THE NEED FOR JUSTICE IN BALOCHISTAN

By Robert Selle, Nov. 21, 2009

My dear friends,
We are gathered here on the solemn occasion of the second anniversary of the extrajudicial killing of a Baloch folk hero, Mir Balaach Marri, who was only 41 at the time of his death. As I speak, my heart goes out to his family and in fact to the millions of Baloch in Eastern and Western Balochistan who considered him their hero.

I have been studying world affairs for over a quarter-century, most of the time through the eyes of a reporter and editor, and I’ve been working with American Friends of Balochistan for three years now. Through all of this, I’ve become impressed more than ever before that Balochistan is an international issue and has to be dealt with by the international community. One reason is the very fact that Balochistan or Baloch areas exist contiguously in three countries. Secondly, the dubious way in which the territory was annexed by Pakistan defies commonsense justice and to this day begs a satisfactory answer. Lastly, the Baloch, by their heroic struggle against two large armies--those of Pakistan and Iran--have vociferously expressed their resolve to end colonialism in Balochistan.

I am appalled by the fact that not much is known in the West—and especially in America--about Balochistan, or for that matter about many other nations in the world who have seen their rightful statehood snatched away for no fault of their own but through the machinations of the former colonial powers.

As an American, I feel ashamed that U.S. arms and ammunition have been used against the Baloch people for more than half a century now. It is time for Washington to change its flawed policies and to show a truly humane face to the world, especially to those wronged in the past, such as the Baloch people in Pakistan and Iran.

Even Baloch who are now foreigners are not spared in Pakistan and Iran. A case in point is that of 34-year-old Ehsan Arjemandi, a Norwegian Baloch who was kidnapped by Pakistan’s Military Intelligence – a sister agency of the infamous Inter Services Intelligence – on August 7, 2009, and is still missing.

As an American who believes in justice and freedom for all, I do believe the Baloch people have the right to decide their own future, including their political future, national sovereignty and statehood. We as Americans, especially those in policy institutes, should not try to impose our solutions on them. And the administration in Washington should have the courage not to sweep rightful issues of Baloch self-determination under the rug for the sake of accommodating an ally in the war on terrorism. Unresolved issues such as the Baloch and Kurdish conundrums urgently beg for answers. If the West could find the nerve to initiate military campaigns that ended the Bosnian War in 1995 and the Kosovo War in 1999, leading to sovereignty for both Bosnia and Kosovo, surely it can weather some policy turbulence for the sake of bringing rightful self-determination to the Baloch—and to the Kurds, for that matter.
The teachings of history are very clear: The powerful cannot forever vanquish the less powerful through force. We Americans learned this the hard way in Vietnam. Pakistanis, too, learned it in 1971 in what is today Bangladesh. It seems like all that has been forgotten in Pakistan.

I call upon the governments of Pakistan and Iran to withdraw their troops from Baloch land in deference to the long-cherished dreams of independence of the Baloch people.
Today, Balochistan is burning, and even some sections of the Punjabi and Mohajir dominant groups are rapidly realizing this. Pushed against the wall, Baloch people have been forced to take up arms against their oppressors. Islamabad always thought the solution was simple: Kill the leaders. Had this principle really been effective, however, there would not be multiple nations on the map of the world today. 

State-sponsored atrocities against the people of Balochistan are barbaric and inhumane. Extrajudicial killings are the order of the day in today’s Balochistan. In the current age, the way political activists Ghulam Mohammed Baloch, Lala Munir Baloch and Sher Mohammed Baloch, who were first abducted and then tortured and killed, their bodies left for the jackals, has few parallels. Some 8,000 youths are estimated to have disappeared at the hand of state agencies. This compares with the infamous 9,000 confirmed disappearances in Argentina from 1976-83 during that nation’s so-called “dirty war.” Most young men in Balochistan now hate the word Pakistan.

Some factors that continue to inflame public anger in Balochistan are:

1)        90 percent of Pakistan’s poorest districts in terms of infrastructure are in Balochistan.

2)        The rate of social deprivation is highest in the province of Balochistan. The poverty rate is 29 percent in Punjab, 50 percent in Sindh, 62 percent in the North West Frontier Province, and 92 percent in Balochistan.

3)        Only 4 out of Balochistan’s total of 30 districts have a supply of gas, while the province has been a major producer of gas for the total domestic, commercial and industrial needs of the country from the early 1950s.

4)        78 percent of Balochistan’s population has no electricity.

5)        And then there is the variety of insults stemming from mega-development projects. For example:
    * The local population has gained nothing from mega-development projects such as the port of Gwadar.

    * Ethnic flooding of Balochistan is taking place and non-Baloch land mafia and investors from outside Balochistan are buying Balochistan land.

    * There was a huge scam at one of the world’s largest gold-and-copper projects at Reko Diq in Chagai, and the culprits went scot free. International auditors must inquire into this scam to bring the criminals to justice.

    * Out of 1200 employees at the Saindak copper-and-gold project, only 50 belong to Balochistan. Similarly, 130 engineers from Balochistan were trained at Karachi to be employed at Gwadar port but were denied jobs. 

All of these affronts come on the heels of a long history strewn with conflict-generating irritants. For example:
    * There have been five military operations, the fifth of which continues as I speak. The military actions against the Baloch people began with the annexation of Balochistan in March 1948. There were also military operations in 1958, 1962, and 1973. Thousands have died in these campaigns.

    * Balochistan was never a part of the Indian state. The Baloch thus feel there is no precedent for them to be ruled by Pakistan.
    * While Pakistan announced its independence on August 14, 1947, Kalat, Balochistan’s seat of power, announced its independence three days earlier, on August 11, 1947.

    * The Khan of Kalat refused to agree to a merger with Pakistan, and tabled Pakistan’s desire in the Kalat State Houses of Parliament, Dar-ul-Umra and Dar-ul-Awam, which unanimously refused to merge Kalat with Pakistan.  

    * Pakistan illegally annexed Kalat’s sub-states Makran, Kharan and Lasbella.

    * Pakistan ordered its garrison commander to invade Kalat and keep the Khan under house arrest until he signed the document of annexation.

    * Another resistance movement started in 1973 when the federal government of Zulfikar Ali Bhutto sacked the elected government of Balochistan on the flimsy charge of conspiracy against the state. The army again went in to crush the resistance, but this time with the help of the Shah of Iran, using highly sophisticated equipment, including helicopter gunships. It was the bloodiest conflict yet. The resistance ended when General Zia ul Haq’s military dictatorship announced a general amnesty in 1978.

    * The current resistance and military campaign started in response to the assassination of Nawab Akbar Bugti during the military dictatorship of General Pervez Musharraf.

So much for the irritants between Islamabad and Balochistan. The list could probably go on and on.

In my three years of working with the American Friends of Balochistan, I’ve noticed that the Baloch are an affable, gentle and mild-mannered people--perhaps too much so, because this may have caused it to be easier for the Pakistanis to dominate them. These character traits notwithstanding, however, the Baloch are also long-suffering, fiercely independent and patriotic.
This being the case, it strikes me as the way of wisdom for Islamabad to cut the bonds of servitude sooner rather than later and let Balochistan go its own way as a free nation. If Pakistan does this, Balochistan will be forever grateful, and all past wrongs will likely be forgiven. It certainly seems wiser to have a friend on your doorstep than an enemy in your own home, don’t you think?

Thank you for your attention.
