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Worshippers slaughtered
in deadly ‘final warning’

‘ By Omar Waraich in Islamabad
and Jerome Taylor

QAMAR SULEMAN had just left his house
for Friday prayers in Lahore’s Garhi
Shahu neighbourhood when gunfire
and explosions erupted at the end of his
street. As a member of the Ahmadis, a
heavily persecuted minority Islamic
sect that hardliners deem to be
heretics, he instantly feared the worst.

He ran towards the Darul Zikr
mosque, where scores of his friends
and relatives were gathered, arriving
just in time to see the gunmen claim
their first victims. “The first people
they shot were the boys outside the
mosque who were in charge of securi-

7" he told The Independent. “They were
just young boys. They weren’t armed
in any way.”

It was part of a brazen double-
pronged assault yesterday on the Ah-
madi sect. Suicide bombers and men

wielding AK-47s and grenades stormed
two Lahore mosques within minutes
of each other, slaughtering at least 80
people and injuring some 120.

Police said that at least seven attack-
ers were involved, including three
bombers and a gunman mounted atop
aminaret who sprayed bullets into the
crowds of worshippers below. “It was
like a war going on around me,” said
Lugman Ahmed, who was at the sec-
ond mosque in the Model Town neigh-
bourhood. “Ikept on praying, ‘May God
save me from this hell.”

The attack on that mosque, near
the centre of Pakistan’s second city,
ended fairly quickly, with commandos
storming the building to find scores of
dead bodies on different floors. Two
of the four gunmen are thought to
have escaped.

In Garhi Shahu, the death toll is
thought to be higher. Three militants
held several people hostage inside the

mosque in a siege that lasted four hours.
“They fought the police for some time,
but on seeing they were being defeat-
ed they exploded themselves,” said Saj-
jad Bhutta, Lahore’s top police official.

The attacks were a brutal reminder
that despite Pakistan’s recent offen-
sive in the tribal areas near the Afghan
border, militants still have the ability
to strike deep inside the country.

The identity of the attackers remains
unclear, though it is widely suspected
to have been the work of Punjabi ex-
tremists linked to the Pakistani Tal-
iban and associated with al-Qa’ida.

“This was the work of local militants,”
Salmaan Taseer, the governor of Pun-
jab, told The Independent. However, po-
lice said at least one of the attackers
was a Pashto-speaking teenager from
the tribal areas.

Several media outlets also received
a text message of responsibility from
the Pakistani Taliban and the “Punjabi

A brutal escalation of sectarian violence
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esterday’s massacre was a

brutal escalation of sectar-

ian violence in Pakistan’s

largest and wealthiest
province: Punjab.

In the past year, attacks have
spread as outlawed hard-line Sun-
ni terror groups have re-emerged.
But the latest assault, with its mul-
tiple targets and closely co-ordi-
nated execution, is an approach
that has usually been targeted at
security personnel rather than
religious minorities - and so marks
araising of the stakes.

Last August, masked gunmen
laid siege to a colony of Christians

‘ By Omar
Waraich

in the town of Gojra. Families
were forced to flee as 45 homes
were set ablaze, and after the
assault, nine people lay dead. Last
month three members of the
Ahmadi community were killed
and others subject to armed rob-
beries in the city of Faisalabad.

Blame for both was cast on the
Sipah-e-Sahaba Pakistan (SSP), a
vicious sectarian group that
started life attacking Pakistan’s
Shias and is now central to a net-
work of militant groups linked to
the Taliban. Its even nastier off-
shoot, Lashkar-e-Jhangyvi (LeJ) is
widely considered to be al-Qa’i-
da’s franchise in Pakistan.

Yet far from taking on these
groups, the provincial Punjab
government has displayed dan-
gerous indulgence. Earlier this

year, its law minister toured the
town of Jhang alongside the SSP’s
leader, courting votes in a local
by-election.

Yesterday’s attack was widely
suspected to have been the work
of militants closely aligned with
the SSP. When al-Qai’da arrived
in the western borderlands, hard-
line Sunni outfits like the SSP and
Led provided them infrastruc-
ture: a steady supply of recruits
and a network across the country.

An army offensive in Punjab is
unlikely to work and may even
inflame the problem. But there is
broad support for a concerted
police effort against the SSP and
like-minded groups. For that to
happen, however, the provincial
Punjab government will have to
grasp the urgency of the problem.

wing” of al-Qa’ida, a hitherto-unknown
group. “This is a final warning to the
[Ahmadis],” said the chilling message,
“Leave Pakistan or prepare for death
at the hands of Muhammad’s devotees.”

The Ahmadi sect is perhaps the
worst treated of Pakistan’s long-suffer-
ing minority groups. In the 1970s, bow-
ing to pressure from hardliners, Pak-
istan declared them to be non-Mus-
lims. Ever since, they have suffered pe-
riodic attacks, with many - including
the current spiritual leader - forced to
flee the country. But yesterday’s twin
attacks caused the largest loss of life
suffered by the sect in a single day.

It showed a broadening of the mili-
tants’ targets. Similar coordinated at-
tacks have scarred Lahore throughout
Pakistan’s three-year wave of terror but
they usually focus on security installa-
tions or personnel, not minority groups.
“The blurring of lines between the Tal-
iban and Sunni sectarian militants
places heterodox communities like the
Ahmadis in double jeopardy,” said Ali
Dayan Hasan of Human Rights Watch.

A war of words broke out across Pak-
istan’s political spectrum as opponents
blamed the provincial Punjab govern-
ment, led by former prime minister
Nawaz Sharif’s younger brother Shah-
baz, for having allegedly been too soft
on militant groups in Punjab.

“Ibelieve they have a soft-pedalling
policy because these militants are their
supporters,” said Mr Taseer, who was
appointed as governor by President
Asif Ali Zardari and is a fierce oppo-
nent of the Sharifs.

Ahsan Igbal, a senior leader of Mr
Sharif’s party, hit back. “Taseer and
others are just trying to politicise the
issue,” he said. “We condemn this at-
tack in the strongest words, it is sheer
madness. No religion permits such at-
tacks on any place of worship ... We
have no tolerance for any terrorists.”

Leaders of the Ahmadi community,
many of whom have been based in
Britain since they fled Pakistan in the
early 1980s, called on the Pakistani au-
thorities to do more to protect minor-
ity religions from violent extremists.
“Ahmadi Muslims epitomise the peace-
ful practice of Islam and to target them
highlights that extremists will leave no
stone unturned in their quest to spread
terror,” said Rafiq Hayat, President of
Ahmadiyya Muslim Community UK.

Back in Lahore, Mr Suleman was in
shock. “We are a peaceful community.
How can you kill people as they pray?”
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