into their Afghan
safe havens, especially in Kunar,
Nangarhar and Paktia? Or will the
Pakistani Armed Forces conduct
short but swift “hot pursuit”
maneuvers into Afghanistan? This
remains to be seen: although an
unnamed
senior
military
commander in the Pakistan Army confided to Wajahat S. Khan that “a Taliban commander on the run is
as good as a Taliban commander in the grave” since he is “disorganized” and in disarray, and is therefore
unable to effectively communicate with – much less lead – the militia elements under his direct
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According to latest intelligence intercepts of “chatter” between TTP militant commanders, the umbrella
organization’s leadership is in disarray – particularly after the death of an important commander,
Asmatullah Shaheen Bhittani, in a firing incident that occurred during the Pakistani military’s aerial
offensive – and that “if such precise strikes continue, they [the TTP] would be eliminated without a
fight”. In addition to Bhittani, who was also considered to be a senior Al-Qaeda operative and was the
“acting TTP boss” after the death of Hakeemullah and before the appointment of Fazlullah as the TTP
chief, prominent TTP commander Adnan Rasheed was also killed on January 21 of this year. Adnan
Rasheed was a former technician in the Pakistan Air Force, and was awarded a death sentence on
October 5, 2005 by Field General Court Martial for perpetrating an assassination attempt on former
President General Pervez Musharraf in 2004. He later escaped from Bannu jail on April 15, 2012, after
having remained behind bars for eight years and four months.
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command. Come what may, the government and the military must push the TTP to failure, and push
them to the point of operational invalidity in a very short timeframe; that is, before the summer arrives,
and before public opinion turns against a protracted war which continues to hit vulnerable targets in
Pakistan’s cities and urban areas. And if the government must negotiate with the TTP, it must do so from
a position of strength and not one of weakness.

Preparing For The Fallout: The TTP Backlash in Urban Pakistan
At the same time, there are negative consequences of an incremental as well as all-out military
operation against the TTP in the tribal areas: there are an unknown amount of TTP and Al-Qaeda-linked
sleeper cells throughout Pakistan, which can be activated (and may already be active) to unleash more
terror when the state draws out its sword against the North Waziristan stronghold of the TTP. As five
attacks have rocked the city of Peshawar in the some 24 hours or so between Monday and Tuesday,
what would the government do if the number of daily attacks rises to anywhere between 15 and 20,
with multiple targets in different cities? Using new legislation such as the Protection of Pakistan
Ordinance – and implementing anti-terror mechanisms, especially advance intelligence collection
protocols for preventive action – may provide some respite, even though these methods must be
perfected through trial and error that will, unfortunately, cost more Pakistani lives.
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Another negative consequence would be the personal threat to the lives of politicians, especially those
who openly speak out against the TTP: they would become the focus of more targeted, more
sophisticated attacks in order to wipe them out in the same way that the tribal malik’s of the FATA
agencies were wiped out to create a leadership vacuum that the TTP occupied using the sheer threat of
force and numbers. Already, TTP factions are splintering away because the main “shura” is conducting
talks with the government: a hitherto-unknown group called “Ahrar-ul-Hind” claimed responsibility for
an attack on an Islamabad Session court on Monday, March 10, and said it had “no ties with the TTP”.
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On the one hand, when one argues that the Pakistani military may not be able to financially sustain a
protracted counter-insurgency operation (when it has been fighting one since 2007 and another in
Baluchistan according to its own quantum), the other hands suggests that the CIA chief made a quick
visit to Rawalpindi to meet with the Pakistani Army Chief in order to give his “two cents” on how to go
about invading North Waziristan – and more importantly, how the U.S. would like Pakistan to go into the
tribal area to flush out anti-state (read: anti-Afghan more so than anti-Pakistan) militants. But, as the
timing is of Pakistan’s own choice, despite years of pressure from the U.S., it is more likely that the
pattern of operations and of adjusting the quantum of combatant force groups in the different tribal
areas will be entirely up to the Pakistan Army: inputs from the U.S. military, from the CIA, and from
Afghanistan will be considered as and when they are required. A commentator asked, “what would
happen if the TTP shoots down a Cobra helicopter?”. One believes that the area would first be targeted
for a rescue mission, and then the adjoining areas would be subject to a search and hunt for whoever
possesses and exercised the capability to knock out Pakistan’s aerial elements from Pakistani airspace,
where they enjoy unquestionable superiority over the TTP, who have no air assets whatsoever.
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The Million Dollar Question Remains: Why Peace Talks in the First
Place?
Many asked whether the peace talks initiative – which proved to be a waste of time and a flawed policy,
unless it was designed to fail and give legitimacy to a military response backed by the government and
the public, in which case it was the perfect ruse – was merely an ingenious attempt in buying time: if it
was, then who was buying time? The government, or the TTP? For which of these parties was the
timeframe between October 2013 and February/March 2014 more important? Even if the TTP was able
to regroup and reload under Fazlullah while the Pakistani military observed a ceasefire, the government
realized that the morale of the Pakistan Army (and that of the general public) may not be the same as it
was in January this year, when the whole nation was outraged at the (continuing) TTP attacks and were
heavily backing the government and rooting for a military option against a terrorist organization that
was proving to be the enemy of Pakistan and an insincere negotiating partner in achieving peace.
Perhaps this is why the talks – and the talks conundrum, i.e. the entire uncertainty and plethora of
questions swirling around the “peace process” – were continued till the government and military –
backed (or forced) by public opinion; and the media’s shaping of it – was continued till it was continued,
and was given up when it was. On the other hand, Dr. Mohammad Taqi – known for his critical views of
the Pakistani government and especially of the military – claims that “Pakistani public opinion seems to
be turning against the TTP despite the PML-N’s horrible handling of the narrative, not due to it … Prime
Minister Nawaz Sharif must put his house in order for selfish reasons if nothing else”. Nevertheless, he
agrees with a military solution to eliminate militancy and terrorism from Pakistan than the process of a
negotiated peace settlement: he says that “no matter how religiously conservative society gets under
the mercantile capitalism of the PML-N variety, it is still incompatible with the TTP’s austere and violent
sharia … It is not every day that the Pakistan army is predisposed to take action in North Waziristan”. He
recommends that PM Sharif should “count his blessings and grab the moment” to provide complete
support to the Pakistan Army and Air Force, while shoring up defensive civilian and military elements
deployed in and around the cities of Pakistan, so as to intercept intelligence in a timely and preventative
manner: stop acts of terror before they can be carried out.
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Can the peace talks be restarted now – can the process itself, or a modification thereof, be revived? If so
– and if the idea really is to revert to talks – when will they be restarted? And under what conditions:
will the state of Pakistan finally realize that it must negotiate from a position of strength, or will it (yet
again) negotiate with the TTP in a condition of stalemate or of perceived weakness? Will a bruised,
battered, debilitated and cornered TTP agree to a ceasefire; or does the Pakistan military, law
enforcement agencies, government, and most importantly the general public, have to push the TTP into
a position where they have no choice but to surrender in addition to ceasing their terrorist activities
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As many of the questions that came up between the new government taking office in May 2013 and the
start of the military operation against the TTP in the tribal areas in February 2014 have been dwelled
upon, analyzed from many directions and dimensions – and answered above, to some extent – it is
acknowledged that many questions still remain: as new questions continue to be raised.
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throughout the country? Finally, will the government of Pakistan realize that negotiating with terrorists
who flout the law, the Constitution and the writ of the state – whether they are Islamic fundamentalists
and radical extremists in FATA and Khyber Pakhtunkhwa, or secularly-oriented separatists and armed
groups disenchanted with the state and federation in Baluchistan – is not a policy to be pursued, or even
to be considered in the first place?

Conclusion: A Targeted, Surgical Military Operation as the Effective,
Result-Yielding “Peace Process”
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As Pakistan’s military offensive against the TTP picks up its pace and quantum, some negative
repercussions have been noted and highlighted above. But an important development is also going to
take place in the summer of 2014, some time after the Afghan elections: Pakistan is already bracing for a
“worst case scenario” in July 2014 as almost 3 million Afghan refugees are expected to cross over into
Afghanistan within a 20-day span. Instability caused by the Taliban attacking election candidates in
Afghanistan may compound the difficulties in Pakistan conducting a military offensive against the TTP
and their Al-Qaeda associates and allies in June because of a possible (and perhaps imminent) refugee
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As the military operation continues – even in its initial phases, where the Air Force has exacted severe
losses on the TTP even before the Army has put its boots on the ground in FATA – will the TTP hold on to
its demands for a ceasefire, or will the government and military be able to force the rabidly anti-Pakistan
Fazlullah and his “shura” to accept an unconditional ceasefire and return to the negotiating table with a
serious intent? This can only be done if the Pakistani military – first the Air Force, and then the Army – is
able to wipe out a significant portion of the TTP’s operational strength both in FATA and in the rest of
Pakistan, and if the military – along with the TTP elements (groups as well as leaders) who favour talks
instead of continued violence, deaths and instability – is able to actually “root out” and destroy those
TTP cadres who were, are, and will continue to be opponents of the very notion of peace talks with the
Pakistani state and government negotiators. That in itself will give the Pakistani state a position of
strength to negotiate, and perhaps even dictate, its terms for peace – which may ultimately lead to an
actual, sustainable peace in Pakistan, if not in the South Asian region at large: though Pakistan has a
huge role to play in the latter, the outcome of peace in Afghanistan and the rest of the region does not
solely depend on what Pakistan does and what Pakistan does not. The actions and intentions of the
Afghan Taliban, the post-2001 Afghan state (the outgoing Karzai administration and the incoming
government and legislature after the April elections), the United States (and her bruised and battered
NATO allies, whose forces are going back home to bitterly divided societies, politics of austerity
measures and economies that have failed to “jump-start” and revert to registering economic growth
after suffering immensely due to the 2008 Global Financial Crisis), and even other, less mentioned
parties to the conflict in greater South Asia: Russia, Central Asian states bordering Afghanistan that were
part of the former Soviet Union, China, and last but not least, India – which has been trying to project
itself as a counterweight to China and has been (unsuccessfully) trying to build inroads into Central Asia
for exploiting economic opportunities and natural resources to meet its growing energy demands at
home.
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It remains to be seen whether Pakistan launches a full-fledged, all out military offensive against the TTP
– and that too only in North Waziristan, or in FATA, or throughout the country, wherever TTP and Al
Qaeda splinter cells are expected to be hiding – or whether the peace talks can be restarted or
continued in some way, shape or form. It is reported that the Interior Minister has been galvanizing
efforts to put some energy (or new life, rather) into the peace talks efforts with the TTP – and that too,
behind the scenes and away from the media’s eye – even as PAF jets and PAF/Pakistan Army gunship
helicopters pound militant hideouts in the western extremities of Pakistan. Would the Pakistani
government adopt a “talk-fight” approach with the TTP in the end; negotiating peace with those who
are willing to abandon violent methods to have their grievances actually addressed, while dealing
ruthlessly with those who continue terror attacks and violent militant activities against the nation-state?
Will such a policy be successful in the first place; and if it is, will it be sustainable in the long run? These
are some questions that Pakistani policymakers (in the civilian government, in the military top brass, and
particularly the country’s “security managers”, that is, the heads of security forces and intelligence
agencies) will be asking themselves – and will be generating answers for – in the year of 2014.
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crisis. However, Foreign Office spokesperson Tasnim Aslam, while acknowledging the “sense of urgency”
in obtaining a result vis-à-vis the peace talks, declined to discuss scenarios that may emerge in
Afghanistan because of the refugees situation or after it holds presidential elections, saying that the
government “prepares for all eventualities”. According to analyst Hasan Askari Rizvi, Pakistan has “a
maximum of six to eight months” to prepare for the worst-case scenario: greater turmoil and escalated
civil strife in Afghanistan leading to a new wave of refugees who would physically impede the ongoing
military operation against the TTP and Al-Qaeda-allied outfits. The Afghan Taliban have already vowed
to target the elections as well as election candidates: Afghan Taliban spokesman Zabihullah Mujahed
has said that “anyone who is a candidate, who supports a candidate and who votes for a candidate will
be our target”. Islamuddin Jurat, a spokesman for Afghanistan’s Ministry of Refugees and Repatriations,
said that instability in Afghanistan may prompt people to leave the country, particularly for Pakistan: “It
could be possible in a high emergency situation after coalition troops withdraw that millions of people
will leave Afghanistan to Pakistan”. If that happens, it would be one of the signals of the Afghan state
(and security apparatus) collapsing – with even the defense of Kabul being made untenable by the
tenacious Taliban – while the Afghans escaping the mayhem and chaos of their country would be
running right into the middle of a Pakistani military operation against the TTP and Al-Qaeda. The
capacity to effectively target militants would be diminished, and the chances of collateral damage –
especially of Afghan refugees getting targeted by the Pakistani military – might increase manifold,
damaging the real “peace process” in Pakistan: the complete and total annihilation of the TTP, and the
efficient use of the new National Security Policy for intelligence gathering, collection, collation, analysis
and, most importantly, preventative action against TTP and Al-Qaeda sleeper cells in different areas of
Pakistan (that is, arresting members of these cells before they carry out their orders to conduct – or
successfully plan an operation to carry out – a terror attack and cause more losses of Pakistani lives).
Separate from the peace talks is the continuously rising trend of extremism in Pakistan: how can
Pakistani society be made more tolerant, pluralistic and inclusive? How can extremist trends in the
youth and among the religious organizations and political parties be identified, curbed, and most
importantly, reversed? For Pakistan, “deradicalization” is as important as the cessation of terror attacks.

