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The Gathering Strength of Taliban and Tribal Militants in 
Pakistan 

 
Syed Saleem Shahzad1 

 
 
Introduction 
The unending Pakistan/NATO/US military operations in the tribal areas, which are seen 
by Taliban and tribal groups as being fought for a complete victory and without a will for 
political reconciliation, have radicalized Pakistan’s North West Frontier Province whose 
inhabitants have been known as natural warriors for centuries. Over the past 7 years the  
conflict, which has been characterized by outsiders as being against a single entity has, in 
fact, had many different strands and players whose fortunes have ebbed and flowed.  The 
one uniting theme has been jihad whether focused locally, regionally or at the global 
level.  
 
After 9/11, a very rustic religious zeal and the Taliban’s affinity with Pakistani tribal 
groups was the reason behind providing shelter to the Arab-Afghan Diaspora in South 
Waziristan and North Waziristan but Washington-sponsored Pakistan’s half hearted 
military operations in 2002-03 sparked united some of the force in a shared war of 
retribution. Meanwhile, Taliban commanders, like the slain Mullah Dadullah and the now 
dangerously ill Jalaluddin Haqqani, also focused on the Pakistani tribal areas for the 
recruitment of volunteers. Al-Qaeda was drawn into these areas to provide the training 
that new recruits sought when they arrived. These two developments allowed Al-Qaeda 
to exercise a key role in the region and it established training camps (Maaskars). Initially 
these camps were confined to Southern Waziristani areas of Kalosha and Angorada, but 
later they extended their activities to the North Waziristani town of Mir Ali.  Al-Qaeda 
instructors provided training in guerrilla operations and the training camps began an era 
in which local tribal youths were transformed from Taliban sympathizers to a global 
jihadis.  
 
At the same time, immense American pressure forced the Pakistani Army to shutdown 
the training centers in Muzzafarabad in Pakistan Administered Kashmir in which the 
Pakistan Army trained and armed the Kashmiri separatist movement against the Indian 
Army in Indian Administered Kashmir. Furthermore, elements within militant 
organizations fighting in Kashmir including Lashkar-i-Taiba, Jaish-i-Mohammed, 
Harkatul Mujahadeen, Harkat-i-Jihad-i-Islami, Al-Badr and Hizbul Mujahadeen were 
turned on by the Pakistan establishment because they were providing active material and 
moral support to members of Al-Qaeda who had traveled to Pakistan. This support was 
tracked by the FBI and the Pakistani establishment had no option but to conduct a 
crackdown against the militants that it had previously always supported. This crackdown 
resulted in a split within some Pakistani jihadi groups and breakaway factions within 
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organizations like Jaish-i-Mohammed and Lashkar-i-Taiba emerged. These splinter 
groups remain small and their significance is not yet apparent. Suggestions that some of 
the Kashmiri militants may have been relocated by Pakistan to Gilgit or Balti (Baltistan) 
in Pakistan’s far north do not appear well founded.  
 
The two years from 2003 to 2005 were extremely volatile for members of the jihadi 
outfits. Several of their members were blamed for being behind assassination attempts on 
General Pervez Musharraf, and on the Corps Commander Karachi and Prime Minister 
Shaukat Aziz. As a result of one Rawalapindi suicide attack plot against President-
General Pervez Musharraf, the Rawalpindi Corps and the ISI rounded up over 1000 
persons who were thought to be directly or indirectly involved in the plot or were just 
witnesses of the plot. Hundreds of jihadis languished in the ISI’s secret prisons without 
trial for months.   
 
This was a crucial period for the Jihadis and one in which they decided their fate. By 
2006, dozens of Jihadis decided to make the Waziristans their new home and as more and 
more of those incarcerated were released, they too made their way to the Waziristans, 
establishing in the process a strong supply line of hardened recruits following into the 
tribal districts. This was a critical turning point for the global jihad movement. Hundreds 
of former members of various Pakistani-backed Kashmiri jihadi organizations moved to 
the Waziristans and over a period of one year between 2006 and 2007 and the Taliban’s 
strength soared from a few thousands, to approximately 50,000 in both South Waziristan 
and North Waziristan. These fresh arrivals began new activities with a renewed zeal. 
 
Consolidating the Jihad 
After the fall of the Taliban in 2001 when Al-Qaeda and the Taliban were regrouping in 
the two Waziristans, their bids to establish training camps and bases were of a very basic 
nature, being based mainly in mud house compounds and offering only rudimentary 
training, such as in the use of AK-47s and grenades, ambush techniques, explosive 
materials, and basic explosive techniques. They also received some indoctrination in the 
global jihad. Various Al-Qaeda commanders started training sessions in South 
Waziristan, but that whole process was abandoned in 2003 when Pakistan Army started 
its operations. 
 
However, from 2004 onwards, the main training structures were shifted to the North 
Waziristani town of Mir Ali. With the help of Abdul Khaliq Haqqani and Moulvi Sadiq 
Noor, prominent Arab scholars Shiekh Essa and Abu Yayha Al-Libbi placed increasing 
emphasis on the struggle for the creation of an Islamic Emirates in the region. They 
believed that once an Islamic Emirates was established, jihad would have an official 
status and any person opposing the cause of jihad (like the Pakistan Army) would be 
declared as Zindiq (one who calls his infidelity as Islam). This new Takfiri - that is those, 
with their roots in a splinter group of the Muslim brotherhood that took refuge in 
Afghanistan, who think non-practicing Muslims are infidels - idea became the thesis 
behind the new training programmes in the Mir Ali. This new perspective bred the 
concept of suicide bombing and the acceptance of the killing of Zindiq Muslims. Thus, 
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some of the training programmes were refocused around the preparation of suicide 
jackets, their detonation, and techniques to enhance the effectiveness of suicide attacks.  
 
However, one veteran Arab-Afghan guerrilla who has recently announced his joining 
with Al-Qaeda, Abu Laith Al-Libbi, took a different view. Al-Libbi had his training 
camps at different locations, including Dande Darpa Khail in North Waziristan and Khost 
in Afghanistan. Al-Libbi advocated training programmes which would activate the minds 
of fighters for a prolonged fight. He favoured suicide missions, but advocated that those 
missions should be high value targeted oriented. 
 
Al-Libbi’s school of thought was adopted in early 2007 by various Al-Qaeda ideologues 
like Abu Akash, Abu Nasir and Abu Hanifah, who were then in the town of Mir Ali but 
some of whom have subsequently moved to Shawal in North Waziristan. All those 
commanders provided training to fighters aiming to carry out the global struggle 
including Turks, Kurds, Chinese, Tajik and Uzbeks. They also set their training patterns 
and focused on the minds of fighters so that each should be prepared for a prolong battle 
and would be enabled to specify its targets, draw the routes and generate an environment 
suitably to carry out target oriented operations. 
 
Meanwhile, the Taliban had their traditional style of bases in Dande Darpa Khail where 
under Jalaluddin Haqqani’s command, the only focus was on the recruitment. However, 
when Jalaluddin Haqqani delegated the command to his son Siraj, a sea change emerged 
in the Taliban’s strategy and Siraj was closer to new approach of Al-Qaeda fighters. He 
oriented his fighters towards a variety of missions including in particular guerrilla 
operations and suicide bombings. 
 
The Punjabi Revolution  
Maulana Ilyas Kashmiri was an astute guerrilla commander in Kashmir. He was 
suspected to be behind Musharraf’s assassination plot in Rawalpindi and was detained by 
the Pakistani Army. However, no evidence could be found linking him with the planners 
of Musharraf’s assassination attempt. He was set free in 2005, and, by the following year, 
he had moved to the North Waziristani town of Razmak. This was the beginning of new 
era in the training camps. 
 
With Ilyas Kashmiri based in North Waziristan, all important components from the 
Kashmir separatist struggle were diverted to North Waziristan. These were the elite 
fighters as far as guerrilla strategy was concern. Most of them were trained by the 
Pakistan Army to fight a prolong battle against the Indian Army in Kashmir and to carry 
out specific and target-oriented operations inside India. This has been termed a “Punjab 
revolution” because for Afghans all non-Pashtun speaking Pakistanis are Punjabis, while 
the (Pakistani) Kashmiris themselves speak mainly Punjabi.   
 
The arrival of the Kashmiris in the valleys of Waziristan changed the whole dynamics of 
the training programmes. Instruction on the Tamil Tiger’s Strategies against the Sri 
Lankan Army and the three-phase guerrilla tactics of Giap in the southeastern provinces 
of Khost, Paktia and Paktika was imparted in the lessons. These strategies are now being 
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adopted as part of a phased method of attack against the Pakistan Army in the two 
Waziristans.  
 
The first phase involves armed opposition to the Pakistani forces in the two Waziristans. 
This has been going on for some years, and has proved successful, with the troops even 
being withdrawn at one point, leaving the militants in peace.  
 
In the second phase, which has now begun, the militants are targeting isolated security 
posts and enemy personnel. This had a spectacular result recently, with more than 500 
Pakistan Army soldiers being captured in different phases [for information on casualties 
resulting from this violence see James Revill, Militancy in the FATA and NWFP, PSRU 
Briefing No 23].  
 
For the final stage, already underway, planners aim to take the battle to Islamabad on the 
Pakistan side and to Kabul from Afghan side. Already there has been a rise in suicide 
bombings in Islamabad and Rawaplindi, fueled by the storming of the Lal Masjid.  
 
Rapid Spread 
The implementation of the Kashmiri guerrilla strategy (which has a strong political angle) 
has reorganized and regrouped the Taliban movement along the lines of a separatist 
guerrilla movement and has had a cascading affect in the region. The movement swiftly 
traveled to Dera Ismail Khan, Bannu, Tank and established a very strong outpost in Imam 
Dhari in the Swat Valley. In Imam Dhari, Mullah Fazlullah initiated training courses 
which aimed to prepare individuals for combat operations in the mountains against 
Pakistan army in case a military operation is mounted. Such combat is now unfolding.  
 
The Punjabi and Kashmiri fighters joining the Taliban ranks have also strengthened the 
Taliban movement, in Bajuar and Waziristan style training camps have been established 
by Maulana Faqir Mohammed and Dr Ismail, arguable the two most powerful 
commanders in Bajuar. Ismail, also known as Haji Ismail, was a Taliban minister in 
Kunar province, Afghanistan, before 2001. Dr Ismail’s approach was to send fighters 
only to the Kunar Valley to fight against NATO, while Faqir Mohammed aimed at both 
the Talibanization of Bajuar and fighting against NATO in Afghanistan. The affect of 
their influence immediately reached into the Mohmand Agency. 
 
During a recent visit to the Mohmand agency of the FATA, a local Talib told this scribe 
that it is astonishing for them how Taliban numbers climbed to 18,000 in the Mohmand 
Agency alone while only one year ago or so they were only few hundred Taliban who 
used to operate very secretly in that area. 
 
A similar influence has traveled into Orakzai Agency and to the Khyber Agency where 
the Taliban have reinforced their positions and bases and are aiming to enter into the city 
of Kohat from Orakzai and into the Peshawar Valley from Khyber Agency. 
 
Conclusion 
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The training camps of the Taliban and Al-Qaeda have evolved through the circumstances 
outlined in this paper. The most significant development has been the movement and 
involvement of Kashmiri fighters, trained by the Pakistan military, who have brought 
with them guerilla warfare training and experience which is transforming the Taliban and 
tribal struggle. As Western-backed military operations continue, Taliban numbers are 
rising steeply and their confidence is growing.  They have even been joined by some 
Pakistan Army officers who have resigned from the Pakistan Army.  Renewed and 
strengthened the Taliban are planning to take the war to Pakistan and Afghanistan’s 
major cities and to build an Islamic Emirates. The more the US-backed war is prolonged, 
the more sophisticated the Taliban will be in their strategic development. 
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