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Armed with Alms: A Hizb
relief camp along the Jhelum in

Muzaffarabad
AP Photo

Pakistan-occupied Kashmir is buried
under mounds of rubble. Muslim
groups across Europe and North
America are lining the coffers of

Islamist organisations in an attempt
to step into the political and military

vacuum

Shadowy Network: A
photograph from the Jamat-
ud-Dawa website shows a
relief camp in PoK with the

faces of workers whitened to
protect identity
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News

SPECIAL REPORT

What Jehad has found in the quake: a ‘Healing
Touch’
The quake was a godsend for Pakistan’s jehadi outfits. They are using the disaster to enlist popular
support. Sonya Fatah reports from Muzaffarabad

They  came  in  cars  and  trucks.  Where  the  road  was  blocked  by
landslides, they journeyed by foot, hauling individual loads of pickaxes
and shovels to unearth the trapped and pry out the dead. These men,
representatives  of  organisations  such  as  the  Jamat-ud-Dawa,  an
alleged front  for  the  Lashkar-e-Toiba,  banned by the Government  of
Pakistan in 2002, were the first people on the scene in many towns and
villages  when  the  October  8  earthquake  swallowed  hundreds  of
thousands  of  shoddily-constructed  homes  and  buildings.  Armed
fighters, they put down their weapons, and went on a mass hunt into the
mountains, looking for survivors.

Optimists  in  India  and  Pakistan  began  discussions  on  ‘quake
diplomacy’. Across the Indian media, there was widespread speculation
that Islamist elements sprinkled over Kashmir’s mountainous terrain had been destroyed. But within
days a slew of incidents in Kashmir — the slaughter of two Hindu families in Rajouri, the murder of
education minister Ghulam Nabi Lone, and a suspected suicide bombing in Srinagar — dashed such
hopes. It appears that the Islamist network is increasingly widespread and ultra-efficient. That’s clear
from  the  on-ground  relief  efforts  both  in  terms  of  emergency  aid  and  rehabilitation.  While  the
international community is being cold to assisting Pervez Musharraf’s government with aid money,
Muslim groups across Europe and North America are lining the coffers of Islamist organisations in an
attempt to step into the political and military vacuum.

Both  Pakistan  and  India  sustained  heavy  military
casualties along the LoC on October 8. Pakistan has about
250,000 troops stationed along that border; India roughly
700,000.  Official  Pakistani  army  figures  list  about  400
troops dead, but that figure has been widely regarded as a
face-saving  statistic.  Pakistan-occupied  Kashmir,  known
here as Azad Kashmir, is virtually buried under mounds of
rubble.  Government  and  military  relief  operations  have

been characterised by imprecision and lack of coordination. But the aid and earthquake relief effort of
the Islamists was marked by smooth organisation.

At the Kamsar refugee camp, home to Kashmiris who crossed the Indian border into Pakistan in the
early 1990s, residents say that the Jamat-e-Islami and Lashkar-e-Toiba have done most of the relief
work. About 1,200 to 1,500 mujahideen have died in the earthquake, according to a resident here,
Saeed Manzoor Ahmed.  Kamsar is  one of  the several  government-funded refugee camps across
Kashmir where about 40,000 refugees live. “We came over in 1990,” says Manzoor. “We hid in the
dark and crossed the border at night. We had to leave. (The Indian Army) burnt our villages and even
destroyed our schools.”

On the Pakistan side of the border, the refugees receive Rs 1,000 per
head a month. Many of Kamsar’s half-baked houses collapsed during
the earthquake, taking 20 lives. Most of the injured have been taken to
field  hospitals  in  the  Muzaffarabad  area.  ‘Quake  diplomacy’  is  a
laughable phrase in the eyes of this camp’s residents. “We want azadi,”
says  Mehboob  Ahmed,  another  refugee.  “The  Indian  Army  should
retreat.”  Does that  mean these Kashmiris  want  to be with Pakistan?
“We  will  decide  ourselves,”  answers  Mehboob  in  a  non-committal
manner, “but first the Indian Army should retreat.” There are nods all
around.

“We are not  part  of  the jang-e-azadi  (freedom struggle),”  says camp
president, Chaudhury Ferozuddin. “But we are connected to it.” Many of
the refugees have brothers, uncles, fathers and other relatives who they
say are part of the insurgency. But they don’t have a hand in incidents
like the Rajouri slaughter, they claim. “Indian agents are doing it to malign us,” Ferozuddin insists.

The road to Muzaffarabad is littered with relief trucks and aid workers. Along the mountainside, closer
to the destroyed city, banners of relief organisations provide directions. Many are of Islamic groups like
Muslim Aid, a UK-based organisation, and the US-based Islamic Relief.  “Jamat-e-Islami has been
working in the region for a very long time,” says Manzoor Ahmed Sheikh, secretary general of the
organisation’s Muzaffarabad chapter. Indeed, their three-storey building on the banks of the Neelam
river has been functioning for  the last  decade or  so.  Now marked by deep cracks and collapsed
sections, the ground in front of the building serves as a meeting place for relief workers and a sorting
facility for earthquake victims. More than 50 teams have been scouring the region, heading into the
mountains to provide relief.  In many places Jamat-e-Islami’s teams were the first  to arrive on the
scene. They know exactly which areas have been covered, the relief that has been provided, the
casualties in each area, and what the needs of each community are. That’s because everything is
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Pakistan has about 2,50,000 troops
stationed along the Kashmir border.
The official army figures list about

400 troops dead, but that figure has
been widely regarded as a

face-saving statistic

While Pakistani officials deny
accusations of aiding militants in
PoK, the quake-hit people say that

both the Jamat-e-Islami and the
Lashkar’s front organisation, Jamat-
ud-Dawa, provide funding for arms

and other support to militant groups

First Movers: Islamic groups rushed
relief courtesy: jamat-ud-dawa website

 

Islamist groups have long tried to
cultivate religiosity in the

Kashmir region. Some religious
leaders believe that geological
activity had little to do with the

events of October 8. To them, this
is God's punishment for a life of

sin

documented by travelling expeditions and recorded in registers at base camp.

Down the road from the Jamat’s headquarters is the relief
camp set up by World Assembly of Muslim Youth. Then
there is an assortment of other relief organisations, many
of them connected to Kashmiri émigrés in the UK. Others
who  have  provided  funding  include  the  Japan  Islamic
Trust,  Islamic  Mission,  the  US-based  Islamic  Relief,
KindHearts, and the Islamic Circle of North America.

Relief workers say they are just doing God’s work. “More than 1,00,000 people have died in Kashmir
over the years,”  says Sheikh.  “Nothing will  change the Kashmir situation unless the Kashmiris sit
together and decide.” Across the street from the Jamat’s local headquarters is a vast camp, literally on
the banks of the river. Al-Khidmat, the relief arm of the Jamat-e-Islami, manages this camp. Food and
other supplies are available in one large tent, medical supplies in another, a third tent is for registration
of victims. Tents for families are erected in neat rows alongside the river. It’s evident that an efficient
operation is at work.

Before the massive funding drive came in, Islamist groups
were out with spades and pickaxes digging out the rubble.
At the Jamat-e-Islami camp there is strong criticism of the
government as well.  Two hundred volunteers have been
working night and day to reach the affected areas. They
got to areas like Dhuni, Sehridara, Korki and Takran and
provided relief supplies shortly after the earthquake. “No
one was there when we arrived,” says Javed Iqbal, who
heads  part  of  the  relief  effort.  “Where  are  all  the  tents  that  the  government  had?  They’re  not
distributing them.” The view that India was responsible for the Kashmir attacks was to be heard here
too. “Muslims are targeted there every day,” said Iqbal. “The mujahideen don’t orchestrate attacks on
civilians, they only attack the army.” In some places though, residents say they didn’t want the help of
the  mujahideen.  But  in  most  cases,  dire  circumstances  meant  accepting  help  from anyone,  and
remaining indebted to them.

Islamist groups have long been engaged in an effort  to cultivate religiosity in the Kashmir region.
Muzaffarabad is no longer considered a Kashmiri city, but one of settlers from across Pakistan. Many
Pakistani religious leaders believe that geological activity had little to do with the events of October 8.
They hint that the people of Kashmir deserved the fate that befell them. Addressing a group of 150
Canadian-Pakistanis in Toronto, Farhat Hashmi, a Saudi-educated female preacher, said, “God has
said  that  He  will  punish  those  who  do  not  follow  His  path.  The  people  in  the  area  where  the
earthquake hit were involved in immoral activities.” Qazi Hussein Ahmed of the Jamat-e-Islami said as
much: This is God’s punishment for a life of sin. It’s a strange way of winning over a region where
more than 17,000 children have perished.

As India and Pakistan engage in talks to open five points along
the LoC, yet the process has been marked by inconsistency
and  petty  rivalries  between  the  two  governments.  Pakistan
claims that Indian troops along the border number 700,000 but
India claims the actual number is about half of that. “They have
sensors  and  cameras  on  virtually  every  inch  of  the  border.
They’ve practically  sealed it.  How do they claim that  people
sneak through?” says an official on condition of anonymity. Yet,
refugees in Pakistani camps say they snuck across the border
under the cover of darkness — of course that was more than a
decade ago. Since Kargil, Indo-Pak relations have been even
more strained. And while Pakistani officials deny accusations of
aiding  militants  in  Kashmir,  people  in  pok  say  that  both  the
Jamat-e-Islami  and  the  Lashkar’s  front  organisation  provide
funding for arms and other support to militant groups.

At a medical camp run by The Citizens Foundation, a secular
non-profit organisation run by Pakistani professionals, a group
of  Kashmiri  men  injured  during  the  earthquake  and  their
attendants  discussed  the  Kashmir  situation.  “A  lot  of
mujahideen  are  dead,”  said  Muhammad  Arif.  “More  than
anything, the mujahideen have suffered.” All four men involved
in the conversation lost many relatives during the Kargil war.
None  of  them  condoned  violence  but  the  general  hope  for

quake diplomacy was low. “Our government is  not  doing what  it  can (to prevent  acts like Lone’s
death). More hatred is spread through these acts. Now, the hatred is too deep.”

It’s not clear what the exact damage to mujahideen training camps is, but the outpouring of support
from external Islamist groups hides even extensive damage. Jamat-ud-Dawa has a major presence in
pok at the moment — its banners hung across Muzaffarabad proclaim the location and number of its
relief  outfits.  And  many  Pakistanis  wanting  to  offer  assistance  to  the  earthquake  victims  have
approached such Islamist outfits in the knowledge that their level of organisation and knowledge of the
region appears unmatched.
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