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Swat: A Dangerous Flashpoint in the Making 
 

Syed Adnan Ali Shah Bukhari1 
 

 
Introduction 
The quick successes achieved by the Pakistani military in its counter-terrorist operations 
against pro-Taliban militants of the Maulana Fazlullah-led Tehrik-e-Nifaz-e-Shariat-e-
Muhammadi (TNSM) in the Swat and Shangla districts of Malakand division, could be 
termed as a significant achievement in Pakistan’s war on terror. According to a 
government spokesman, “220-230 militants were killed in the operation which started in 
Swat/Shangla on 11/13 November 2007 respectively.”2 Four security personnel also lost 
their lives while 15 were injured during the said ground operations.3  
 
There are reports that Maulana Fazlullah and his militants have taken shelter in thickly-
forested mountains between Swat and Nihag Dara in Upper Dir district.4 Furthermore, 
militants may be contemplating waging a long term guerilla war based on “hit-and-run” 
operations against Pakistani security forces and local government. However, it could be 
safely surmised that the militants will not be able to achieve the level of success that was 
accomplished by the local Taliban militants of the North Waziristan Agency (NWA) and 
the South Waziristan Agency (SWA). What is envisaged is a low-intensity conflict, 
which may continue for sometime. 
 
Geographical and Political Contours of the Swat district 
The Swat district is part of the Malakand division, which forms the northern part of the 
North Western Frontier Province (NWFP). The Malakand division comprises of the 
Malakand district, Buner district, Swat district, Shangla district, Upper and Lower Dir 
districts and Chitral district. It borders Afghanistan’s Nuristan and Badakshan Province 
(Wakhan corridor) in the north and northwest. In the southwest, Malakand division shares 
a border with the Bajaur and Mohmand Agencies of the Federally Administered Tribal 
Areas (FATA). On the east, Malakand division, especially its Swat and Chitral districts, 
shares a border with the strategically important Northern Areas of Pakistan, which in turn 
are contiguous with China’s Xinjiang region in the north. In the south, Malakand shares a 
border with the Charsadda/Peshawar and Mardan districts of the NWFP. A cursory look 
at the NWFP shows that the Swat district forms the core of the Malakand division, and 
shares border with all the other districts of the division. With the exception of Chitral that 
is inhabited by Indo-Iranian Dardic language-speaking Khowar and Kalash tribes, the 
Malakand division is inhabited by Pushtun tribes.  

                                                 
1 The author is an Associate Research Fellow at the International Centre for Political Violence and 
Terrorism Research (ICPVTR), Singapore, and a doctoral candidate at the Rajaratnam School of 
International Studies (RSIS), Nanyang Technological University (NTU), Singapore. The views expressed 
in this article are solely those of the author, and do not in any way represent the views of the ICPVTR, 
RSIS, the PSRU, the Department of Peace Studies, or the University of Bradford. 
2 “Over 200 Killed in Swat: ISPR”, The Frontier Post, November 29, 2007 
3 “Most of Swat Under Military Control”, The News, November 29, 2007 
4 “Security Forces Seize Cleric’s Base in Swat”, The Post, November 29, 2007 
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Commonly regarded as a “paradise on earth” and the “Switzerland of Asia” for its peace, 
serenity and scenic beauty, Swat was historically a centre of the Buddhist civilization and 
Buddhist archeological sites are still plentiful in the forest-laden mountain district. Swat 
district has a population of 1.5 million5, and spreads over 1,772 sq/km (684 sq/miles).6 
The dominant tribe inhabiting the region is the Yousafzai tribe, which is also one of the 
largest Pushtun tribes in Pakistan.  
 
Due to its scenic beauty, Swat has remained an attractive tourist spot for both local and 
foreign tourists. This has helped the local population develop a more progressive outlook 
towards the outside world and frequent interaction with tourists has brought a level of 
sophistication to the people of the region as well as improving their standard of living. 
Being situated close to Peshawar, the capital of the NWFP, Swat has benefited from this 
proximity in terms of education, trade and commerce activities.7  
 
Successful Military Strategy in Swat 
The success in counter-terrorism operations in the Swat and Shangla districts of 
Malakand division was due to the following factors:  
 

• The effective use of airpower to target militants’ positions in the first phase 
allowed the maximum damage to be inflicted on the militants, while causing 
minimum damage to the land forces. The employment of ground forces in the 
second phase successfully dislodged militants from their positions; 

 
• Pakistan’s successful strategy of cutting-off militant communications through 

switching off the phones in the entire district, created confusion and hampered 
communication and coordination among the militants;  

 
• The imposition of a curfew across the entire district helped in restricting the 

movement of the militants and they could not mobilize their forces effectively; 
 

• The policy of encouraging people to leave the militant-controlled areas helped in 
minimizing collateral damage otherwise likely in operations targeting militants 
with helicopter gunships and artillery fire; 

 
• The government established a media centre in the Swat district in order to counter 

the propaganda of Maulana Fazlullah, and provide the nation with information on 
the day-to-day developments vis-à-vis military operations in Swat. Similarly, the 
successful shutting down of the FM radio channels operated by the militants 
helped in severing the links that the militants wanted to develop with the public; 

 

                                                 
5 Population Census conducted in 1998. 
6 NWFP government website: www.nwfp.gov.pk 
7 Swat is at a distance of approximately 160 km from Peshawar, and it takes approx 3 hours to reach 
Peshawar from Swat by road. 
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• The targeted killing of some of the leading militant commanders, such as Khan 
Khitab, head of the Shaheen Force responsible for running the “anti-vice” drive in 
the region, helped in demoralizing the militants and depriving them of leadership. 

 
The above-mentioned strategy could be described as tactical victory that was successful 
in defeating the militants in the region. However, there are other reasons why Swat may 
not be able to pose a critical security threat similar to the one that has evolved in the 
Federally Administered Tribal Areas (FATA), especially the North Waziristan Agency 
(NWA) and the South Waziristan Agency (SWA). 
 

• Swat has evolved differently in terms of its administrative and political structures 
from the Agencies that comprise the FATA.8 Swat enjoyed the status of a 
princely state from 1849 to 1969, when its status was revoked and it was merged 
with the NWFP, and given the status of a Provincially Administered Tribal Area 
(PATA).9 The PATA continues to be governed directly by the NWFP, unlike the 
FATA which is governed by the Federation.  

                                                

 
The NWFP government gradually attempted to bring the PATA on a par with the 
rest of the settled districts of the NWFP, while maintaining a limited degree of 
autonomy under the PATA arrangement. Unlike the FATA, which continue to be 
ruled by colonial-era administrative and political structures -in which tribal code 
and customs remain the law of the land- the PATA witnessed broad reforms and 
administrative changes and government institutions, police force, common law 
and legal institutions were introduced in the Malakand division of the PATA.  

 
• In terms of political reforms, the PATA was integrated into local, regional and 

national politics. The establishment of local bodies and elected representatives on 
local, provincial and national legislatures has ensured peoples comparative 
representation in mainstream Pakistani politics, compared to the FATA which 
was denied such rights until 1996, when adult franchise was introduced for the 
first time.10 However, the Political Parties Act (PPA) was not introduced in the 
FATA, and general elections are held on non-party basis. In contrast in the 
Malakand division, all the major political parties, such as the Pakistan Peoples 
Party (PPP), the Awami National Party (ANP), the Pakistan Muslim League 
(PML), and Jamaat-e-Islami (JI) etc, have a significant presence. For example, the 

 
8 FATA comprises of seven agencies: Bajaur; Mohmand; Khyber; Orakzai; Kurram; North Waziristan; and 
South Waziristan. 
9 Unlike the FATA, which are the subject of the Federation, the PATA remains a subject of the North 
Western Frontier Province (NWFP). The PATA enjoyed representation in the provincial and central 
legislatures, unlike FATA, which had representation only in the federal parliament. Unlike FATA, PATA 
enjoyed lesser degree of autonomy, and the NWFP government established proper political, social, 
economic and military institutions in the PATA. The rights and responsibilities of PATA are enshrined in 
the 1973 Constitution of the Islamic Republic of Pakistan. 
10 Although adult franchise was introduced in the FATA in 1996, the general elections in 1997 and 2002 
respectively were held on non-party basis. Similarly, Local Bodies Act was also not introduced in the 
FATA to date. 
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provincial head of the NWFP chapter of Pakistan Muslim League-Quaid (PML-
Q), Amir Muqam, belongs to Shangla district.11 

 
Historically Malakand has remained a stronghold of Jamaat-e-Islami (JI), whereas 
Jamiat Ulema-e-Islam-Fazal (JUI-F) has remained stronger in the North and 
South Waziristan Agencies of the FATA. JUI-F is the patron of the Taliban 
movement in Afghanistan and Pakistan, while JI has remained closer to 
Hikmatyar-led Hizb-e-Islami (HI) of Afghanistan, which is ideologically different 
from the Taliban movement. 

 
Although the TNSM became stronger in the Malakand region during mid-1990s 
due to its demand for implementation of Islamic Shariah law in the region, it lost 
popularity following the killing of thousands of TNSM followers from the 
Malakand division in Afghanistan while defending the Taliban regime post-
September 2001. The TNSM is ideologically affiliated to the Taliban and Al-
Qaeda, and has recently grown in size, but its influence remains limited to certain 
pockets in Swat, such as Matta, Khwazakhela and Kabal tehsil (sub-district) of 
Swat district. The recent military operation may further add to the unpopularity of 
the TNSM and people have become wary of the “anti-vice” drive run by the 
TNSM since 2006, not least because their tourism business has suffered 
tremendously. Also, people do not want to get caught in the conflict between the 
government and the TNSM. 

 
• In terms of economic integration with the rest of the country, the PATA enjoys a 

quota in government services at the local, provincial and national level, although 
the tourist industry remains the mainstay of Swat’s economy. Apart from this, 
timber export, exploration for, and exploitation of, precious stones, silk industry 
and cosmetic industry form the industrial backbone of the region. The FATA, on 
the other hand, remained marginalized economically and politically from the rest 
of Pakistan and has never developed a significant industrial base. 

 
However, since July 2007, the TNSM-led terrorist violence in Swat district has 
heavily affected both the tourist, as well as the silk and cosmetic, industries. 
Nearly 300 silk and cosmetic industrial units have been closed down due to 
clashes between the militants and the government, and the technical staff 
originating from other cities have left the region.12  

 
• In terms of social change, the tribal structures in the Malakand division have been 

diluted considerably due to economic development in the region and its successful 
integration into the NWFP. This contrast with the FATA, where tribal structures 
remain strong, and the Pakhtunwali (tribal code) and riwaj (local customs) still 
shape the behavior of both the individual and society in general. Similarly, 
literacy rates are comparatively high in the Swat district compared to the FATA, 

                                                 
11 “Helicopters Strafe Militants’ Bases in Swat, Shangla”, Dawn, November 19, 2007 
12 “300 Cosmetic and Silk Mills Closed in Swat”, Dawn, November 29, 2007 
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and in the former, higher educational institutes have been established by the 
government.  

 
• Unlike the FATA, there is less likelihood that the TNSM militants will survive in 

the Malakand division for a long period of time. Unlike North and South 
Waziristan, Swat does not share a border with Afghanistan and as such lacks the 
strategic depth afforded to Waziristani counterparts. The foreign militants, 
particularly originating from Uzbekistan, Tajikistan and Chechnya may also face 
problems due to lack of local support base and the hostility of the local 
population, as well as distance from the Pak-Afghan border. This is evident from 
the fact that when the militants retreated into the mountains, the locals destroyed 
the bunkers and checkposts erected by the militants and conducted a sweep in the 
area to rid it from the presence of militants.13 There were also reports that some 
people were searching for militants to avenge the beheading of their relatives at 
their hands.14  

 
Swat Still Needs a Close Watch 
Pakistan should build on the initial success of destroying terrorist infrastructure in the 
region by pursuing a robust and aggressive strategy to hunt the militants. As discussed 
earlier, Swat is strategically located in the Malakand division, forming a core around 
which the rest of the Malakand districts border. The militants in Swat may try to 
destabilize the adjacent districts surrounding Swat in order to deflect pressure on them, 
and to stretch the army’s deployment in the region, thereby diluting its effectives and 
raising the costs exorbitantly.15  
 
This is important as the Malakand division is of unique strategic significance. If the 
militants are able to strengthen themselves in the region, it could affect the neighbouring 
countries as well. Dir and Chitral districts border Afghanistan’s comparatively stable 
provinces in the north, and the militants may try to destablise them in the long term. Also, 
Chitral district borders the Wakhan corridor of Afghanistan, which is a 15-km narrow 
stretch of land separating Pakistan from the Central Asian States. 
 
The presence of foreign militants belonging to Uzbekistan, Tajikisan and Chechnya 
indicates that they want to establish Taliban rule in the Malakand area. 16 Once this 
objective is achieved, the Central Asian militants might contemplate using Swat and 
Chitral as a spring board to conduct cross-border attacks in Central Asian States. At 
present it is very difficult for them to operate from North and South Waziristan Agencies 
due to the distance factor. Also, Swat and Chitral border the strategically important 
Northern Areas of Pakistan, which could provide a land passage to the Uighur separatist 
militants presently allied with the Uzbek militants of the Islamic Movement of 
Uzbekistan (IMU), enabling them to conduct activities in the Xinjiang province of China.  

                                                 
13 “Army Nearly Establishes Writ of Govt in Swat”, Statesman, November 29, 2007 
14 “Most of Swat Under Military Control”, The News, November 29, 2007 
15 The local militants targeted two girls’ schools in the Tehsil Chamla of Buner district for the first time on 
November 29, 2007. See, “Blasts Damage School Building”, Statesman, November 29, 2007. 
16 Jane Perlez and Ismail Khan, “Militants Gain Despite Decree by Musharraf”, The New York Times, 
November 15, 2007. 
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Similarly, Al-Qaeda’s presence in the Mamond Tehsil of Bajaur Agency is an important 
factor that cannot be ignored as Al-Qaeda may exploit the Talibanisation of Malakand 
division. Pakistan’s Northern Areas and Chitral have a sizeable Shia population, and Al-
Qaeda may try to stir a Sunni-Shia sectarian conflict -possibly similar to the patterns of 
conflict evident in Iraq- this could enable Al Qaeda to flourish in the conflict-ridden areas 
and gather support from the Sunni extremists in the region. It might become very difficult 
for the Pakistani government to deploy its troops throughout the length and breadth of 
this mountainous border in order to fight militants and their terrorist infrastructure in the 
region. 
 
The presence of militants originating from Waziristan in Malakand division should not be 
viewed as an accident.17 The Waziristani militants, especially from the Mahsud tribe, 
intend to open more frontlines for the Pakistani government by stirring anarchy and 
instability across the entire Pak-Afghan border region. This would help them to deflect 
military pressure on the North and South Waziristan Agencies. There are credible reports 
that the Mahsud militants are not only present in Swat and Shangla districts, but they are 
also active in Bajaur and Mohmand Agencies. In fact, the Mahsud militants were 
involved in the take over of the Haji Turangzai Shrine and adjacent mosque in July 2007 
in Mohmand Agency.18 There are also reports of the presence of Harkatul Mujahideen 
(HuM) camps in Mohmand Agency, which borders Kunar province of Afghanistan.19 
HuM is ideologically closer to Hizb-e-Islami-Hikmatyar, and the Kunar province is a 
stronghold of Hikmatyar. This is a very logical and pragmatic strategy on the part of 
these militants, and the government must utilize all its efforts to avoid falling into their 
trap. 
 
Since Maulana Fazlullah and his militants have moved to the border areas of Swat and 
Dir districts, Pakistan should seal the border between Dir and Afghanistan in order to 
cutoff the escape route and communication links between the militants on both side of the 
Pak-Afghan border. The government needs to contain the conflict within the borders of 
Swat district, and to root it out completely. 
 
Fazlullah acted in haste when he prematurely challenged the writ of the government by 
making efforts to Talibanise the area. He could have waited and over time established a 
grass-root support for his activities in Swat and the remaining districts of the Malakand 
division. The Pakistani government should seize the windfall of this folly and ensure that 
Fazlullah and his terrorist infrastructure are debilitated. 
 
Pakistan should further ensure that the conflict does not spillover into the adjoining 
districts of Buner, Dir and Chitral. The recent capture of TNSM militants sneaking into 
the Dir district on November 30, 2007, suggests that the militants are planning to find 
new sanctuaries and bases from which to operate across the entire Malakand division.20 

                                                 
17 “Non-Local Militants Involved in Swat Unrest: Muqam”, Statesman, November 7, 2007 
18 Interviews with Mansur Khan Mahsud and Saifullah Khan Mahsud, political researchers in Pakistan and 
Singapore respectively. 
19 Interview with Mansur Khan Mahsud. 
20 Seven Taliban Arrested in Dir”, Dawn, December 1, 2007 
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The recent meetings held by officials of the local government in the adjoining Buner and 
Dir districts to ward off the militant threat is a useful model and involves civil society and 
representatives of the local people. 21 The initiative involved the formation of local 
committees at the village level across the entire area in order to safeguard their respective 
hamlets and deny entry into their respective villages to both “alien” and local militants.22 
Furthermore, the threat of punitive action involving the imposition of heavy fines by the 
village committee on local collaborators, and the subsequent ostracization by the local 
community,  may have discouraged locals from giving sanctuary or support to the 
militants.23  
 
At the same time, Pakistan should bolster its security presence in the Malakand division. 
More roadside checkposts should be established to monitor the movement of militants in 
the entire division. Similarly, law enforcement agencies and local governments need to be 
strengthened and mass awareness campaign regarding the militants’ agenda and the threat 
posed by them needs to be highlighted to the entire region. Parallel to this, the Pakistani 
government should invest in social and economical sectors in the region, especially in the 
field of education and employment generation.  

 
 
 

 
21 “Batkhela Jirga Issues Declaration”, Statesman, November 16, 2007 
22 “Scores Held asCrackdown Continues Against Militants”, Statesman, December 3, 2007 
23 “Tribes Vow to Keep Militants Away”, Dawn, November 27, 2007 
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