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Rumblingsin the Northern Areas
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Pakistan seemsto haveredised that with thesilting of TarbelaDam (it haslost
morethan 30 per cent of itsstorage capacity), it needsto build at least one, if not
two, megadamson the Indus at the earliest. President Musharraf hasmade an
impassioned pleafor the construction of new reservoirsand canalsto ensure
sustainableagricultura devel opment® and istrying to build aconsensusin favour
of the Ka abagh Dam but does not seem to be making any headway. The Sindh,
NorthWest Frontier Province (NWFP) and Bal ochistan assemblieshave already
passed resol utions opposing the dam and are unlikely to changetheir mind. It
seemsthe Pakistani establishment isnow veering around to theideaof congtruction
of adam near Skardu, which will invite much lesser opposition. It has been
propagated that thedamwill be ableto storethefloodwater that becomesavailable
once in adecade and that thiswater can be used to irrigate large parts of the
country, including those downstream. It will have astorage capacity of 35 million
acresfeet (maf) asagaingt 6.1 maf and 7.3 maf inthe Ka abagh and Bhashadams,
respectively.2 Thiswill avoidtheinundation of largetractsin NWFPand will diminate
the province soppositiontothedam. It will ill raisetempersin Sindh, but despite
itslarger population, Sindh hardly enjoysthe statuswithin Pakistan that the NWFP
enjoysbecause of itsimmense contribution to the Pakistani Army.

Unique Satusof Northern Areas

Thedamwill lead toinundation of vast areasaround Skardu inthe Northern
Areas (NAS), but the feelings and aspirations of the people there have never
mattered totheruling elitein I amabad, which often treatsthe region asacol ony.
ThePakigtani lite, which habitualy complain about thealeged violation of human
rightsin Jammu and Kashmir, rarely raise avoicein support of the exploited
population of theNAs. Inthe Pakistani schemeof things, theNAshavean extremdy
ambiguous congtitutiona statusvis-a-visthegovernment inIdamabad. Officiadly
still considered adisputed area, theregionisneither aprovince, nor doesit have
the statusAzad Kashmir (POK) enjoyswithitsown legidative assembly. Infact
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sincethe NAs accession to Pakistan, the peopl e have been denied theright to
votefor their own representatives and have been governed by administratorsfrom
|damabad.®

The sparsely popul ated mountai nousregion hasan areaof 28,000 sg. miles,
which makesit dightly smaller than NWFP and morethan six timesthe size of
Azad Kashmir.* Famousfor its peaks, rivers, glaciersand exotic cultures, the
regionisdividedintosx districtsof Gilgit, Skardu, Diamer, Ghizer, Ghancheand
Astore. With theKarakoram, Himaayaand Hindukush ranges asabackdrop, the
region shares borderswith China, Jammu and Kashmir, Afghanistan and Chitral
district of NWFP. The more than onemillion population (562,000 according to
1981 census) comprises numerous ethnic groupsand tribes. Themajor languages
spoken intheregion, Shina, Balti, Brushaski, Wakhi, Khowar and Domski, are
linguidticaly digtinct from those spokenin Pakistan.® Gilgit-Batistan, asthisregion
is often referred to in local literature, acceded to Pakistan when the British
Commander of Gilgit Scouts, Major Brown declared accession to Pakistan on
November 4, 1947.% Soon theregion wasnamed ‘ The Northern Areas of Pakistan’
and was put under the direct control of Islamabad, separate from Pakistan-
Administered Azad [| ndependent] Kashmir. Theregionisstrategically important
as the Karakoram Highway linking Chinato Pakistan passes through it and
reportedly generatestrade worth billions of dollars. Theregion, however, has
becomethe stagefor violent protests by theimpoverished popul ation of the NAS,
which believesthat their unigue ethno-cultural and religiousidentity isbeing
threatened. Theaienation of the populaceinthe NAsisincreasing and ethnicity
has acquired astrong sectarian undertone.

Sectarian Violencein Northern Areas

OnJanuary 8, 2005, prominent Shialeader AghaZiauddinwascriticaly injured
when gunmen opened fireon hiscar in Gilgit, theadministrative headquarters of
NAs. Fifteen peoplediedin violent protests before some modicum of governance
wasrestored. On January 13, 2005, Agha Ziauddin died of hiswoundsin the
military hospital in Rawal pindi. The news of hisdeath enraged his supporters,
mainly inthe NAsand acurfew had to beimposedin Gilgit and Skardu, thetwo
major townsof theregion. A large number of government buildingswereset on
fireand anumber of officiasand their familieswere attacked and troopshad to be
deployed to restorelaw and order. The NAs continued to S mmer weeks after the
incident. A number of townsremained under curfew for weeks, telephonelines
weredisconnected and night time curfew continued for over amonth. Sectarian
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violence has been on the rise all over Pakistan in recent months, and is a
manifestation of religiousextremism, not terrorism, asisbeing propagated by the
Pakistani Government towin sympathy intheWest. However, intherest of Pekistan,
bomb blaststargeting mosgues or attackson processionshave not led to sectarian
riots, butin Gilgit theattempt onthelife of thereligiousleader sparked off violent
riots, with thefire spreading to other partsof NAs. Eventhe Karakoram Highway
was blocked.

Causes

Theacts of violencein Gilgit and surrounding areas are indicative of the
simmering discontent within the popul ace of the NAs, dueto the absence of any
genuinedemocratic and constitutional mechanismto resolvetheir problems. The
peopleinthe NAs have been demanding democratic rightsfor alongtime. The
Northern Areas Legislative Council (NALC) created in 1994 hasremained a
dysfunctiona consultativeforum, presided over by theMinister for Kashmir Affairs,
whoisaso thede-facto Chief Executive of the NAs. Thiswasreflectedinthe
voter apathy during thelast NAL C electionsin October 2004.

Duringthelast fiveyears, the elected Deputy Chief Executive hasruled the
regionsof Gilgit and Baltistan. But the popular perception had always been that
Idamabad indirectly rules—obvioudy inthenameof anominated federal minister
of Kashmir and Northern Areas. Infact, thenon-local chief secretarieshavesince
long been the soleauthority to runtheareas on behaf of thefedera minister while
unchecked deputy commissionersrun district management answerableto the chief
secretary instead of the deputy chief executive. Such bureaucratic rulemainly
from the NWFP and the Punjab has heightened the sense of alienation and
completely eroded the notion of self-rulefrom amongst the people’ sminds.”

Thelocd peopleareextremely poor and livein someof theharshest environmental
conditions of weather and terrain. In summers, the mercury often risesabove
40°C; whereasin thewinters, it drops below -25°C. The entire region does not
haveany kind of industry and over 85 per cent of peoplelive below the poverty
line. People mostly depend on government offered jobsand join defencerel ated
ingtitutionsto earntheir livelihood. Before Pakistan went nuclear, tourismwasthe
economic lifelinebut the nuclear explosionsmixed with theaftermath of the 9/11
have almost dried up this avenue. The resultant unemployment and lack of
opportunities have created an expl osive situation and have led to widespread
unrest and frustration amongst the masses.®
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Poor economic conditionsand lack of educational facilitieshave madethe
NAsahub of communal strifeduring thelast two decades. Thebasic dynamicsof
sectarianisminthisregion resemblesthat intherest of Pakistan asthey sharethe
same historical trgectory and are the product of the policies of thesameruling
elite. Externd involvement, mosily from* brotherly’ Idamic countries, awesk judicia
system, proliferation of small arms, mushrooming of sectarian madrassasand the
state’suse of religiousgroupsfor internal and externa policy objectivesarecited
asthemagjor reasonsfor the current sectarian situationin Pakistan.® Ironically, the
impoverished parents have no choice but to put their childrenin madrassas—the
ubiquitous nurseries of religious extremism. Asaresult, today, theNAs produce
more ulemas (religious scholars) than Punjab or Sindh. Dueto thelack of true
understanding of the ldamic teachingsand aversiontowardsthemodern education
of scienceand technology, theulemaunintentionally and a timeson purposeindigeate
communal hatethat quite oftenleadsto violence.® The Northern Areas comprise
ahigh percentage of Shia, sometriba intheir ethnic originand many Ismaili Shias,
the sect led by the AgaKhan and considered heretics by hard-line Islamists.™
Frombeing acompletely Ismaili regionin history, it hasbeeninjected with externa
popul ationsthrough natural immigration from therest of Pakistan. Asaresullt,
there has been acompetition of sortsbetween the big sects, and clericsfrom other
parts of the country introduced the Twelver or Imami Shias (official religion of
Iran) and Sunni faithstoo.

Currently, thisisan areawhere geographic and linguistic boundaries often
coincidewith sectarianidentities. Different valleys speak different languagesand
follow different denominations. Today, Gilgit is60 per cent Shia, 40 per cent
Sunni; Hunza, Punid, Yasin, | shkoman and Gupisare 100 per cent Ismaili; Nagar
100 per cent Shia; Chilasand Darel/ Tangir 100 per cent Sunni; Astor 90 per cent
Sunni, 10 per cent Shia; Baltistan 96 per cent Shia, 2 per cent Nurbakhti, and 2
per cent Sunni.*?

Traditionally, the people of the Northern Areas havelived peacefully, inter-
married and even joined handstoimprovetheir |ot on aself-help basis. However,
theactivitiesof religiousmilitantsin thewake of Pakistan’sinvolvement inthe
Afghanwar and thefreedom givento religiousgroupshavevitiated theatmaosphere.
The L ashkar-e-Toibagained influenceinthe NAsduring the Kargil Operationin
1999. Today the entire populationisdivided onthelinesof belief and faith (sect).
Different interpretationsof the samefaith (Ismailisconsder themselvesasdistinct
from other Shias) havebifurcated the society into hard-linegroups. Although people
of differing shadesof faithsnormally cohabit side by sidein peace and harmony,
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yet petty issuestend to spark bloody clashesamongst them. Recent decadeshave
thuswitnessed many a sectarian clash that have ominously resulted in loss of
innocent lives

For the past elght to ninemonths, in particular, sectarian tensions have been
running high in areaswhere Shiaand Ismaili populations are concentrated but
where power and influence have passed on to Sunni clericswith the connivance of
the government. The Pakistani mediahas been reporting that thereisahidden
desirewithin thegoverning eliteto exclude one more community from the pal e of
|dam after theAhmadiyas.

IncreasingAlienation and Rise of Separatism

Theactsof violencein Gilgit areaareindicative of the damagebeing doneto
the NAsinthe absence of any genuinedemocratic and constitutional mechanism
to solvetheir problems. The peoplefeel that they are non-citizens, or at best,
second class citizens. The Kargil episode, which involved alarge number of
casudtiesof jawansfromthe area, added awhole new set of grievances.*Asin
many other areasof Pakigan, thefederd government’ shandisseen behind sectarian
terrorism, whichisbelieved to beatool being used to dividethe people. Thisdeep
mistrust of government isthe main reason behind attacks on state property and
officias, whenever any sectarian incident takes place or some other serious
complaint emerges. Itisalso anindicator of the peoples’ lack of ownership of
government propertiesand facilities.

Thetimeto set thingsright inthe Northern Areasisrunning out fast. Sharing
commongrievancesagang thestate, an ethno-nationa movementisrapidly gaining
momentum thet assertstheregion’suniquecultura identity. The Pakistan government
hasroutinely cracked downon*nationalist’ groupsin thisregion, targeting one
called the Northern Areas Thinkers' Forum, which advocates the formation of
two independent statesin the North West region of the subcontinent. Thefirst
wouldincludethe Pakistan and Indian administered partsof Kashmir, minusLadakh;
the second wouldincludethe Gil git-Bdtistan-L adakh areas.** Another group seeks
to create‘ Bawaristan,” and wants statehood for Baltistan, Gilgit, and Dardistan.
Clamingto bean * oppressed peopl€’ owing to sectarianism, intolerance, poverty,
terrorist camps, and the theft of resources, the movement actually has atiny
populationlinked by their oppositiontotheaarming expanson of Sunni sectarianism
intotheregion.®

The starting of the bus service between Kargil and Skardu may exposethe
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population of theregion to the freedom and democratic rightsbeing enjoyed by
their ethnickin acrosstheLineof Control in Ladakh and Kargil. For thesereasons
thereviva of old routeswith L adakh might not suit General Musharraf, who came
closeto accepting Gilgit-Baltistan as part of Azad Kashmir in hiscontroversia
seven point formulafor talks on Kashmir.'® The proposed Skardu dam will
submergeall of Skardu, capital of Baltistan'” and bring in settlersfrom outsidethe
region. Thisisbound to increase the alienation further. In the absence of any
suitablelegidativeforumto expressthisresentment, the populace of theNAsmay
resort to moreviolence. The potentially tumultuous region needsto bewatched
carefully, asdevel opmentsintheregion will haveramificationsonthediscussions
to resolve the Kashmir dispute.
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