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About the Pakistan Security Research Unit (PSRU) 

  
The Pakistan Security Research Unit (PSRU) was established in the Department of Peace 

Studies at the University of Bradford, UK, in March 2007. It serves as an independent 

portal and neutral platform for interdisciplinary research on all aspects of Pakistani 

security, dealing with Pakistan's impact on regional and global security, internal security 

issues within Pakistan, and the interplay of the two. PSRU provides information about, 

and critical analysis of, Pakistani security with particular emphasis on 

extremism/terrorism, nuclear weapons issues, and the internal stability and cohesion of 

the state. PSRU is intended as a resource for anyone interested in the security of Pakistan 

and provides:  

 

 Briefing papers;  

 Reports;  

 Datasets;  

 Consultancy;  

 Academic, institutional and media links;  

 An open space for those working for positive change in Pakistan and for those 

currently without a voice.  

 

PSRU welcomes collaboration from individuals, groups and organisations, which share 

our broad objectives. Please contact us at psru@bradford.ac.uk We welcome you to look 

at the website available through: http://spaces.brad.ac.uk:8080/display/ssispsru/Home  

 

 

Other PSRU Publications  
 

The following papers are freely available through the Pakistan Security Research Unit 

(PSRU)  

 

 Report Number 1. The Jihadi Terrain in Pakistan: An Introduction to the Sunni 

Jihadi Groups in Pakistan and Kashmir  

 

 Brief Number 55. Punjabi Taliban’ and the Sectarian Groups in Pakistan 

 Brief Number 56. Fighting Kufr and the American Raj:Hizb-ut-Tahrir in Pakistan 

 Brief Number 57. Socio Economic Cost of Terrorism: A case study of Pakistan 

 Brief Number 58. Islamic Militancy getting worse, not better: The recent attacks 

on the Ahmadi mosques in Lahore 

 Brief Number 59. An Analysis of Obama’s AfPak Goal and First Objective: 

Setting the Baseline and Prospects for Success 

 Brief Number 60. Domestic Politics and Systemic Constraints in Pakistan’s India 

Policy 

 Brief Number 61. The Limited Military Utility of Pakistan’s Battlefield Use of 

Nuclear Weapons in Response to Large Scale Indian Conventional Attack   

 Brief Number 62. Getting Afghanistan Right 

 

 

All these papers are freely available from: 

http://spaces.brad.ac.uk:8080/display/ssispsru/Home 

 

http://spaces.brad.ac.uk:8080/display/ssispsru/Home
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Why Karachi is a Major Source of Instability in Pakistan? 

 

Moonis Ahmar
1
 

 

No city in South Asia is as violent and insecure as Karachi. With a population of 18 

million, Karachi is not only the largest city and port of Pakistan but is also a major 

industrial, commercial and financial centre. Yet, in only the first 10 months of 2010, 

more than 1,100 people were killed in target killings. The city, which is plagued with 

drug trafficking, arms smugglers and land mafia is also vulnerable to serious violent 

ethnic conflict between the Urdu speaking population whose ancestors migrated to 

Pakistan at the time of partition of the Indian sub-continent and a sizeable Pashtun 

community which dominates the transport and construction business.  

 

Karachi is considered as Pakistan‟s industrial and commercial centre. The city 

generates around 45% of federal revenue and a single day‟s closure of businesses on 

account of strikes causes losses in excess of 100 million US dollars. Karachi is also 

the most liberal of Pakistan cities in terms of gender emancipation and tolerance and 

although, in recent years, the forces of retrogression and religious extremism have 

tried to make inroads in Karachi, the city has been able to maintain its relative secular 

identity.  

 

According to the statistics of Citizen Police Liaison Committee (CPLC), killings in 

Karachi during the first ten months of 2010 were second after the unprecedented 

killings which took place in the year 1995.
2
 As reported in The Gulf Today, “Karachi 

is plagued by extortion rackets and politically motivated killings.”
3
 These killings 

primarily targeted poor people, who either work as laborers or happen to be involved 

in small businesses, and political workers from different political parties. The failure 

of the provincial government to stop target killings not only antagonized the 

Muttahada Quami Movement (United National Movement also called as MQM) of 

Altaf Hussain but it also led the MQM to threaten to quit the provincial and federal 

coalition governments. Periodic strikes called as a result of the unabated target 

killings by various political and religious parties not only cripples the city but also 

causes enormous financial losses to national exchequer. Every time there is a major 

law and order problem in Karachi, the federal and provincial governments announce 

the launching of major operation to rid dangerous parts of the city of criminals. But, 

in practice no action is taken. The MQM, despite being an ally of the ruling Pakistan 

Peoples Party (PPP) is resentful that the government seems incapable of  preventing 

the targeted killing of MQM  workers and leaders. In August, an MQM member of 

provincial assembly was gunned down in Karachi  which closed the city for three 

days.
4
 The MQM repeatedly blames the Pashtun dominated Awami National Party 

                                                 

            
1
 Moonis Ahmar is Professor in the Department of International Relations, University of Karachi, 

Pakistan and is Director, Program on Peace Studies and Conflict Resolution. www.ppscr.org  

E.Mail: amoonis@hotmail.com  The views expressed here are personal and should not be construed as 

reflecting the views of the PSRU or the University of Bradford.  
2
 http://www.enewsplus.com/karachi-target-killings-highest-in-15-years/ accessed on December 16, 

2010 
3
 Quoted in The Express Tribune (Karachi) October 29, 2010. 

4
 In September this year the convener of MQM Dr. Imran Farooq was murdered in London. For further 

information see Dawn (Karachi) September 18, 2010.  

http://www.ppscr.org/
mailto:amoonis@hotmail.com
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(ANP) for patronizing drug and land mafias and targeting the localities of Urdu 

speaking community in the city.  

 

Six important factors contribute to unabated target killings, violence and instability in 

Karachi. First, the failure of state authorities to track down and punish those who are 

responsible for playing with the lives of innocent people. The majority of the victims 

of target killings are blue collar workers and those who are daily wage earners. From 

time to time, unidentified bullet ridden bodies from different localities of Karachi are 

recovered. The city has grown so much that it becomes difficult for law enforcement 

agencies to control areas where mafias, whether drug or criminal gangs, have their 

hideouts. The last population census in Pakistan was held in 1998 but it is estimated 

that the population of greater Karachi must now be more than 18 million. The 1998 

census put the Urdu speaking population 48.52% and the Pashtun population at 

11.42%. But certainly, 12 years after the census, there has been an ethnic 

transformation of the demographic complexion of Karachi, reinforced recently by 

Pashtun internal migration from Pakistan‟s violent tribal belt and Pashtuns escaping 

the 2010 floods .  

 

Second, the two main ethnic groups of Karachi, the Pashtun ANP and the Urdu-

speaking MQM - blame each other for fomenting violence. Targeted killings further 

destabilize the  volatile coalition government of Sindh province which is governed by 

a troika composed of PPP, MQM and ANP partners. The coalition government is so 

fragile that it has failed to effectively deal with the deteriorating law and order 

situation. The ANP, which claims to represent the Pashtun community living in 

Karachi blames the MQM for seeking to impose a monopoly and denying other ethnic 

groups their role and space. On the other hand, the MQM holds the ANP responsible 

for patronizing drug and land mafias thus jeopardizing the peace of Karachi.  
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Third, the proliferation of weapons is a major source of violence and instability in 

Karachi. The federal and provincial governments argue that the influx of weapons in 

Karachi is from multiple sources: via the sea and also from the tribal areas and 

Balochistan. In the past, several attempts were made by various governments to de-

weaponise Karachi but these failed to accomplish that objective. As a result, there are 

still  two municipal towns of Karachi which are considered notorious for arms: Lyrari 

and Orangi. Both towns, although different in terms of ethnic composition, are 

famous for the existence of mafias who not only possess political connections but 

even the law enforcement agencies are unable to take any action against them. In 

January 2010 when the Federal Interior Minister declared the launch of a major 

operation in Lyari (considered as a PPP stronghold) against anti-social elements, the 

proposed operation was unexpected called off  because of widespread criticism 

launched by the PPP legislatures from Sindh. As far as Orangi is concerned, it is a 

stronghold of the MQM with pockets of ANP supported Pashtun community. In 

Orangi town also, launching an operation for the recovery of illegal weapons and 

arresting criminal gangs is considered next to impossible because of the support 

which such gangs enjoy from their political backers.  

 

When the government is unable to establish its writ and clean areas of Karachi where 

lawlessness has long been rampant, how can one expect things to improve? In fact, 

things have become so politicized that the life of an ordinary citizen is at the mercy of 

armed gangs who move and operate freely.  

 

Fourth, the external factor is also held responsible for destroying the peace of 

Karachi. In view of its ethnic and political fragility, Karachi is sometimes considered 

as Pakistan‟s soft underbelly. Karachi is highly vulnerable to proxy war fought by and 

between foreign players namely India, Afghanistan, Iran and the United States. Given 

the city faces numerous structural problems ranging from lack of civil amenities, 

unemployment, energy and water crisis, economic and social inequality, it is easy for 

external elements to exploit the situation and destabilize the peace of the city. India is 

usually held responsible for fomenting violence in Karachi in reaction to what New 

Delhi calls Islamabad‟s support to cross border terrorism in India, particularly in its 

controlled parts of Jammu and Kashmir. The Indian Consulate in Karachi was closed 

by Islamabad in late 1994 when New Delhi was held responsible for its interventionist 

role the city‟s spell of violence at that time. 

 

 Fifth, it is here argued that Karachi is at the threshold of ethnic catastrophe because all 

the entry and exit points of city are controlled by the non-Urdu speaking groups, 

particularly Pashtuns. From time to time, the MQM, which primarily represents the 

Urdu speaking community, warns of bloodbath in Karachi if the land, drug and 

weapon mafias are not controlled. The MQM has in particular warned of the 

“Talibanization” of Karachi because of the activities of banned Jihadi groups, 

including the Afghan and Pakistan Taliban and their “Punjabi” allies, in the city. The 

ANP, which like MQM is a secular organization, dismisses the alarmist notions of 

MQM as nothing more than a ruse to maintain MQM control over the city.  

 

Finally, the failure of civil society in Karachi to resist forces of anarchy and terror 

also contributes to widespread violence in the city. When the civil society itself is 

divided on ethnic and sectarian grounds, it becomes difficult to neutralize groups who 
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not only get official patronage but also secure political backing from allied political 

parties. No political party, in view of their respective weaknesses, has been able to 

take firm action against criminal elements present within its rank and file.  

 

 According to the Karachi chapter of the Human Rights Commission of Pakistan 

[HRCP], a total of 889 murders were recorded in the first six months of 2010. These 

included 99 women and 39 children. During the first six months of 2009, the figure 

was 884, including 113 women and 39 children.
5
  In the first six months of 2009 51 

non-political persons and during the same period in 2010 139 non-political persons 

were also killed in target killings. Fully 162 people were killed during the month of 

August alone this year. The CPLC holds that in 1995 1,782 people were killed in 

Karachi and 2010 has so far indicated the second highest killings in the last 15 years.  

 

 While the ANP and MQM blame each other for the escalating the level of violence, 

the Federal Interior Minister Rehman Malik holds the banned Tehreek-e-Taliban 

Pakistan responsible for jeopardizing peace in Karachi. He is however criticized for 

finding scapegoats instead of accepting the failure of state authorities in tracking 

down and punishing elements who are at large and threaten the lives of people of 

Karachi. According to Iqbal Jamil, president of Karachi-based National Social Forum 

and an activist for a weapon-free Karachi, “the presence of illegal arms is the main 

reason behind the violence destroying law and order in the metropolis. Small arms, 

including automatic rifles and handguns are readily available on the black market and 

find their way into the hands of various political parties and militant groups.” Not 

only the availability of small arms but also weak justice system is held responsible for 

giving space to the gangs of criminals who take shelter in various political parties and 

freely carry out their activities. On November 22, while talking to the media, Rehman 

Malik indirectly also held the judiciary responsible for providing space to terrorism by 

not enforcing speedy punishment of those caught and convicted. He lamented that 

instead of giving the benefit of the doubt to the prosecutor, court had usually given the 

benefit of the doubt to the accused which impede the process of awarding prompt 

punishment.  

No Quick Fixes 

There is no short cut and no quick fix solution to free the people of Karachi from 

unabated levels of violence. If anarchy is the ultimate result of periodic targeted 

killings, chaos, disorder and absence of the rule of law, its implications may be lethal 

as far as Pakistan is concerned. As Pakistan‟s mega city, the absence of peace in 

Karachi is having an enormously negative impact on Pakistan‟s economy and political 

landscape. In the past, the government embarked on pursuing a military option to 

establish peace in Karachi but the outcome of June 1992 „operation cleanup‟ which 

was directed against a major ethnic party - the MQM - led to years of state-versus 

MQM conflict.  

 

One plausible option to effectively deal with the fragility of peace in Karachi is an 

even handed and professional approach on the part of the government, including its 

law enforcement agencies, to target all such groups who are involved in criminal 

activities. It is also incumbent on political parties to cleanse themselves of criminal 

                                                 
5
 http://www.onepakistan.com/news/local/karachi/23119-166-Political-workers-killed-Karachi-nine-

months-HRCP-report.html accessed on December 16, 2010  

http://www.onepakistan.com/news/local/karachi/23119-166-Political-workers-killed-Karachi-nine-months-HRCP-report.html%20accessed%20on%20December%2016
http://www.onepakistan.com/news/local/karachi/23119-166-Political-workers-killed-Karachi-nine-months-HRCP-report.html%20accessed%20on%20December%2016
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and violent elements within their own ranks. Insecurity and instability deepens in 

Karachi when those who are supposed to establish the writ of the government either 

remain indecisive or are compromised because of internal political complications.  
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