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Future Prospects for FATA 
 

Ian Talbot1 
 
The future of Pakistan’s Federally Administered Tribal areas (FATA)2 has become 
the focus of intense anxiety and debate both within the country and in the wider 
international community. The problems, posed by the lawlessness of this strategic 
region for the ‘War on Terror’, hardly need stating, but there is little consensus 
regarding the way forward. Allegations of cross-border infiltration by a resurgent 
Taliban based in FATA have soured relations between Pakistan and the government 
of Hamid Karzai in neighbouring Afghanistan. Growing US and British casualties in 
Southern Afghanistan have raised concerns about Pakistan’s military effectiveness 
and commitment and have led to public debate about the necessity for US unilateral 
action within Pakistan’s tribal territory.3 There have also been claims that people in 
the intelligence services sympathised with the militants.  
 
Islamabad has countered by pointing to the deployment of some 80,000 army and 
paramilitary forces on its western frontier and to the considerable casualties it has 
incurred during the past four years of conflict within the region. The March 2004 
Kalusha operation near Wana in South Waziristan resulted in especially heavy army 
losses. Finally there is the issue of the extent to which ‘collateral damage’ arising 
from military actions feeds into the groundswell of anti-US sentiment within Pakistan. 
There have not only been incidents of innocent individuals caught in the cross-fire, in 
some instances because of faulty intelligence information provided by the US and 
NATO, but of ‘disappearances’ and the demolition of hundreds of houses in North 
Waziristan which were claimed to be harbouring terrorists. Undoubtedly, Pervez 
Musharraf’s almost universal unpopularity was the product not just of his ill-advised 
Emergency and the Judges’ issue, but because of his commitment to the US strategic 
policy in the Pakistan’s Afghan border areas. 
 
A variety of stick and carrot solutions have been attempted in the tribal areas. There 
have been periodic military interventions both by the regular Pakistan army and para-
military forces. Fighting has varied from pitched battles to shelling and use of 
helicopter gunships. Controversially US forces have also been involved in cross-
border shelling and drone attacks. The armed conflict has been punctuated by peace 
agreements with local Taliban leaders. The first was the Shaikai agreement of April 
2004. It was followed by the February 2005 Sra Rogah deal. The February 2008 
elections encouraged a wider commitment to dialogue than before with ‘moderate’ 
Taliban, the ANP in particular seeking this policy as a way to secure peace. Peace 

                                                 
1 Professor Ian Talbot is Professor of Modern British History in the School of Humanities at the 
University of Southampton, UK. He is the author of many books on Pakistan and has a particular 
research interest in the Punjab. His seminal study Pakistan: A Modern History [Hurst, 2005] is 
available in a new updated edition in November 2008. The views expressed are entirely those of the 
author and should not be construed as reflecting the views of the PSRU, Department of Peace Studies, 
or the University of Bradford. 
2 FATA comprises of a mountainous wedge of land which stretches around 450 kilometres along 
Pakistan’s western border with Afghanistan. It contains the seven protected agencies, Bajaur, Khyber, 
Kurram, Mohmand, Orakzai, North Waziristan and South Waziristan. 
3 The seriousness of US threatened unilateral action was brought home by the unscheduled visit to 
Islamabad on 12 July of US Joint Chiefs of Staff Chairman, Admiral Mike Mullen.  
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deals were never however conceived as being appropriate with ‘foreign’ Al Qaeda 
linked forces. Peace agreements both in the Musharraf era (most notably the famous 
September 2006 Miramshah agreement) and in the post-election period have brought 
mixed outcomes. 4  Indeed critics have decried them as ceding territory, moral 
authority and prestige to utterly recalcitrant groups who are a threat to Pakistan’s 
national security.5  
 
Development has formed the second prescription for bringing a non-military solution. 
FATA’s well known economic underdevelopment6 was linked with vulnerability to 
‘radicalisation.’ The Government of Pakistan with US promises of financial support 
developed an ambitious development programme, FATA Sustainable Development 
Plan 2006-2015. The goals of the $2 billion programme were designed to bring the 
region firmly into the national mainstream by making key improvements to 
infrastructure, education and health provision. Its capacity building element was 
exemplified by the provision for ‘rural support programmes’ and ‘area development 
projects’ designed to encourage local participation in the identification, planning and 
implementation of initiatives.  
 
Little progress has been made on any of these fronts by the end of the first five 
months of the new PPP led government of Syed Yousuf Raza Gilani. Security has 
worsened in FATA raising lurid fears of a ‘Talibanisation’ process elsewhere in 
Pakistan. Serious doubts have been raised about whether the process of dialogue can 
work. Development has hardly started as a result of the insecurity of the region and 
the slow disbursement of funding.7 In August 2008, the security forces launched a 
major operation in Bajaur. The Government within weeks was claiming that it had 
killed at least 500 militants. This success had occurred however, at the cost of not 
only local people, some 200,000 of whom were displaced from Bajaur, but at a 
resurgence of retaliatory suicide bombings in Pakistan’s urban areas, most recently 
the huge bomb exploded outside the Marriott hotel in Islamabad. During the elections 
and in the immediate aftermath, such attacks had declined. In an act which smacked 
more of desperation, than intent, the Government banned the Tehrik-i-Taliban 
Pakistan of Baitullah Mehsud. 
 
The gloomy current scene has clear contemporary factors. The renewed military 
strategy is a combination of extensive US and British pressure on the Gilani 
Government, as well as the doleful consequences of the peace treaties. The 16 Point 
peace agreement signed on 21 May between the NWFP Government and the pro- 
Taliban militants of Maulana Fazlullah’s Tehrik-e-Nifaz-e-Shariat-e-Muhammadi 
(TNSM) in Swat has foundered for example because of attacks on girls schools and 
heavy handed attempts to impose Islamization on local populaces.  In the month 
which followed the agreement militants blew up or torched no less than 39 girls 
                                                 
4 The 14 Point Accord in the Khyber Agency has so far proved successful, unlike that in Swat. 
5 Editorial Dawn Internet edition 25 July 2008. 
6 The sixth five year plan declared FATA to be the least developed area of Pakistan. The literacy rate is 
just 17 per cent compared with 35 per cent in the neighbouring North West Frontier Province and 45  
per cent for Pakistan as a whole. Only 3 per cent of women received any education compared with 18 
per cent in NWFP and 32 per cent across Pakistan as a whole. Banking facilities which are available 
elsewhere in Pakistan are not extended to FATA. The road density at 0.17 kilometres per square 
kilometre is lower than the national average of 0.26 kilometres. 
7 There have been problems in releasing the $750 million promised by the US for the first five years of 
the programme.  
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schools. 8  Swat is not the tribal areas, but this very fact gives food for thought 
regarding future strategy. It could be argued that it provides a salutary lesson not only 
with respect to the prospects of peace deals, but for hopes that bringing FATA into the 
political mainstream will remove the prospects of militancy. Swat is both more 
developed than the FATA area because of its past tourist industry, it is also 
Provincially Administered, and thus more in the political mainstream. Nevertheless, 
this has not prevented the TNSM posing a serious security challenge in the Swat and 
Shangla districts of the Malakand division.  
 
The distractions arising from the drive to remove Musharraf and the tensions in the 
PPP-PML-N Coalition have undoubtedly undermined efforts to adopt a coherent 
strategy vis-à-vis the security dilemmas in the tribal areas. This has not been helped 
by different priorities in Islamabad and Peshawar. It is important nonetheless to look 
behind some of these headline issues to ascertain not only where things have gone 
wrong, but what could form the way forward. 
 
The first point to emphasize is that the writ of the Pakistan Government for many 
years was as light as that of the British. The 2004 military intervention was 
unprecedented. It has received the same level of Pakhtun resistance as did the British 
when they ventured into the tribal areas. The current level of military resistance 
should not be surprising in the light, for example of the prolonged campaign the 
British had to mount in Waziristan in both 1919 and in 1936 following the celebrated 
revolt of the Faqir of Ipi.9 The British eventually resorted to a containment policy , 
reducing regular forces in favour of Waziristan reformed militias such as the Scouts 
and sticking to a strategy of bombing specific targets. The Faqir of Ipi, nonetheless 
survived in his mountain cave near the Afghan border long after independence, finally 
succumbing not to military activity but asthma in April 1960. There may be lessons 
here for Islamabad with respect to the need to reform and reinforce the Pakistan 
Frontier Corps and the FATA police force and consequently reduce as far as possible 
the feeling amongst the local populace that they are being visited by an army of 
occupation, thereby lowering the ‘psychological barrier’ between the state and tribal 
society. 
 
The Waziristan insurgencies of the late colonial era also highlight the fact that FATA 
is not a monolithic entity. The Faqir of Ipi, with his close association to the Utmanza 
Wazirs, always received weak support from Mahsuds, in part limiting the impact of 
his activities. Tribal conditions, even today, vary greatly within the seven tribal 
agencies, some have greater histories of disturbance than the others. The security 
problems faced in each are also different. In the Kurram, agency, for example the 
violence which has wracked the region for nearly a year is sectarian, rather than 
directed against the state. Local sunni militant groups have been fighting each other in 
the Khyber agency and militancy and criminal activities have been interlinked in 
Bara.10 There is evidence of greater co-ordination of Taliban styled groupings, but it 
is important even today, not to conceive of a monolithic threat, or to ignore tribal 

                                                 
8 Dawn the Internet edition 26 July 2008. 
9 For details see, Alan Warren, Waziristan, the Faqir of Ipi and the Indian Army: The North West 
Frontier Revolt of 1936-7 (Oxford, 2000). 
10 Mangal Bagh’s , Lashkar-i-Islam militant group in the Bara area has been allegedly linked with 
criminal activities. Hid group has been engaged in fighting with Mahboob-ul Haque’s, Ansar-ul-Islam 
in the Tirah valley. See, Dawn, the Internet edition 1 July 2008.  
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divisions and rivalries. FATA’s tribal area could provide its own variant of the Anbar 
model in Iraq. Similarly tribal codes regarding hospitality, revenge and honour must 
be taken into effect when seeking to differentiate between ‘foreigners’ and local 
militants and when weighing the effects that collateral damage will have on local 
opinion. 
 
The region’s past history reveals how difficult it is to both pacify and develop it. 
Indeed the task proved beyond the British. It seems clear that development must be 
grass-roots based, rather than mega-projects which take a long time to deliver benefits 
to local populations. Ideally, funding needs to be made available much more quickly- 
a model here might be the US Commanders’ Emergency Response Programme which 
provided effective resources for a hearts and minds campaign in Kunar province in 
Afghanistan.  
 
Recent and past history indicates that peace agreements must be undertaken from a 
position of governmental strength, not perceived weakness. Moreover, there must be 
clearly indicated signposts by which implementation can be assessed. Too often since 
2004 agreements have immediately given militants what they desired in terms of for 
example prisoner releases without any quantifiable commitment in return. There must 
also be a modern day equivalent of the colonial element of punishment through such 
things as collective fines, if agreements were being disregarded.   
 
For the time being, it seems that a more calibrated military and dialogue strategy is 
the only way forward. Better intelligence and more targeted security measures are 
required. Force must be used in a way which minimises collateral damage.11 Clearly 
military means alone will not bring a solution. But the ANP’s rather naïve hope, in the 
light of the breakdown of traditional tribal authority under the onslaught of 
Talibanisation, that peace accords would stabilise the region has also been dashed. It 
would be very difficult now to go back to the old system of the jirga and the power of 
the Political Agent.12 Peace deals must be undertaken from a position of government 
strength and need to be closely monitored. Development of the region and its political 
and economic integration with the rest of Pakistan should remain the long term goal. 
Yet it is not possible until some semblance of security is restored. Moreover, 
development will ultimately succeed only if it is owned by the local population and 
occurs in an atmosphere of trust. Moreover, long term development goals should be 
pursued for their own good, not merely as a means to an end. The case of Swat is a 
warning that the economic development and political incorporation of the tribal areas 
will not single-handedly ensure peace and stability.  
 
Finally it must always be acknowledged that developments in the tribal area do not 
occur in a vacuum. The course of events in Afghanistan, Pakistan’s stability and the 
course of Indo-Pakistan relations will all have an influence on the future of FATA. 
The region’s Pakhtuns will continue both legally and illegally to have a range of 
contacts with their kinsfolk in Afghanistan. They will be affected by the course of 
economic and political development in the country. A prosperous and stable 
                                                 
11 This point was acknowledged at a high level meeting in Islamabad on 25 June which was attended by 
the COAS and Head of ISI and chaired by the Prime Minister.  
12 This point was acknowledged by the Pakistan Government when it announced on 19 July that it 
would reduce the powers of the Political agents and amend the colonial Frontier Crimes Regulation. 
These measures were seen as steps to bring FATA into the political mainstream.  
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Afghanistan will provide economic opportunities for wealth through cross-border 
trade. If Afghanistan collapses into civil war, on the other hand, it will be impossible 
for either the West or Pakistan to prevent serious repercussions in the tribal areas. 
Pakistan’s relations with India will also impinge on the tribal areas. Better relations 
will enable continued reinforcement of the troublesome western border. It will also 
ease tensions arising from fears of Indian influence in Afghanistan. The current 
scenario is however more clouded as a result of the alleged Pakistan hand in the 7 July 
2008 Indian Embassy bombing in Kabul, claims of a Pakistan connection to the recent 
terrorist bombings in New Delhi and the growing tensions within Indian administered 
Kashmir. Finally of course the tribal areas cannot be seen in isolation from 
developments elsewhere in Pakistan. The growing militancy has been assisted by the 
chronic political instability in Pakistan since March 2007. The new democratic 
government needs to put political rivalries behind it and focus more fully on the 
security dilemmas arising from the FATA region.  
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