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The universe of militants in Pakistan’s Federally Administered Tribal Areas (FATA) and North-
West Frontier Province (NWFP) is far more diverse than commonly understood. Although there 
are important ideological and historical commonalities among the fighters, militant groups have 
very different backgrounds, tribal affiliations, and strategic concepts. 

 

The universe of militants in Pakistan’s Federally 

Administered Tribal Areas (FATA) and North-West 

Frontier Province (NWFP) is far more diverse than 

commonly understood. Although there are important 

ideological and historical commonalities among the 

fighters, militant groups have very different backgrounds, 

tribal affiliations, and strategic concepts. The oft-used 

terminology dividing “Afghan” Taliban from “Pakistani” 

Taliban is inadequate for describing this complex milieu. A 

more effective analysis requires understanding the unique 

histories of specific militant groups, their social roots, and 

strategic outlook. The papers in the New America 

Foundation’s “Battle for Pakistan” collection offer detailed 

reports on such factors, written by local journalists and 

researchers. This paper summarizes those reports, draws 

conclusions from across the region, and offers a method for 

assessing militant groups in the FATA and NWFP.a 

 

There are important trends and common stories among 

militants in the FATA. They almost all look up to the 

                                                           

a The NWFP is being renamed Khyber-Puktunkhwa. 

Quetta Shura and Haqqani Network Taliban, which have 

long legacies of fighting in Afghanistan. In many areas, the 

Pakistani government’s shortsighted peace deals with 

militants bolstered fighters, while the government’s July 

2007 military operation against the Lal Masjid (Red 

Mosque) in Islamabad was a critical catalyst for militancy 

across the region. FATA-based militants operate widely in 

Afghanistan, most prominently in the east, and work 

through groups that control the local area, most notably the 

Haqqani Network. The southern Afghanistan heartland of 

Mullah Omar’s Quetta Shura is hundreds of miles from the 

FATA and is thus less often a battlefield for FATA-based 

militants. Taliban across the FATA have garnered support 

by promising to replace the Pakistani governance and 

judicial system, which is widely viewed as corrupt and 

unjust.  

 

Divisions between Taliban groups are important as well. 

Some militants, inspired by the Lal Masjid incident, have 

brutally attacked the Pakistani government, and in doing so 

have abandoned the traditional Haqqani and Quetta Shura  
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strategy of conciliation with the Pakistani state while 

conducting military operations inside Afghanistan. Many of 

the anti-Pakistan groups organize under a broad umbrella 

called the Tehrik-i-Taliban Pakistan (TTP), though day-to-

day operations are still under local leadership. Al-Qaeda and 

other foreign militants support the TTP’s agenda, and al-

Qaeda in particular has used its far-reaching propaganda 

arm to support the anti-Pakistan cause. But not all groups 

support the TTP’s anti-Pakistan agenda. Some even 

collaborate with the Pakistani state against other militants 

while continuing to fight U.S. and NATO forces in 

Afghanistan. Other militant networks are essentially 

criminals in Islamist garb. Al-Qaeda has bolstered anti-

Pakistan militants ideologically, which is perhaps its most 

dangerous capability. 

 

This paper suggests that observers can improve their 

understanding of militant groups in the FATA by asking six 

questions: 1. Does the militant group attack government 

and civilian targets in Pakistan? 2. What are the militant 

group’s tribal and social roots? 3. What are the militant 

group’s relationships with foreign (not Afghan) militants? 

4. How aggressively does the militant group target U.S. and 

NATO forces in Afghanistan? 5. Does the militant group 

engage in or support attacks on non-military Western 

targets? 6. Does the militant group take strategic or 

operational direction from Mullah Omar? 

 

The answers to these questions cannot on their own 

determine which groups pose the greatest threat to U.S. or 

South Asian interests, but they will provide a substantially 

more useful understanding than the analytically fragile 

“Afghan Taliban” and “Pakistani Taliban” terminology. A 

more useful lexicon should distinguish between militants 

affiliated with specific groups, Mullah Omar’s Quetta 

Shura, the Haqqani Network, and the Tehrik-i-Taliban 

Pakistan. 

 

The paper has five sections. The first addresses the cross-

cutting background issues that shape militancy in the 

region. The second analyses the importance of Mullah 

Omar, the Tehrik-i-Taliban Pakistan (TTP), al-Qaeda, and 

drone strikes in the FATA. The third addresses the idioms 

and concepts used to understand the militant actors in the 

FATA. The fourth summarizes militancy in each FATA 

agency and Swat. The fifth is a brief conclusion. 

 
***** 

 
Cross-Cutting Issues for FATA’s 
Militants 
    
Geography and War 

 

Militants in the FATA come from a patchwork of tribes and 

political backgrounds, but they almost universally oppose 

the U.S. and NATO presence in Afghanistan and work with 

Afghan militants against the foreign troops.1 Operationally, 

the FATA militants rely on older militant networks with 

extensive infrastructure in Afghanistan. South Waziristan-

based Mullah Nazir has explained that FATA-based 

militants fight under the leadership of local commanders 

when they are in Afghanistan.2 

 

There are three basic geographic zones of 

violence straddling the Afghanistan-Pakistan 

border, each of which roughly corresponds to 

the sphere of influence of one of the core 

Taliban networks active in Afghanistan. 

    

There are three basic geographic zones of violence 

straddling the Afghanistan-Pakistan border.3 South of the 

FATA, Mullah Omar’s Quetta Shura directs militants 

centered in Afghanistan’s Helmand and Kandahar 

provinces, which are across the border from the Pakistani 

province of Baluchistan. Farther north, the Haqqani-

directed Miram Shah Shura manages the insurrection in 

Afghanistan’s Paktika, Paktiya, and Khost provinces 

(known collectively as Loya Paktiya) from Pakistan’s South 
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Waziristan and North Waziristan, home of the FATA’s 

most powerful militant groups.4 In the FATA’s north, a 

messy collection of militants, including Gulbuddin 

Hekmatyar’s Hizb-e-Islami, operates in Nangarhar and 

Kunar provinces, which are supported from bases in the 

FATA’s Mohmand and Bajaur agencies. 

 

Geography, terrain, and proximity influence militant 

coalitions and the operational cooperation they can foster. 

The Taliban strongholds in Kandahar and Helmand 

provinces of Afghanistan, which are generally controlled by 

Mullah Omar’s Quetta Shura, are hundreds of miles from 

the FATA. The FATA adjoins Loya Paktiya, Logar, 

Nangarhar, and Kunar provinces of Afghanistan, and so 

such regions are where the FATA-based militants—

including al-Qaeda—are most active.5 Location has 

empowered the Haqqani Network militarily and politically 

because of the proximity between its bases in North 

Waziristan, where it shares ground with a wide variety of 

other militants, and its operating areas in Loya Paktiya. This 

geography affects al-Qaeda as well, since its leadership is in 

the FATA rubbing elbows with the Haqqanis, rather than 

Mullah Omar and the Quetta Shura, who are based farther 

south.  

 

Geography, terrain, and proximity influence 

militant coalitions and the operational 

cooperation they can foster.  

    

The Fall of the Taliban Government in Kabul 

 

The FATA was an important source of support for the 

Taliban in Afghanistan before the attacks of September 11, 

2001, but it became a critical base after the fall of the 

Taliban government in November 2001. The southern 

FATA (North and South Waziristan, Kurram) saw a slew of 

foreign militants, including Taliban fighters from the 

displaced Afghan government, Arab al-Qaeda members, 

and Central Asian fighters, cross the border from 

Afghanistan seeking shelter from the U.S. bombardment. 

One reason so many fighters crossed into the southern 

FATA is that Taliban and foreign fighters in Afghanistan 

coalesced in Kandahar before Mullah Omar gave the order 

to retreat across the Pakistani border to prepare for guerrilla 

war.6 Although the influx must have been a burden for 

many tribes, they followed the ancient Pashtunwali code 

and embraced the refugees.  

 

The northern FATA witnessed an influx of fighters from 

Afghanistan as well, but there were already existing militant 

networks linked to the Tehrik-i-Nifaz-i-Shariat-i 

Mohammadi (TNSM). Sufi Muhammad, the amir or leader 

of the TNSM movement, led a hastily recruited would-be 

army into Afghanistan after the U.S. invasion, where it was 

promptly destroyed on the battlefield.7 

 

The continued presence of U.S. and NATO forces in 

Afghanistan is a grievance for militants across the FATA. 

For many, the occupation of a Muslim country by non-

Muslim troops is fundamentally unjust and demands 

violent resistance, much as it did when the Soviet Union 

occupied Afghanistan in the 1980s.  

 

Pakistani Politics 

 

North-West Frontier Province 

 

Since Pakistan’s independence in 1947, violence, religio-

political activism, and tribal autonomy have been features 

of its political landscape. Moreover, the scope of political 

activity that considered “legitimate” is much wider in the 

frontier regions of Pakistan than in the West. Violent 

activism and imprisonment do not necessarily delegitimize 

political leaders.8 Judicial process is often subservient to 

political expediency, which means the line between political 

activism and illegitimate militancy often blurs.   

 

The influx of militants from Afghanistan following the 

Taliban government’s demise emboldened tribal and 

religious groups in Pakistan already chafing at Pakistan’s 
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often-dysfunctional democracy and corruption-riddled 

governance structures in the FATA and NWFP.9 Indeed, 

some of the FATA and NWFP militants are disillusioned 

members of mainstream Pakistani religio-political parties, 

the Jamaat-e-Islami (JI) and Jamiat Ulema-e-Islam-Fazul 

(JUI).10 A coalition led by JI and JUI called Muttahida 

Majlis-e-Amal (MMA) dramatically won NWFP provincial 

elections in 2002 and subsequently failed to aggressively 

challenge growing militancy in either the NWFP or the 

FATA.11  

 

In the NWFP, the MMA tried to balance its sympathy 

toward some of the social positions espoused by militants 

with an institutional commitment to democratic process.12 

But MMA rule proved just as inefficient and corrupt as that 

of previous governments and it was swept out of power in 

2008, replaced by a secular coalition between the Pakistan 

People’s Party and the Pashtun-nationalist Awami National 

Party (ANP).13 The change did not immediately strengthen 

counterterrorism efforts in Pakistan. After taking office in 

March 2008, the ANP submitted to some militant 

demands, including the imposition of a form of Islamic 

law, or sharia.14 The ANP has taken a stiffer line against 

militants since early 2009, largely in conjunction with 

successful Pakistani military operations in Swat and Buner 

districts of the NWFP.15 

 

Pakistani responses to militancy are affected 

by the differences between administrative and 

political structures in the FATA and NWFP. 

 

Although militant groups in the FATA and NWFP tend to 

traverse administrative boundaries, Pakistani responses to 

that militancy are affected by the differences between 

administrative and political structures in the FATA and 

NWFP. The NWFP operates like other provinces in 

Pakistan and is governed by a provincial assembly based in 

Peshawar.16 The NWFP is divided into 24 districts, each of 

which is governed by a district coordination officer (DCO). 

Pakistani political parties participate fully in NWFP politics, 

running public campaigns and vying for control of a 

government that imposes taxes and provides regular 

services.  

 

Federally Administered Tribal Areas 

 

The Federally Administered Tribal Areas are administered 

very differently. The seven agencies in the FATA are each 

governed by a political agent who reports to the NWFP 

governor, who is appointed directly by Pakistan’s 

president.17 The political agents have few bureaucratic tools; 

they exert authority by coordinating with tribal leaders, 

known as maliks, who utilize tribal resources to maintain 

law and order and provide services. Although there are 

representatives from the FATA in Pakistan’s parliament, 

non-religious political parties are not authorized to organize 

in the region.18 A full package of reforms that would allow 

non-religious political parties to fully participate in elections 

and alter the Frontier Crimes Regulation, which allows 

collective punishment, has not yet been passed.19 President 

Asif Ali Zardari did propose a series of changes in August 

2009 that would dramatically reshape Pakistan’s 

governance in the FATA by 2012, but those amendments 

have not yet been approved.20 

 

Before the arrival of the Taliban in 2001, Pakistan’s political 

agents in the FATA often treated their respective agencies 

as personal fiefdoms, doling out money and resources to 

the wealthy and well-connected. The government was 

perceived as corrupt, tribal judicial processes as unfair and 

too slow. The Taliban’s strict interpretation of sharia did 

not appeal to everyone in the tribal agencies, but its 

promises of fairness and swift dispute resolution appealed 

to many. Unlike Pakistani civil institutions, Taliban courts 

delivered justice quickly and could implement 

punishments immediately. The process was initially 

successful; Taliban courts resolved disputes between tribes 

and clans that had dragged on for decades. The Taliban 

even limited corruption among some political agents. Its 
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efforts were rewarded with broad-based political support 

from everyday people in the FATA.21  

 

But popular support for the Taliban has waned since they 

organized in the FATA after the U.S. and NATO invasion of 

Afghanistan. After taking control in various areas, Taliban 

groups began brutal crackdowns on behavior considered 

“un-Islamic,” while simultaneously enlisting criminals into 

their ranks. Employment opportunities were limited 

because of violence between the Taliban and Pakistani 

security forces, a problem that curtailed trade along 

traditional routes. Even in periods of relative calm, roads 

were often closed because of government curfews.  

 

Taliban governance proved to be brutal, especially in the 

way it challenged traditional tribal structures. Taliban 

militants have systematically undermined the tribal system, 

which serves as a social organizing principle and the 

primary system of governance in the FATA. The most overt 

method has been to kill the tribal elders who serve as 

interlocutors between the political agent and locals.22 The 

assassinations serve the dual purpose of intimidating local 

tribes and eliminating the tenuous links between Pakistan’s 

central government and tribes in the FATA. Such killings 

have angered locals, but the elimination of maliks has 

destroyed the most likely nodes of resistance to Taliban 

control.23 Nonetheless, tribal opposition to Taliban rule 

seems to be growing across much of the FATA. Uprisings 

by tribal militias (lashkars) are quite common, though 

tribes are still loath to take on the Taliban without assured 

support from the Pakistani government.24 

    

Friends, Allies, and Enemies: Mullah 
Omar, the TTP, al-Qaeda, American 
Drones, and the Pakistani Army 
    

Friends but Not Allies: Mullah Omar and the 

Tehrik-i-Taliban Pakistan 

    

Mullah Omar’s role among FATA militants is somewhat 

ambiguous. He is widely acknowledged as the Amir ul-

Mumineen (Commander of the Faithful) by militants in the 

FATA, a powerful honorific that reflects authority worthy of 

a leader who commanded the Taliban state in Afghanistan, 

but the extent of his actual control over militant fighters 

operating in the FATA is limited. The Haqqani Network, al-

Qaeda, and many members of the TTP publicly defer to his 

leadership, but the Quetta Shura seems to have the most 

direct influence in its traditional bastions in southern 

Afghanistan, not in Afghanistan’s east or in the FATA; this 

was the case even during Mullah Omar’s reign in Kabul.25 

Despite these limitations Mullah Omar has reportedly 

intervened in FATA tribal politics to bolster leaders he 

favored, including Baitullah Mehsud and Mullah Nazir in 

South Waziristan.26  

 

Most militant groups in the FATA organized 

independently, but in December 2007 many rallied 

together in a coalition called the Tehrik-i-Taliban Pakistan 

(TTP). The alliance was formed to unite militants to attack 

the Pakistani state, not just U.S. and NATO forces in 

Afghanistan. The group attracted support from militants 

across the FATA and Malakand division of the NWFP by 

arguing that Pakistan’s support for the U.S. and NATO 

effort in Afghanistan made the government illegitimate. 

Momentum for the TTP was bolstered by the Lal Masjid 

(Red Mosque) incident in July 2007, in which Pakistani 

security forces raided an Islamabad mosque known as a 

center for religious militancy. The incident excited militants 

in the FATA, NWFP, and Punjab, who viewed the Lal 

Masjid and its two leaders, Abdul Aziz Ghazi and Abdul 

Rashid Ghazi, as righteous defenders of the faith. Militant 

groups with very different histories began to discover that 

they had a lot in common. 

 

The TTP was organized around a 40-person council, or 

shura, with representatives from all seven tribal agencies of 

the FATA and several districts of the NWFP.27 Baitullah 

Mehsud, a militant leader from South Waziristan, was 

named amir, Hafiz Gul Bahadur, from North Waziristan, 

was named his deputy, and Maulvi Faqir Muhammad from 

Bajaur was appointed third in command.28 Despite limited 
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command and control infrastructure, the TTP united 

militants dedicated to the risky strategy of attacking the 

Pakistani state. The coalition created some strange 

bedfellows, including a slew of Punjabi fighters who work 

with Pashtun allies to strike at targets in Pakistan’s major 

cities.29 

 

But the TTP’s early military successes papered over 

disagreements between groups within the militant 

coalition. Hafiz Gul Bahadur backed out of the alliance in 

early 2008 and began a collaboration with Mullah Nazir in 

opposition to the Mehsud tribe and, by default, the TTP. 

According to some reports, Mullah Omar and Haqqani 

Network leaders prodded Bahadur to leave the TTP because 

of its anti-Pakistan stance.30  

 

Outside of South Waziristan, the TTP has been most 

influential in North Waziristan and Orakzai, which suffered 

serious sectarian violence long before 9/11. Following the 

example of al-Qaeda and keen to build relations with 

sectarian militants in Pakistan’s heartland, the TTP 

incorporated anti-Shia arguments into its core ideology. 

The TTP’s second amir, Hakimullah Mehsud, initially led 

TTP operations in Orakzai, perhaps because of his deep 

disdain for Shia; the agency has a major Shia population 

and thus the fight attracted sectarian activists from across 

Pakistan.31 In general, the writ of the TTP is firmer in the 

southern FATA, closer to the South Waziristan homeland 

of the Mehsud tribe that generated the coalition’s first two 

amirs.  

 

The TTP’s anti-Pakistan operations conflict 

with Quetta Shura and Haqqani Network 

efforts to accommodate the Pakistani state 

while organizing attacks inside Afghanistan. 

 

The TTP’s anti-Pakistan operations conflict with Quetta 

Shura and Haqqani Network efforts to accommodate the 

Pakistani state while organizing attacks inside Afghanistan. 

Whereas the Haqqanis and the Quetta Shura remain 

dedicated to war in Afghanistan and comity with 

Pakistan—a perspective generally consistent with 

Pakistan’s historic national security strategy—the TTP, 

along with al-Qaeda, rejects the fundamental legitimacy of 

the Pakistani state.  

 

Some analysts doubt claims of disagreement between 

Mullah Omar and the TTP, noting the networks’ 

cooperation in Afghanistan and interpersonal connections 

among leaders.32 No doubt such relationships exist, and 

there is a shared sense of grievance and purpose between 

the TTP and Quetta Shura. But operational cooperation 

should not obscure the serious strategic differences 

between Mullah Omar’s Quetta Shura—which has actively 

and tacitly cooperated with the Pakistani state since the 

mid-1990s—and the TTP, which considers the Pakistani 

state fundamentally illegitimate. Indeed, Mullah Omar’s 

recent statements emphasize his nationalist agenda in 

Afghanistan, likely in an effort to reassure Pakistani 

authorities. In a September 2009 Eid al-Fitr statement, he 

said the Taliban “wants to maintain good and positive 

relations with all neighbors based on mutual respect … [and 

wants to] assure all countries that the Islamic Emirate of 

Afghanistan … will not extend its hand to jeopardize 

others.”33 

 

The Influence of al-Qaeda 

    

Al-Qaeda continues to operate in the FATA, building close 

relationships with the Haqqani Network and the TTP to 

facilitate its activities. It uses the region, especially North 

Waziristan, to train operatives for attacks in the West and to 

propagandize. But it has also built an important niche in 

the Pakistani militant milieu, providing training and 

ideological justification for its allies’ activities in the region. 

 

Al-Qaeda’s presence in Pakistan’s tribal areas is visible in 

several ways. First, there are numerous reports of 

Westerners traveling to the region for training, then telling 
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their stories upon capture when they return home.34 

Indeed, more than half of the “serious” jihadist plots in the 

West since 2004 were directed from Pakistan, and al-Qaeda 

had direct operational ties to 38 percent of the overall 

number.35 Moreover, al-Qaeda’s most senior commanders 

continue to be ensconced in Pakistan’s border region, 

including Osama bin Laden and Ayman al-Zawahiri, but 

also lesser commanders such as Abu Yahya al-Libi, Abu 

Yazid al-Masri (Sheikh Saeed), and Atiyah Abd al-

Rahman.36 Despite increasingly effective drone strikes that 

have disrupted al-Qaeda operations in the region, the group 

has adapted and still has the capability to organize threats 

to the West.37 

 

Al-Qaeda’s propaganda provides important evidence of its 

presence in and focus on the FATA. In 2009, 46 percent of 

the group’s propaganda videos focused on events in 

Afghanistan or Pakistan rather than al-Qaeda’s historical 

heartland in the Arab Middle East.38 Much of al-Qaeda’s 

infrastructure in the FATA appears to be concentrated in 

North Waziristan. A review of al-Qaeda’s battle footage 

from the region released online from 2005 to 2009 

suggests that the group is most active in Loya Paktiya (the 

Afghan provinces of Paktika, Khost, and Paktiya), just 

across the border from North Waziristan.39 Loya Paktiya 

and North Waziristan are controlled by the Haqqani 

Network, which is headed by Jalaluddin Haqqani, a 

legendary mujahideen commander and old ally of Osama 

bin Laden from the 1980s, and his son Sirajuddin, who 

directs day-to-day operations.40  

 

Al-Qaeda does contribute directly to the militant groups 

operating from the FATA. It has provided suicide bombers 

for the Haqqani Network and helped arrange special 

operations against U.S. targets, including the Jordanian 

suicide bomber who killed seven Americans at a CIA base 

in Afghanistan’s Khost province in December 2009.41  

 

But al-Qaeda’s most important role in the tribal areas since 

2007 has been to provide ideological support for groups 

that have decided to confront the Pakistani state militarily. 

After the Lal Masjid incident in July 2007, al-Qaeda ramped 

up condemnations of the Pakistani state in its media and 

has not relented since. Just four days after the mosque was 

raided by Pakistani troops, Ayman al-Zawahiri released a 

statement condemning the action and urging the Pakistani 

people to attack their government.42 In a brief three-month 

period from July to September 2007, Osama bin Laden, 

Ayman al-Zawahiri, and Abu Yahya al-Libi all released 

major statements urging violence against the Pakistani 

state.43 Al-Qaeda’s focus on Pakistan has continued since—

27 percent of al-Qaeda’s geographically focused propaganda 

releases in 2009 focused on Pakistan.44  

 

Al-Qaeda initially championed the argument that Pakistan’s 

army is essentially a foreign infidel force because of the 

Pakistani government’s collaboration with U.S. and NATO 

forces in Afghanistan. Accordingly, resisting the army’s 

incursions into the FATA is portrayed as an obligatory 

“Defensive Jihad,” an argument now echoed by TTP 

propaganda.b45 Al-Qaeda’s support for the TTP’s anti-

Pakistan stance has created rhetorical tension between it 

and Mullah Omar’s Quetta Shura, which opposes attacks 

on Pakistan, though the seriousness of any divide between 

the groups is unclear.46 

 

In the years since the Lal Masjid incident, al-Qaeda’s 

denunciation of Pakistan has grown more dangerous, and it 

now aims to delegitimize the Pakistani state at its most 

fundamental level by rejecting the premise, accepted widely 

among pro-Pakistan militants, that Pakistan was founded as 

an Islamic state.47 In December 2009, Ayman al-Zawahiri 

wrote a long critique of the Pakistani constitution in which 

he argued that it was fundamentally un-Islamic: 

 

Shari’ah is not the supreme authority in Pakistan, 

rather the supreme authority is the will of the 

majority in the Parliament, which they claim … 

                                                           

b This ideological context is crucial for understanding the importance of non-

mainstream statements by TTP commanders, such Maulvi Faqir Muhammad of 

Bajaur, who in 2009 called the Pakistani military “our army.” 
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reflects the will and power of the people. Whether 

their claims are right or false, what is certain is that 

the authority in Pakistan does not belong to the 

Shari’ah law, the Koran or the righteous Sunnah. It 

rather belongs to other powers that detour Pakistan 

from the Path of Islam, and manipulate its destiny 

according to their whims.48 

 

Al-Zawahiri’s argument is important because al-Qaeda is 

advocating attacks on Pakistan whether or not it supports 

the U.S. and NATO presence in Afghanistan. Even if the 

United States were to withdraw from Afghanistan 

completely, al-Qaeda and its allies would likely continue 

their assault on the Pakistani state. If recognized as such by 

the Pakistani establishment, the argument may be 

remembered as a strategic mistake by al-Qaeda because it 

leaves Pakistan little option but to crack down harshly on al-

Qaeda allies in the FATA. Islamist sympathizers in the 

Pakistani bureaucracy can no longer credibly argue that 

militant attacks in Pakistan will cease if the United States 

withdraws from Afghanistan. 

 

Although al-Qaeda has stepped into contentious disputes in 

the FATA, it has been much more successful than its 

Uzbek allies at avoiding deadly intra-Taliban conflict. 

Uzbeks from the Islamic Movement of Uzbekistan (IMU) 

and Islamic Jihad Union (IJU) have angered tribal leaders 

by running their own court systems and taking sides in 

tribal disputes.49 Al-Qaeda has avoided such activities, 

preferring instead to support efforts by local militant 

groups rather than establish its own governance systems.50 

This strategy is very different from al-Qaeda’s efforts in 

Iraq, where it tried to seize and govern territory, irrespective 

of local tribal and militant concerns.51 A number of al-

Qaeda members have also married into local tribes in the 

FATA.52 Al-Qaeda’s FATA strategy is far less likely to 

prompt a backlash from local militants and means that the 

group’s position in the FATA is more stable than it ever 

was in Iraq.53 

    

Pakistani Military Offensives and Peace Deals 

 

Pakistani military offensives against militants in the FATA 

have often been half-hearted, and militants have been 

bolstered by peace agreements made in the wake of conflict. 

Pakistan’s track record of offensives in South Waziristan is 

illustrative of its overall approach.c  

 

Pakistani military offensives against militants 

in the FATA have often been half-hearted, 

and militants have been bolstered by peace 

agreements made in the wake of conflict. 

 

The first major Pakistani offensive was a 2004 campaign 

against Nek Muhammad in South Waziristan. After several 

weeks of staunch resistance from Wazir tribal fighters, 

Pakistan signed the Shakai agreement, in which Pakistan 

agreed to compensate Muhammad for his material and 

personnel losses and in exchange Muhammad promised to 

register foreigners in the area and cease his violence. Nek 

Muhammad did neither; the agreement bolstered his 

standing in South Waziristan and set a low standard for 

Pakistan’s future negotiations with militants.54  

 

Later Pakistani offensives did not go much better. In 2006, 

the Pakistani army made a similar agreement with 

Baitullah Mehsud after suffering serious casualties trying to 

root out foreign militants from Mehsud territory. This 

agreement, reportedly brokered by Sirajuddin Haqqani, 

also conferred legitimacy on Baitullah’s control over much 

of South Waziristan.55 A 2008 offensive ended much the 

same way. Pakistan launched similarly feeble offensives 

across the FATA during those years. 

 

                                                           

c For a more detailed discussion of Pakistan’s counterinsurgency operations, see 

Sameer Lalwani, “Pakistan’s COIN Flip,” The New America Foundation, April 19, 

2010. 
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But Pakistani military operations in 2009 have been much 

more effective. In February 2009, Maulvi Faqir 

Muhammad, the TTP leader in Bajaur, renounced attacks 

on the Pakistani army after almost a year of military 

operations against him. Later that spring the Pakistani 

military launched operations against the TNSM in Swat, 

which largely ended the reign of terror of the militants 

there. Then, after having suffered three strategic defeats in 

South Waziristan over the previous five years, in October 

2009 the Pakistani army went into Waziristan with a force 

of at least 30,000 troops, following several months of 

bombing of Taliban positions.56 The South Waziristan 

operation has been relatively successful thus far, though it 

has been focused on fighters associated with the TTP rather 

than militants that support the Haqqani and Quetta Shura 

strategy of accommodation with the Pakistani state. 

Nonetheless, the offensive has forced TTP fighters into 

North Waziristan and Orakzai, and the Pakistani military is 

currently conducting operations in both agencies.  

    

Effects of Drone Attacks 

 

The United States has used unmanned drones to target 

militant groups in the FATA since 2004. The attacks have 

killed more than 20 militant leaders and severely disrupted 

movement and communications among fighters in the 

tribal areas.57 Pakistani leaders often publicly condemn the 

attacks, but recent evidence suggests coordination between 

the United States and Pakistan regarding drone strikes: 

After 26 U.S. drone strikes in South Waziristan in 2009, 

the attacks stopped cold after the October initiation of 

Pakistan’s ground operations in the agency.  

 

Drone strikes have killed between 875 and 1,291 people in 

Pakistan from 2004 until March 31, 2010, approximately 

two-thirds of whom were “described as militants” in 

“reliable press reports.”58 The attacks have increased 

dramatically since President Barack Obama entered the 

White House. There were 43 strikes from 2004 to 2008 

and 81 such attacks from January 2009 through March 31, 

2010.59 The vast majority of drone strikes have occurred in  

JOEL SAGET/AFP/Getty Images 

 

either North Waziristan (60 percent) or South Waziristan 

(34 percent), home to the most virulently pro-al-Qaeda 

militants in the FATA and the Haqqani Network.60  

 

The drone strikes have killed important militants in the 

FATA, including Baitullah Mehsud (amir of the TTP), 

Hakimullah Mehsud (Baitullah’s successor), and numerous 

al-Qaeda figures, ranging from Abu Laith al-Libi to Saleh al-

Somali.61 Moreover, the threat from drones has forced 

militants to alter their operations. David Rohde, held 

captive by the Haqqani Network in North Waziristan in 

2009, has described the fear that the overhead buzz of a 

drone—locals call them machay (wasps) because of the 

noise—reveals in the militants.62 Fighters regularly change 

their location and senior figures rarely spend multiple 

nights in the same place.63 Taliban fighters avoid using 

phones and wireless for passing messages; they now 

exchange information only through trusted couriers.  

 

But the drones have serious political costs as well. 

Numerous TTP spokesmen and both Hafiz Gul Bahadur of 

North Waziristan and Mullah Nazir of South Waziristan 

have cited the drones as the reason for their bouts of 

violence against the Pakistani state.64 Indeed, the drones 

are extraordinarily unpopular in Pakistan as a whole. A 

2009 al-Jazeera-Gallup poll found that 64 percent of 

Pakistanis oppose U.S. drone strikes in the FATA.65 There 

is little reliable information on public opinion regarding 
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drones in the FATA itself, but it is notable that only 12.5 

percent of respondents in a 2009 poll in the FATA had a 

positive image of the U.S. government.66 

 

Strategic Mistakes? 

    

By 2009 there were signs that the Taliban in the FATA may 

have made a critical mistake by attacking Pakistani 

government and civilian targets. Militant attacks on 

Pakistan increased nearly 800 percent from 2005 to 2009, 

and suicide attacks increased twentyfold.67 Suicide bombers 

managed, for instance, to strike in three different places in 

Pakistan in just one 24-hour period in April 2009.68 The 

cumulative weight of the assassination of Benazir Bhutto, 

the bombing of the Marriott Hotel in Islamabad in 2008, 

the widely circulated video images of the Taliban flogging a 

17-year-old girl, and the 20-hour Taliban attack in October 

2009 on Pakistan’s equivalent of the Pentagon provoked 

revulsion and fear among the Pakistani public.69 Where 

once the Taliban enjoyed something of a religious Robin 

Hood image among ordinary Pakistanis, its members were 

increasingly seen as just thugs.  

 

The Taliban’s decision to take up positions in Buner district 

of the NWFP, only 60 miles from Islamabad, galvanized 

the sclerotic Pakistani state to confront the jihadist monster 

it had helped to create. When the Taliban fighters were 

largely confined to Pakistan’s tribal regions (known in 

Urdu as “foreign area”70), the Pakistani government and 

military could more or less live with them, but when they 

attacked in major cities, the Pakistani establishment began 

to see the Taliban as a real threat. Pakistani military 

offensives against militants in 2009 were conducted with 

the support of the Pakistani public, which did not see them, 

in contrast to previous military operations, as being done 

solely for the benefit of the United States.71 

 

The Pakistani government’s changing perception helps 

explain Mullah Omar’s repeated efforts to reassert his 

Afghan nationalist focus and distinguish himself from anti-

Pakistan elements of the Taliban movement. Ultimately, 

however, the TTP’s repeated attacks on Pakistani military 

infrastructure and civilians have all the hallmarks of a 

classic jihadist overreach. Just as jihadists in Algeria and 

Iraq ultimately provoked a backlash from superior local 

forces, the TTP may have done the same by attacking the 

Pakistani state.  

 

Just as jihadists in Algeria and Iraq ultimately 

provoked a backlash from superior local 

forces, the TTP may have done the same by 

attacking the Pakistani state. 

 

Two questions stand out regarding the Pakistani 

counterattack against Taliban militants. The first is whether 

the Pakistani army will suppress all Taliban militants, even 

those who focus attacks solely in Afghanistan rather than 

Pakistan. The second is whether the military offensive will 

be backed by sustainable political and economic reforms 

that will improve governance in the FATA and bring about 

a more stable peace. The Pakistani government’s traditional 

balancing strategy—attacking anti-Pakistan militants but 

allowing others to operate—is inadequate because they all 

host al-Qaeda, which has proven again and again that it is 

able to radicalize its hosts.72 The TTP overreach was a 

strategic mistake, but the Pakistani establishment will 

make one of its own if it does not use the current 

momentum to radically change the governance dynamics in 

the FATA. 

    

Conceptualizing Militancy in Pakistan: 
Language, Ideas, and Geography 
 

Unhelpful Idioms: ‘Pakistani Taliban’ and ‘Afghan 

Taliban’ 

 

The border between Afghanistan and Pakistan means more 

in Washington, Islamabad, and Kabul than in Miram Shah, 

Khost, or the Tirah Valley. Tribes straddle the border 
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seamlessly, and trading relationships that have existed for 

millennia shape local cultural and political sensibilities 

more so than the vagaries of internationally accepted maps. 

This is one main reason why distinguishing between 

“Afghan Taliban” and “Pakistani Taliban” is misleading, 

even if it is useful shorthand. The leaders of the former 

Taliban government of Afghanistan are now called the 

Quetta Shura after the Pakistani city where they are based, 

and Mullah Omar’s deputy, Mullah Baradar, was captured 

in the Pakistani city of Karachi, 350 miles from the Afghan 

border.73 Likewise, the Haqqani Network, often considered 

“Afghan Taliban” because of its tribal roots and operational 

capacity in Afghanistan, has deep roots in Pakistani 

territory. The network’s current operational leader, 

Sirajuddin Haqqani, was raised outside of Miram Shah in 

Pakistan’s North Waziristan tribal agency and studied at a 

madrassa, or religious school, outside Peshawar. His father, 

Jalaluddin, had decided to fight the Soviet-backed 

communist government in Afghanistan at a meeting in 

Miram Shah in 1978.74 More recently, Sirajuddin has 

intervened in Pakistani tribal squabbles to prevent militants 

from being distracted from the fight in Afghanistan.75  

 

The third group often called “Afghan Taliban” is Gulbuddin 

Hekmatyar’s Hizb-e-Islami (HIG).76 The HIG remains an 

important player in stoking cross-border violence in 

Afghanistan and Pakistan, but lumping it into the same 

category as the Quetta Shura and Haqqani Network is 

misleading. Hekmatyar was exiled from Afghanistan 

during the Taliban’s reign in Kabul, and despite long ties to 

al-Qaeda and reconciliation with Mullah Omar since 9/11, 

he now seems more focused on political reconciliation than 

violence.77 The HIG does not have a major presence in the 

FATA, though it has extensive bases in Afghan refugee 

camps in the NWFP outside of Peshawar.78 

 

In an environment where all of the major Taliban groups 

are headquartered in Pakistan and virtually all of them 

cooperate to support operations in Afghanistan, the 

distinction between “Afghan Taliban” and “Pakistani 

Taliban” is unhelpful. Moreover, the terminology reinforces 

the counterproductive fiction perpetrated by some in 

Pakistan that the Pakistani state is responsible for 

countering only certain elements of the Taliban—those 

with the “Pakistani” designation. In practice, the term 

“Pakistani Taliban” is often used interchangeably with 

Tehrik-i-Taliban Pakistan (TTP), the pan-FATA militant 

coalition that engages in brutal violence against the 

Pakistani state. The terminology usefully distinguishes 

such anti-Pakistan fighters from the Quetta Shura and 

Haqqani Network—“Afghan Taliban”—that avoid 

confrontation with Pakistan. But delineating this strategic 

difference in geographic terms enables those in the 

Pakistani establishment who support using militants 

against Pakistan’s enemies to excuse their behavior by 

arguing that they are fighting against the “Pakistani 

Taliban” and that the “Afghan Taliban” are someone else’s 

problem. When critical policy decisions are being made in 

Washington and Islamabad, the terminology favors those 

who do not want to take comprehensive action against 

militants in the FATA.  

 

In an environment where all of the major 

Taliban groups are headquartered in Pakistan 

and virtually all of them cooperate to support 

operations in Afghanistan, the distinction 

between “Afghan Taliban” and “Pakistani 

Taliban” is unhelpful. 

 

Throughout its existence, the TTP has also supported 

violence in Afghanistan and provided suicide bombers to 

bolster Haqqani Network and Quetta Shura operations 

there. Likewise, there are a host of FATA-based militants, 

including Mullah Nazir in South Waziristan and Hafiz Gul 

Bahadur in North Waziristan, who have not embraced the 

TTP’s anti-Pakistan ideology and occasionally have clashed 

violently with the group. The terminology also obscures 

geographic and strategic differences within the TTP itself. 
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For example, the TNSM movement in Swat is grounded in 

religious politics, not the tribal structures that guide the 

Mehsud fighters from South Waziristan.  

 

The blunt “Afghan” and “Pakistani” 

terminology simply fails to capture the 

complexity of these movements. 

 

Some might counter that the “Afghan” and “Pakistani” 

distinction is really a function of the tribal background of 

various militant groups. After all, the Haqqanis are from 

the Zadran tribe, which lives primarily in Afghanistan’s 

Paktika province. But the Haqqani Network, Quetta Shura, 

and TTP all cross tribal boundaries, and the TTP in 

particular has aggressively sought to destroy tribal 

hierarchies in favor of ideological association. In any case, 

the blunt “Afghan” and “Pakistani” terminology simply 

fails to capture the complexity of these movements. 

Muddying important differences with imprecise 

terminology leads to imprecise analysis and imprecise 

policy.  

 

Six Questions for FATA’s Militants 

    

A useful assessment of Pakistan’s militants must capture 

each group’s social geography, religious and political 

outlook, and strategy. Physical geography is insufficient. 

The six questions that follow offer a more nuanced way to 

assess militants in the FATA rather than lumping them 

into two broad categories, “Afghan Taliban” and “Pakistani 

Taliban.” 

 

1. Does the militant group attack Pakistan? 

 

The most divisive strategic decision facing militant groups 

in the FATA is whether to attack the Pakistani military or 

civilians. Doing so distinguishes them from the Quetta 

Shura and the Haqqanis—who oppose such attacks—but 

aligns them with al-Qaeda, which supports assaults on the 

state. Groups that attack Pakistan are also much more likely 

to be targeted by the Pakistani military, regardless of their 

activities against U.S. and NATO troops in Afghanistan. 

 

2. What are the group’s tribal and social roots? 

 

Understanding a group’s tribal and social history is a good 

way to understand its strengths, weaknesses, and enemies. 

In the FATA, many militant groups are based on tribal 

relationships and the influx of Taliban members from 

Afghanistan in 2001. Others were formed when individuals 

or groups returned from travel abroad or are essentially 

groups that splintered from mainstream political 

movements.  

 

3. What are the militant group’s relationships with 

foreign (not Afghan) militants? 

 

A militant group’s interaction with foreign jihadists offers 

insight into its ideology and strategy. In the FATA, Afghan 

and Pakistani militants interact with numerous foreign 

militant groups. Al-Qaeda remains a largely Arab 

organization, though it continues to train Westerners. The 

Arab fighters have integrated themselves reasonably well 

into local society. Uzbek fighters are also common, but they 

have a reputation for being extremely violent and have 

contentious relations with many local militants. 

 

4. How aggressively does the militant group target 

U.S. and NATO forces in Afghanistan? 

 

All militant groups in the FATA oppose U.S. and NATO 

forces in Afghanistan, but not all of them use violence to 

express that anger, most notably the group led by Mangal 

Bagh in Khyber agency. Several other groups are focused 

on religious or political reform in their environs; still others 

are essentially criminals masquerading as mujahideen. 

Other armed bands are actually tribal lashkars (militias) 

with essentially local concerns. They may even be targeting 

anti-American militants. 
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5. Does the militant group engage in or support 

attacks on non-military Western targets? 

 

Most militants in the FATA support attacks on U.S. and 

NATO troops in Afghanistan, but far fewer support attacks 

on civilians inside or outside of South Asia. Some, like the 

Haqqanis—allies of al-Qaeda for 20 years—have attacked 

civilians in Afghanistan but claim they have no interest in 

attacks abroad.79  

    

6. Does the militant group take strategic or 

operational direction from Mullah Omar? 

 

Virtually all militants in the FATA treat Mullah Omar with 

reverence, but many flout the Quetta Shura’s strategy of 

non-confrontation with the Pakistani state and very few 

have direct operational links to the Quetta Shura. 

 

Militancy Summaries by Agency 
 

South Waziristan  

 

South Waziristan is home to the TTP’s historical 

leadership, leading elements in the Mehsud tribe. The 

TTP’s anti-Pakistan stance is quite controversial among 

militants in the agency, which was already divided by tribal 

animosities. The Mehsud’s tribal rivals, mostly in the Wazir 

tribe, have intermittently worked with the Pakistani 

government against the group, even as they supported anti-

NATO attacks in Afghanistan. The Pakistani military did 

not take strong military action in South Waziristan until 

October 2009, when it began an operation that has forced 

TTP leaders to flee the agency. 

 

The two most important tribal groups in South Waziristan 

are the Mehsuds, who tend to live in the mountains near 

the Afghan border, and the Ahmadzai Wazirs, who tend to 

live closer to the agency’s headquarters in Wana.80 The 

Mehsud militant group that became the heart of the TTP 

was led first by Baitullah Mehsud and then Hakimullah 

Mehsud.81 The most important Wazir commander is 

Mullah Nazir.82 A third tribal group, the Bhittanis, is 

smaller than the Mehsuds or Wazirs but is important 

because its stronghold straddles the main road into South 

Waziristan from the NWFP.83 Relations between the 

Wazirs and the Mehsuds are historically contentious, and 

the mistrust has a major impact on militancy in the agency 

today. The Wazirs tend to view the Mehsuds as robbers and 

brigands, whereas the Mehsuds look down on Wazirs, 

whom they view as soft.84  

 

All of the militants in South Waziristan favor jihad in 

Afghanistan, but recent militancy in the agency has been 

shaped dramatically by the influx of Taliban, Arab, and 

Uzbek fighters after the U.S.-led invasion of Afghanistan in 

2001. The newcomers were initially welcomed by South 

Waziristan’s tribes, which formed militias to wage war 

against the U.S. and NATO forces in Afghanistan.85 Despite 

their shared animosity toward the U.S. and NATO presence 

in Afghanistan, the militant groups in South Waziristan 

were divided over leadership, strategy, and what to do with 

the militant refugees from Afghanistan. Tribal groups 

continue to fight one another despite the shared Western 

enemy.  

 

After the flood of militant refugees arrived 

from Afghanistan in the early 2000s, 

Baitullah Mehsud and Mullah Nazir vied with 

their fellow tribesmen for control over their 

respective tribal militias. 

 

After the flood of militant refugees arrived from 

Afghanistan in the early 2000s, Baitullah Mehsud and 

Mullah Nazir vied with their fellow tribesmen for control 

over their respective tribal militias. Baitullah asserted his 

authority as a Taliban commander in 2004 by collaborating 

with a more senior leader named Abdullah Mehsud, who 

had spent time in the Guantanamo Bay prison, to overcome 

resistance within the Mehsud tribe to anti-Pakistan 
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activities.86 Baitullah was ultimately bolstered in early 2005 

by signing a peace deal with the government that affirmed 

his authority in the region and allowed him to organize 

more openly.87  

 

Mullah Nazir established himself in 2004 as well, but had 

to compete with the legendary Wazir tribal figure Nek 

Muhammad to lead the local Taliban. The two commanders 

cooperated against Pakistani military operations in 2004, 

but competed for funds provided by al-Qaeda militants 

sheltering near Wana.88 Mullah Nazir was eventually 

arrested by Pakistani authorities, but was released following 

Nek Muhammad’s assassination by a U.S. drone in June 

2004. Mullah Omar himself reportedly supported Mullah 

Nazir’s selection as amir of the Wazir Taliban following 

Nek Muhammad’s death.89 Mullah Nazir had a strong 

relationship with Taliban veterans of the fighting in 

Afghanistan.90  He had worked with Gulbuddin Hekmatyar 

during the anti-Soviet jihad and claimed to own a home in 

Afghanistan’s Paktika province and land in Kandahar.91 The 

Pakistani military used its relationship with Mullah Nazir 

to facilitate a 2005 offensive against Baitullah Mehsud.  

 

In 2006 and 2007, the Mehsud and Wazir Taliban 

coalitions fought over the role of Uzbek militants in South 

Waziristan and the appropriate policy toward the Pakistani 

state. Mullah Nazir expelled refugee militants associated 

with the IMU, led by Tahir Yuldashev, from his stronghold 

near Wana.92 He acknowledged some Pakistani 

government support for the operation, but argued that the 

Uzbeks had ceased to act as guests and were instead 

thieves.93 The Mehsud militants not only supported the 

Uzbeks but took an increasingly confrontational approach 

toward the Pakistani state. Despite the Mehsud support, the 

Uzbeks were expelled from Wana and, according to Mullah 

Nazir, fled to Afghanistan or the town of Mir Ali in North 

Waziristan.94 The tribal tensions were serious enough that 

when Baitullah Mehsud formed the TTP in late 2007, 

Mullah Nazir did not participate. 

 

Mehsud Group (TehrikMehsud Group (TehrikMehsud Group (TehrikMehsud Group (Tehrik----iiii----Taliban Taliban Taliban Taliban 
Pakistan)Pakistan)Pakistan)Pakistan)    
 

1. Attack Pakistani military and civilian targets? 

Yes, very aggressively.Yes, very aggressively.Yes, very aggressively.Yes, very aggressively.    

2. Social roots? 

The Mehsud tribe, assisted by foreign militants.The Mehsud tribe, assisted by foreign militants.The Mehsud tribe, assisted by foreign militants.The Mehsud tribe, assisted by foreign militants.    

3. Relations with foreign militants? 

Military support from Uzbeks. Ideological and propaganda Military support from Uzbeks. Ideological and propaganda Military support from Uzbeks. Ideological and propaganda Military support from Uzbeks. Ideological and propaganda 

support from alsupport from alsupport from alsupport from al----Qaeda.Qaeda.Qaeda.Qaeda.    

4. Target U.S. forces in Afghanistan? 

Yes, but focused on attacking Pakistan since 200Yes, but focused on attacking Pakistan since 200Yes, but focused on attacking Pakistan since 200Yes, but focused on attacking Pakistan since 2007.7.7.7.    

5. Target Western civilians? 

Yes.Yes.Yes.Yes.    In Pakistan and a 2008 plot in Barcelona, Spain.In Pakistan and a 2008 plot in Barcelona, Spain.In Pakistan and a 2008 plot in Barcelona, Spain.In Pakistan and a 2008 plot in Barcelona, Spain.    

6. Does the militant group take strategic or operational 

direction from Mullah Omar? 

It supports Mullah Omar rhetorically, but has diverged It supports Mullah Omar rhetorically, but has diverged It supports Mullah Omar rhetorically, but has diverged It supports Mullah Omar rhetorically, but has diverged 

from his instruction to avoid from his instruction to avoid from his instruction to avoid from his instruction to avoid conflict with Pakistan.conflict with Pakistan.conflict with Pakistan.conflict with Pakistan.    

 

As the TTP grew stronger, Baitullah Mehsud became 

known as the most virulent and powerful militant in the 

FATA. His two most trusted aides were Wali-ur-Rehman 

and Qari Hussain, the most prolific trainer of suicide 

bombers in the FATA.95 The group held at bay a third 

Pakistani military offensive into South Waziristan in 

February 2008.96 The fighting, however, forced 200,000 

people from their homes and was halted only after the 

intervention of Sirajuddin Haqqani, who mediated between 

Mehsud forces and the Pakistani government.97 

 

Sirajuddin intervened in South Waziristan again after 

Baitullah Mehsud was killed by a U.S. drone strike on 

August 5, 2009.98 With Sirajuddin’s support, Hakimullah 

Mehsud was chosen as amir over Wali-ur Rehman and 

Maulvi Faqir Muhammad. Hakimullah had deep ties with 

the Haqqanis; his first combat experience was a raid in 

Afghanistan’s Khost province that was jointly led by 

Baitullah Mehsud and Mullah Sangin, a Haqqani 

commander.99  
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Mullah Nazir GroupMullah Nazir GroupMullah Nazir GroupMullah Nazir Group    
 

1. Attack Pakistani military and civilian targets? 

Rarely.Rarely.Rarely.Rarely.    Cooperates with Pakistani military.Cooperates with Pakistani military.Cooperates with Pakistani military.Cooperates with Pakistani military.    

2. Social roots? 

The Wazir tribe near Wana.The Wazir tribe near Wana.The Wazir tribe near Wana.The Wazir tribe near Wana.    

3. Relations with foreign militants? 

Hostile toward Uzbeks.Hostile toward Uzbeks.Hostile toward Uzbeks.Hostile toward Uzbeks.    Cooperative with alCooperative with alCooperative with alCooperative with al----Qaeda.Qaeda.Qaeda.Qaeda.    

4. Target U.S. forces in Afghanistan? 

Yes.Yes.Yes.Yes.    

5. Target Western civilians? 

No.No.No.No.    

6. Does the militant group take strategic or operational 

direction from Mullah Omar? 

Partially.Partially.Partially.Partially.    The group maintains good relations with the The group maintains good relations with the The group maintains good relations with the The group maintains good relations with the 

Haqqani Network and Quetta Shura and abides Mullah Haqqani Network and Quetta Shura and abides Mullah Haqqani Network and Quetta Shura and abides Mullah Haqqani Network and Quetta Shura and abides Mullah 

Omar’s conciliatory position towOmar’s conciliatory position towOmar’s conciliatory position towOmar’s conciliatory position toward the Pakistani state.ard the Pakistani state.ard the Pakistani state.ard the Pakistani state.    

 

Hakimullah’s ascension to power followed something of a 

détente between the Mehsuds and Wazirs in South 

Waziristan. In February 2009, Mullah Nazir, Baitullah 

Mehsud, and North Waziristan’s Hafiz Gul Bahadur 

created a short-lived alliance called the Shura Ittihad-ul 

Mujahideen (SIM). Although the alliance fell apart in a 

matter of months, Mullah Nazir publicly condemned the 

Pakistani government and praised Osama bin Laden in a 

video recorded by al-Qaeda’s as-Sahab media organization. 

He explained that drone strikes in South Waziristan were 

an important reason he had turned on the Pakistani 

government.100  

 

The episode illustrates the potential for drone strikes to 

unify militants in the FATA, as well as the obstacles that 

prevent such alliances from being durable. Mullah Nazir’s 

accord with al-Qaeda also indicates that the Arab group can 

skillfully maintain productive relationships with tribal 

militants who have conflicts with other foreign militants, 

such as the Uzbeks. Tribal support for or rejection of these 

foreign groups has less to do with the foreigners’ global 

aspirations and strategy and more to do with their local 

behavior. 

 

Turkistan Bhittani GroupTurkistan Bhittani GroupTurkistan Bhittani GroupTurkistan Bhittani Group101101101101    
 

1. Attack Pakistani military and civilian targets? 

Rarely.Rarely.Rarely.Rarely.    Cooperates with PaCooperates with PaCooperates with PaCooperates with Pakistani military.kistani military.kistani military.kistani military.    

2. Social roots? 

The Bhittani tribe.The Bhittani tribe.The Bhittani tribe.The Bhittani tribe.    

3. Relations with foreign militants? 

Hostile toward Uzbeks.Hostile toward Uzbeks.Hostile toward Uzbeks.Hostile toward Uzbeks.        

4. Target U.S. forces in Afghanistan? 

Unclear.Unclear.Unclear.Unclear.    

5. Target Western civilians? 

No.No.No.No.    

6. Does the militant group take strategic or operational 

direction from Mullah Omar? 

Direct linkages do not appear to exist.Direct linkages do not appear to exist.Direct linkages do not appear to exist.Direct linkages do not appear to exist.    

 

The failure of the SIM alliance opened the door for renewed 

Pakistani army offensives against Mehsud militants in 

South Waziristan, which were initiated in October 2009. 

When those operations began, U.S. drone strikes stopped 

in South Waziristan. However, the combination of drones 

and military offensives has severely affected the Mehsud 

tribe and the TTP.102 Despite notable TTP operations, 

including the suicide bombing by a Jordanian double agent 

of a CIA base in Khost, Afghanistan, on December 30, 

2009, many in the movement have been forced to flee 

South Waziristan. Hakimullah Mehsud (and perhaps his 

deputy Qari Hussain) was reportedly killed by a January 14, 

2010, drone strike in the village of Shaktoi in South 

Waziristan.103 It is still unclear who will succeed him as the 

TTP’s amir. 

 

North Waziristan 

 

With the notable exception of American drone strikes, 

North Waziristan has been a relatively comfortable safe 

haven for militants. The agency’s most important militant 
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leaders are Hafiz Gul Bahadur and Sirajuddin Haqqani, the 

operational commander of the Haqqani Network, one of the 

most active militant groups in Afghanistan. North 

Waziristan also hosts a variety of foreign militants, 

including al-Qaeda. Despite U.S. attention and al-Qaeda’s 

presence, the Pakistani military has not aggressively 

targeted militants in North Waziristan, in part because of 

its long-standing relations with the Haqqani Network. 

 

Geography explains much of North 

Waziristan’s utility as a militant safe haven. It 

is remote, mountainous, and pressed against 

Afghanistan’s Loya Paktiya—Khost, Paktiya, 

and Paktika provinces—home of the 

Haqqanis. 

 

Geography explains much of North Waziristan’s utility as a 

militant safe haven. It is remote, mountainous, and pressed 

against Afghanistan’s Loya Paktiya—Khost, Paktiya, and 

Paktika provinces—home of the Haqqanis. The Haqqani 

Network is still nominally led by Jalaluddin Haqqani, a 

legendary militant from the anti-Soviet jihad and 

acquaintance of Osama bin Laden.104 Jalaluddin used North 

Waziristan for strategic depth during the anti-Soviet jihad, 

while aggressively courting Arab fighters in the region and 

building relationships with Pakistan’s Inter-Services 

Intelligence and the CIA.105 Jalaluddin’s son Sirajuddin was 

raised in North Waziristan’s Miram Shah, and replaced his 

father as the network’s operational commander after 9/11.106 

He quickly established himself as an effective leader, 

planning daring raids into the heart of Kabul and mediating 

disputes between various militant commanders in 

Pakistan.107 Among other instances, Sirajuddin bolstered 

Mullah Nazir’s legitimacy in 2006, smoothed relations 

between Mullah Nazir and Baitullah Mehsud in 2007, 

facilitated the move of Uzbek fighters to North Waziristan, 

and helped determine who would succeed Baitullah 

Mehsud as head of the TTP.108  

 

Haqqani Network Haqqani Network Haqqani Network Haqqani Network     
    
1. Attack Pakistani military and civilian targets? 

NoNoNoNo————longlonglonglong----time allies of the Pakistani ISI.time allies of the Pakistani ISI.time allies of the Pakistani ISI.time allies of the Pakistani ISI.    

2. Social roots? 

The Zadran tribe, based in Afghanistan’s Khost province.The Zadran tribe, based in Afghanistan’s Khost province.The Zadran tribe, based in Afghanistan’s Khost province.The Zadran tribe, based in Afghanistan’s Khost province.    

Widely respected as powerful mujahideen.Widely respected as powerful mujahideen.Widely respected as powerful mujahideen.Widely respected as powerful mujahideen.    

3. Relations with foreign militants? 

Good, cooperative relations with alGood, cooperative relations with alGood, cooperative relations with alGood, cooperative relations with al----Qaeda and Uzbeks.Qaeda and Uzbeks.Qaeda and Uzbeks.Qaeda and Uzbeks.    

4. Target U.S. forces in Afghanistan? 

Yes.Yes.Yes.Yes.    

5. Target Western civilians? 

Rarely, and only inside Afghanistan. Rarely, and only inside Afghanistan. Rarely, and only inside Afghanistan. Rarely, and only inside Afghanistan.     

6.Does the militant group take strategic or operational 

direction from Mullah Omar? 

Close political ties.Close political ties.Close political ties.Close political ties.    Has representatives in the Quetta Has representatives in the Quetta Has representatives in the Quetta Has representatives in the Quetta 

Shura, but military operations are independentShura, but military operations are independentShura, but military operations are independentShura, but military operations are independent. 

 

Hafiz Gul Bahadur is an important Haqqani ally in North 

Waziristan, in part because he has a tribal base among the 

local Uthmanzai Wazirs that the Haqqanis do not.109 

Bahadur’s deputy, Maulana Sadiq Noor, directed the 

Mamba-ul-Uloom madrassa in Miram Shah, an institution 

founded by Jalaluddin Haqqani.110 Bahadur’s tribal base 

near Miram Shah covers many of the approaches to 

Afghanistan, which offers him leverage over other fighters 

in the agency. Like the Haqqanis, Bahadur has balanced 

support for anti-Pakistan militant coalitions like the TTP 

with avoidance of direct confrontation with Pakistani 

troops.d  

                                                           

d Bahadur was named the deputy amir of the anti-Pakistan TTP at its founding in 

December 2007, but signed a treaty with the Pakistani military shortly afterward to 

keep troops out of North Waziristan. In July 2008, Bahadur formed an alliance with 

Mullah Nazir of South Waziristan to oppose TTP-style violence in Pakistan. (Gopal, 

Fishman, and Khan Mehsud, April 19, 2010.) In February 2009, that alliance gave 

way to the Shura Ittihad-ul Mujahideen (SIM), a Haqqani-negotiated alliance among 
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Bahadur’s stronghold is near Miram Shah, headquarters of 

North Waziristan. The second most important town is Mir 

Ali, which has a reputation as a haven for foreign militants, 

particularly Uzbeks. Arab militants from al-Qaeda have 

used the remote Shawal Valley on the border between 

North and South Waziristan as a safe haven since 2004.111 

 

Bahadur’s stronghold is near Miram Shah, 

headquarters of North Waziristan. The 

second most important town is Mir Ali, 

which has a reputation as a haven for foreign 

militants, particularly Uzbeks. 

 

Two of the more independent militant leaders in North 

Waziristan are Rasul Khan Daur and an Iraqi named Abu 

Kasha, both of whom are based near Mir Ali. Gul Bahadur 

appointed Rasool Khan to manage the bazaar in Mir Ali but 

attempted to remove him in 2009 after allegations of 

corruption and other criminal activity.112 Rasul Khan’s 

militants are some of the very few in North Waziristan who 

do not engage in the fight against NATO troops in 

Afghanistan, leading many to believe that they are little 

more than a criminal gang.113  

 

Abu Kasha is a different story. An Arab who settled in Mir 

Ali in 2002, Abu Kasha quit al-Qaeda in 2005 to protest the 

increasingly prominent role played by Egyptians in the 

group, particularly Ayman al-Zawahiri.114 Although Abu 

Kasha retains relations with al-Qaeda, he finds his base of 

support among Central Asian fighters linked to the IMU 

and its offshoot, the Islamic Jihad Union (IJU), as well as 

local Daur tribesmen. Abu Kasha has worked hard to 

ingratiate himself with locals around Mir Ali and is known 

for attending every funeral and wedding in the area.  

                                                                                                     

Bahadur, Mullah Nazir, and Baitullah Mehsud designed to end their skirmishing. 

(Carlotta Gall, “Pakistan and Afghan Taliban Close Ranks,” New York Times, March 

26, 2009.)  

Gul Bahadur GroupGul Bahadur GroupGul Bahadur GroupGul Bahadur Group115115115115    
1. Attack Pakistani military and civilian targets? 

Rarely, but sometimes fights Pakistan army troops in North Rarely, but sometimes fights Pakistan army troops in North Rarely, but sometimes fights Pakistan army troops in North Rarely, but sometimes fights Pakistan army troops in North 

Waziristan.Waziristan.Waziristan.Waziristan.    

2. Social roots? 

The Wazir and Daur tribes in North Waziristan, especially The Wazir and Daur tribes in North Waziristan, especially The Wazir and Daur tribes in North Waziristan, especially The Wazir and Daur tribes in North Waziristan, especially 

near Miram Shah.near Miram Shah.near Miram Shah.near Miram Shah.    

3. Relations with foreign militants? 

IncompleteIncompleteIncompleteIncomplete information,  information,  information,  information, but albut albut albut al----Qaeda and Uzbeks are Qaeda and Uzbeks are Qaeda and Uzbeks are Qaeda and Uzbeks are 

common in North Waziristan.common in North Waziristan.common in North Waziristan.common in North Waziristan.    

4. Target U.S. forces in Afghanistan? 

Yes.Yes.Yes.Yes.    

5. Target Western civilians? 

No.No.No.No.    

6. Does the militant group take strategic or operational 

direction from Mullah Omar? 

Implicit political alliesImplicit political alliesImplicit political alliesImplicit political allies, though little direct operational , though little direct operational , though little direct operational , though little direct operational 

control.control.control.control.    

    

Kurram 

    

Unlike the case in many other tribal agencies, militancy in 

Kurram is driven by the sectarian tension between Sunni 

and Shia (40 percent of Kurram’s population is Shia, the 

most of any tribal agency). The Afghan-Soviet war of the 

1980s exacerbated those tensions by introducing a host of 

new weapons into the simmering conflict.  

 

Unlike the case in many other tribal agencies, 

militancy in Kurram is driven by the sectarian 

tension between Sunni and Shia 

 

The problem was worsened by the Taliban regime in Kabul, 

which prompted some in Kurram to emulate its anti-Shia 

practices.116 The large Shia population, which al-Qaeda 

condemns, means that Kurram is not a safe haven for 

foreign militants, but it is a crossroads for the TTP and 

Punjabi sectarian groups such as Lashkar-e-Jhangvi. 
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TehrikTehrikTehrikTehrik----iiii----Taliban Pakistan (Kurram)Taliban Pakistan (Kurram)Taliban Pakistan (Kurram)Taliban Pakistan (Kurram)117117117117    
1. Attack Pakistani military or civilians? 

Yes.Yes.Yes.Yes.    

2. Social roots? 

Based outside Kurram; feeds off sectarian tension in the Based outside Kurram; feeds off sectarian tension in the Based outside Kurram; feeds off sectarian tension in the Based outside Kurram; feeds off sectarian tension in the 

agency.agency.agency.agency.    

3. Relations with foreign militants? 

There are few reports of foreign militants in Kurram.There are few reports of foreign militants in Kurram.There are few reports of foreign militants in Kurram.There are few reports of foreign militants in Kurram.    

4. Target U.S. forces in Afghanistan? 

Yes.Yes.Yes.Yes.    

5. Target Western civilians? 

Unknown.Unknown.Unknown.Unknown.    

6. Does the militant group take strategic or operational 

control from Mullah Omar? 

Rhetorically supportRhetorically supportRhetorically supportRhetorically supports Mullah Omar, but its focus is s Mullah Omar, but its focus is s Mullah Omar, but its focus is s Mullah Omar, but its focus is 

sectarian and antisectarian and antisectarian and antisectarian and anti----Pakistan, the latter of which conflicts Pakistan, the latter of which conflicts Pakistan, the latter of which conflicts Pakistan, the latter of which conflicts 

with Mullah Omar’s strategy.with Mullah Omar’s strategy.with Mullah Omar’s strategy.with Mullah Omar’s strategy.    

 

Militants from South and North Waziristan increasingly 

utilized Kurram in late 2007, reportedly as a way to 

circumvent provisions of a peace agreement with the 

government stating that fighters could not cross into 

Afghanistan from North or South Waziristan.118 But such 

efforts were blocked by Shia Turi tribes in Kurram, who 

feared that TTP influence would bring destructive Pakistani 

military operations into the area. Baitullah Mehsud 

ultimately ordered successive waves of fighters into Kurram 

to dislocate the Shia obstructionists.119 The fighting was 

extremely brutal. Hakimullah Mehsud’s designated 

commander in Kurram, Faqir Alam Mehsud, personally 

beheaded 70 Shia and was ultimately removed from his 

post over allegations of mental instability.120  

 

Since 2008, waves of Taliban militants have traveled to 

Kurram to fight the Shia, including contingents from 

groups that are generally rivals, such as Mangal Bagh’s 

Lashkar-e-Islam and Ansar-ul-Islam in Khyber. The 

repeated incursions by outside militants have angered even 

Sunnis from Kurram, who have occasionally raised local 

lashkars of their own to repel the intruders.121  

Most Shia live in Upper Kurram, centered on the agency’s 

headquarters in Parachinar, which is near the Afghan 

border. Parachinar is a relatively modern city for the FATA. 

The educational system is comparable to that in Pakistan’s 

largest cities and includes a college for women. But the 

geography creates a variety of difficulties for Shia, most 

notably that they cannot reach the Pakistani heartland 

without traveling through very dangerous Taliban-

controlled territory.122 The Pakistani government has done 

little to control the sectarian violence in Kurram, prompting 

many Shia to accuse it of intentionally stoking the violence. 

In late 2009, however, the Frontier Corps began arresting 

Taliban fighters, which has raised hopes among Shia that 

the government will finally assert control in the agency.123 

 

Orakzai 

    

Orakzai is the only tribal agency that does not abut 

Afghanistan, but it has nonetheless become an important 

base for TTP operations. Sectarian violence between Sunnis 

and Shia (10 percent of the population) provides fertile 

ground for recruitment and a shared sense of purpose for 

TTP members and sectarian Punjabi militants, like those of 

Lashkar-e-Jhangvi (LeJ) from Pakistan’s heartland cities. 

Hakimullah Mehsud helped build those relationships as 

amir of the TTP in Orakzai before taking over the entire 

group in August 2009.124 Orakzai is poorly equipped to 

counter such militants; it is the only tribal agency that does 

not have a Frontier Corps presence.125 Orakzai has become 

even more important since October 2009, when a Pakistani 

military operation in South Waziristan pushed many 

fighters into the agency.  

 

Sectarian tensions in Orakzai are exacerbated 

by a built-in economic grievance against the 

minority Shia.  

 

Sectarian tensions in Orakzai are exacerbated by a built-in 

economic grievance against the minority Shia. Shia-
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dominated regions tend to be more fertile, and thus Shia in 

the area tend to be comparatively wealthy.126 Sectarian 

violence in Orakzai goes back to at least 1927, when protests 

by Sunnis and Shia over a shrine to a local saint grew 

violent, and is heavily influenced by sectarian fighting in 

Kurram.127  

 

TehrikTehrikTehrikTehrik----iiii----Taliban Pakistan (Orakzai)Taliban Pakistan (Orakzai)Taliban Pakistan (Orakzai)Taliban Pakistan (Orakzai)    
1. Attack Pakistani military and civilians? 

Yes, both civilians and military.Yes, both civilians and military.Yes, both civilians and military.Yes, both civilians and military.    

2. Social roots? 

Based outside Orakzai; feeds off sectarian tension in the Based outside Orakzai; feeds off sectarian tension in the Based outside Orakzai; feeds off sectarian tension in the Based outside Orakzai; feeds off sectarian tension in the 

agency.agency.agency.agency.    

3. Relations with foreign militants? 

Likely.Likely.Likely.Likely.    

4. Target U.S. forces in Afghanistan? 

Yes, though Orakzai is not a prime staging area for attacks Yes, though Orakzai is not a prime staging area for attacks Yes, though Orakzai is not a prime staging area for attacks Yes, though Orakzai is not a prime staging area for attacks 

in Afghanistan.in Afghanistan.in Afghanistan.in Afghanistan.    

5. Target Western civilians? 

Yes, in Pakistan.Yes, in Pakistan.Yes, in Pakistan.Yes, in Pakistan.    

6. Does the militant group take strategic or operational 

control from Mullah Omar? 

Rhetorical support.Rhetorical support.Rhetorical support.Rhetorical support.    Attacks on NATOAttacks on NATOAttacks on NATOAttacks on NATO----bound supplies in bound supplies in bound supplies in bound supplies in 

Khyber consistent with (but not directed by) Mullah Omar; Khyber consistent with (but not directed by) Mullah Omar; Khyber consistent with (but not directed by) Mullah Omar; Khyber consistent with (but not directed by) Mullah Omar; 

attacks on Pakistan are not. attacks on Pakistan are not. attacks on Pakistan are not. attacks on Pakistan are not.     

 

The first Taliban group in Orakzai was founded in the late 

1990s by Mullah Muhammad Rehmin. The group, named 

the Tehrik-e Tulaba Movement (TTM), was heavily 

influenced by the TNSM in the neighboring Malakand 

division of the NWFP. Indeed, Mullah Rehmin led 

hundreds of men from Orakzai to join Sufi Muhammad’s 

ill-fated expedition to Afghanistan after the U.S. invasion in 

2001. The TTM’s initial focus was social reform rather than 

political revolution. 

 

 

 

 

 

LashkarLashkarLashkarLashkar----eeee----JhangviJhangviJhangviJhangvi128128128128    
1. Attack Pakistani military and civilians? 

Yes, both civilians and military.Yes, both civilians and military.Yes, both civilians and military.Yes, both civilians and military.    

2. Social roots? 

AntiAntiAntiAnti----Shia militant groupShia militant groupShia militant groupShia militant group from Punjab. from Punjab. from Punjab. from Punjab.    

3. Relations with foreign militants? 

Yes; ideologically and operationally supported by alYes; ideologically and operationally supported by alYes; ideologically and operationally supported by alYes; ideologically and operationally supported by al----Qaeda.Qaeda.Qaeda.Qaeda.    

4. Target U.S. forces in Afghanistan? 

No.No.No.No.    

5. Target Western civilians? 

Yes, in Pakistan.Yes, in Pakistan.Yes, in Pakistan.Yes, in Pakistan.    

6. Does the militant group take strategic or operational 

control from Mullah Omar? 

Historical links, but LeJ’s antiHistorical links, but LeJ’s antiHistorical links, but LeJ’s antiHistorical links, but LeJ’s anti----Pakistan focus is now at odds Pakistan focus is now at odds Pakistan focus is now at odds Pakistan focus is now at odds 

with Mullah Omar’s strategy.with Mullah Omar’s strategy.with Mullah Omar’s strategy.with Mullah Omar’s strategy.    

 

The fall of the Taliban regime in Kabul did not immediately 

affect Orakzai, but post-9/11 developments eventually had a 

major impact in the agency. Insurgents from South 

Waziristan began using Orakzai as a safe haven in 2004, 

and the TTP found the area useful as a base for attacks 

against urban targets in Pakistan.129 

 

The TTP was founded in December 2007 and Hakimullah 

Mehsud was named the commander for Orakzai, Kurram, 

and Khyber agencies in 2008. He built strong relationships 

with Lashkar-e-Jhangvi, targeted local maliks, and used his 

proximity to the Khyber Pass to pressure U.S. and NATO 

supply lines.130 The links to groups such as LeJ were 

particularly important because they gave the Pashtun TTP 

access to organizational infrastructure in Pakistan’s 

Punjabi heartland, a capacity that seems to have facilitated 

deadly attacks.  

 

In December 2008, the TTP officially imposed sharia in 

Orakzai, completely banning television, music, and women 

from visiting bazaars. Hakimullah even imposed the jizya 

(a tax on non-Muslims) on Sikh families that had lived in 

Orakzai for a century.131 
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Despite the TTP’s expansion in Orakzai, reporters who met 

with Hakimullah Mehsud in the agency in 2008 suggested 

that the core TTP organization was composed of Mehsud 

tribesmen from South Waziristan rather than Orakzai 

natives, many of whom were compelled to support the TTP 

after a brutal campaign against tribal leaders.132  

 

Leaders from Orakzai have grown increasingly important in 

the TTP movement since Baitullah Mehsud’s death in 

August 2009. Not only did Hakimullah take over as the 

overall TTP amir until his death in early 2010, but one of 

Hakimullah’s commanders from Orakzai, Malik Noor 

Jamal, known by his nom de guerre Mullah Toofan, has 

been mentioned as a potential successor to Hakimullah as 

TTP amir. Saeed Hafiz is a senior TTP commander in the 

agency. Maulvi Haider currently serves as a spokesman, 

and Aslam Farooqi and Tariq Afridi support TTP 

operations but seem to have fundamentally sectarian goals. 

On February 6, 2010, Mullah Saeed Khan claimed to be the 

new TTP amir in Orakzai, a claim that could not be 

independently confirmed.133  

 

Pakistan dramatically increased its military efforts against 

insurgents in the FATA in 2009. Operations in South 

Waziristan pushed fighters north into Orakzai in early 

2010, a move that has prompted Pakistani intervention on 

the ground, especially in an effort to disrupt the 

distribution of suicide bombers from the agency to major 

Pakistani cities.134 

 

Khyber 

 

Khyber agency is named after the famous mountain pass 

connecting Afghanistan and Pakistan, a geographical 

feature that also makes it strategically critical. Khyber also 

abuts the capital of the NWFP, Peshawar, and because of its 

proximity to that urban center has a reputation as relatively 

modern and well-developed.135 Khyber agency is plagued by 

multiple Islamist militant groups, though the most potent, 

the Mangal Bagh-led Lashkar-e-Islam (LeI), has rebuffed 

TTP efforts to cooperate. The TTP nonetheless has an 

organization in Khyber, which it uses to attack Peshawar 

and NATO supply trucks in the Khyber Pass. The most 

dominant tribe in the agency is the Afridi, followed by the 

Shinwari. Afridis dominate the Tirah Valley, which is a 

traditional haven for criminals, but is utilized by Islamist 

militants as well.136  

 

LashkarLashkarLashkarLashkar----eeee----IslamIslamIslamIslam    
1. Attack Pakistani military and civilians? 

Attacks on civilians, but avoids confrontation with the Attacks on civilians, but avoids confrontation with the Attacks on civilians, but avoids confrontation with the Attacks on civilians, but avoids confrontation with the 

Pakistani ArmyPakistani ArmyPakistani ArmyPakistani Army....    

2. Social roots? 

Deobandis.Deobandis.Deobandis.Deobandis.    

3. Relations with foreign militants? 

Unclear, but unlikely.Unclear, but unlikely.Unclear, but unlikely.Unclear, but unlikely.    

4. Target U.S. forces in Afghanistan? 

No.No.No.No.    

5. Target Western civilians? 

No.No.No.No.    

6. Does the militant group take strategic or operational 

control from Mullah Omar? 

No, thouNo, thouNo, thouNo, though it honors him as a good Muslim leader.gh it honors him as a good Muslim leader.gh it honors him as a good Muslim leader.gh it honors him as a good Muslim leader.    

 

Although the pan-FATA TTP has a presence in Khyber, the 

most prominent militant group in the area is LeI. LeI 

shares many of the TTP’s religious and political ideas, but it 

has local roots and opposes attacks on American, NATO, or 

Pakistani forces. The groundwork for LeI was laid by a local 

tribesman named Haji Namdar, who in 2003 established a 

local group called Amr Bil Maroof Wa Nahi Anil Munkar 

(Invitation to Virtue and Negation of Vice) patterned on the 

former Taliban regime in Kabul.137 The group banned 

music, and it forced men to grow beards and women to 

wear veils. Punishments were meted out in prisons named 

“Abu Ghraib” and “Guantanamo.”138 Haji Namdar also set 

up a bootleg FM radio channel and hired a virulently anti-

Shia preacher named Mufti Munir Shakir to broadcast 

sermons.139  
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AnsarAnsarAnsarAnsar----ulululul----Islam Islam Islam Islam     
1. Attack Pakistani military and civilians? 

No.No.No.No.    

2. Social roots? 

Moderate Deobandis and Barelvis.Moderate Deobandis and Barelvis.Moderate Deobandis and Barelvis.Moderate Deobandis and Barelvis.    

3. Relations with foreign militants? 

No.No.No.No.    

4. Target U.S. forces in Afghanistan? 

Yes.Yes.Yes.Yes.    

5. Target Western civilians? 

No.No.No.No.    

6. Does the militant group take strategic or operational 

control from Mullah Omar? 

No.No.No.No.    

 

Mufti Shakir became the voice of violent activism in 

Khyber. A strict Deobandi preacher from Karak district in 

the NWFP, Mufti Shakir had already been expelled from 

Kurram agency for preaching violence.140 He established 

LeI in 2005 and preached that violence was necessary to 

achieve the group’s goals.  

 

Although the pan-FATA TTP has a presence 

in Khyber, the most prominent militant 

group in the area is LeI. 

 

The opposition to Mufti Shakir’s Deobandi activism in 

Khyber was led by Pir Saif ur-Rehman, a preacher from the 

Barelvi school of Sunni Islam.e141 Pir Rehman had the 

support of several Afridi tribes and set up his own illegal 

FM radio station. The two clerics hurled religious and 

ideological invective at each other until November 2005, 

when supporters clashed violently in Bara.142 

 

                                                           

e Barelvis believe in saints and ascribe divine powers to the prophet Muhammad. 

Deobandis eschew saints and believe that the prophet was simply a man led by God. 

TehrikTehrikTehrikTehrik----iiii----Taliban Pakistan (Khyber)Taliban Pakistan (Khyber)Taliban Pakistan (Khyber)Taliban Pakistan (Khyber)143143143143    
1. Attack Pakistani military and civilians? 

Yes, both civilianYes, both civilianYes, both civilianYes, both civilians and military.s and military.s and military.s and military.    

2. Social roots? 

Many from outside Khyber, directed from TTP in Orakzai.Many from outside Khyber, directed from TTP in Orakzai.Many from outside Khyber, directed from TTP in Orakzai.Many from outside Khyber, directed from TTP in Orakzai.    

3. Relations with foreign militants? 

Yes.Yes.Yes.Yes.    

4. Target U.S. forces in Afghanistan? 

Yes.Yes.Yes.Yes.    

5. Target Western civilians? 

Yes, particularly in Pakistan.Yes, particularly in Pakistan.Yes, particularly in Pakistan.Yes, particularly in Pakistan.    

6. Does the militant group take strategic or operational 

control from Mullah Omar? 

No, though it supports him rhetorically.No, though it supports him rhetorically.No, though it supports him rhetorically.No, though it supports him rhetorically.    Attacks on NATOAttacks on NATOAttacks on NATOAttacks on NATO----

bound supplies are in line with Mullah Omar’s Afghanbound supplies are in line with Mullah Omar’s Afghanbound supplies are in line with Mullah Omar’s Afghanbound supplies are in line with Mullah Omar’s Afghan----

focused strategy. focused strategy. focused strategy. focused strategy.     

 

In February 2006, the government finally pushed Pir 

Rehman and Mufti Shakir out of Khyber. But their 

departure did not end the violence. In July 2006, a group of 

ideological moderates created an armed group called Ansar-

ul-Islam (AuI) to oppose LeI.144 Violent clashes between LeI 

and AuI continue today.  

 

Mufti Shakir’s departure opened the door for the rise of 

Mangal Bagh, LeI’s current amir and the most important 

militant operating in Khyber agency. Mangal Bagh hails 

from the Sepah clan of the Afridi tribe, a relatively poor and 

politically disenfranchised group. Bagh is a savvy political 

operator who uses legitimate political processes and 

violence to pursue his Islamist ideas.145 Bagh emphasizes 

law and order and has challenged the traditional tribal 

malik system in the FATA. Like Haji Namdar, he has 

imposed a variety of social regulations and enforces fines as 

punishment. Bagh has not joined the anti-Pakistan TTP 

and urges his followers not to attack government troops in 

Khyber. In 2008, however, TTP representatives approached 

Haji Namdar about striking NATO-bound supplies plying 

the highway toward Afghanistan.146 Haji Namdar initially 
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agreed and the TTP established a local command led by an 

Afghan named Kamran Mustafa Hijrat.147 

 

The Pakistani military attacked TTP forces in June 2008, 

forcing them back from the outskirts of Peshawar.148 The 

government also seems to have co-opted Haji Namdar, who 

provided information on TTP safe houses throughout 

Khyber agency in 2008.149 The TTP ultimately killed Haji 

Namdar. Hakimullah Mehsud, then amir of the TTP in 

neighboring Orakzai agency, organized a series of 

assassination attempts that culminated in a successful 

shooting inside a Bara mosque.150 

 

The TTP still has a presence in Khyber, and 

LeI continues to fight AuI. The most powerful 

commander in Khyber, Mangal Bagh, still has 

not joined the TTP or refocused attacks into 

Afghanistan. 

 

The TTP still has a presence in Khyber, and LeI continues 

to fight AuI.151 The most powerful commander in Khyber, 

Mangal Bagh, still has not joined the TTP or refocused 

attacks into Afghanistan. He has said that, “While the 

Americans are in Afghanistan, there is no way to bring 

peace and prosperity, over there and here. We don’t want to 

kill the Americans, we just want to make them Muslims.”152 

 

Mohmand 

 

Despite being considered relatively well-integrated into 

Pakistani society, Mohmand has an active Taliban 

insurgency led by Omar Khalid. Khalid volunteered in 

Kashmir before 9/11 and led tribal fighters in Afghanistan 

after the U.S. invasion. He became a major commander in 

2007 when he captured a local shrine to protest the Lal 

Masjid incident in Islamabad. Khalid has joined the TTP 

and supports violence in Afghanistan and against Pakistani 

security forces in Mohmand, Bajaur, and nearby Peshawar. 

Omar Khalid Group (TTP)Omar Khalid Group (TTP)Omar Khalid Group (TTP)Omar Khalid Group (TTP)153153153153    
1. Attack Pakistani military and civilians? 

YeYeYeYes, both civilians and military.s, both civilians and military.s, both civilians and military.s, both civilians and military.    

2. Social roots? 

Safi tribe.Safi tribe.Safi tribe.Safi tribe.    

3. Relations with foreign militants? 

Yes.Yes.Yes.Yes.    

4. Target U.S. forces in Afghanistan? 

Yes.Yes.Yes.Yes.    

5. Target Western civilians? 

Yes, in Pakistan.Yes, in Pakistan.Yes, in Pakistan.Yes, in Pakistan.    

6. Does the militant group take strategic or operational 

control from Mullah Omar? 

No, though it supports him rhetorically.No, though it supports him rhetorically.No, though it supports him rhetorically.No, though it supports him rhetorically.    AntiAntiAntiAnti----Pakistan Pakistan Pakistan Pakistan 

attacks diverge from Mullah Omar’s strategy.attacks diverge from Mullah Omar’s strategy.attacks diverge from Mullah Omar’s strategy.attacks diverge from Mullah Omar’s strategy.    

 

Mohmand hosted thousands of Afghan refugees in the 

1980s and was a recruiting ground for TNSM, which was 

centered in Bajaur agency and Malakand division of the 

NWFP. In 1985, Jamil al-Rahman, of the Safi tribe, split 

from Gulbuddin Hekmatyar’s Hizb-e-Islami to found 

Jamaat al-Dawa, a Salafi party that attracted both Arab 

fighters and a slew of money from private Saudi and 

Kuwaiti sources.154 Jamaat al-Dawa grew very strong in 

Afghanistan’s Kunar River Valley, but adopted several 

brutal doctrines, including the practice of treating any 

civilian living in government controlled territory as an 

unbeliever, which meant that males could be killed; women 

and children enslaved.155 Al-Rahman’s brutality ultimately 

made him very unpopular and he was assassinated by an 

Egyptian gunman in 1991. His failure, like that of jihadis in 

Algeria in the mid-1980s, is still used as a warning by 

jihadis concerned that fundamentalism will alienate local 

populations. Indeed, Ayman al-Zawahiri cited Jamil al-

Rahman’s failure in his famous 2005 letter urging Abu 

Mus’ab al-Zarqawi to moderate his behavior in Iraq.156 

 

But whereas some jihadis take Jamil al-Rahman as a lesson 

of failure, Omar Khalid, also of al-Rahman’s Safi tribe, 

seems to have taken him for inspiration. In 2007, Khalid 
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stepped to the forefront of the militant movement in 

Mohmand by seizing the shrine of a famous anti-colonialist 

fighter in the village of Ghazi Abad and renaming it “Lal 

Masjid” in a show of solidarity with besieged Islamists in 

Islamabad.157 Shortly thereafter, he joined the pan-FATA 

TTP and began to impose his own brutal rule in Mohmand.  

 

The Pakistani military has had poor showings 

in Mohmand. 

 

In 2007, Khalid stepped to the forefront of the militant 

movement by seizing the shrine of a famous anti-colonialist 

fighter in the village of Ghazi Abad and renaming it “Lal 

Masjid” in a show of solidarity with besieged Islamists in 

Islamabad.158 Shortly thereafter, he joined the pan-FATA 

TTP.  

 

Omar Khalid’s deputy is Qari Shakeel and his spokesman is 

known as Dr. Asad. The organization has sub-commanders 

for each of Mohmand’s seven administrative divisions, or 

tehsils.159 Omar Khalid claims to lead about 2,500 militants 

in Mohmand and is reportedly dominant in three tehsils, 

Khawezai-Baizai, Lakaro, and Ambar.160 The militants and 

tribes in northern Mohmand have close relations with 

militants in Bajaur agency, and have been targeted by the 

Pakistani military for harboring fighters who cross into 

Mohmand from the north.161 Although Khalid’s 

organization joined the TTP and accepts guidance from the 

umbrella group, it operates independently and has not been 

weakened by the Pakistani army offensives against TTP 

strongholds in South Waziristan.  

 

The Pakistani military has had poor showings in 

Mohmand. As in other tribal agencies, it signed peace 

agreements with the militants that essentially legitimized 

their authority in the area.162 The government has grown 

more aggressive since late 2009, however, and Pakistani 

officials suggest that a recent series of attacks in Peshawar 

on Awami National Party offices and the U.S. Consulate 

may have been organized from Mohmand.163 

 

Bajaur 

 

Bajaur is a hotbed for militancy in large measure because of 

its proximity to Afghanistan’s Kunar province. Militants 

fleeing Afghanistan established themselves in Bajaur in 

2001, including some al-Qaeda members, who made the 

agency their most important safe haven in the FATA 

outside of North or South Waziristan.164 The Taliban in 

Bajaur today is led by Maulvi Faqir Muhammad, once a 

senior leader in the TTP who has now moderated his stance 

toward the Pakistani state.  

 

Bajaur is a hotbed for militancy in large 

measure because of its proximity to 

Afghanistan’s Kunar province. Militants 

fleeing Afghanistan established themselves in 

Bajaur in 2001. 

 

Militant rumblings in Bajaur started in 1994 when a group 

named the Tehrik-i-Nifaz-i-Shariat-i-Mohammadi (TNSM), 

led by Sufi Muhammad, began organizing protests in the 

nearby Malakand division of the NWFP. The movement did 

not progress, however, until after 2001, when Sufi 

Muhammad led thousands of fighters into Afghanistan to 

battle U.S. and NATO forces. The expedition was a failure, 

but Sufi Muhammad’s subsequent arrest by Pakistani 

forces was manipulated by Maulvi Faqir Muhammad to 

build support for his movement. Maulvi Faqir was born and 

raised in Bajaur and as teenager fought against the Soviets 

in Afghanistan before studying at the Darul-Uloom 

Panjpeer, a Wahhabi madrassa.165 

    

Maulvi Faqir organized a militia of around 6,000 men and 

aligned himself closely with the TTP, while publicly 

expressing support for the TTP, Mullah Omar, and Osama 
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bin Laden.166 Maulvi Faqir had some relationship with al-

Qaeda; Ayman al-Zawahiri was to attend a dinner he hosted 

that was targeted by a U.S. drone strike.167 Al-Zawahiri left 

the house shortly before the drone attacked.168  

 

Maulvi Faqir MuhammadMaulvi Faqir MuhammadMaulvi Faqir MuhammadMaulvi Faqir Muhammad169169169169    
1. Attack Pakistani military and civilians? 

Not since early 2009.Not since early 2009.Not since early 2009.Not since early 2009.    

2. Social roots? 

TNSM social activists.TNSM social activists.TNSM social activists.TNSM social activists.    

3. Relations with foreign militants? 

Yes, especially alYes, especially alYes, especially alYes, especially al----Qaeda.Qaeda.Qaeda.Qaeda.    

4. Target U.S. forces in Afghanistan? 

Yes.Yes.Yes.Yes.    

5. Target Western civilians? 

Supported TTP until 2009.Supported TTP until 2009.Supported TTP until 2009.Supported TTP until 2009.    

6. Does the militant group take strategic or operational 

control from Mullah Omar? 

Offers strong rhetorical support. Past attacks on Pakistan Offers strong rhetorical support. Past attacks on Pakistan Offers strong rhetorical support. Past attacks on Pakistan Offers strong rhetorical support. Past attacks on Pakistan 

conflict with Mullah Omar’s strategy.conflict with Mullah Omar’s strategy.conflict with Mullah Omar’s strategy.conflict with Mullah Omar’s strategy.    Minimal operational Minimal operational Minimal operational Minimal operational 

linkages.linkages.linkages.linkages.    

 

Al-Qaeda has continued to use Bajaur as an important safe 

haven. Captured al-Qaeda leader Abu Faraj al-Libbi may 

have lived there and al-Qaeda battle videos indicate that the 

group is often active in Afghanistan’s Kunar province, 

which abuts Bajaur.170 The al-Qaeda presence explains three 

of the four U.S. drone strikes in the agency.171 The last 

drone strike, in October 2009, appears to have targeted 

Maulvi Faqir himself.172  

 

Drone strikes and Pakistani military operations may have 

altered Maulvi Faqir’s strategic thinking. In 2008, a 

Pakistani offensive killed more than 1,000 militants.173 The 

fighting continued until February 2009 when Maulvi Faqir 

ordered a unilateral cease-fire, declaring, “Pakistan is our 

country and the Pakistan army is our army,” which was an 

implicit rejection of the TTP’s ideology.174 Such statements 

have complicated Maulvi Faqir’s leadership position. There 

are reports that he has squabbled with other militants who 

want him to take a harder line against the Pakistani 

military.175  

 

Maulvi Faqir’s group is not the only militant outfit in 

Bajaur. Kashmir-focused Harakat-ul Jihad-ul Islami (HUJI) 

has roots in Bajaur, and Uzbek groups have used the 

territory and neighboring Kunar province for transit since 

shortly after 2001.176 

 

Swat 

 

The Swat district of Malakand division in the NWFP was 

not affected by the anti-Soviet jihad in Afghanistan to the 

same degree as agencies in the FATA, but it has a unique 

history of militancy that has made it a central front in 

Pakistan’s fight against Taliban militants. Militancy in Swat 

centers on the Tehrik-i-Nifaz-i-Shariat-i-Mohammadi 

(TNSM), a fundamentalist group founded by Sufi 

Muhammad in 1989, before the rise of Mullah Omar’s 

Taliban movement in Afghanistan. Pakistani politics plays a 

central role in determining the nature of militancy in Swat, 

which participates in the national electoral system, unlike 

areas of the FATA that are administered outside the main 

political system. Thus, both militant strategy and 

counterinsurgency operations are deeply influenced by 

popular and political opinion in the district; likewise, 

militant and counterinsurgency operations are often 

designed to influence the mainstream political process in 

Swat.177  

 

Sufi Muhammad began his rise to prominence as a local 

leader in the Jamaat-e-Islami (JI) religious political party.178 

Originally from Lower Dir district, the cleric was trained 

and taught in local madrassas until founding the TNSM 

with the stated goal of implementing sharia in Malakand 

division.179 TNSM’s initial campaigns in the early 1990s 

were relatively peaceful, but became ever more 

confrontational. The group adopted the slogan “sharia or 

martyrdom” (“shariat ya shahadat”) and in 1994 began 

blockading roads in Malakand division.180 On May 16, 1994, 

11 people were killed in Swat’s neighboring district of 
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Buner.181 The crisis was resolved in November 1994 when 

the Pakistani government agreed to implement the Nifaz-i-

Nizam-i-Adl Regulation, which established a form of sharia. 

 

TehrikTehrikTehrikTehrik----iiii----NifazNifazNifazNifaz----iiii----ShariatShariatShariatShariat----iiii----MohammadiMohammadiMohammadiMohammadi182182182182        
1. Attack Pakistani military and civilian targets? 

Yes, both civilians and military.Yes, both civilians and military.Yes, both civilians and military.Yes, both civilians and military.    

2. Social roots? 

Disillusioned members of PDisillusioned members of PDisillusioned members of PDisillusioned members of Pakistani religious political akistani religious political akistani religious political akistani religious political 

parties.parties.parties.parties.    

3. Relations with foreign militants? 

Probably, but limited beyond ideological affinity.Probably, but limited beyond ideological affinity.Probably, but limited beyond ideological affinity.Probably, but limited beyond ideological affinity.    

4. Target U.S. forces in Afghanistan? 

Yes.Yes.Yes.Yes.    

5. Target Western civilians? 

No.No.No.No.    

6. Does the militant group take strategic or operational 

control from Mullah Omar? 

No.No.No.No.    

 

Sufi Muhammad mustered opposition to the Pakistani state 

by pointing out the weaknesses of Pakistan’s 

administration in the district, but his controversial tactics 

and oscillation between confrontation and negotiation with 

the government alienated many in Swat. After the 1994 

violence, the cleric was forced out of Swat amid a shower of 

complaints that he had gotten supporters killed without 

taking personal risks and then had negotiated with the 

government.183 

 

Sufi Muhammad’s career and the fortunes of the TNSM 

were bolstered by the U.S. and NATO invasion of 

Afghanistan in late 2001. Returning to Swat shortly after 

the 9/11 attacks, he rallied a tribal lashkar rumored to be 

10,000 strong to oppose the U.S.-led invasion.184 The 

operation was a disaster. Untold numbers of Pakistanis 

were killed and locals in Swat and elsewhere in Malakand 

division blamed Sufi Muhammad for the carnage. Pakistani 

security forces arrested the cleric in 2002. 

 

Sufi Muhammad’s arrest opened the way for his son-in-law, 

Fazlullah, to take a leadership role in TNSM. Combining 

religious appeals, anti-Americanism, and condemnations of 

traditional class hierarchies protected by corrupt Pakistani 

governance, Fazlullah built a broad audience.185 By 2007, 

Fazlullah’s militia was a dominant force in Swat, 

prohibiting education for girls and enforcing moral codes 

outside of the government’s authority. His shura had 40 to 

50 members and a strong organizational structure.186  

 

When Pakistani troops raided the Lal Masjid in July 2007, 

Fazlullah used the incident as a pretext for aggressive 

operations against Pakistani security forces in Swat. The 

initial Pakistani counteroffensive, entitled Rah-e-Haq (Just 

Path), was launched in October 2007, but proved 

ineffective because it lacked political and popular support. 

The NWFP provincial government at the time was led by 

the Muttahida Majlis-e-Amal (MMA) coalition of religious 

parties, which opposed a harsh crackdown on Islamist 

militants.187 Many expected that to change in 2008, when a 

political coalition led by the secular and anti-Taliban Awami 

National Party (ANP) won provincial elections, but party 

members—threatened with death by the Taliban—began to 

negotiate with the TNSM almost immediately. Negotiations 

with Fazlullah failed, and eventually Sufi Muhammad was 

released from prison as a goodwill gesture. Ultimately an 

agreement with Sufi Muhammad was reached on February 

15, 2009, stipulating that the government would extend 

sharia in the district.188  

 

The Pakistani government finally launched a persistent 

counterattack on the militants in April 2009.189 Although 

Fazlullah was not captured and the violence drove nearly 

2.5 million people from their homes, the Pakistani 

offensive removed TNSM from power in Swat and many of 

the displaced have since returned home. The TNSM leaders 

may find safe haven elsewhere in the NWFP or FATA, as 

the group does coordinate with the TTP. The Pakistani 

government has released tapes that it says show TNSM 

spokesman Muslim Khan discussing strategy with the late 

Baitullah Mehsud.190   
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Conclusions 
 

The Future of Militancy in the FATA 

 

Militant groups in the FATA will be shaped by tradition, 

ideology, the Pakistani political environment, international 

context, and, now, the peculiar and very dangerous 

influence of al-Qaeda. The overriding question for all of 

these militants is whether the Pakistani military will 

continue to calculate that independently operating militias 

in the tribal regions provide the Pakistani state strategic 

depth and leverage with which to counter internal and 

international threats, most notably from India. If it does, 

they will continue to adapt to changing political and 

military conditions. If it determines they are a threat then 

these groups are very vulnerable to Pakistani military and 

political pressure. 

 

Pakistan’s approach to militancy in the FATA 

remains inadequate. 

 

The Pakistani military establishment has been slow to 

respond to the al-Qaeda-influenced Taliban in the post-9/11 

era, but its recent offensives in Swat, South Waziristan, and 

Bajaur suggest it has finally recognized the danger of 

religious militants bent on social and political revolution in 

Pakistan. The danger is that the Pakistani establishment 

will continue to distinguish between obvious threats like 

those in the TTP and the looming danger of well-armed 

religious radicals in other networks. Pakistan deserves 

credit for increasingly aggressive operations against 

militants in the FATA since the beginning of 2009, but the 

scope of Pakistan’s targets are still limited to anti-Pakistan 

fighters generally grouped under the TTP umbrella. 

 

Pakistan’s approach to militancy in the FATA remains 

inadequate. It has strengthened military operations against 

militants threatening it today but failed to implement a 

strategy to prevent militants from attacking it tomorrow. 

For Pakistan, the great strategic lesson of the last decade 

should be not just that anti-Pakistan militants must be dealt 

with promptly, but that the radicalism of al-Qaeda and its 

ilk is a metastasizing cancer that will infect and co-opt 

militant groups that have served Pakistan’s interests in the 

past. Al-Qaeda’s proven ability to co-opt such groups is its 

most dangerous feature. The Pakistani establishment is 

loath to cut ties with militants, concerned that the U.S. will 

withdraw from the region and leave it to confront these 

problems alone. But Al-Qaeda now argues that the 

Pakistani state is fundamentally corrupt and deserves to be 

overthrown whether or not it supports a Western effort in 

Afghanistan. Pakistani policy essentially aims to return to a 

status quo ante, wherein it limits the risk from anti-

Pakistan militants and foreign threats by supporting 

militants in the FATA that attack outside of Pakistan. That 

approach is increasingly inconsistent and shortsighted 

because many groups that currently operate outside 

Pakistan nonetheless have active relationships with al-

Qaeda, which has repeatedly demonstrated its ability to 

convert groups to its radical way of thinking.  

 

Military action against militants is inadequate for securing 

the FATA over the long term. Pakistan’s counterinsurgency 

operations have improved since 2009, but they must be 

complemented by substantive political reform in the FATA, 

such as that proposed in August 2009. The reforms would 

allow secular political parties to compete in Pakistani 

elections, thus increasing political participation, and reform 

colonial-era judicial processes that condone collective 

punishment and arbitrary detention. The reforms are 

critical for the future of the region. 

 

There are important structural limits to how much the 

United States can achieve unilaterally in the FATA. Drone 

strikes against al-Qaeda leaders and other militants are a 

valuable tool, but they cannot provide security for the 

United States, Afghanistan, or Pakistan over the long term. 

Rather, the complex U.S. diplomatic effort to persuade 

Pakistan to take determined military and political action in 

the FATA, as well as U.S. support of such action, is 
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absolutely critical. Indeed, that diplomatic effort is the most 

important front in the U.S. war on al-Qaeda. 

 

Three Militant Coalitions in the FATA 

 

The militant universe in Pakistan’s FATA is tremendously 

complex. Alliances constantly shift and any typology of 

militants there is necessarily incomplete and destined to 

become outdated. In practice, militants in the FATA are a 

series of relatively localized groups that coalesce into 

strategic and operational alliances based on shared purpose, 

common history, and operational compatibility. There are 

three of these coalitions of militants in the FATA: the 

Tehrik-i-Taliban Pakistan, the Haqqani Network, and the 

Quetta Shura. Importantly, however, not all militant groups 

in the FATA operate in one of these alliances; not 

surprisingly groups with particularly localized and 

parochial interests tend to steer clear of the larger 

coalitions. We should simply refer to these alliances—and 

their constituent groups—by their proper names rather 

than apply geographic monikers, such as “Pakistani 

Taliban” and “Afghan Taliban,” that imply false analytical 

and practical distinctions. 

 

The TTP is the most important militant coalition in the 

FATA because it is the largest coalition, has the broadest 

geographic scope and includes groups that have taken the 

decision to attack the Pakistani state. The TTP’s constituent 

groups are under increasing pressure from the Pakistani 

government because of that decision, with the Baitullah 

Mehsud group having been forced out of South Waziristan 

and the TNSM forced out of Swat. Maulvi Faqir 

Muhammad in Bajaur has essentially renounced attacks on 

the Pakistani state because of military pressure. Many of 

the TTP groups, but not all, have very good relations with 

foreign militants from al-Qaeda and Central Asia, which 

strongly supports attacks on the Pakistani state. 

 

The Haqqani Network coalition is led from North 

Waziristan by Jalaluddin and Sirajuddin Haqqani, but 

includes Gul Bahadur aligned groups and Mullah Nazir 

from South Waziristan. The Haqqani Network’s groups 

focus on attacks in Afghanistan and generally have good 

relations with Arab al-Qaeda members, though its 

constituent groups have squabbled with Uzbek militants. 

Importantly, the Haqqani Network groups have all 

negotiated with the Pakistani establishment since 2001 and, 

in general, have avoided confrontation with the Pakistani 

state. To date, Haqqani Network strongholds in North 

Waziristan have been relatively immune from Pakistani 

military operations, despite the extensive presence of al-

Qaeda members in the region.  

 

The last coalition is Mullah Omar’s Quetta Shura, which 

must be mentioned despite its limited influence in the 

FATA itself. The Quetta Shura exerts direct operational 

control in southern Afghanistan, but it is based far from the 

FATA and seems to have limited strategic or operational 

influence in the FATA because of that distance. In general, 

FATA-based militants are careful to demonstrate their 

respect for Mullah Omar, but the Haqqani-affiliated groups 

are the only ones that seem to take specific direction, and 

then only sometimes. The TTP groups have rejected Mullah 

Omar’s exhortation not to attack Pakistan and the hints of 

Mullah Omar’s manipulation of political alignments 

between militants groups, especially improving the 

relationship between the Mehsud tribe and the Wazir tribe 

in North and South Waziristan, have been limited.  

 

There are many militants in the FATA that do not fall into 

any of these coalitions, but are nonetheless important 

players in the region. Mangal Bagh’s Lashkar-e Islam and 

its competitor Ansar-ul Islam are very important in Khyber 

Agency and there are a variety of independent fighters in 

North Waziristan. One might even consider Maulvi Faqir 

Muhammad of Bajaur as independent now that he has 

renounced violence against the Pakistani state. It makes 

little sense to consider him part of the TTP alliance if he 

truly now rejects its central strategic tenet, which is to 

attack targets in Pakistan.  

***** 
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