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I1l. Conclusion

To become and qualify as a violent Islamist group, an armed
movement does not need to be directly linked to, nor controlled
by, Al-Qa’ida-affiliated elements.What it does need is to be guided
by a professed Islamist ideology with a strong transnational
dimension, even if in practice this dimension is mostly confined
to the regional level. In that sense, the North Caucasian
insurgency since the late 1990s may well be seen as a jihadi front,
although at the time of writing it has not been among the most
active fronts. However, it has evolved into a loose regional
network of localised mini-fronts. The IMU, with its shift between
Central Asian states, Afghanistan and Pakistan and its obsession
with the regional caliphate, also qualifies as a violent Islamist
group on this reading.

However, such groups are not necessarily part of the post-
Al-Qa’ida violent transnational Islamist movement. To do so, a
group not only needs to fully share the supra-national ideology of
this movement and be primarily guided by the increasingly
consolidated post-Al-Qa’ida Islamist strategic discourse, it also
requires a supra-regional transnational agenda and has to behave as
a part of the global movement. The organisational forms of this
movement are such that these conditions would even qualify an
autonomous cell without direct operational, financial or other
contacts with Al-Qa’ida-affiliated individuals and groups to become
part of that movement. This certainly does not exclude the
possibility of all sorts of inter-linkages between more localised
groups and the broader transnational violent Islamist movement
which can be termed the post-Al-Qa’ida movement. The process of
the post-9/11 disintegration and fragmentation of Al-Qa’ida
networks has been paralleled and, in some cases, predated by the
jihadisation of many local/cross-border/regional Islamist networks.

For such post-Al-Qa’ida groups, the best examples may not
necessarily be found in the (North) Caucasian context - nor, for
that matter, in other explicitly territorialised fronts ranging from
Iraq to Kashmir to the Philippines, where violent Islamism is
inseparably merged with radical nationalism. There are some
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recent indications (though still containing question marks) that a
few cells of this new, post-Al-Qa’ida movement may be emerging
and operating in connection with groups of Central Asian origin
(and in departure from the more traditional patterns of IMU-style
regionalised violent Islamism). However, even if these indications
become more pronounced, individual cells with alleged Central
Asian connections are unlikely to match the lethality and the
degree of physical and political damage of genuine post-Al-Qa’ida
elements in Europe itself, such as the home-grown cells with a
markedly transnational agenda that were responsible for the
Madrid and London bombings of 2004 and 2005.

Finally, it is important to understand that the real weight of
the security threat posed by Islamist terrorism, especially of a
transnational bent, to the region as a whole and to individual
Central Asian states and societies may be relatively limited. The
activity described above indicates that relatively small groups - a
few hundred people at most - are involved in relatively few
incidents. The region faces more serious threats such as the
chronic social and political instability of most local regimes,
the regional ‘security vacuum’, the implications of the continuing
insurgencies in Afghanistan and Pakistan and of the rising
production and trafficking of Afghan opiates. The threat of
Islamist terrorism of Central Asian origin is currently mostly based
outside Central Asian states, mainly in Pakistan.While it has had an
impact on the security policies of Central Asian states, this threat
is just one of several, and is in many ways a by-product of the
broader process of the politicisation of Islam in Central Asia,
which has primarily taken a non-violent form.

The closest parallels between the Central Asian and the
North Caucasian contexts may be observed not so much in
the dynamics of the Islamist terrorist networks, but in the more
fundamental process of the ‘re-traditionalisation’ of social life in
the form of a growing Islamisation of the region. The rise of
localised Islam, and the spread of local overlapping Islamic and
business networks, often serves as a coping, self-help mechanism,
as an alternative to the inefficient centralised patronage systems
at the regional or national level, or in the absence of any positive
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state presence.’” These localised socio-religious mutual assistance
networks - such as the Akromiya in Andijan (Uzbekistan) or the
followers of the imam Kamalov family in Kara-suu (Kyrgyzstan)™
- are inadvertently furthering state retreat in the regions and
sometimes, as in Andijan in 2005 and in Kara-suu in 20006, provoke
an extremely violent reaction from the state.

> See Eric McGlinchey, ‘Patronage, Islam and the Rise of Localism in Central
Asia’, PONARS Eurasia Policy Memo No. 2, March 2008.

>> Muhammadrafik Kamalov,a popular imam of the Al-Sarahei mosque in Kara-Suu
for twenty years, was killed in a counter-terrorist operation in the Osh region in
August 2006. Thousands of people gathered in a peaceful march for Kamalov’s
funeral declaring him a shabid (‘martyr’). Ferghana.ru, ‘Imam Muhammadrafik
Kamalov was interred in Qorasuv on August 7°, 8 August 20006; Ferghana.ru,
‘Mufty of Kyrgyzstan proclaimed the late Qorasuv imam a shakhid’, 9 August 20006.
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7. Al-Qa’ida and the Taliban

Dangerous Alliances in Afghanistan and Pakistan
Abdel Bari Atwan

The increasing Al-Qa’ida presence and influence in Afghanistan and
Pakistan is inextricably linked to the fortunes of the Taliban, the
Pashtun Islamist movement which is rapidly gaining ground in both
countries. Whilst there are cultural and linguistic differences, the
two organisations are bound by a very similar theology and many
common goals.

The Taliban assures Al-Qa’ida protection and provides it with a
safe haven in the mountainous tribal region on both sides of the
1,500 mile Afghan-Pakistan border. The two organisations are allied
in their fight against a common enemy - NATO - and their desire to
establish an Islamic state across the region.

This chapter will focus first on the background, nature and
recent history of the Taliban before moving on to consider the
larger, globally orientated Islamist network that radiates from
the Al-Qa’ida-Taliban nexus in the region - an alliance presenting
increased security threats.

Afghanistan: Graveyard of Imperial Ambitions

The Taliban springs from a fierce culture not given to surrender.
They are mostly Pashtun, from the dramatic mountain ranges
straddling the Afghan-Pakistan border and abutting the Himalayas.
This is difficult territory, vertiginous and mostly impenetrable,
especially during the exceptionally harsh winters.

In 1893, the territory - and people - was artificially divided by
the British along the so-called Durand line' to fix a border between
Afghanistan and what was then Northern India, and is now
Pakistan.This division remains a source of resentment towards the
West. The Pashtun are the largest ethnic tribal group in the world.

' Named after the foreign secretary of the colonial government of India, Sir
Henry Mortimer Durand.
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They number 42 million, represent 15.5 per cent of Pakistan’s
population and are the majority population group in Afghanistan,
where they constitute 40 per cent of the population. Hamid Karzai
(himself a Pashtun) presides over the first Afghan government for
centuries which is not dominated by Pashtun.”

The British went to war thrice with the Afghans in the name
of securing or expanding their empire, and thrice they were
roundly defeated.” In 1897 Sir Winston Churchill, then a 23 year old
lieutenant in the British Army, had his first taste of combat when
Pashtun warriors laid siege to the colonial garrison at Malakand in
what is now Pakistan’s North West Frontier Province (NWFP).
Writing a report for the Daily Telegraph he noted their ‘warlike
nature ... their hatred of control’ and concluded that among the
Pashtun,‘every man is a soldier’.*

Agitation for a breakaway, independent ‘Pashtunistan’ started in
1949 on both sides of the border and has revived of late with a
widespread poster campaign in the NWFP. The desire for
independence, coupled with constant feuding between the sixty
major tribes and 400 sub-clans, have combined to produce a
singularly unstable, all-but-lawless region. When the Soviet Union
invaded Afghanistan in 1979 the Pashtun united against a common
enemy, forming the majority of the mujahedeen who rose up against
them. The mighty Soviet Army could never have anticipated that
these tribesmen would hold them off for ten years, kill 50,000
soldiers and finally rout them in a defeat that contributed to the
demise of the entire USSR.

The mujahedeen were greatly helped in their efforts by
interested foreign governments. Afghanistan enjoys an important
strategic position as the ‘navel’ of the Greater Middle East, having

* Whilst Karzai is Pashtun, his government is dominated by Tajiks;Tajiks were the
majority ethnic group in the Northern Alliance that aided the US in overthrowing
the Taliban in October 2001.

3 The first Anglo-Afghan War lasted from 1839-42; the second took place in 1878;
the third in 1921.

* Winston S Churchill, The Story of the Malakand Field Force: An Episode of
Frontier War (London: Longmans, Green & Co, 1898), p. 6.
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borders - many of them porous - with six other countries.” The
Hindu Kush is also the geopolitical world centre in terms of
population. Between them, the CIA and Pakistani Inter-Services
Intelligence (ISI) trained and armed an estimated 1,614,000
mujahedeen, establishing more than 100 training camps inside
Pakistan.®The US and Saudi Arabia funded the Afghan resistance to the
tune of $3.5 billion.” Of particular significance at this moment of
history is the involvement of the so-called ‘Afghan-Arabs’ and other
Muslim fighters who came from many countries in their thousands to
join the mujahedeen - these included Osama Bin Laden and many
others who would later form the core of Al-Qa’ida. Afghanistan was to
offer these international fighters their training and first experiences in
guerrilla warfare. Crucially, these men were not focused on narrow,
local issues, but on a wider (and later global) jihadi ideology.

The Taliban-Al-Qa’ida Connection
The Soviet troop withdrawal from Afghanistan on 15 February
1989 led to a period of civil war. Initially, the Cold War alignment
continued: the Soviets upheld the brutal regime of Mohammed
Najibullah (the former head of the secret police, the KHAD),8 while
the US and Pakistan backed the mujahedeen.With the demise of the
Soviet Union in December 1991, Afghanistan plunged into further
disarray. Those who had fought together now split into warring
factions and the country was torn between violent rival warlords -
many of them ex-mujahedeen leaders. Osama Bin Laden told the
author that he initially intended to return to Afghanistan in late
1991 but was so disappointed by the disintegration of, and in-fight-
ing among, the mujahedeen that he instead went instead to Sudan.’
Burhanuddin Rabbani, a Tajik, having led the Jamiat-e Islami'’

> Afghanistan’s neighbours are Iran, Pakistan, China, Turkmenistan, Uzbekistan
and Tajikistan.

® A Z Hilali, US-Pakistan Relationship: Soviet Invasion of Afghanistan
(Burlington, VT: Ashgate Publishing, 2005), p. 121.

7 Ibid.

# Khadamat-e Etela’at-e Dawlati.

° Abdel Bari Atwan, The Secret History of Al-Qa’ida (London:Abacus, 2007), p.39.
' The most militarily powerful of the warring mujahedeen factions.
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forces that took Kabul in 1992, became president of Afghanistan.
However Rabbani’s policies reflected long-standing Tajik pro-Indian
sympathies, setting him at odds with his erstwhile mujahedeen
allies. Pakistani and American plans for the area started to diverge.
Backed by the US, Rabbani would later become a leader of the Tajik-
dominated United Islamic Front for the Salvation of Afghanistan -
known in the Western media as the Northern Alliance - which
pitted itself against the Taliban.

In 1994 Mullah Omar emerged as the leader of a group of
Islamic students and Pashtun military commanders, many from the
Pakistani side of the Durand line in the tribal area. Their aim was to
restore stability and enforce their interpretation of Sharia Law. They
called themselves the Taliban - ‘students’ - and many had been
trained in the madrassas (religious schools) which flourished in
Pakistan from 1980."' The Pakistani Government supported the
Taliban, via the ISI, with arms and training. It was, and remains,
in their interest to have a sympathetic, Sunni fundamentalist
government in Kabul providing secure routes into Central Asia as
well as a buffer against India and Shia Iran, the western neighbour
of both Pakistan and Afghanistan.

Despite the efforts of the Northern Alliance, the Taliban took
Kabul in September 1996, having gained control of 90 per cent of
the country, and established themselves as rulers under Sharia law.
Mullah Omar was invested as Amir ul-Mimineen (Commander of
the Faithful) and was draped in Kandahar’s most precious relic, the
mantle of the Prophet Mohammed. Nevertheless, their claim to
government was recognised only by Pakistan, Saudi Arabia and the
United Arab Emirates (UAE), all of whom accepted the credentials
of Taliban ambassadors. Meanwhile Osama Bin Laden, now head of
Al-Qa’ida (which had been in existence for seven years), had
returned to Afghanistan from Sudan in May 1996. He met with

"' In 1957 there were just 150 madrassas in Pakistan. By 2004 they numbered
10,000, having been encouraged since 1980 by the ISI who have sought to
exploit the political advantages of a more radical form of Islam. Many militants in
Afghanistan and Pakistan are graduates of the madrassas, which are seen as
being able to provide an ideological justification for extreme violence.
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Mullah Omar in October, assured him of his support and gave him
his bayat (oath of allegiance). Mullah Omar provided his jihadi
guests with a safe haven in the Pashtun Hindu Kush at Tora Bora,
where this author visited him in November 1996.

Not all the Taliban trusted these ‘foreigners’, however. Furious
internal divisions arose when, in 1998, the Americans bombed
Kandahar, Jalalabad and Khost in retaliation for Al-Qa’ida’s attacks
on the US embassies in Nairobi and Dar es Salaam. Mullah Omar
warned Osama Bin Laden not to use Afghanistan as a springboard
for any further raids if he wanted to enjoy the Taliban’s continued
protection. By 2001 Northern Alliance forces, now backed by the
CIA, represented a very real threat to Taliban rule. Two days before
9/11, Al-Qa’ida suicide bombers, posing as journalists, assassinated
Northern Alliance leader Ahmed Shah Massoud by setting off a
bomb hidden in a TV camera. This was a cunning move by Osama
Bin Laden: he redeemed himself with the doubters among the
Taliban because he had removed their arch enemy from the picture.
At the same time he had safeguarded his own stronghold in Tora
Bora, which Massoud’s brigades were threatening.

Many prominent figures in Al-Qa’ida were vehemently
opposed to the planned attacks on New York and Washington, fear-
ing the severity of America’s response. They were right to do so
because the subsequent US bombardment of Tora Bora and its
environs, followed by a full-scale land invasion, spelt the end of
both Al-Qa’ida’s safe haven and, by December 2001, the Taliban’s
rule. After some ill-fated attempts at resistance, surviving fighters
from both groups dispersed, but many key figures including Mullah
Omar, Osama Bin Laden and Dr Ayman Al-Zawabhiri did not, in fact,
go far. All three are almost certainly in the mountainous tribal area
on one side of the border or the other. Hamid Karzai, a close
associate of Massoud in the Northern Alliance, became president of
the US-installed Transitional Government in 2002, and was
subsequently elected president of Afghanistan in 2004.

Insurgents Resurgent

Whilst the majority of Al-Qa’ida fighters dispersed over the border
into Pakistan, a cohort remained active in Afghanistan, maintaining a
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loose alliance with the Taliban - who, by summer 2002, had already
begun to garner support for a renewed jihad. Kandahar, the spiritual
home of the Taliban, became a focal point for renewed violence
including the attempted assassination of Hamid Karzai on
6 September 2002. Various reports at the end of 2002 spoke of a
secret Taliban recruitment drive in Pashtun villages on both sides of
the border, using leaflets and word of mouth. In the winter months
these areas are inaccessible to outsiders, offering ideal conditions
for plotting a summer offensive. A UN report in December 2002
confirmed rumours of Al-Qa’ida-run mobile training camps in the
area."”

Al-Qa’ida’s operational focus shifted to Iraq following the
US-led invasion of that country in March 2003, and its fighters
migrated there in their thousands. Iraq, a secular state, had no
history of Islamic militancy. Indeed its main Islamist group, Hizb
Al-Islami (an off-shoot of the Muslim Brotherhood), joined the US
project at the earliest opportunity and its leader, Tariq Al-Hashimi,
is now Iraq’s vice-president. No sooner had US President George W
Bush claimed victory in Iraqg on 1 May 2003, than a full-scale
insurgency began with Al-Qa’ida at its centre. Thousands of Iraqi
civilians, as well as large numbers of military commanders and
soldiers loyal to Saddam, were now exposed to the global ideology
of Bin Laden’s jihad and the lessons of guerrilla warfare.

Meanwhile, attacks in Afghanistan by a resurgent Taliban
began in earnest through the summer of 2003. In August, NATO
took control of security in Kabul - the first such operation it had
ever undertaken outside Europe. September 2004 saw another
assassination attempt on President Karzai when a rocket was
launched at his helicopter. Taliban attacks steadily increased until,
in June 2006, NATO announced it would oversee the fight against
the burgeoning insurgency in the south - a move which angered
the Taliban and sparked renewed support from the Al-Qa’ida
leadership. In October of the same year NATO expanded its area of
command to the whole of Afghanistan, acting under US leadership.

2 Sue Chan, ‘Al Qaeda: Training In Afghanistan’, CBSNEWS.com, 8 December
2002.
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Al-Qa’ida was facing its own problems in Iraq where its emir,
Abu Mus’ab Al-Zarqawi, was rapidly losing popularity among the
insurgents due to his vicious sectarianism, the indiscriminate
nature of his attacks - which resulted in the deaths of hundreds of
ordinary citizens - and his presumption that he could talk on
behalf of indigenous Iraqi insurgents. He was effectively demoted
by Osama Bin Laden in April 2006," and by early June had been
tracked down and killed by the Americans. Al-Zarqawi’s errors
enhanced the ‘Awakening’ campaign, which had begun in 2005, and
encouraged Sunni tribesmen and disaffected insurgents to join the
US-sponsored ‘Sons of Iraq’. This is an ad hoc militia, designed to
confront and uproot jihadi fighters in local areas; by 2008 the Sons
of Iraq numbered 100,000. It seems likely to prove problematic for
the Iragi regime in the future. The Sunni Awakening strategy
gradually undermined Al-Qa’ida’s position in Iraq and by 2006 it
was already redeploying fighters - some to Afghanistan and
Pakistan.

In February 2007, the US committed 30,000 extra troops to
Iraq for the so-called ‘Surge’ offensive under General David
Petraeus, which greatly increased pressure on the insurgency. The
Awakening and Surge initiatives largely succeeded in routing
Al-Qa’ida (perhaps only temporarily), whose attention reverted to
Afghanistan and the protection that the Taliban, by now in control
of the south of the country, could once again afford. On
11 February 2007 Ayman Al-Zawahiri made a broadcast exhorting
the mujahedeen to join the Taliban’s fight against NATO under the
leadership of the ‘commander of the faithful’, Mullah Omar, to
whom he announced he had given his bayat.14 On 31 October
2007 Al-Qa’ida’s production wing, Al-Sahab, broadcast an
interview with Mullah Mansour Dadullah, the Taliban military
commander in Helmand province, who intimated a renewed
closeness between the two organisations. In his open question and
answer session released in April 2008 (but which had taken place

5 Arthur Bright, ‘Has Al Qaeda demoted Zarqawi?’, Christian Scientist Monitor,
5 April 2006.
" CNN, com, Purported al Qaeda message: Unite with Taliban’, 12 February 2007.
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in December 2007), Ayman Al-Zawahiri affirmed that Bin Laden was
the Taliban leader’s ‘soldier’."

Through 2007 and to the present,jihadi websites sympathetic
to Al-Qa’ida, and even video clips on YouTube, have enjoined the
Muslim youth to support the Taliban’s battle. Al-Qa’ida has also
been actively fundraising for the Taliban, mostly via the Internet.
The influx of Al-Qa’ida operatives is evidenced by the changing
tactics adopted by the Taliban. One of these is the use of suicide
bombers; in 2004 there were only four such attacks in Afghanistan,
with twenty-one in 2005. In 2006 and 2007, however, there were
131 and 140 respectively; by September 2008 the number was
already up by 40 per cent on the previous year. Truck bombs, such
as the 7 July 2008 attack which blew up the Indian Embassy in
Kabul, killing fifty-four and injuring 104, bear the hallmarks of
previous Al-Qa’ida embassy attacks - the 19 November 1995 blast
at the Egyptian Embassy in Islamabad,'® for example, as well as the
1998 Nairobi and Dar es Salaam US Embassy bombings.

Thousands of foreign fighters from most Arab countries,
North Africa, Uzbekistan, Chechnya and western China have moved
to Pakistan’s tribal areas. Recent reports suggest their numbers now
include 4,000 British-born fighters'’ and hundreds of Turks - an
unprecedented phenomenon.'® In October 2007, official figures
put the number of Taliban under arms in Afghanistan at 10,000;"
this increased by 30 per cent in October 2008. Correspondents for
Al-Quds Al-Arabi on the ground, however, say the number of
fighters is in excess of 100,000. Given that there were a million

"> The NEFA Foundation, ‘Selected Questions and Answers from Dr. Ayman
al-Zawahiri - Part 2’, 17 April 2008, <http://www.nefafoundation.org/
miscellaneous/FeaturedDocs/nefazawahiri0508-2.pdf>, accessed 2 September
2009.

16 Although this attack was claimed by a variety of groups, the author now
believes it was the work of Al-Qa’ida-linked operatives.

"7 Kim Sengupta, ‘British Muslims have become a mainstay of the global jihad’,
Independent, 29 November 2008.

'® Kathy Gannon, ‘Al-Qaeda Recruiting Scores of New Jihadis’, Philadelphia
Inquirer, 18 July 2008.

' David Rohde, ‘Freign Fighters of Harsher Bent Bolster Taliban’, New York
Times, 20 October 2007.
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armed Taliban at the height of their power in 2001, this seems
modest to say the least

By mid-2009, there were some 96,500 NATO troops in
Afghanistan, with President Obama committed to deploying addi-
tional US troops before the year’s end. There are no reliable figures
for the loss of civilian life in Afghanistan but local estimates suggest
between 50-60,000 civilian deaths. The summer of 2009 saw record
NATO casualties in Afghanistan; by the end of July at least 1,316
soldiers had been killed in total. Yet this loss of life has achieved
relatively little.

The alliance between Al-Qa’ida and the Taliban is currently
stronger than it has ever been. The Taliban has been steadily
gaining ground, and by November 2007 the Senlis Council (a
London-based think tank) declared that the Taliban ‘maintain[s]
a permanent presence in 54 per cent of Afghanistan’. Journalistic
colleagues on the ground assert that the Taliban actually now
controls up to 60 per cent of the country. The Al-Qa’ida-Taliban
alliance is well funded. The US was able to block cash flows from
Saudi Arabia and other Gulf countries, but the Pashtun have
traditionally made large sums of money from the cross-border
smuggling of drugs, arms and even people. The Taliban seems to
have no qualms about exploiting the country’s opium producers
(supplying 93 per cent of the world market), charging them a levy
on their yields, and even dealing in large quantities of the drug to
fund weapons, logistics and sustenance for their many fighters. In
November 2008 the UN estimated that the Taliban’s drugs revenue
amounts to $500 million. Al-Qa’ida’s revenue comes from a variety
of sources including proxy investments and many commentators,
including this author, indicate an involvement in the current spate
of piracy off the coast of Somalia.”

Hitherto the Taliban has been essentially a Pashtun nationalist
organisation with local Islamist ambitions, representing no threat
outside its own territory; this may change with the increasing
influence and proximity of Al-Qa’ida. Sources on the ground say

% John C K Daly, “Terrorism and Piracy:The Dual Threat to Maritime Shipping’,
Terrorism Monitor (Vol. 6, No. 16, 15 August 2008).
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that the older Taliban leaders tend to have a purely domestic
agenda, but that those killed in battle are being replaced by
younger and much more militant jihadis with a global ideology. One
twenty-three year old commander told journalists that the average
age for promotion to that rank nowadays is twenty-five.”'

The Return of Al-Qa’ida’s Headmen

Although by no means extinguished in Iraq, it is clear from the
calibre of recent arrivals that Afghanistan is once again Al-Qa’ida’s
safe haven of choice, and that the area in which they can enjoy the
Taliban’s protection now extends well into the Pakistani side of the
border too. Sources have spoken of ‘scores’ of highly trained
ex-officers from Saddam Hussein’s Republican Guard running
militant training camps in the tribal regions. They include General
Al-Bashir Al-Jabouri, who was defence minister in the ‘Islamic State
of Iraq’.”” Having fought with Al-Qa’ida in Iraq, these men have
converted to their brand of Salafist Islam and adopted the lifestyle
of the global jihadi. The presence of these professional soldiers is
evidenced by the increase in improvised explosive device (IED)
roadside bombs; particularly those with highly sophisticated
accessories such as infra-red trip wires and ‘daisy chain’ detonators
(whereby one remote detonator can set off a whole line of
explosions capable of taking out an entire NATO convoy). IEDs
now account for the majority of US casualties.”

Part of a more general exodus of Al-Qa’ida leaders from Iraq,
the former Emir, Abu Ayub Al-Masri, whom many believed was
captured or killed in May 2008, also resurfaced in Afghanistan in the
summer. In September 2008, Osama Bin Laden’s son and heir
apparent, 24 year old Saad Bin Laden, also relocated from Iran to the

2 The Economist, “Talking to the Taliban’, 4 October 2008.

** The Islamic State of Iraq, an umbrella group of insurgent organisations, was
established on 15 October 2006 under the leadership of Abu Omar Al-Baghdadi.
It created Islamic emirates in several governates, including Anbar province.
Republican Guard elements joined the insurgency after the US invasion. Those
now in Afghanistan have converted to the Salafist style of Islam.

# Jason Straziuso, ‘U.S., NATO July Deaths Soar in Afghanistan’, TIME, 11 August
2009.
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‘Islamic Emirate of Waziristan’ on the Pakistani side of the border,
where Al-Qa’ida have installed a regional commander, Mustafa Abul
Yazid. Saad Bin Laden was accompanied by another high-profile
Al-Qa’ida leader, Sayf AI-Adl - one of Osama Bin Laden’s closest aides.
Al-Qa’ida is now well ensconced in the region. The international
jihadis are seen as guests as well as comrades in arms by
sympathetic tribes. Pashtun culture is governed by a code of
honour, Pashtunwali, which explicitly forbids the betrayal
of guests. This is in sharp contrast to the mentality among Iraqi
Sunni tribesmen which so readily allowed the Awakening campaign
to gain currency, and which also led to the betrayal of Saddam
Hussein by his own cousin.

It is a measure of the Al-Qa’ida leadership’s renewed
confidence in the level of security it can expect from its hosts that
Osama Bin Laden has once again surfaced in a proactive leadership
role. In early June 2008 Bin Laden issued instructions for planned
attacks on US interests that would culminate in something ‘greater
than 9/11’; reliable sources affirmed that he had managed to
personally contact the organisation’s leaders in several countries
and instructed them to cease all negotiations with government
agencies and move onto the offensive.”* It seems reasonable to
infer that this communications exercise is linked to the secret
meeting of 300 jihadists in Rawalpindi in early June 2008, reported
by Associated Press and Express India.”> One result was the
17 September 2008 attack on the US Embassy in Sana’a in which
sixteen people lost their lives. It may well be that the 26 November
2008 massacres in Mumbai were also the bitter fruit of Osama Bin
Laden’s latest plans.

Pakistani Taliban
The Taliban has recently become active and numerous on the
Pakistani side of the border. Estimates vary but it seems credible

4 Khalid Al-Hamadi, ‘Al-Qa’ida’s Readiness To Launch Attack Greater Than 9/11°,
Al-Quds Al-Arabi, 8 November 2008.

* Associated Press, ‘Fight in J&K will go on but Afghanistan more vital: Pak
militants’, 14 July 2008, <http://www.expressindia.com/story_print.php?
storyld=335348>, accessed 2 September 2009.
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that the number of Taliban sympathisers in Pakistan is around
4 million, with 80,000 of these armed fighters. Though the Afghan
and Pakistani Taliban are organisationally distinct, their agenda is
almost identical - the establishment of an Islamic state under Sharia
law throughout the region. The majority of militant training camps
are in Pakistan; most of the Afghan Taliban leadership, including
Mullah Omar, is believed to be based in Quetta, from whence it
organises and launches attacks within Afghanistan, apparently
undisturbed by the Pakistani security apparatus. The Pakistani
Taliban’s power base is in the Pashtun-dominated tribal areas:
mainly the NWFP and the Federally Administered Tribal Agencies
(FATA) - a vast, mountainous area larger than Portugal.26 The
Taliban are also expanding their influence in parts of Balochistan.

From early 2002 the tribal areas underwent a rapid
‘Talibanisation’ as the Pakistan Army, under pressure from the US,
attempted to flush out the Islamist influence. Tribally affiliated
groups sprung up in North and South Waziristan, Oraksai,
Kurram, Khyber, Mohmand, Bajaur and Darra Adamkhel. The
districts of Buner, Upper Dir, Lower Dir, Bannu, Lakki Marwat,
Tank, Peshawar, Dear Ismail Khan, Mardan and Kohat also
produced Taliban forces.

The following account of what happened in the Swat district,
home of the Yusufzai tribe, is typical of the group’s modus
operandi. A local Taliban leader, 32 year old Maulana Fazlullah, took
control of fifty-nine villages and installed his own government.”’
Fazlullah’s men hoisted the black and white Taliban flag in place of
the Pakistani national flag outside police stations and established
Islamic courts. Reports suggest that the Taliban takeover was
welcomed by the populace whilst dissenters feared speaking out.
Locals say the Taliban’s brand of justice is an improvement on the
ponderous state apparatus it has replaced; the women of one village

** NWFP is 74,521 km® and home to 19 million; FATA is 27,200 km® with a
population of 6 million.

*” Farrukh Saleem, ‘Terrorism or insurgency?’, The News International
Pakistan, <http://www.thenews.com.pk/editorial_detail.asp?id=138346>,
accessed 2 September 2009.
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gave Fazlullah four kilograms of gold after he arrested and punished
three people who had kidnapped a local woman.*®

At just 17 per cent for men and 3 per cent for women, the
tribal areas have the lowest rate of literacy in the world. These areas
have always been considered ungovernable by outside agencies,
although FATA is still ostensibly controlled by the Frontier Crimes
Regulations (FCR) which were established under British colonial
rule; the NWFP has a regional administration. In October 2001 (just
after 9/11) a pro-Taliban, anti-US coalition of Islamist parties,
Muttahida Majlis-e-Ama (MMA), was voted into power there. In the
February 2008 elections most MMA governors were replaced by
Pashtun Awami National Party (ANP) members. The tribal regions
first became radicalised during the 1980s mujahedeen war against
the Soviet Union when they helped channel weapons across the
border to Afghanistan. As a consequence, the tribesmen are well-
armed and equipped for battle.

The Al-Qa’ida connection is long-standing: Ayman Al-Zawahiri
spoke of his love for Pakistan in his 11 September 2008 broadcast
and revealed that he had lived in Peshawar on and off for six years
in the 1980s. Following the US bombardment of militant
strongholds in Afghanistan after 9/11, Al-Qa’ida and Taliban fighters
- as well as millions of refugees - fled over the porous border into
Pakistan. Thousands of Arab jihadis have made their home in
Waziristan and many have married the Pashtun widows of Taliban
fighters, ensuring that they will enjoy the continued loyalty and
protection of local tribes-people. Several second-rank Al-Qa’ida
leaders went to live in Pakistan’s cities: Khaled Sheikh Mohammed,
for example, was captured in Karachi, as was Ramzi Binalshibh: the
trial of both men is imminent for their alleged involvement in
the 9/11 attacks on New York and Washington.

North Waziristan is under the control of Jalaluddin Haqqani,
the veteran Afghan mujahedeen leader, whose links with Al-Qa’ida
date back to 1996 when Osama Bin Laden persuaded the then

*® India Defence, Pakistan Forces Flee As Taliban Takeover Military Strongholds
In Swat, NWFP’, 6 November 2007.
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justice minister to leave Rabbani’s government and join forces
with the Taliban instead. This was as significant to the eventual
Taliban victory as Gulbuddin Hekmatyar’s Saudi-backed switch of
:alllegiance,29 since these military commanders brought well-
trained officers and men with them as well as tanks and war
planes.

North Waziristan became so thoroughly dominated by
militants under Haqqani that it declared itself an Islamic Emirate
and received de facto recognition by the Pakistani government
when it named the ‘Islamic State of Waziristan’ as one of the parties
in the peace agreement of 5 September 20006.

Realising Haqqani’s significance and influence, the US
bombed his compound on 8 September 2008, killing his wives,
grandchildren and several other female relatives. Hagqani and his
son, Sarajuddin, are key figures bridging the Pakistani and Afghan
Taliban. Haqqgani is also believed to retain strong ties with the
Pakistani security service, the ISI.

In December 2007 a secret shura (consultative gathering) of
forty senior Taliban leaders assembled in Waziristan to create an
umbrella organisation, the Tehrik-i-Taliban Pakistan (TTP). Baitullah
Mehsud was appointed as the TTP’s overall commander. In his late
thirties, Mehsud is based in South Waziristan, his tribal homeland.
Like many Pakistani Taliban members he gained his military
experience at the end of the Afghan war against the Soviet Union
and afterwards joined the Afghan Taliban before returning home to
Pakistan. Unconfirmed rumours of his death followed targeted US
drone attacks in Waziristan on 5 August 2009. (Islamist groups
commonly use rumours of death to their advantage either to spirit
someone away to another location or to give them time to recover
if wounded, for example; the prevailing uncertainty also permits
time to establish new leadership.)

The FATA area is a magnet for foreign jihadis sympathetic to
the Taliban. Security reports of militant activity in the FATA area
show a rapid surge since 2004; until 2008 there was an attack

** Hekmatyar was the commander of the Hizb-i-Islami armed force.
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almost every day.’’ In the period up to 24 August 2000, 6,830
Pakistanis were killed by insurgents, mostly in the tribal areas. Yet
the Taliban are gathering support in the region. In a June 2008
poll,*" 74 per cent of Pakistanis said that they opposed co-operating
with the US in fighting militants and 51 per cent were of the
opinion that the Taliban should not be tackled at all.

Perhaps mindful of losing their own power base, some local
tribal leaders have attempted to oppose the militants. In 2003 and
2007 tribal lashkars (a traditional ad hoc militia raised to fulfil one
specific task) numbering in the thousands attempted to evict
groups of Al-Qa’ida-linked fighters but failed. Subsequent attempts
have been sporadic and are now almost unheard of since the
Taliban started targeting the tribal elders who contributed men to
the lashkars; so far 300 elders have been assassinated.”” Pakistan
President Asif Zardari conceded, in September 2008, that ‘the
Taliban have the upper hand’ in Pakistan.’” This sense of defeat and
failure was echoed by the former commander of the British forces
in Afghanistan, Brigadier General Mark Carleton-Smith, who
described the battle against the Taliban as ‘unwinnable’.

The ISl and the Islamists

Over the past two decades, Pakistan’s Inter-Services Intelligence
(SD department has played a major role in the establishment,
survival and growth of various Islamist movements, including the
Taliban. To understand the situation more clearly it is important to
look at the origins of the ISI, which was founded within a year of
the Partition in 1948. The name of the organisation belies its true
make-up, since it is almost entirely dominated by the Pakistan Army,

3 South Asia Terrorism Portal, ‘Casualties of Terrorist Violence in Pakistan’,
<http://www.satp.org/satporgtp/countries/pakistan/database/casualties.htm>,
accessed 2 September 2009.

3 Terror  Free Tomorrow, ‘Pakistan  Poll Report’, June 2008,
<http://www.terrorfreetomorrow.org/upimagestft/PakistanPollReportjune08.pdf
>, accessed 17 September 2009.

32 Jamestown, The role of Tribal Lashkars in winning Pakistan’s war on Terror’,
26 November 2008.

33 Economist, ‘A Wild Frontier’, 20 September 2008.
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and its director-general is always an army lieutenant general. The
ISI is widely seen as exerting a disproportionate amount of power,
leading some commentators to describe it as a state within a state.

Islamic militancy thrives in Pakistan which, like neighbouring
India, is a state predicated on religious conflict. The military dictators
who have ruled Pakistan for the majority of its existence were
quick to see how sectarian militancy could be turned to their own
advantage by ensuring a continued enmity against a powerful India,
diluting nationalistic and separatist tendencies in the Sunni Pashtun
and Baloch regions, and generally acting as a smokescreen for the
absence of democracy.

The ISI has long been linked to the American Central
Intelligence Agency (CIA): many of its top brass trained in the United
States, and it adopts similar methods, including setting up or adopting
guerrilla groups which oppose hostile regimes. ‘My enemy’s enemy
is my friend’ is the guiding principle. During the Afghan war in the
1980s the ISI, under the military dictator Zia ul-Haq, supported,
trained and armed the mujahedeen and acted as a conduit for US and
Saudi aid to the fighters. When the Taliban came to power in 1990,
Pakistan, under Benazir Bhutto, was one of only three states to
recognise its legitimacy, together with Saudi Arabia and the UAE.

After the attacks of 9/11, former Pakistan president Pervez
Musharaff pledged his allegiance to the US in its War on Terror. Yet
prior to seizing power in 1999, when he was director-general of
military operations at army headquarters, Musharraf had personally
overseen ISI assistance to the Taliban. He had also, as Chief of Army
Staff, shipped hundreds of jihadis into Kashmir. No wonder the ISI
was dubbed ‘Invisible Soldiers Inc. by its critics. The problem for
the US and Pakistan’s new President, Asif Ali Zardari, is that the ties
and loyalties built between ISI agents and Islamist militants in the
past still endure. It has often been noted that Pakistanis are Muslims
first and Pakistanis second.

In July 2008 a delegation from the Pakistani coalition
govemment34 was called to Washington. Prime Minister Gillani and
Pakistan Peoples Party (PPP) leader Zardari were taken to task

" Formed following elections in February 2008.
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about the ISI and presented with a long list detailing the
organisation’s continued links with Islamist groups. The US insisted
that ISI agents, under its then head, Lieutenant General Nadeem Taj,
were tipping off militants ahead of attacks on their strongholds.

Zardari responded by attempting to take the ISI out of military
control, and announced that it would be made part of the Ministry
of the Interior. However the army reacted so furiously that the idea
was dropped by Gillani within twenty-four hours, perhaps for fear
of a military coup. In September 2008 (with Zardari now in place
as president), army chief General Ashfaq Kayani instated a new ISI
director-general, Pashtun Lieutenant General Ahmed Shuja Pasha.
Pasha is said to have close links with the CIA and to hold anti-
Taliban views. His previous job as head of operations involved
targeting Al-Qa’ida and the Taliban in the tribal districts.

Even if loyalty to the government line can be assured at the
ISI’s top level, it is not the case among the middle and lower ranks,
many of whom have Islamist sympathies and a deep dislike of US
interference in the region. The Pakistan Army has a poor record in
the tribal areas. Whenever it enters Waziristan it suffers high levels
of casualties - since 2003, 2,559 security force personnel have been
killed.”® Many lower rank soldiers and middle rank officers are
loathed to fight their fellow Muslims. Despite government pledges
to crack down on militant groups in the tribal areas a source told the
author that he travelled for eight hours in the FATA in October 2008
without seeing a single Pakistani soldier. The ISI's sphere of
influence extends beyond its national borders: militant groups
seeking to undermine the administration in Kashmir were reputedly
established by the ISI and trained by the Pakistani Army, and Islamist
groups within India are actively encouraged by the organisation.
Much of the region’s chaos can be blamed on the ISI’s meddling and
manipulation, but it is too late to put the genie back in the bottle.

The Network Widens
On 9 September 2008 the BBC reported that eight out of ten top
priority terrorist investigations in the UK have some connection to

% South Asia Terrorism Portal, op. cit. in note 30.
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Pakistan.” It is a similar situation with many post-9/11 Islamist
plots as an ever-expanding network of linked Islamist groups and
cells radiates outwards from Pakistan. As early as April 2001, well
over a million jihadis and Islamists from many different groups
converged near Peshawar for a three day gathering. Despite being
recorded, the speeches of Mullah Omar and Osama Bin Laden won
the most enthusiastic ovations.While Mullah Omar has remained, to
date, a localised figure, Osama Bin Laden has come to embody and
unify the struggle of the ummahb against what is perceived as an
oppressive and violent imperialist West.

Osama Bin Laden and his advisor Ayman Al-Zawahiri continue
to inform the strategic direction of the Al-Qai’da network, and
remain the most powerful and inspirational figureheads within the
jihadi movement as a whole. However, it is becoming increasingly
irrelevant to refer to Al-Qa’ida as if it were a single, identifiable,
stand-alone unit. In fact, it is an ever-increasing web of affiliations
and alliances between like-minded groups who share a similar
agenda and, often, a common background - for example having
been part of the Afghan mujahedeen or, increasingly, the Iraqi
insurgency.

In Pakistan there are several such sympathetic associate
organisations. The largest and most dangerous are Lashkar-e-Taiba
(LeT) and Jaish-e-Muhammad (]eM).37 Lashkar-e-Taiba was founded
in Kunar province in Afghanistan in 1990 by its present leader Hafiz
Mohammed Said, a religious scholar. A local analyst confirmed in
2006 that the ISI was LeT’s ‘main source of finance’.’® ISI
involvement in the establishment and maintenance of LeT - mainly
to fight the Pakistani cause in Kashmir - is rarely disputed. Like
Al-Qa’ida ideologues, Said’s ultimate ambition it to impose a global
caliphate. Although the majority of LeT’s attacks to date have taken

3% Gordon Corera, ‘Bomb plot - the al-Qaeda connection’, BBC News Online,
9 September 2008.

7 Both organisations go by a variety of other names in a bid to confound
intelligence efforts.

B South Asia Terrorism Portal, ‘Lashkar-e-Toiba, ‘Army of the Pure’,
<http://www.satp.org/satporgtp/countries/india/states/jandk/terrorist_outfits/
lashkar_e_toiba.htm>, accessed 2 September 2009.
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place within the Indian subcontinent, Said has often declared that
the group’s main enemies are India, Israel and the US. LeT is very
active in the Kashmir conflict and is the only Pakistani Islamist
group with a significant presence and support base in India (which
has 151 million Muslims). It has been implicated in several atrocities
inside India, including the Mumbai massacres of 26 November 2008,
in which at least 200 people lost their lives; and an attack on the
Indian parliament on 13 December 2001 which killed twelve
people.”

Further afield, arrests in Iraq in 2004 indicated a link between
LeT and the insurgency there. Several Pakistanis arrested in
Baghdad were known LeT operatives. The LeT membership is not
exclusively Pakistani: fighters from Afghanistan, Sudan, Bahrain,
Central Asia, Turkey and Libya have all been identified in their ranks.
They are also believed to have a branch in Germany and links with
many global jihadi groups via the Al-Qa’ida network from the
Middle East (especially Saudi Arabia) and beyond - all of whom
send delegates to its annual convention and offer financial aid. LeT
is a highly militarised organisation with 2,200 training camps and
offices across Pakistan.* The majority of these camps are shared
with Al-Qa’ida and the Taliban. Recruits are given two-to-five
months’ training in handling AK rifles, rocket launchers, other light
weapons and grenades. The LeT pioneered the strategy of suicide
group attacks whereby clusters of two-to-seven members storm
and occupy a target building, killing as many people as possible
before they themselves are killed or captured.

Jaish-e-Muhammad is a splinter group from Harakat
ul-Mujahedeen (HuM) and was formed in 1994. Although it was
outlawed by the Pakistani government in the wake of 9/11 it
remains highly active, sometimes under other guises. Its emir is
Maulana Masood Azhar, who graduated from the madrassa Jamiya
Uloom-e-Islami in Karachi. Many of the Afghan Taliban leadership
graduated from the same institution and Azhar has maintained close

% The one surviving operative from the 26 November 2008 Mumbai attacks is a
Pakistani national and is to be tried in an Indian court; Sachin Parashar, ‘Ajmal
Kasab is a Pak national’, Times of India, 19 July 2009.

" South Asia Terrorism Portal, op. cit. in note 30.
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links with the organisation. Azhar was arrested shortly after JeM'’s
foundation in 1994. He was released from prison when HuM
operatives, including his brother Ibrahim Athar, hijacked Indian
Airlines flight 814 from Kathmandu, landing it in Taliban Kandahar
in December 1999; the hijackers demanded - and ultimately
obtained - the release of Azhar in exchange for hostages.

The JeM was implicated, along with the LeT, in the
13 December 2001 attacks on the Indian Parliament and
the November 2008 Mumbai massacres. It shares several aspects of
LeT’s modus operandi, including the use of small suicide brigades
to storm and secure a target. All of this strongly suggests that the
groups are closely allied with each other and with the Taliban and
Al-Qa’ida. On 1 February 2002, the JeM murdered the kidnapped US
journalist Daniel Pearl, who was investigating the links between
Pakistani Islamist groups and Al-Qa’ida. They set a gruesome
precedent by beheading him on film. In his March 2007 testimony
in the US, senior Al-Qa’ida figure Khaled Sheikh Mohammed
claimed that he had personally committed this atrocity.41 On 7 May
2004, Abu Musab Al-Zarqawi (seven months prior to officially
becoming the leader of Al-Qa’ida in Iraq) mirrored his comrade’s
deed by beheading US businessman, Nick Berg, on videotape.

Other groups based in Pakistan include Sipah-e-Sahaba Pakistan
(S8SP), a sectarian, Deobandi breakaway movement which was part of
the Jamiat Ulema-e-Islam (J UI)42 until 1984 or 1985.Like many similar
organisations it is believed to have been supported and funded by
the ISI under Zia-ul-Haq. Several of its brigades were sent to fight in
Afghanistan under Osama Bin Laden.” One of its most notorious
affiliates was Ramzi Yousef, who had met members of the group in
joint Arab-Pakistan training camps in Afghanistan. Yousef is the

" Associated Press, ‘Al-Qaida No. 3 says he planned 9/11, other plots’, 15 March
2007.

2 The JUI is now a legitimate political party within Pakistan, forming part of the
MMA.

$ B Raman, Sipah-e-Sahaba Pakistan, Lashkar-e-JThangvi, Bin Laden and Ramzi Yousef’,
South Asia Analysis Group, 1 July 2002, <http://www.southasiaanalysis.org/
papers5/paper484.html>, accessed 2 September 2009.
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nephew of Al-Qa’ida’s Khaled Sheikh Mohammed; he has been given
a lifelong prison sentence for the 1993 World Trade Centre attack.

Non-Pakistani Islamist groups based in the country, largely in
the FATA, are said to include cells from the Islamic Movement of
Uzbekistan, Islamic Jihad, the Libyan Islamic Fighters Group and
the Eastern Turkistan Islamic Movement.

Changing Their Image

The Taliban and Al-Qa’ida have both, in recent times, taken to
compromising their more extreme views with the aim of making
themselves more acceptable to the local populace and the world’s
1.3-1.7 billion Muslims.

When the Taliban seized power in Afghanistan in 1996, they
smashed televisions and were opposed to all forms of technology.
But like Al-Qa’ida, they have realised the enormous potential of the
internet for recruitment, propaganda, fundraising and logistics.
Now they maintain several websites and have adopted Al-Qa’ida’s
media-savvy approach, producing Iraqgi-insurgency style jihadi
videos ‘celebrating’ attacks. According to sources on the ground,
the Taliban have set up such an efficient media machine that they
are even embedding journalists with their brigades. The Taliban
have recently lifted bans on televisions as well as beards, kite-flying,
music and dog-fighting.

Gone - for now - are the days when smokers would be
punished by having their fingers chopped off and ‘apostates’ were
executed in public (as happened in towns and villages that
were part of the ‘Islamic State of Iraq’). Amnesties are offered to
captured government officials, police and military personnel who
switch sides, even if it is under duress; before, they would have
been beheaded. These tactics seem to be working: polls suggest
widespread popular support for the Taliban, Al-Qa’ida and militant
Islamism in general in Pakistan. In Afghanistan, surveys conducted
in 2008 showed growing support for the Taliban and increasing
resentment towards the continued NATO presence there.**

i Gary Langer, ‘POLL: Afghans’ Criticism of U.S. Efforts Rises; In the Southwest,
Taliban Support Grows’, ABC News, 3 December 2007, <http://i.abcnews.com/
PollingUnit/story?id=3931809&page=1>, accessed 2 September 2009.
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The Future

The war in Afghanistan against the Taliban has been described as
‘unwinnable’ and the new regime in Pakistan admits the Taliban
have the upper hand there too.Yet Barack Obama has already sent
an additional 21,000 troops to Afghanistan. It is unlikely that the
Taliban, partnered by Al-Qa’ida and any number of Islamist groups
in Pakistan (creating what is effectively exactly the same kind of
international mujahedeen that routed the Soviet Army in the
1980s), will be defeated in a surge offensive or by conventional
military tactics. The underlying reasons for their upper hand in the
region will remain: a hostile terrain familiar to them but
impenetrable by outside forces - exactly the scenario that allowed
the National Liberation Front (FLN) to beat the French in Algeria in
1962; an equally hostile populace - the Pashtun have a history of
setting aside their differences to create a united force to repel
invaders; and the deeply ingrained code of honour, Pashtunwali,
also makes an Awakening-style campaign highly unlikely to
succeed.

Al-Qa’ida appears to have learnt from its mistakes in Iraq. It is
operating under the authority of the Taliban in Afghanistan and
Pakistan rather than assuming leadership and alienating other jihadi
groups engaged in the same fight. This is likely to safeguard its
stronghold as long as the Taliban remain powerful in the region.
The atrocities committed in November 2008 in Mumbai, probably
the handiwork LeT and by association, Al-Qa’ida, suggest the
possibility of a plan to destabilise the Indian subcontinent by
fomenting sectarian strife - in this case reigniting the bitter battle
between Hindus and Muslims. Al-Qa’ida has a track record in this -
the Sunni-Shia sectarian conflict that pushed Iraq to the brink of
civil war was deliberately provoked by their emir, the late Abu
Musab Al-Zarqawi. The organisation thrives best in a ‘failed state’
environment characterised by civil strife.

Islamist groups in Afghanistan fanned the flames of the post-
Mumbai tension between India and Pakistan by announcing that
they would fight alongside the Pakistan Army in the event of an
escalation in the confrontation. Local news media spoke of cordial
exchanges between the Pakistani Taliban and army and a temporary

146



Al-Qa’ida and the Taliban

truce allowing the safe redeployment of 20,000 troops
commissioned to fight the insurgency to the border with India
instead.”

Although Pakistan has received more than $10 billion in
(mostly military) aid from the US since 2001, there is an entrenched
mistrust of the Americans within the army. Retired General Talat
Masood summed this up in an interview last year when he said that
the army still views Pakistani and Afghan Islamist groups as
‘assets’.*® ‘They still believe the same thing, he said. “That America
will leave them tomorrow and we will be left high and dry with
India strong, and a hostile government in Afghanistan and that we
will have no friends. The only possible ‘friendly’ government in
Kabul in the present circumstances is the Taliban.

NATO has had little real success in Afghanistan. In this writer’s
view, the only sensible way forward is to engage in direct
negotiations with the Taliban, as many Western commentators are
beginning to accept. Recent Saudi attempts at brokering
accommodation of the Taliban by Hamid Karzai’s government are
unlikely to succeed. Karzai is widely perceived as a US puppet and
has little credibility with the Afghan population, especially since he
has brought a large number of hated warlords into his government.

At the time of writing, the Taliban does not appear to be in the
business of power-sharing. The West may have to resign itself to the
Taliban’s eventual resumption of power following a face-saving
NATO withdrawal. The British Foreign Secretary, David Miliband, has
now publicly stated that he wishes to talk to ‘moderate’ members of
the Taliban, and has encouraged other NATO states to do the same.

Regardless of the antipathy the West may feel towards Taliban
extremism, it must be noted that the invasion of Afghanistan has
singly failed to bring about the much-vaunted safety and security its
citizens yearn for. Should the Taliban regain power, the more

® The News (Lahore), ‘Army official calls Baitullah Mehsud, Fazlullah “patriots™,
1 December 2008, <http://www.thenews.com.pk/ top_story_detail.asp?Id=18709>,
accessed 17 September 2009.

i Kathy Gannon, ‘Pakistan militants focus on Afghanistan’, Associated Press,
13 July 2008, <http://www.afghanistannewscenter.com/news/2008/july/
jul142008.html#11>, accessed 17 September 2009.
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moderate elements within the Taliban might prevail in a bid to
obtain and retain international/diplomatic legitimacy. This was the
wing that opposed Al-Qa’ida in the late 1990s and wanted to hand
Bin Laden over to the US in 2001 in exchange for international
recognition. It is only under these circumstances that the author
can see a rift between the Taliban and Al-Qa’ida occurring. Such a
rift might put an end to this supremely dangerous alliance.
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