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Sectarian Violence in Pakistan’s Kurram Agency 
 

Suba Chandran1 
 
Since 2004, there has been intense violence in the FATA. What started in South 
Waziristan,slowly spread to North Waziristan in 2005 and then later to Bajaur and 
Mohamand Agency during 2006 and 2007. For the last two years, this violence has 
spread to the settled districts of the NWFP including Bannu, DI Khan, Peshawar and 
Swat. Led by the Taliban and its local supporters in the FATA and NWFP, this 
violence is posing a serious threat to the process of governance, challenging the writ 
of the State. Referred to by media as Talibanization, these developments have been 
the subject of intense academic, media and policy interest. . 
 
Unfortunately, this excessive focus on the Talibanization phenomenon, has not given 
adequate space to focus on the ongoing sectarian violence in Kurram Agency. Since 
2007, sectarian killings have increased in the agency and have taken many lives. 
During the last two months (July-August 2008) alone, there have been around 300 
casualties.  
 
This briefing examines what is happening in Kurram Agency, and explores three 
questions: Why is there sectarian violence in this agency?  Why has it escalated 
recently? And are there any connections between this violence and the violence that is 
happening in the neighbouring Agencies of the FATA? 

Kurram Agency: A Short Profile 
Amongst the seven agencies in FATA, Kurram occupies a significant geographical 
location. It has a long boundary to its north, west and to an extent even its south with 
Afghanistan – almost like a triangle projecting inside Afghanistan. Kurram also has 
borders with Khyber and Orakzai Agencies in the north; the settled district of Hangu 
and the highly volatile North Waziristan in the south. Safed Koh, forms the natural 
boundary between the Agency and Afghanistan. Physically, the agency could be 
divided into two regions – Lower and Upper Kurram. Lower Kurram is a narrow 
valley along the Kurram river from Thal (in Hangu district) to Sadda; Upper Kurram 
extends from there to Peiwar Kotal on Pak-Afghan border. Parachinar is the  primary 
town for the Agency. In the recent years Sadda has also emerged as a major town in 
the agency. 
 
For administrative reasons, Kurram is divided into three regions – Upper, Central and 
Lower Kurram – each of these regions represented by an Assistant Political Agent. 
Like other tribal agencies of the FATA, Kurram is also still governed primarily by 
the, now outdated, Frontier Crimes Regulations (FCR) instituted by the British in the 
late 19th century.  
 
Turis are the main pashtuns tribe in the Kurram Agency and were under the indirect 
and direct rule of the Afghans until the British came to the NWFP. Unlike the other 
major Pashtuns tribes, Turis are Shias. Perhaps the fact they are the only Pashtun tribe 
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which is wholly Shia, played an important role in terms of their hostility towards 
Kabul and also their relative closeness to the British during the colonial era. Turis in 
fact supported the British expedition led by Frederick Roberts during the second 
Afghan War; Roberts reached Kabul through the Kurram Valley via Peiwar Kotal. In 
1890, the Kurram Valley came under British administration. While the other Pashtuns 
tribe of the FATA support and are sympathetic to the rest of Pashtun tribes across the 
Durand Line, the Turis for both historical and sectarian reasons have a different 
perspective and approach. 
 
Besides the Turis, Bangash are the second biggest Pashtun tribe in Kurram. Unlike the 
Turis, the Bangash comprise both Shias and Sunnis. The Turis came to the Kurram 
Valley four to five centuries ago and were under Bangash domination for a long time. 
Now the upper Kurram is dominated by the Turis, while the Bangash have been 
slowly pushed down towards the lower Kurram region.  
 
The main access, perhaps the only one to Parachinar from the rest of Pakistan, is from 
Kohat, through Hangu. The primary access, thus for the Kurram Agency is through 
Orakzai Agency; thus what happens in Orakzai has a direct implication on Kurram 
and vice-versa. 

A Chronology of Sectarian Violence since 2007 
Sectarian violence in Kurram is not a new phenomenon. There have been at least 
three periods of sectarian violence in the last three decades – during 1983-87, 1996-98 
and 2001. The present sectarian conflict started in April 2007, and continues to the 
present. This violence has taken place in three phases. 
 
The first phase started in April 2007 in Parachinar, the main town of the Kurram 
Valley. According to a Dawn news report, “Tension had been brewing in the area 
adjacent to the Afghan border since last Sunday (April 1) when a sectarian group, 
taking part in the Eid Miladun Nabi procession chanted objectionable slogans. The 
administration had arrested some 30 participants of the Eid Milad procession for 
raising the objectionable slogans and assured the rival sect of further action against 
elements who had raised the slogans.”2 Both the Shia and Sunni communities each 
other for making provocative speeches during this period, following which the 
violence started.  
 
Within two days, the violence spread to neighbouring villages, in which the rival 
groups were reported to have fired 700 rockets and missiles. Electricity was shut 
down and the roads blockaded. Even the wounded could not be moved to Kohat or 
Peshawar, because of the closure of roads. A curfew was imposed and the Political 
Agent of the Agency requested the warring communities to reach an understanding 
through the elders. The elders did meet in Parachinar and brokered a ceasefire, which 
had an effect in the towns; however the violence continued in the rural areas. Even in 
those places where a ceasefire was brokered, the fighting resumed again within a 
week. Within few days, the fighting actually spread to other parts of the Agency, 
especially Lower Kurram region including Balishkhel and Sadda. As the missiles and 
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mortars started raining during nights and days women and children left the villages 
closest to the areas of the fighting. 3 
 
This first spell of sectarian violence declined towards the end of April. When it ended, 
there were at least 100 casualties. Government offices and banks were reopened and 
roads cleared, though it took another month to restore the telephone lines. In the 
subsequent two spells of violence, the same sequence was repeated. 
 
The second spell of violence in Kurram started in November 2007, though in between 
there was a suicide attack in Parachinar on 4 August 2007, killing nine people and 
injuring many.4 Fortunately, the suicide attack did not trigger a sectarian bloodbath. 
Perhaps this suicide attack was a part of a series of such attacks that took place all 
over Pakistan after the crackdown on Lal Masjid in Islamabad in July. In November 
2007, the sectarian violence started with the throwing of a grenade in a Sunni mosque 
during a Friday prayer on 17 November 2007 in Parachinar.5 The Shia community 
argued this was retaliation for Sunnis militants of attacking houses with rockets few 
days earlier. 
 
Human casualties mounted to more than 100 in the first three days of violence, mainly 
around Parachinar and Sadda towns. As in the previous round, rival groups used 
rockets and mortars, hitting populated areas. While the military forces were able to 
take control of Parachinar and Sadda in four days, using helicopter gunships and 
troops on ground, violence continued in the rural areas. A 16 member jirga managed a 
ceasefire between the warring groups in the towns. However, the State could not 
restore the road linkage, as the militants have blocked it. This blockade continued till 
January 2008, creating not only shortage in food and medicines, but also deepening 
the sense of insecurity.  
 
Though the violence subsequently declined by the end of November, it restarted in 
December, when a group of armed men  [their origin is unclear] attacked a fort 
belonging to the Frontier Corps on 22-23 December 2007. Nine people were killed in 
this attack, which triggered armed men attacking houses and shops in Parachinar.6 
Violence then spread to Balish Khel and Sadda in Lower Kurram Agency. More than 
45 people were killed in the first three days and around 80 during that week.7 
 
The New Year witnessed families moving across the Durand Line into Afghanistan 
fleeing for safety. According to reports, more than five hundred families, belonging to 
the Sunni community, who were living close to the border have taken refuge in 
Pakitia province of Afghanistan.8 This round of violence, after killing more than 300 
and injuring 500, since November 2007 came to an end, with rival groups reaching an 

                                                 
3 See “Riots continue in Kurram Agency,” Dawn, 10 April 2007; “More troops deployed in 
Parachinar,” Daily Times, 11 April 2007; “15 more killed in Kurrum Agency sectarian violence,” Daily 
Times, 14 April 2007 
4 “23 die in suicide attacks, fighting,” Daily Times, 5 August 2007 
5 “Shia-Sunni clash leaves 30 dead in Parachinar,” Daily Times, 18 November 2007 
6 “Nine Killed in clashes in Kurram Agency,” Dawn, 24 December 2007. 
7 See “Parachinar clashes continue for 8th day,” Daily Times, 31 December 2007; “Violence continues 
in Kurram Agency, 30 more dead,” News, 26 December 2007 
8 “Families migrate from Kurram Agency to Afghanistan,” Daily Times, 2 January 2008 
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agreement on 14 January 2008. More than 100 elders from rival groups signed the 
agreement in Parachinar, in front of the Political Agent and the 16 member jirga.9  
 
The third spell of sectarian violence started in April 2008. In between during February 
2008, there was a suicide attack just before elections. On 16 February, a suicide attack 
in Parachinar, in front of a candidate’s election office, not only killed more than 45 
people, but also resulted in the agency elections being postponed.10 In March 2008, a 
group of armed men, fired at an ambulance going from Parachinar to Peshawar, in 
Lower Kurram region, killing six people.  
 
The current round of sectarian violence started in April 2008, when a convoy of 
vehicles moving to Peshawar from Parachinar, being escorted by Pakistani security 
forces was attacked, killing three people and injuring 18. Ever since the attacks on the 
movement of civilian vehicles by sectarian groups have increased, the security forces 
of Pakistan help this movement of civilian vehicles carrying people and essential 
goods by providing security and arranging them to go as a convoy. Violence broke 
out immediately in other parts of Kurram Agency – mainly centering Balish Khel, 
Sadda, Karma, Para Chamkani and Parachinar as usual, and human casualty touched 
35 in the first week, as usual. Violence is continuing ever since, with more than 300 
killed.  

Why Sectarian Violence in Kurram? Issues and Questions 
While the immediate trigger for the violence in all the above three periods and for the 
ongoing violence may have been different, there are underlying issues and factors that 
have sustained the intermittent violence.  

Pace & Nature of Violence 
An important aspect of sectarian violence in Kurram Valley since 2007, has been its 
pace and the nature. Despite the problems in accessing different parts of these regions, 
the violence spread at a faster pace, as if it was on a trigger alert. Both sides attacked 
each other immediately – all over the Kurram Agency. The human casualties in the 
first two to three days of every spell of sectarian violence have always been high – 
ranging between 20 and 30. Almost invariably, this figure reaches or crosses 100, in 
the next one to two weeks. The last two sectarian clashes which took place in 1986 
and 1997 claimed more than 100 lives in each instance.  
 
Besides the pace, the nature of sectarian violence also needs to be noted. Unlike in 
other parts of Pakistan, sectarian violence is not limited to cities, towns and places of 
worship. Rival groups occupy heights, build trenches and prepare for a long haul. 
More importantly, Kurram is perhaps one of the few sectarian conflicts in the world in 
which the rival groups use even rocket launchers and mortars. And perhaps, Kurram 
is also one of the few sectarian conflicts, in which the State has to fight back with 
helicopter gunships, to bring normalcy back.  

                                                 
9 “Warring factions sign truce in Kurram,” Dawn, 15 January 2008. 
10 “Parachinar blast claims 37 lives: Interior Ministry,” News, 16 February 2008; “38 killed in 
Parachinar pre-poll carnage,” Daily Times, 17 February 2008; “Blast toll reaches 47: Polls postponed in 
Parachinar,” Daily Times, 18 February 2008 
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The Afghan Connection 
There is a clear linkage between the sectarian violence in Kurram and what is 
happening in the neighbouring Agencies and also to events across the Durand Line. 
Though the Pakistani State and its intelligence agencies are unlikely to admit it, the 
evidence is that the sectarian fault lines in Kurram Agency were the direct 
consequence of Pakistan’s role in Afghanistan in the 1980s and 1990s. 
 
The sectarian violence in Kurram during the 1980s was the result of real and 
perceived threats felt by the Shia Turis. When Pakistan’s then General-President Zia 
ul-Haq  used Afghan groups against the Soviet military in Afghanistan, he did not 
treat all the groups and leaders equally. Gulbuddin Hekmatyar’s Hezb-e-Islami 
received the most support in terms of funding and arms. Besides Pakistan, Saudi 
Arabia also supported the Hezb, which had its bases in Paktia, Kunar and Jalalabad.  
 
This process of arming the various Afghan groups increased the sectarian cleavage. 
The Shias in the FATA, especially in Kurram and Orakzai agencies, became alarmed 
as the conflict witnessed the disproportionate arming of Sunnis. Though refusing to 
take part in the Afghan jihad, the Shias, especially the Turis in Kurram, demanded 
that the Pakistani State also supply arms to them. Given the Shias were also reluctant 
to provide shelter to the Afghan mujahideens, who were primarily Sunnis, Zia was 
upset by the Shia’s response. In their turn the Shias were also suspicious of the 
growing number of refugees from Afghanistan. The Turis perceived the presence of 
Afghan refugees, mostly Sunnis, as a deliberate effort by the Pakistani State to change 
the demography in Kurram Agency. During this phase in the 1980s, there was 
sectarian tension building all over Pakistan, with the Shias organizing themselves 
under the Tehreek Nifaz Fiqah-e-Jafria (TNFJ) banner and supported by Iran. As a 
result, Zia allowed operations by the Sunni mujahideens against the Turis in Kurram 
during the mid-1980s, resulting in the first major sectarian outbreak. According to a 
Daily Times editorial: 
 

“Pakistan has inherited the Kurram Valley vendetta. As the Afghan war 
loosened its control over the areas, and as Sunnis took part in the war as 
mujahideen, and the Shias abstained, the administrative competence of the 
Pakistani officers in the Agency was eroded...Under General Zia, the trend to 
attack the Shia began in Parachinar in 1986, when the mujahideen felt 
hampered by the Turis while marching into Afghanistan to fight the Soviet 
forces...It was in 1986 that General Zia allowed a “purge” of the Turi Shias in 
the divided city of Parachinar at the hands of the Sunni Afghan mujahideen in 
conjunction with the local Sunni population.”11 

 
In the mid and late 1990s, the sectarian tensions in Kurram rose again, but this time 
the explanation lies in events across the Afghan border. The Taliban were 
consolidating and increasing their influence on the other side the Durand Line during 
this period, while there was an over all increase in sectarian tensions all over Pakistan. 
The sectarian clash in 1997 in Kurram Valley thus coincided with the Taliban’s 
consolidation of power in Afghanistan. The expansion of the Taliban’s influence, its 
narrow interpretations of Islam, and the Taliban’s massacring of Shia in Afghanistan, 
increased the sectarian divide not only inside Afghanistan, but also in Pakistan, 

                                                 
11 Editorial, “Sectarian War in Parachinar,” Daily Times, 19 November 2007. 

 7



particularly in the FATA. Moreover, the expanding sectarian conflict in Punjab and 
Sindh had its own reverberations in the Northern Areas and the FATA. By this time, 
the State-backed Sipah-e-Sahaba (SSP), a notoriously violent Sunni organization had 
expanded its tentacles all over the country.  
 
The most recent sectarian killings also have cross-Durand connections. Since the War 
on Terrorism began in Afghanistan in the wake of 9/11, many of the Taliban, al 
Qaeda and their local supporters in the FATA relocated to the east of Durand Line. 
Widely referred to as ‘Talibanization’, this new phenomenon in the FATA witnessed 
the growing influence of Taliban and support for its narrow interpretations of Islam 
amongst Sunnis. During this phase, the SSP also has established a strong base in this 
region including Hangu, Kohat and Orakzai regions. The assassinated leader of the 
SSP –  Azam Tariq -  was as popular in this regions, as he was in Pakistan’s Punjab.  

Blocking Roads and Basic Materials 
An important strategy used by the rival groups, especially in Lower Kurram region is 
to block the main access to Parachinar from Thal. Roads are blocked and the drivers 
attacked, as a result neither the essential materials reaches upper Kurram or people in 
upper Kurram can reach Thal, from where they can reach Hangu, Kohat and 
Peshawar. More importantly, those who need medical attention, suffer the most.  
 
Today, vehicles from Parachinar crossing Lower Kurram need security assistance. In 
most cases, people move in a convoy, assisted by security forces. Despite this 
protection Sunni militants with a strong base in Lower Kurram, continue to attack 
these convoys. The same strategy was used previously by Sunni militants in the 
Northern Areas, where the Shia community of Gilgit faced the same problems. These 
assaults along the Parachinar-Thal highway effectively besiege the Shia tribes.  

The Role of the Jirga 
Traditionally, the administration led by the Political Agent of the Agency, in case of 
an conflict between two tribes, always arrange for a jirga, where the elders of the 
warring tribes are asked to reach an understanding. If the problem is between the 
administration and a particular tribe, the administration will speak to the elders of the 
particular tribe, asking them resolve the issues. If the administration has been 
physically attacked or someone within the tribe has been involved in criminal 
activities, the elders are asked to hand over the accused to the administration. This is a 
part of what is traditionally practiced under the collective responsibilities of the tribal 
society in the FATA. If the individual fails to submit himself to the jirga’s decisions, 
his house is demolished or he is asked to pay a fine; and if the tribe refuses to 
implement state-decreed punishments, then the administration use economic and 
military force.  
 
During the ongoing sectarian violence these methods have been attempted, but in 
vain. The meetings of elders proved to be effective only in Parachinar, but not in rural 
areas. Even in the town, the ceasefire was tenuous and it erupted again and again. The 
fact that, in the last sixteen months, hthere have been three spells of sectarian violence 
questions the effectiveness of the elders. Is the centuries old system of elders and 
jirgas breaking down? Are the educated younger generations of Shia and Sunni 
communities looking for options beyond the traditional jirga? Are the local supporters 
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of the Taliban, influenced by narrow sectarian views, no longer prepared to rely on 
secular ways to resolve disputes or address criminal or violent activity?  

Influence of Sectarian Organizations in Lower Kurram 
Since the 1990s, there has been a steady rise in the influence of sectarian 
organizations, especially the Sipah-e-Sahaba Pakistan in lower Kurram region. Lower 
Kurram is a part of the strategy adopted by the sectarian groups to spread their 
influence in Kurram, Orakzai, Hangu and Kohat regions. Violent divisions are not 
only happening between Shias and Sunnis, but also within the Sunni groups. In the 
neighbouring Khyber Valley, for the last couple of years, there has, for example, been 
another sectarian war going on within Sunnis between Brelvi and Deobandi groups.  
 
The primary question that needs to be addressed here is: why do sectarian 
organizations get popular in these areas? The argument – that society in these areas 
has always remained sectarian is flawed. If the society in Orakzai and Kurram has 
always remained sectarian, why was there no major sectarian violence before the 
1970s – al least to the magnitude, that have occurred during the last three decades? 
 
One salient fact is that when democracy started taking roots in Pakistan since the 
1970s (how much ever flawed they may have been) the FATA was marginalized and 
denied political structures. Neither the political parties were allowed, nor the normal 
governance process that is being witnessed in the settled districts of the NWFP. In 
that climate, denied political processes, sectarian communities may have defaulted to 
sectarian mechanisms to safeguard their interests. 

Conclusions: Failure of the State 
What has been clear since the beginning of this sectarian conflict in Kurram is the 
complete failure of the State, from Zia’s period onwards. It was unfortunate that 
during Zia’s period in the 1980s the Turis of Kurram Agency became the pawns in 
Pakistan’s larger game in Afghanistan. The State failed to understand Turi fears and 
insecurity, and has failed to understand them ever since. The emergence of the 
Taliban and the growth of sectarian politics in the 1990s, further aggravated the 
situation. Given the sensitivities the State forces should have taken extra care in 
preventing the movement of battle hardened Sunni Taliban with their sectarian streak 
into sensitive places like Kurram and Orakzai. 
 
Unfortunately, the State was never keen in enforcing its writ in the tribal agencies. 
The questions of State’s failure in Kurram should be seen in the context of its wider 
historical lack of interest in maintaining its writ in the FATA. It allowed its writ to 
erode in the name of maintaining tribal customs and traditions. It even exploited the 
same customs and traditions to pursue its larger strategic interests in Afghanistan.  
 
The Pakistani state has failed to understand that the situation has been dramatically 
changing over the last decade. A section within the FATA, especially amongst the 
younger generation, is highly influenced by the Taliban-al Qaeda brand of Islam, and 
prefer to adhere to their Islamic principles, rather than the age old secular tribal 
customs of the Pashtuns, referred to as Pashtunwali. Another section, within the 
young generation, exposed to modern education and democratic ideals, prefers the 
expansion of State’s functions into tribal regions. Though both the above streams of 
youths are highly anti-American, they don’t agree with how they are being governed. 

 9



 10

While the Taliban supporters prefer to be governed under Shariah, the more modern-
minded others want the State expand its governance process. Thus, both sections want 
to repeal the archaic FCR, but for different reasons. 
 
More importantly, in the above two schools of thoughts, what is also gradually 
eroding is the influence of elders and jirga politics. The jirga provides a prefect 
excuse for the State to keep away from the problems and provides an instrument to 
maintain law and order. The situation in these tribal areas, as mentioned above has 
rapidly changed, and the State has to rework its strategy. It has to reconsider the use 
of FCR, elders and jirga process. This is not to undermine the role of elders and jirgas; 
they may have to play an important role in maintaining the social and sectarian 
balance. But, when they repeatedly fail, as it happened in Kurram in the last two 
years, the State has to look for alternative approaches. 
 
Failure of governance also provided space for other groups to express the local 
sentiments. While in other parts of the FATA, this expression has taken a religious 
(orthodox Sunni version adopted by Taliban) course, in Orakzai and Kurram, it has 
also assumed a sectarian nature. The influence of these sectarian organizations can be 
fought by the State only by expanding the governance process inside these regions. 
 
Finally, the State has kept the political parties, media and the NGOs away from 
Kurram, like in many other sensitive regions of the FATA. The only presence of the 
administration is through the Political Agent, who always has to call immediately for 
a jirga of elders, from rival groups. He is neither trusted by the warring groups, nor 
has the ability to enforce State’s writ. The fact that he is not even able to make sure 
the traffic moves from Parachinar to Peshawar, is testimony to the level of his 
influence.  
 
The Political Agent and the FCR are no longer the answer to the modern day 
problems of the FATA, if they ever were, especially in Kurram. In fact, they 
themselves have become a part of the problem. It is time to move forward with the 
political enfranchisement of Kurram as the only means to address the political 
aspirations of Sunnis and Shia’s in the agency and weaken the attraction of the 
Taliban/al Qaeda and sectarian forces.  
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