
 

 

 

 

  

An important domestic development occurred in Pakistan last month 

which went largely unnoticed externally: the merger of the Federally 

Administered Tribal Areas (FATA), 1  the tribal region along the 

border with Afghanistan, with the neighbouring province of Khyber-

Pakhtunkhwa (KPK).2 This merger is a crucial moment for the almost 

five million Pashtun who live in FATA, an area slightly smaller than 

Belgium. Hopefully, their political and socio-economic conditions will 

improve after so many decades of neglect.  

 

 This long-overdue merger of Pakistan’s tribal region with the 

“settled” area of the country has been in the making for a very long 

time, although in practice the political parties could never before 

agree. However, with an eye on making electoral gains during the 

forthcoming federal and provincial elections, due to be held in July, 

all the major parties unanimously agreed to this merger. 

 

FATA was very much an anachronistic institutional left-over from the 

time of British India which the government of Pakistan decided to 

maintain at Partition in 1947. In a nutshell, realising that it would 

never be able to completely subdue the Pashtun tribesmen, the 

colonial administration decided to implement in the 19th century the 

“Close Border Policy” which involved establishing a number of tribal  

agencies, enclosed by a chain of posts and cantonments, where the 

Pashtun tribes would be allowed to  govern  their  societies  according  

                                                 
1 FATA is comprised of seven agencies. These are from north to south: Bajaur, Mohmand, Khyber, Orakzai, Kurram, 
North Waziristan, and South Waziristan. 
 
2 Also included in the merger were the Provincially Administered Tribal Areas (PATA). From north to south these are: 
Chitral, Upper Dir, Lower Dir, Swat, Buner, Shangla, Kohistan, Kala Dhaka and Malakand. 
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to their own laws and customs. Islamabad retained the colonial both administrative and legal structures, 

codified in a special legal framework called the Frontier Crimes Regulations (FCR) 1901. The FCR 

mixes traditional customs and norms on one side with discretionary police, judicial and executive 

authority by the national political agents on the other. By doing so, it chose to treat FATA’s resident 

populations as separate from and unequal to other Pakistani citizens. Particularly relevant to Pakistan’s 

counter-terrorism and counter-terrorist operations are FCR clauses that empower nationally-based 

political agents to punish entire tribes for crimes committed on its territory through fines, arrests, 

property seizures and blockades.      

  

Compounding the poor governance, FATA is one of Pakistan’s most economically backward areas. Per 

capita income is half that of the (already very low) national per capita income of $500; some 60% of the 

population lives below the national poverty line. Per capita public development expenditure is 

reportedly one third of the national average.   

 

Social development indicators present a most shocking picture. The overall literacy rate is 21.14% - 

compared to a national rate of 60%. Male literacy rates round 33.8%. Female literacy presents a mere 

7.5% compared to a national average of 48%! There are only 32 hospitals serving a population of 4.6 

million. FATA has a per doctor rate of 1:6,488 compared to a national number of 1:1,127. Natural 

resources, including minerals and coal, are under-exploited. Most locals depend on subsistence 

agriculture since there is little industrial development and few jobs. This situation is made worse by the 

fact that about 15% of the population is between the ages of 15 and 22. 

 

A number of features make the FATA areas a potential security threat. The area has a de facto no-

man’s land status. The tribal areas are not integrated (not in social, economic, political, or any other 

terms) with the rest of the country.  The terrain is remote and inaccessible. Thus, given the tribal 

affiliation with Afghans living across the border, and taking into consideration to the customs of 

Pashtunwali (the Pashtun tribal honour of offering hospitality, even to one’s enemy), it was all too easy 

for the Taliban fleeing Afghanistan after the fall of Kabul in 2001 to find refuge in FATA. It did not 

take long for the Taliban to then impose its ideology on the local population, which included imposing 

Shariah law, attacking music and video shops, closing barber shops and killing women working in 

schools or for NGOs. A direct consequence of the growing power of the Afghan Taliban in FATA was 

the emergence of Pakistan’s own Taliban ideologues and fighters. Soon these Pakistani Taliban 

members showed their practical strength by murdering politicians, killing innocent Pakistani civilians, 

file:///C:/Volumes/NO%20NAME/PAKISTAN/Pakistan's%20Tribal%20Areas%20-%20A%20critical%20no-man's%20land-%20Publication.pdf
https://fata.gov.pk/cp/uploads/downloads/1412147704542ba4a29b008.pdf
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attacking army personnel and assassinating government officials, including through the use of suicide 

bombers. Out of this mix of both local (‘tribal’) and national actions was born in December 2007 the 

Tehrik-i-Taliban Pakistan (TTP), an umbrella organisation which nominally controls the strategies by all 

these insurgents.  

 

Needless to say, given what the people of FATA have had to endure since 1947, there has been a sense 

of long-term abandonment by Islamabad. This has been particularly so since 2001, when the people of 

FATA suffered greatly at the hands of the Afghan Taliban and subsequently the TTP. Moreover, 

adding insult to injury, because the TTP originated in FATA, the Pashtuns themselves have increasingly 

been profiled as terrorists. This in turn has led to widespread discrimination against them in other parts 

of the country. Local populations have been enormously harmed. 

 

Unfortunately, these FATA populations have not only suffered under the Taliban but also in result of 

the many counter-terrorist and counter-insurgency operations The national military, using poorly 

targeted, brutal, overwhelming force against the insurgents, has led to massive civilian suffering, 

including massive displacements between different FATA areas, but also and more generally to other 

parts of Pakistan - without any governmental support or assistance.3 All in all, the result has been a trail 

of massive destruction of property and the loss of many civilian lives.  

 

Another important source of growing Pashtun discontent concerns the issue of the ‘disappearance’ of 

many Pashtuns who openly criticised the military’s heavy-handed approach towards fighting terrorism 

in FATA. Locals are demanding answers about the whereabouts of these activists - or that at least that 

they be presented in court. These demands have gone largely unanswered. 

A total of 5.3 million people in FATA have been displaced as a consequence of counter-terrorism 

operations since 2008, some of them multiple times. Of these, 4.8 million have returned. FATA – 

Assessment- 2017, South Asia Terrorism Portal (SATP), 2018. 

 

The accumulation over many years of all these grievances has led to the recent yet rapid growth of the 

Pashtun Tahafuz (protection) Movement (PTM). The catalyst for the emergence of the PTM was the 

suspicious death of a young Pashtun man from FATA during a police raid in Karachi last January. The 

                                                 
3 A total of 5.3 million people in FATA have been displaced as a consequence of counter-terrorism operations since 2008, 
some of them multiple times. Of these, 4.8 million have returned. FATA – Assessment- 2017, South Asia Terrorism Portal 
(SATP), 2018. 

 

https://www.nytimes.com/2018/03/09/opinion/pashtun-pakistan-young-killing.html
https://reliefweb.int/sites/reliefweb.int/files/resources/pak708_conflict_idps_fatakp_v67_a3_p_20180518.pdf
https://www.voanews.com/a/tribesmen-return-to-destroyed-schools-in-pakistan-tribal-region/4013521.html
https://www.voanews.com/a/tribesmen-return-to-destroyed-schools-in-pakistan-tribal-region/4013521.html
http://frc.org.pk/wp-content/uploads/2018/01/Final-Security-Report-2017-Uploooo.pdf
https://www.nytimes.com/2018/04/17/world/asia/pashtun-movement-pakistan-military.html
http://nationalinterest.org/feature/why-pakistans-pashtuns-are-pushing-back-25609?page=2
http://nationalinterest.org/feature/why-pakistans-pashtuns-are-pushing-back-25609
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case remains unresolved. The leaders of the PTM are seeking, among other things, an end to extra-

judicial killings, less humiliating treatment at checkpoints, and the removal of the landmines strewn all 

over the tribal areas which are systematically aiming and killing innocent civilians.  

 

Initially, the PTM was in general terms sympathetically received by the non-Pashtun population. 

However, more recently and as the PTM has taken distinctive strong anti-military overtones, it has 

gone out of favour with most non-Pashtun. It is important to remember that the military remains a 

highly respected institution in Pakistan, especially given its success in significantly reducing terrorist 

attacks during the last two years. As a matter of fact, this has become such a politically sensitive issue 

that there has literally been a blackout on the reporting regarding the PTM. Most believe this has been 

at the instigation of the military.  Of course, no one can prove it. 

 

Briefly, given the multiple ties between Afghanistan and FATA, what will the merger mean for relations 

with Afghanistan? Although this is an internal Pakistani administrative arrangement, predictably, 

President Ghani rejected the merger, arguing that “Pakistan's decision is against the 1921 agreement 

between British India and Afghanistan”, and that the Afghan government should have been 

consulted.  Islamabad dismissed Afghanistan’s opposition as interference in Pakistan’s internal affairs. 

In any case, Ghani had little choice but to publicly oppose the merger as he would not want to be 

remembered as the Afghan president who gave the green light to the perceived splitting of the Pashtun 

nation. Significantly, 70 years after Partition, the Afghan government has yet to recognise the Durant 

Line as the de jure international border between the two countries. Ghani’s support for the PTM has not 

helped bilateral matters. However, the death of Fazlullah, the leader of the Pakistani Taliban who was 

hiding in eastern Afghanistan, on 14 June by an American drone strike might open a window of 

opportunity for the improvement of Pakistan-Afghanistan ties. 

 

So, overall the merger is a decisive trajectory. There will have to be genuine socio-economic 

development, including the reconstruction of destroyed infrastructure, rehabilitation of the millions of 

displaced Pashtuns, removal of thousands of landmines, as well as genuine compensation for their 

losses, to ensure the goodwill this merger has engendered remains on track. Given the depth of 

Pashtun resentment, it would not take much for the PTM to continue to grow, potentially leading to 

unrest in the now-enlarged KPK. It could also rekindle the erstwhile idea of a Pashtunistan—a separate 

homeland for the Pashtun, something Kabul would probably want to manipulate to its advantage. 

Needless to say, these are developments which would not been good for the future stability of Pakistan. 

https://www.nytimes.com/2018/04/17/world/asia/pashtun-movement-pakistan-military.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2018/04/17/world/asia/pashtun-movement-pakistan-military.html
http://menafn.com/1096913142/Pakistan-rejects-Afghan-criticism-on-FataKP-merger
https://nation.com.pk/09-Feb-2018/ashraf-ghani-supports-pashtun-protest-in-islamabad
https://www.washingtonpost.com/world/asia_pacific/pakistan-taliban-leader-mullah-fazlullah-is-killed-in-a-us-airstrike-in-afghanistan/2018/06/15/9ea6cc56-70ab-11e8-b4d8-eaf78d4c544c_story.html?utm_term=.145166ccff88
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