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Pakistani townsfolk take on Taliban
Clashes illustrate desperation of residents trapped in northern Swat Valley

Saeed Shah
Islamabad — Special to The Globe and Mail, Saturday, May. 23, 2009 03:29AM EDT

Trapped behind the front lines and feeling abandoned by their military, the desperate residents of the Swat Valley town of Kalam decided to take matters
into their own hands: They took on the Taliban themselves.
There are conflicting accounts of the two-day gun battle that ensued, but the clash highlights the increasingly dire plight of the estimated 200,000 people
stuck in the northern part of the Swat Valley as the army battles farther south to wrestle the area back from the Taliban.
The roads out of the northern area are blocked by the Pakistani military or the rebels. The only other means of escape is across the mountains that lie to
the north, west and east, an arduous route not suitable for the large extended families, including women, children and the elderly, that remain in northern
Swat.
“We are completely trapped here between the army and the Taliban,” said Zahoor Shakir, a school principal, speaking from Bahrain, another town in the
area, over the intermittent cellphone service available. “They [the authorities] don't give us any rations or allow us to leave.”
There is no electricity and, in Bahrain, flour has run out, meaning that the staple food of flat bread is no longer available. People said they were eating
boiled rice, sometimes with potatoes or peas, which are grown locally.
“I have collected 40 coffins,” said another Bahrain resident, who asked for anonymity for fear of reprisals. “We have become ready to die. This is some
kind of joke being played on us.”
Cellphone services in Kalam have been cut but several people from the nearby town of Bahrain had been to Kalam Thursday to take part in a traditional
meeting, a jirga , to mediate between the Taliban and the locals after the fighting.
The Bahrain residents said that they had intervened to stop the bloodshed after Taliban killed one local man in Kalam and injured two others. The Kalam
residents had taken up arms after a raiding party of Taliban entered the town, leading to a two-day gun battle.
Some accounts of the fighting suggest the people of Kalam beat back the extremists. However, several locals interviewed by phone said the Kalam
residents, outgunned by the guerrillas, accepted a ceasefire late Wednesday that left a tense standoff.
Local uprisings against the Taliban during the past two years have found little or no backing from the army.
“In Kalam, people did resist for two days but they got no support from the authorities,” said Khan Saeed, a local mayor from Bahrain. “This is a tragedy.
Where are they [the army] when they are needed? That's how trust is damaged.”
“The army's nowhere close to Kalam. The army's not in that area,” said Major-General Athar Abbas, the army's chief spokesman. “It's too far away, too far
up north.”
Pakistan launched an offensive against armed Islamic extremists on April 26, to great applause from Washington, first in the districts of Dir and Buner,
then in the Taliban stronghold of Swat. But the operation has caused a humanitarian crisis as 1 1/2 million people have fled Swat, Dir and Buner and it left
those not able to escape in a treacherous position.
Mr. Saeed, who escaped to Islamabad just as the offensive started, said that he had made contact with many from Bahrain and Kalam and they feel let
down by the army. He said that helicopter gunships or helicopter-borne troops should have been sent to help the Kalam residents in their fight.
Mohammad Saleem, a medical doctor in Bahrain, estimated that about 200,000 people remained trapped in northern Swat. The army gave a similar
estimate Thursday. He said that he was only able to give basic treatment to patients now.
“Life-saving medicines are running out,” Dr. Saleem said. “Now there is almost nothing to eat. The shops are empty. There's nothing to buy. We need
flour, sugar, medicines.”
The army has reported clearing out militants in several places in southern Swat, claiming to have killed more than 1,000 Taliban fighters, but it is yet to
go into Mingora, the main town in the valley, which lies in the south. There could be heavy street fighting in Mingora, where the Taliban are entrenched.
That means that the army is unlikely to be able to turn to Bahrain or Kalam soon.
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