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A bird's eye view of war-torn Swat
By Saeed Shad
Khwazakhela, Swat — Special to The Globe and Mail, Saturday, May. 23, 2009 03:29AM EDT

From the window of a Pakistan army helicopter, the Swat valley below looks serene, lush and inviting, hardly the war zone that could be expected from
the country's much-trumpeted fight against the Taliban for national survival.
Accounts from the 1.5 million refugees who fled the fighting in Swat consistently paint a picture of flattened towns, destroyed villages and burning
countryside under massive Pakistani army bombardment, which cost lives and ruined homes. The military felt confident enough Friday to take foreign
media on a tour of Swat to refute those claims.
While all armies seek to deny civilian casualties, the view from a helicopter flight along the vast Swat Valley appeared to support the Pakistani military's
contention that the fighting has been selective and that it is a waging a counterinsurgency operation, not an offensive to level the place. Swat's fruit
orchards, wheat fields, forested hills and neat little towns appeared mostly unscathed.
On the ground, at Baine Baba Ziarat, a hilltop near the town of Khwazakhela, in upper Swat that was captured two days previously from the Taliban, a
panoramic view of the valley betrayed little evidence of the past weeks of conflict.
Distant rumblings could be heard occasionally, apparently fire from a helicopter gunship, but there was no sign of fighter jet sorties or artillery fire, no
smoke rising from towns or hillside hideouts, little to signify that a war is going on against thousands of heavily armed and battle-hardened guerrillas.
Several areas under Taliban control were visible, including the towns of Charbagh and Mingora, the resort of Malam Jabba and, far off, the Peochar valley,
which is the epicentre of extremism in Swat.
“Civilian collateral damage is very, very low, not even in double figures,” said Major General Sajjad Ghani, who is leading the army operation in the
northern half of Swat, referring to the civilian death toll in the area under his command. “We don't use air force, artillery, mortars on built-up areas.”
The military account is at odds with the stories told by local people, who escaped the war zone with harrowing tales of houses and streets being shelled
by the army, killing and maiming civilians, including whole families being wiped out.
Patients from Swat at the nearest major hospital outside the battle area, in the town of Mardan, tell of a civilian toll many times greater than the army
suggests. The treatment of civilians has caused concerns in Washington and at home, conscious of Pakistan's delicate battle for “hearts and minds.”
Pakistan is often accused of not knowing how to conduct a counterinsurgency operation, resorting instead to shelling from a long distance.
Pakistan launched its offensive in early May to “eliminate” the Taliban from Swat, a valley just 160 kilometres from Islamabad, a mission forcefully backed
by the West.
Maj.-Gen. Ghani said it would take no more than two to three months more to clear upper Swat, possibly less, a much faster timetable than many had
predicted when the campaign started. That would relieve a sudden refugee crisis caused by the exodus of most of Swat's population, by allowing them to
go home.
In Matta, the largest town in Swat so far cleared of extremists, the army insisted that not a single home was damaged. Just ahead of the army's planned
assault on the Taliban in Mingora, the major town in Swat, where thousands of civilians are believed to remain, the fate of Matta was significant. From the
air, Matta looked intact.
“Matta was the first town cleared by an infantry operation. It's a test case,” said Major General Athar Abbas, the army's chief spokesman, who also
accompanied the media. “But zero collateral damage can never be achieved.”
The army said that the Taliban are now surrounded in their remaining major strongholds, including Mingora and Peochar. Maj.-Gen. Ghani pledged to
move troops shortly to the rescue of towns in the far north of Swat, which are cut off and have run out of food– “it's just a question of days.”
Baine Baba Ziarat, a series of connected hilltops, was an important command and control centre for the Taliban and a training school, according to the
army. It was won after a battle with about 300 Taliban, most of whom melted away as the army advanced up the hills. Caves had been dug by the
Taliban. A hut used as a kitchen was evident.
The army found a formal register of attendance, which was shown to journalists. They also discovered exercise books, in which new recruits had evidently
been noting down tutorials. A half dozen books all started with the same notes on a lesson on “the principles of waging guerrilla warfare,” suggesting that
they had all attended the same class, evidence that the Taliban like a structured approach to teaching ordinary young men its brutal methods.

© Copyright 2009 CTVglobemedia Publishing Inc. All Rights Reserved.
The Globe and Mail is a division of CTVglobemedia Publishing Inc., 444 Front St. W., Toronto,
ON  Canada M5V 2S9
Phillip Crawley, Publisher

A bird's eye view of war-torn Swat - The Globe and Mail http://www.theglobeandmail.com/news/world/a-birds-eye-view-...

1 of 1 5/23/09 2:07 PM


