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Politics

JUI-F’s Azadi march
Despite open and behind-the-scenes efforts by
various quarters, Maulana Fazlur Rahman has
not called off the “Long March” on Islamabad to
protest against what he terms incompetent governance and poll rigging. His protest march has
been long in the making and at one point he declared that he would go ahead with it whether
other opposition parties join him or not.
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Saudi Arabia, Iran mending fences?
Efforts of Prime Minister Imran Khan to mediate
or facilitate peace between Saudi Arabia and
Iran are being seen as part of a series of recent
signals by the former’s willingness to de-escalate tension with Tehran. Some regional and international analysts believe the two Muslim
countries have no other choice while many are
still skeptical about any breakthrough in view of
their deep-rooted and historical differences.
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Economics

Another
macroeconomic crisis?
Shahid Hussain

The government of Prime Minister Imran Khan claims to have turned
around the national economy within a year while the World Bank says Pakistan faces yet another macroeconomic crisis due to high twin deficits and
low foreign reserves.
Inflation is expected to increase to 13pc in Pakistan in fiscal year 2020,
which means the common people will have to face even more trouble in
the next year after facing the hardest times of their lives in the current year.
Pakistan’s public debt is also feared to surge to 78.6pc of the total size of
its economy this year, which leaves little space for public welfare.
Pakistan’s economic growth is expected to remain low in the near term.
The outlook for medium-term growth hinges on the country’s ability to implement necessary structural reforms to boost competitiveness and
achieve sustained growth, according to a World Bank report titled “South
Asia Focus: Making (De)centralisation Work.” Progress on poverty reduction is expected to be limited during the macroeconomic adjustment period.
Measures to restore macroeconomic stability in Pakistan weigh heavily on
growth, which is expected to have dropped to 3.3pc. Economic policies
over the past few years have resulted in increased debt levels and an erosion of fiscal and external buffers, affecting the economy’s ability to absorb
shocks. The country needs to restore the buffers, especially because turbulence in global financial markets could affect the country’s access to private external financing. And the weakening global economy and rising
trade tensions could dampen external demand.
Pakistan’s growth is projected to decelerate to 2.4pc in the fiscal year
2020, with continued fiscal consolidation and a tight monetary policy stance.
The IMF adjustment programme entailed a rebalancing from domestic to
external demand. The report says growth is expected to recover slowly, to
3pc in fiscal year 2021, as macroeconomic conditions improve and external
demand pick up on the back of structural reforms and increased competitiveness. The recovery is conditional to relatively stable global markets, a
decline in international oil prices and reduced political and security risks.
Increased pressures on the asset quality and capital adequacy buffers due
to the economic slowdown and inflationary environment could hold back
the forecast rebound in growth, especially when strong short-term deposit
mobilisation due to recent increases in policy rates continues to be intermediated mostly towards government securities.
The main domestic risk emerges from potential difficulties in implementing the necessary adjustments and structural reforms. The vulnerable
households’ ability to weather the economic impact of the crisis will depend
on the inclusiveness of growth, food and non-food inflation, and the resilience of sectors relevant for their employment — agriculture, construction and wholesale and retail trade. Inflation is expected to increase in
fiscal year 2020 to 13pc but it will start declining afterwards, the World
Bank noted.
The increase in prices will be driven by the second-round impact of exchange rate pass-through to domestic prices. The report says the country’s
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commercial banks will remain well-capitalised. However, increasing public
sector demand for credit, mainly federal government borrowing, and rising
interest rates are expected to crowd out private credit in the near-term.
The current account deficit is expected to decline to 2.6pc of GDP in fiscal
year 2020 and further to 2.2pc in fiscal year 2021, as increased exchangerate flexibility would support a modest recovery in exports and rationalisation of imports. The consolidated fiscal deficit including grants is projected
to reach 7.5pc of GDP in fiscal year 2020 and remain elevated at 6.2pc in
fiscal year 2021. The public debt-to-GDP ratio is expected to remain high
in fiscal year 2021 at 80.8pc, increasing the exposure to debt-related
shocks.
The International Monetary Fund (IMF) has forecast even worse forecast for Pakistan’s public debt. In its “Global Financial Stability Report,” it
feared Pakistan’s debt could surge to 78.6pc of the total size of its economy this year, which is not only higher than the previous year but also in
violation of an act of the parliament. The report says the budget deficit
would remain at 7.4pc of the Gross Domestic Product (GDP), which is also
slightly higher than the official target set by the Ministry of Finance. The
higher budget deficit and public debt projections mean that over 60pc of
the Federal Board of Revenue’s (FBR) taxes would be consumed in servicing the debt, which grew at an alarming rate in the last fiscal year 201819. The IMF debt projections are lower than the forecasts made by the
World Bank in its latest report, South Asian Economic Focus Fall 2019.
The WB has said the public debt-to-GDP ratio is expected to remain high
at 82.9pc of the GDP in this fiscal year. The WB noted that even in the
next fiscal year, the public debt to GDP ratio would remain at 80.8pc, which
could increase Pakistan’s exposure to debt-related shocks.
A major challenge for the government is to collect Rs5.5 trillion in revenues that require a 44pc growth rate. During the first quarter, the Federal
Board of Revenue (FBR) collected Rs958 billion with an annual growth
rate of 15pc despite blocking exporters’ refunds and taking advances from
large firms. The FBR also faces stiff resistance from traders over new tax
measures.
Though the World Bank has exonerated the Pakistan Tehreek-i-Insaf
(PTI) government of growing public debt and blamed past governments
for the chronic problem, yet the government cannot absolve itself of the financial crisis. If it could not increase its revenue, it should have at least
curtailed its expenditure. Inflation is the highest in Pakistan’s history and
it is feared to jump further in the next fiscal year. It is expected to ease in
2021, but the question is: whether the common people will suffer in silently
or take to the streets? It is a fact that the government has left the people
at the mercy of profiteers and hoarders. Prices of essentials are not increasing after months or weeks, but on a daily basis. The PTI governments
in the Punjab and Khyber Pakhtunkhwa could have activated price control
magistrates to check prices, but it appears the rulers are not bothered
about even taking cosmetic measures to resolve public issue.
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Politics

JUI-F’s Azadi
march
Nasim Ahmed

Despite open and behind-the-scenes efforts by various quarters, Maulana Fazlur Rahman has not called
off the “Long March” on Islamabad to protest against
what he terms incompetent governance and poll rigging. His protest march has been long in the making
and at one point he declared that he would go ahead
with it whether other opposition parties join him or not.
The two mainstream parties took a long time deciding whether to support the march and to what extent. Division has existed within the PML-N on the
matter, with the jailed Nawaz Sharif supporting the
march, but other leaders showing some hesitation. On
the other hand, PPP Chairperson Bilawal Bhutto has
voiced support for the cause put forward by the JUIF, but the PPP remains undecided about joining the
sit-in and in what manner.
It is but natural that political observers, while analyzing the JUI-F march, have compared it with the one
held by the PTI in 2014. The long sit-in at the ‘D’ ground in Islamabad
had paralysed life for weeks. Maulana Fazl has said that he does not
plan any early end to the planned sit in. After days of tough talking by
members of the government and threats by KP Chief Minister Mahmood
Khan that they would not allow the marchers to cross the Attock Bridge
or reach Islamabad, the mood of the government has swung. The government has softened its approach and opened a “channel of dialogue”
with the JUI-F.
As things stand today, the situation is one of total confusion. No one
is sure how the march and the sit-in will ultimately play out. But while
confusion and apprehension reign supreme, Maulana Fazl is singleminded in his resolve to make the Azadi march a success. According
to him, "Caravans from all over the country will reach Islamabad, stay
there and send this government packing. We have plan 1, 2 and 3
ready to meet any eventuality.” When asked how long the sit-in will continue, he said: "we are not coming with intention to go back in haste".
He also did not rule out the possibility of pupils of seminaries joining
the march.
Maulana Fazlur Rahman wants to send the government packing
home, but will he succeed? Imran Khan protested at D Chowk for four
months, but the Nawaz Sharif government did not fall. Not only did the
government of the day keep its cool and composure. Later, PTI legislators returned to parliament and participated in legislative work.
Will Maulana Fazlur Rahman’s Azadi march upset the democratic
applecart? There are two views about his protest march. While one
school of thought says that it is a game of political adventure and naked
pursuit of power, the other school says that peaceful protest is a democratic right of every citizen. But the question is: Will the march remain
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peaceful?
The JU-F is a religio-political outfit having a large committed cadre
of madrassa students. When mobilised and motivated to lock down Islamabad, they would be on the forefront, ready to carry out the orders
of the party leadership, whatever the cost. It is true that the previous
“million” marches of the JUI-F were largely peaceful, but only because
these were held under the legal cover. In this case there is no certainty
that the marchers would keep their calm when restrained from reaching
their targeted destination. The situation may get out of control of the
marchers' leadership, and anything can then happen. The “danda”
(club-wielding) force organised by the JUI-F can act as the thin wedge
of an endless cycle of violence.
The JUI-F march is purely a political adventure. By no stretch of
imagination can it be termed an effort for “Azadi” (freedom) for the people of the Indian-occupied Kashmir or for the supremacy of democratic
principles. It is a power game, pure and simple, which he is playing with
the support of the religious right and disgruntled opposition leaders
being prosecuted for corruption by the PTI government.
Whether the march succeeds or not, for the Maulana it’s a win-win
situation either way. He wants the democratic system to crumble, because after many years he is out of power, having lost his hold on Khyber Pakhtunkhwa in the last elections. He is out in the wilderness. So
he has nothing to lose.
Like the PTI in 2014, he is mounting a serious challenge to the government. The media discussing his march day and night adds to his political stature. He is not in parliament but he is now the talk of the town.
That is what his aim has been throughout. If he wins and mounts
enough pressure for fresh elections, he will have another shot at power.
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Assessment

Competitiveness
index: Pakistan’s
poor show
Nasim Ahmed

In the World Economic Forum’s Global Competitiveness Index, Pakistan’s
ranking has slipped from 107 in 2018 to 110 during 2019 out of a total of
141 countries. Experts take it as an indication of the failure of the present
government’s economic policies. By comparison, neighbouring countries
did better. India was ranked at 68, Sri Lanka at 84, Bangladesh at 105 and
Nepal 108. Within the region Pakistan did better than Afghanistan only.
Pakistan’s ranking on the Global Competitiveness Index declined due
to deterioration in its position on seven out of 12 pillars. We fared poorer
than last year on indicators of corruption and freedom of the press but improved our ranking on reducing organised crime and ensuring judicial independence. 0n the other hand, life expectancy declined by six months to
58 years.
The results are based on the outcomes of surveys and statistics from
international sources. The final rating of each country is based on 12 pillars
and 103 indices. The report is an annual assessment of the factors driving
countries’ productivity and prosperity.
Unexpectedly, Pakistan stays at the bottom of the index of incidence of
terrorism despite notable improvement in law and order. It also stays at the
bottom among South Asian nations, regarding pillars relating to governance, innovation, productivity and human development in 141 countries.
In a welcome development, this year Pakistan, among 103 global competitiveness indicators, showed improvement on 42 key indices, while it
lost its ranking on 39 indices. On the infrastructure pillar, Pakistan’s position
slipped by seven notches to 105. On the pillar of business dynamics, the
position went up by 15 notches to 52. But the maximum deterioration was
on the pillar of macroeconomic stability where it lost 13 ranks and stood at
116 due to a marked deterioration in indices of inflation and debt dynamic
According to the report, one reason behind this poor performance was
attributed to the failure of government departments to provide relevant information to international agencies on time and relevant departments like
the Finance Division and the Foreign Office not giving due attention to improving the country's competitiveness against other countries.
Knowledgeable circles say that the decline in our ranking does not
make sense as the World Bank recently ranked Pakistan amongst the top
20 improvers in the Doing Business 2020 index with the Country Director
tweeting this month, “we laud the collective action of Federal, Sindh, and
Punjab governments for an impressive feat." In other words, this means
that the two concepts - Global Competitiveness Index and Doing Business
- are not identical, although many indicators are similar.
It is relevant to add here that the World Bank underlined six factors as
contributing to the improvement in the Doing Business index. namely: a)
starting a business was made easier through more procedures being available through the online one-stop shop; (b) improvements in property reg-
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istration – obtaining a construction permit was easier after the Sindh Building and Control Authority and the Lahore Development Authority streamlined approval workflows and improved the operational efficiency of their
one-stop shops; (c) launching online portals to facilitate getting electricity
connections easier; (d) tariff changes announced in advance; (e) tax compliance made easier through online payment modules for value-added tax
and corporate income tax, and a lower corporate income tax rate; and (f)
trading across borders made easier by enhancing the integration of various
agencies into an electronic system and by improving coordination of joint
physical inspections at the port.
Underlying Pakistan’s poor performance on the competitive index is the
reduced ability of governments and central banks to use monetary policy
to stimulate economic growth. This is so because the government is supporting an undervalued rupee and a discount rate that is in excess of headline inflation – policy measures that are crippling the growth rate of the
private sector leaving the entire onus of growth on the government sector.
On its part, the government is unwilling or unable to cut expenditure
and eliminate waste. Instead, it is relying on unrealistic tax revenue targets
(which is crippling private sector activity) and non-tax revenue (essentially
from privatisation proceeds, a process likely to drag on for various reasons).
In the opinion of economic experts, with a growth rate of 3.3 percent
last year and a projected 2.4 percent this year, stagnant exports due to domestic policies (fiscal and monetary as well as higher utility rates) and external factors including a global recession, Pakistan's competitiveness is
likely to go down further in the next fiscal year. This calls for necessary remedial measures to be put in place without further loss of time. As a first
step, the government must ease up on its ill-advised tax collection drive
which has crippled trade and commerce and driven away investors.
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Survey

Hopes still alive
Muhammad Hassan

Many people still have high hopes of the government of Prime Minister
Imran Khan for improvement in the economy and their lives despite facing
a tough year. According to an international survey, educated youths expect
an economic revival in six months, which puts extra pressure on the government to improve governance.
Young people are still hopeful about the job situation in Pakistan despite the fact that thousands of people have lost their sources of income
in the wake of shrinking profit margins in businesses. Less educated people, including illiterates, have less confidence in the economy than the educated lot with post-graduates showing the highest confidence, resulting
in a score of 41.6, according to an opinion poll, conducted by Ipsos, a
global market research and consulting firm. The confidence level was almost similar among urban and rural respondents.
The survey says people’s confidence in the economy has declined as
compared to India and global trends but respondents still have hope for
improvement in the situation in the next six months. The findings reveal
that consumers have a very low confidence and are reluctant to make investment decisions but remained hopeful the situation would improve and
did not see risks to their jobs. People were questioned about their confidence in the economy, their opinion about the current situation compared
to a year earlier, investment decisions and job prospects. The results are
based on a score ranging from 0-100 and the index inching towards 100
means better sentiment. The survey was conducted in August.
Pakistan’s score on the National Index stood at only 33.8 compared
with India’s score of 62.9 and global average of 50.2. Young people between the ages of 18 and 30 years showed more positive sentiment about
the economy when compared with middle-aged and older people. Similarly, the less educated people, including illiterates, exhibited less confidence in the economy than the educated lot with post-graduates showing
the highest confidence, resulting in a score of 41.6, according to the opinion poll. Owing to the government’s economic stabilisation policies, the
country is passing through a phase of low economic growth and higher inflation. A recent report by the Asian Development Bank showed that Pakistan would grow at a pace of only 2.8% while inflation was projected at
12% – the highest in South Asia.
The survey findings are in line with the prevailing sentiment about Pakistan’s economy where the lowest income groups are affected the most
and political and economic uncertainties have shattered their confidence.
The National Confidence Index was the lowest in Sindh while it was the
highest in Balochistan and Khyber Pakhtunkhwa. The National Confidence
Index is the lowest in Pakistan among 28 nations surveyed. China enjoyed
the highest National Index with a score of 73.7, Saudi Arabia 64.7, India
62.9 and Turkey 38.6.
The score on the Current Index, which showed a comparison between
the current economic situation and a year ago, was the lowest at 19.5 in
Pakistan. It means people’s confidence in the economy was better a year
ago. Even the most educated class of the country believe that the situation
in August 2019 was worse than a year ago. On the Expectations Index,
the score was 43.7, suggesting that people still have hope for improvement
in the situation in the next six months. But the score was still lower than
the global average of 57.6 and India’s score of 69.5.
The respondents are still hopeful about the job situation in Pakistan.
They answered questions such as whether anybody known to them had
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lost job in the past one year or were there chances to lose job in the
next six months. The score on the Jobs Index was 52.2, which was close
to the global average of 58 but lower than India’s score of 60.4. Prime
Minister Imran Khan has promised to create 10 million jobs in five years
and build five million houses. But the government’s economic stabilisation policies have made it difficult to achieve the goals, the report observed.
According to a report in Forbes, Pakistan is pushing its IT sector to U.S.
companies and investors, hoping international deals will translate to a bottom-line boost for the country’s struggling economy. Pakistan’s IT sector
has performed the best if its overall economic performance is reviewed. It
is because the country’s charismatic new prime minister, former international cricket star Imran Khan, has made the economy his top priority. As
part of a broader set of initiatives, the country is trying to grow its already
substantial tech sector and attract international investment, especially from
the United States and neighboring China, which already has built a vast
deep-sea harbor and naval port in Gwadar, on the Arabian Sea, as part of
the China-Pakistan Economic Corridor.
According to the magazine, Pakistan already generates at least $4 billion a year in IT exports, though the number is likely higher because some
IT-related payments get lumped in with international remittances. The
biggest areas of operation are software development, Business Processing Offices and call centers. Now, the country hopes to move into more
high-end sectors such as AI, gaming and visual effects. One potential opportunity is moving into RISC-V microchip fabrication and export.
As of 2017, Pakistan had 207 million residents, making it the world’s
sixth-most populous country, roughly the size of the equally fast-growing
Indonesia and Brazil. Pakistan also has one of the world’s youngest populations; in 2007, the last year such official data was available for the country, 75 percent of the country was under the age of 35, according to the
United Nations. The number now is closer to 64 percent, still a prodigious
tilt toward a younger, more tech-savvy population. Pakistan is one of the
world’s largest English-speaking countries (English is one of two official
languages), behind India, the United States, and Nigeria. Its English-language population is much larger than the United Kingdom, the Philippines,
Germany, and smaller former British colonies. The country has 161 million
cellphone users, 70 million of them on more modern 3G and 4G networks,
and 72 million broadband users. The country turns out 35,000 graduates
of IT-related training programs every year. It has no restrictions on foreign
ownership or repatriation of capital. The Pakistani government just issued
an e-commerce policy that includes plans to create 15 IT parks around the
country to house up to 5,000 companies. Issues with crime, corruption and
security appear to have improved significantly compared to 10 years ago,
according to international indexes, particularly in major cities such as
Karachi, the magazine noted.
The people of Pakistan hope of better days in six months. The government believes the country has come out of the woods. However, the International Monetary Fund (IMF) and other international organizations think
the stabilisation phase would end in two or three years. People of Pakistan
cannot wait for that long. The government will have to start providing relief
to them in few months instead of waiting for three years. It will have to improve governance and check prices immediately, as the people have already run out of patience.
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Hunger index

Food for thought
Muhammad Ali

Pakistan’s ranking on the Global Hunger Index is decreasing consistently
with every assessment, though it is still better placed than its archrival
India. In the 2019 index, Pakistan ranks 94th out of 117 qualifying countries, with a score of 28.5, which means it suffers from a level of hunger
that is serious.
Pakistan’s ranking on the Global Hunger Index is constantly on the decline with scores of 38.3 in 2000, 37 in 2005, 36 in 2010 and 32.6 in 2018.
Latest poverty estimates show that 24pc of Pakistan’s population lives
below the poverty line. If the rot is not stopped, Pakistan will face serious
challenges to feed its growing population in future.
The index is based on four indicators: undernourishment, child wasting,
child stunting and child mortality. Central African Republic topped the index
as aid agencies warned that climate change was making it increasingly
hard to feed the world. Aid agency Concern Worldwide, which co-compiles
the Global Hunger Index, said progress towards a 2030 zero hunger target
agreed by world leaders was “under threat or is being reversed”. Hunger
levels in CAR, driven by violence since 2013, are “extremely alarming”,
while levels in Chad, Madagascar, Yemen, and Zambia are “alarming”, according to the index released on the eve of World Food Day. Another 43
of the 117 countries ranked in the index had “serious” hunger levels.
Declining poverty and increased funding for nutrition initiatives have
helped reduce global hunger since 2000, but there is still a long way to go,
the report said. Nine countries of concern had higher scores than in 2010
– CAR, Madagascar, Venezuela, Yemen, Jordan, Malaysia, Mauritania,
Lebanon and Oman. Concern CEO Dominic MacSorley said about 45
countries were unlikely to achieve low levels of hunger by 2030. “Conflict,
inequality, and the effects of climate change have all contributed to persistently high levels of hunger and food insecurity around the world,” he said.
Worldwide, the number of undernourished people – those who lack regular access to adequate calories – rose to 822 million last year from 785
million in 2015, with the greatest increase in sub-Saharan countries affected by conflict and drought. Former Irish President Mary Robinson said
the figures showed that the 2030 global development goals agreed in 2015
and the Paris climate agreement could no longer be seen as voluntary.
Both must be fully implemented “in order to secure a livable world for our
children and grandchildren”, she said in a foreword to the report. “This requires a change of mindset at the global political level.” Concern Worldwide
and German aid agency Welthungerhilfe, co-publisher of the index, said
there was a strong correlation between high hunger scores and vulnerability to climate change.
The report said the number of extreme weather-related disasters had
doubled since the early 1990s, reducing crop yields and contributing to
food price hikes. Nine countries of concern were omitted due to lack of
data, including Democratic Republic of Congo, Eritrea, Libya, Somalia,
South Sudan and Syria. The report called for more ambitious action to reduce climate change risks to food security as well as improving disaster
preparation and response, and transforming food production and consumption, especially in high-income countries.
In comparison with Pakistan’s 94, India was ranked 102 among 117
countries in the hunger index. Its ranking dropped down not just in comparison to Pakistan but also with reference to Bangladesh and Sri Lanka,
which stood at 88th and 66th position, respectively. India is among 45
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countries that have serious levels of hunger. “In India, just 9.6 percent of
all children between six and 23 months of age are fed a minimum acceptable diet. As of 2015-2016, 90 percent of Indian households used an improved drinking water source while 39 percent of households had no
sanitation facilities,” the report noted and pointed out that open defecation
was still practiced in India.
In a report released few weeks ago, the Asian Development Bank
(ADB) said Pakistan was among three Asian countries where the rate of
undernourishment due to poverty was the highest. The highest rates of
undernourishment in 2017 were observed in Afghanistan (29.8pc), TimorLeste (24.9pc), and Pakistan (20.3pc), the ADB reported in the 50th edition
of its annual statistical report, “Key Indicators for Asia and the Pacific
2019.” It said the prevalence of undernourishment in the total population
was below 10pc in 26 of the 37 reporting economies, compared with only
14 of 37 in 2000.
According to a report of United Nations’ Food and Agricultural Organization (FAO), the rates of reducing undernourishment in Asia and the Pacific have slowed significantly in recent years, risking progress toward the
SDG target to eradicate hunger by 2030. The prevalence of stunting in
Pakistan witnessed a meager improvement since 2000 as the rate of stunting among children under the age of five years has fallen from 42pc in
2000 to 37pc in 2017. In Asia, the prevalence of stunting has fallen since
2000 in more than 85pc of developing member economies for which data
are available. Poor food security and severe malnutrition have led to millions of Asian and Pacific islander children being stunted (i.e., too short
for their age). The prevalence of stunting in children below the age of 5
years exceeded 25pc in 15 of the 30 developing member economies with
available data for 2016.
Almost half of Balochistan’s households face mild to severe food insecurity, according to a report released by the State Bank of Pakistan (SBP)
few months ago. Alarmingly, of the 36.9pc food insecure households in
the country, 18.3pc face severe food insecurity. According to the SBP, almost a quarter of Pakistan’s population lives below the poverty line, set at
Rs3,030.3 per adult equivalent per month. It means that around 50 million
people in the country are unable to meet their basic needs. Most of these
people live in rural areas where the poverty rate is 30.7pc. In its third quarterly report on the state of the economy, the central bank noted provincial
disparities in terms of food security in Pakistan. In Balochistan, at least
30pc households experience hunger on a chronic basis. On the other
hand, Gilgit-Baltistan has the most food secure households, nearly 80pc
in the region, followed by Khyber Pakhtunkhwa (70pc). Only 63.1pc of the
country’s households are “food secure” despite the fact that Pakistan is
self-sufficient in major staples. More worryingly, almost half of the children
under five years are stunted and one in ten has been suffering from lowweight-for height.
Experts say a high population growth rate and unfavourable water and
climatic conditions in the country mean that concerns about food security
may increase manifold over the next two to three decades. Recently, Prime
Minister Imran Khan has launched the Ehsaas-Saylani Langar Scheme, a
project to offer free meal to the destitute in partnership with a charity organisation. The government will have to make more serious efforts to feed
the rising number of the poor.
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Initiative

Loans for youths
Muhammad Zain

Prime Minister Imran Khan has launched a new programme under which
young men and women will be provided with loans to set up businesses.
It is yet to be seen how the scheme will be different this time, because all
such programmes failed in the past and promoted corruption in society instead of creating desired results.
Prime Minister Imran Khan has set aside a sum of Rs100 billion for his
government’s flagship initiative “Kamyab Jawan Programme,” under which
youths would be provided with loans to set up their own businesses besides creating education and skill development opportunities for them.
Over Rs25 billion has been allocated for women. Loans of up to
Rs100,000 will be interest-free while those ranging between Rs100,000
and Rs500,000 in two other categories would be provided at low interest
rates. The programme aims to benefit one million young people. The loans
will be distributed on a priority basis in 45 underprivileged districts.
According to Prime Minister Imran Khan’s own admission, the government had launched the project despite facing a severe financial crunch.
Critics say the government should have launched a better programme in
the current situation to provide meaningful relief to the common people,
instead of a scheme which has failed miserably in the past. When the Pakistan Tehreek-i-Insaf (PTI) was in opposition, it had termed former Prime
Minister Nawaz Sharif’s Youth Loan Scheme an initiative to launch his
daughter Maryam Nawaz in politics and promote corruption among youths.
The time proved the PTI’s apprehensions right. The same apprehensions
are being expressed today about the PTI’s loan scheme, which critics say
will also prove right in future.
The PTI government claims to uphold merit in the scheme. Under the
programme, Rs10 billion will be spent on the development of skills among
youths. It plans to provide placements and apprenticeship to 25,000 people and smart laboratories will be set up for distance learning and at least
200 teachers would be sent abroad for training. The programme will also
arrange internships through which 25,000 young people would be connected with industries. Over 500 laboratories will be set up in seminaries
for skill-based learning.
The government has also announced the creation of a National Youth
Development Foundation as a networking group for youngsters across the
country so they could coordinate for employment opportunities and find
out about job openings from each other. Through the “Youth Entrepreneurship Scheme”, the government will provide subsidised business loans to
young aspiring entrepreneurs for the promotion of the small and mediumsized enterprise (SME) sector. The “Skill for All Programme” will impart
technical and vocational training to 150,000 youths, both in conventional
and high-end technological trades. The “Startup Pakistan Programme” will
train potential young entrepreneurs to help them conceive, incubate, and
mature their business plans through access to digital incubation platforms.
The “Green Youth Movement” will provide small grants to Pakistani youths
to come up with economic innovative solutions to tackle climate challenges. The plan envisions the planting of 10 billion trees. The “Internship
Programme” will be for undergraduate and postgraduate students to facilitate them in participating in the private sector. The “Jawan Markaz”, a onestop solution for youth-related issues at the grass-roots level, will not only
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provide access to sports and other youth engagement activities but also
offer career counseling, mentoring and access to a host of digital services.
This is not the first scheme that has been launched in the name of empowering the youth. Successive governments have undertaken similar
ventures in the past, with varying degrees of success. More recently, the
Nawaz Sharif administration had introduced a similar, multipronged initiative — the Prime Minister’s Youth Loan Programme — shortly after coming
to power in 2013, promising to provide subsidised loans cumulatively
amounting to Rs100b to the youth over a period of five years. In fact, the
PTI youth project borrows generously from the previous government’s initiative. However, the earlier scheme could achieve very limited results because of several political, financial and administrative factors. Less than a
quarter of the total funds allocated for disbursement in five years could be
lent, mostly to applicants from the PML-N stronghold of the Punjab.
Early this year, the United Nations Development Programme (UNDP)
allocated $30 million to mainstream the marginalised youth in Pakistan. It
led to the envisioning of the “Kamyab Jawan Programme’ by the PTI. Critics say such schemes were also launched in the past but failed because
of their political motives. A major factor of their failure was the lack of interest by banks for fear of bad debt. The PTI has promised to maintain
fairness and uphold merit in the programme, but it is almost impossible in
Pakistan. No plan in Pakistan can be free from political interference.
Analysts say Prime Minister Imran Khan’s comment at the launch of
the programme that the last 12 months had been “the worst time” of his
political career had shaken the confidence of people in his government.
There are many similarities between the loan programme of the PTI and
the scheme launched by the last PML-N government. The similarities included interest-free loans, youth training, a skills development scheme as
well as emphasis on concentrating on less developed areas. Maryam
Nawaz, daughter of the then Prime Nawaz Sharif, headed the programme.
She had to resign from the post after a court ruling and criticism by the opposition. The multi-billion scheme failed to provide desired results. The
PTI still accuses Maryam Nawaz of corruption of billions of rupees in the
programme. Critics say the PTI should also ready itself for similar allegations on its loan scheme in future.
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Diplomacy

Saudi Arabia, Iran
mending fences?
Shahid Hussain

Efforts of Prime Minister Imran Khan to mediate or facilitate peace between Saudi Arabia and Iran are being seen as part of a series of recent
signals by the former’s willingness to de-escalate tension with Tehran.
Some regional and international analysts believe the two Muslim countries have no other choice while many are still skeptical about any
breakthrough in view of their deep-rooted and historical differences.
According to speculation in the international media, Prime Minister
Imran Khan had travelled to Iran and Saudi Arabia to mediate between
Tehran and Riyadh after the go-ahead from the letter. It started after
Imran Khan had accepted US President Donald Trump’s request for
mediation between Tehran and Washington during their meeting on the
sidelines of the UN General Assembly in New York in late September.
According to a report by the Islamic Republic News Agency (IRNA),
there are now positive and promising signs from the authorities of two
sides after years of tension and disagreement in various fields between
Iran and Riyadh. Rejection of war with Iran by Saudi Crown Prince Mohammed bin Salman and emphasis on the effectiveness of diplomatic
relations with Iran indicates a clear shift in the position of Saudi leaders,
it noted in a report. The readiness of some regional actors such as Iraqi
Prime Minister Adil Abdul-Mahdi and Pakistani Prime Minister Imran
Khan to mediate between Iran and Saudi Arabia also shows that they
hope to find a peaceful resolution of the Tehran-Riyadh disputes.
In addition, Iranian government spokesman Ali Rabiei recently revealed a message from Saudi Arabia to Tehran, while Saudi Arabian
leaders had their own interpretation for their domestic public opinion
and foreign allies. For instance, Saudi Minister of State for Foreign Affairs Adel al-Jubeir wrote on his twitter that what the Iranian government
spokesman said was not accurate about the message of Saudi Arabia
to Iranians. “What happened is that some countries were trying to reduce the tension; we also told them that Saudi Arabia was constantly
trying to create security and stability in the region,” he wrote.
Iranian Foreign Minister Mohammad Javad Zarif told Turkey’s TRT
World that Iran had always been ready to negotiate on all issues with
Saudi Arabia. “It is Iran’s neighbour. There is no choice but to talk to
each other. Negotiation with Saudi Arabia can be direct or through mediation. Iran never rejects mediation,” he said. Iran’s peace plan, Hormuz Peace Endeavor (HOPE), proposed by President Hassan Rouhani
at the annual meeting of the UN General Assembly this year, showed
the importance of endogenous security to achieve peace in the region.
Addressing the UN General Assembly session, Rouhani described ensuring security, peace, stability, and progress in the Persian Gulf and
Strait of Hormuz as Iran’s historical responsibility and invited all countries that are affected by the Persian Gulf and Strait of Hormuz developments to join the initiative. Rouhani’s initiative came days after
Yemen’s missile strikes on Saudi Aramco facilities, inflicting heavy
losses on the Saudis.
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Speculations are surfacing that remarks by the Saudi crown prince
in a CBS interview and some mediation efforts by third parties could be
an early practical step on the reconciliation path, indicating the kingdom
is posing for a shift in policy toward its northern neighbor, observed an
article in the Tehran Times. In recent months, the Saudi leadership has
been quietly trying to scale back its downright hostility vis-à-vis Iran.
The Saudi authorities, who formerly took turns to speak out against Iran
in harsh terms, have been largely silent. But in the wake of the September attack on the state oil giant Aramco, Saudi crown prince Mohammed bin Salman is openly ditching threats, it noted.
Speaking to CBS’s 60 Minutes in an interview aired on September
29, the crown prince had said for the first time that he preferred political
approach towards Iran. “The political and peaceful solution is much better than the military one,” he said. The remarks came two years after
rejecting dialogue with Iran and threatening to take war inside Iran. “We
know that the aim of the Iranian regime is to reach the focal point of
Muslims,” he said in May 2017, pointing to Makkah and Madina. “We
will not wait until the fight is inside Saudi Arabia and we will work so
that the battle is on their side, inside Iran,” he had said.
The September 14 attack into Aramco facilities proved Saudi Arabia’s military vulnerability. And Trump showed no real interest in defending Saudi Arabia and stressed America’s energy independence in
the age of shale. Trump is even pushing for talks with Iran, asserting
that the differences between the US and Iran could be settled at the
negotiating table. With a realization of his country’s exposure, the crown
prince is now expressing hope for a peaceful solution with Iran, the Iranian newspaper noted.
The New York Times, citing unnamed Iraqi and Pakistani officials,
said MBS asked Pakistan Prime Minister Imran Khan to mediate during
a meeting in Jeddah last month. Iranian officials have also welcomed
the initiative, with Iran’s parliamentary speaker Ali Larijani declaring
that “direct dialogue between Iran and Saudi Arabia may solve many
political and military problems in the region.”
On Trump’s efforts for talks with Tehran, the Tehran Times observed,
“He knows that any agreement with Iran (and its magnification by U.S.
news media) can pave the way for his victory in the next year’s presidential election. A sharp decline in Trump’s popularity over the swing
states, such as Ohio, Florida, Pennsylvania, and Wisconsin has
shocked the U.S. president. One of Trump’s weaknesses in American
citizens’ view is his failed and unbalanced foreign policy.”
The peace initiative by Prime Minister Imran Khan has not only
brightened peace prospects in the Middle East but also catapulted Pakistan to a position of eminence and respect. Without taking the initiative
as a weakness of Saudi Arabia, Iran should also grab the opportunity
with both hands. It will not only benefit the two countries, but all Muslim
states and the whole world.
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Economics

Signs of a shining
Pakistan
Husnain Shahid

Pakistan’s economic indicators have started showing signs of a turnaround in 14 months of Prime Minister Imran Khan’s government as foreign direct investment, exports and remittances have increased while
current account deficit decreased sharply. The country is expected to be
among top 20 drivers of growth by 2024, according to estimates by international financial organizations. The forecasts indicate the country is firmly
on the path to progress and people will start reaping fruit in few years.
In a series of tweets, Prime Minister Imran Khan shared data of foreign
direct investment which has increased by 111.5pc and foreign private investment by 194pc during one year of his rule. The current account deficit
was recorded at a 41-month low in September from $1.27 billion to $259
million. The country's exports surged by 5.9pc while imports declined by
18.6pc in a year. When the PTI government took power, Pakistan had
the biggest current account and fiscal deficits of its history. The twin
deficits of Pakistan in 2018 stood at $18.25 billion and Rs2.26, respectively. Reposing trust in the government’s economic policies, overseas
Pakistanis sent far more remittances as the indicators showed a 17.6pc
increase in remittances during September this year.
Pakistan’s trade deficit narrowed by around 35pc in the first quarter
(July to September) of the current fiscal year, mainly due to reduction in
imports. The country’s trade deficit was recorded at $5.73 billion in July
to September of year 2019-2020, as compared to $8.79 billion in the corresponding period last year, showing a reduction of 34.85pc. The latest
data by the Pakistan Bureau of Statistics (PBS) shows that trade deficit
has shrunk due to a massive reduction in imports of the country.
Pakistan’s imports were recorded at $11.25 billion in the first quarter
of the current fiscal year against $14.17 billion in the same period of the
previous year, showing a reduction of 20.59pc. However, the country’s
exports have recorded minor growth of 2.75pc in the period under review.
Pakistan exported goods worth $5.52 billion in the July-September period. Imports have started declining due to the imposition of regulatory
duties on luxury items and automobiles. However, textile exports have
remained at the level of the previous year. The government has provided
several incentives to five exports-oriented sectors, including textile, to
enhance exports. It had depreciated the currency and reduced the prices
of electricity and gas but it failed to achieve desired results.
According to fresh data, Pakistan’s exports have grown by 2.67pc and
reached $1.77 billion in the month of September, from $1.72 billion in
September 2018. However, imports have declined by 13.9pc and reached
$3.79 billion in September 2019, from $4.4 billion in the same period last
year. The trade deficit was recorded at $2.11 billion in September, as
against $2.67 billion in the same month in 2018, showing a reduction of
24.58pc.
The government’s claim of an economic turnaround is also supported
by a recent report in Bloomberg, which quoting the International Monetary
Fund (IMF), said Pakistan was anticipated to be among top 20 drivers of
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growth by 2024. The forecast also includes China, India, Thailand,
Malaysia, Japan, South Korea, Philippines and Bangladesh from Asian
countries. China’s growth rate is expected to continue to slow, and will
be a smaller driver to global GDP growth in the near term. China’s share
of global GDP growth is expected to fall from 32.7pc in 2018-2019 to
28.3pc by 2024, a relatively steep 4.4 percentage point reduction.
Weaker global growth, expected to fall to 3pc this year and the slowest
since the global financial crisis, will affect 90pc of the world, according to
estimates released by the IMF. It said new growth engines among top 20
countries in five years will include Turkey, Mexico, Pakistan and Saudi
Arabia, while Spain, Poland, Canada and Vietnam drop out of the first
20. The U.S., while still expected to contribute a sizable portion to world
growth, is projected to fall to third place, after India. America’s share of
global growth is expected to slip from 13.8pc to 9.2pc by 2024, while
India’s share is projected to rise to 15.5pc and eclipse the U.S. over the
five-year period. Indonesia will remain in the fourth spot as its economy
is expected to have a 3.7pc growth share in 2024, a slight downward adjustment from 3.9pc in 2019. The U.K. will see its importance wane amid
Brexit as its economy drops from ninth as a share of world growth in
2019, to 13th. Although world GDP growth attributable to Russia is at 2pc
now and expected to stay there in five years, yet the country is likely to
displace Japan as the number five growth contributor. Japan will fall to
ninth spot by 2024. Brazil is projected to move up from No. 11 to No. 6.
Germany’s share of growth is expected to remain at 1.6pc and 7th on the
list.
According to a recent World Bank report, titled “South Asia Focus:
Making (De)centralisation Work,” Pakistan’s growth is expected to recover slowly to 3pc in fiscal year 2021, as macroeconomic conditions improved and external demand picked up on the back of structural reforms
and increased competitiveness. Inflation is expected to increase in fiscal
year 2020 to 13pc but it will start declining afterwards. The current account deficit is also expected to decline to 2.6pc of GDP in fiscal year
2020 and further to 2.2pc in fiscal year 2021, as increased exchangerate flexibility would support a modest recovery in exports and rationalisation of imports, the World Bank noted.
The Pakistan rupee has also stabilised after losing almost a third of
its value in a year as it hit the highest level of FY 2019-20 against the US
dollar in the interbank market in October. The Pakistani currency rose to
a four-month high against the US dollar by gaining another 8 paisa in the
interbank market in the middle of October.
The indicators prove Pakistan is heading to progress and prosperity
after a year of harsh measures. However, people will have to wait for at
least three years to benefit from fruits of an economic revival. It is a long
time and will not benefit the government in the next election. It will have
to check prices of essentials, electricity and gas to provide meaningful
relief to the people for any chance in the next polls.
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Politics

Rationality and irrationality
of JUI-F’s march
Raza Khan

The Jamiat-e-Ulema-e-Islam Fazl faction (JUI-F) was adamant to go on with
its anti-government march despite the constitution of a negotiations committee by the federal government, making political situation quite uncertain.
Whether the protest movement by the JUI-F would be successful or not and
compel the government to resign, which was the main demand of JUI-F head
Maulana Fazlur Rahman, the movement has some rationale and a lot of irrationality.
Insofar as the justification for the protest movement of the JUI-F is concerned it is quite justified due to bad governance by the Pakistan Tehreek-eInsaf (PTI) government. There is no doubt that the PTI government, led by
Prime Minister Imran Khan, has failed to provide any relief to the common
people in its more than one year rule. Today, the financial condition of the
common Pakistani is worse off and all the promises which Prime Minister
Imran Khan and his party made before the 2018 election are far from being
fulfilled. For instance, instead of making efforts to provide 10 million jobs, the
government is making arrangements to reduce the size of government departments and even pack up a number of them. According to Federal Minister
for Science and Technology Fawad Chaudhry, the PTI government is planning to close down “400 government departments.” Although the Federal
Cabinet Division has clarified the statement of Mr. Chaudhry, yet there is a
lot of substance in the statement of the federal minister. The fact of the matter
is that the International Monetary Fund (IMF) has provided the last bailout
package to the PTI government and obviously there have to be some conditions for the provision of the pledged amount.
International financial institutions generally impose tough conditions for
providing bailout packages to the Third World countries. Of the conditions,
the foremost is to reduce the size of the government and the IMF must have
asked the government to reduce the size of the government departments,
which is a typical recipe for putting the economy on track. Curtailing the size
of the government is obviously a very important solution for budget deficit
and GDP growth. However, Pakistan has a huge public sector historically
and reducing it at once could create a lot of problems and that is what the
PTI and, more importantly, the country is facing now. In the situation, any
protest movement by an opposition party or parties is really justified. Against
this backdrop, the JUI-F’s protest movement against the PTI government is
quite justified. In fact, the JUI-F knows this quite well and wants to exploit the
situation for political expediency and this is what politics are all about.
Then the rate of inflation under the PTI government in the country has
reached double figures, around 12 percent, which is quite unprecedented in
the recent history of the country and pinching all of us. Therefore, any protest
movement by an opposition party would definitely put pressure on the government to make efforts to reduce the price hike so as to stop people from becoming part of the protest and reinforce it. Reducing the price hike and inflation
may not be the intended goal of the JUI-F protest movement, which is being
supported by mainstream opposition parties, like the Pakistan People’s Party
(PPP) and the Pakistan Muslim League-Nawaz (PML-N), but as a by-product
it would compel the PTI government to provide some relief to the people.
Putting an end to financial corruption and misappropriation and evasion
of taxes by businesspeople was also an important promise of PM Khan before the elections. Although two of the former prime ministers belonging to
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the PML-N, Mian Nawaz Sharif and Shahid Khaqan Abbasi, have been put
in jail by the National Accountability Bureau for their alleged corruption and
two of the other prime ministers, including Yusuf Raza Gilan and Raja Pervez
Ashraf, have also been facing corruption charges by the accountability authorities of the country, yet not even a significant part of the misappropriated
money has been recovered, raising important question marks on the performance of the governmental authorities. Again, in this backdrop the protest
movement by opposition parties, whose important leaders have been incarcerated without conviction, is quite justified.
On the other hand, the JUI-F’s protest movement against the federal government of the PTI is quite irrational, keeping in view the fundamental demand of the party leadership that is the resignation of the government and
holding of fresh national elections in the country. The performance of the PTI
government may have been bad or even worse but this is no justification for
any opposition party to ask the government, constitutionally elected for five
years, to resign. The committee, constituted by the government to negotiate
with the JUI-F, was headed by Pervez Khattak, who is the Defense Minister
of Pakistan. His statement that the JUI-F must come up with the reason for
protesting against the government is a rational argument. In fact, the JUI-F
does not have a valid argument for asking the PTI government to resign. The
only argument the JUI-F and other opposition parties have for demanding
the government’s resignation is that the July 25, 2018 national elections were
rigged in favour of the PTI. This is indeed a shallow argument because the
JUI-F head contested the elections of the President of Pakistan by asking
votes from the same parliament and provincial assemblies which he dubbed
“the product of rigging.” Then one of the key opposition parties, the PPP, has
its government in Sindh province. So, if the elections were rigged then they
were equally so in Sindh province, therefore, if the PTI’s federal, Punjab and
the KP governments are the product of rigging, then the PPP government in
Sindh is also the result of rigging.
The protest movement of the opposition parties against the PTI government is also unjustified because in case of new elections there is no guarantee that the would-be winner of the elections will be acceptable to those who
lose the elections. So, there are justifications for the JUI-F-led opposition parties for a protest movement but at the same time, there is a lack of justification
for the agitation. The JUI-F head, Maulana Fazl, is a wily politician and he
knows that it is high time that he could take the optimum advantage of the
protest against the government. The JUI-F is completely down and out of the
country’s power corridors and it has no hope to return to power through new
elections. Secondly, the top leadership of the PML-N and the PPP are behind
bars facing corruption charges and the NAB may also take to task Mr. Fazl
as well as other leaders of the JUI-F. Already, former chief minister of KP,
Akram Durrani, a top leader of JUI-F, has been asked by the NAB to provide
justification for having assets well beyond his known sources of income.
Therefore, JUI-F head knows that it is the time to protest as he has a fair
chance to win the leadership of the PML-N and the PPP to launch a joint
protest while he could also save his own and other parties skins by making
the government of the PTI to negotiate and accept some demands of the
party which would primarily include dropping corruption cases against the
JUI-F leaders.
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The plight of
ex-FATA youths
Raza Khan

It has been almost one and a half years since the former Federally Administered Tribal Areas (FATA) were merged with the Khyber
Pakhtunkhwa (KP) province. However, the young population of the
merged tribal districts is quite dejected due to numerous problems it has
been facing.
Although the government of the Pakistan Tehreek-e-Insaf (PTI) both
in Islamabad and Peshawar has made tall claims of coming up with innovative and unprecedented policy to develop the former FATA, yet in real
terms nothing seems to have been done so far in this regard.
In terms of institutional and infrastructure development, very little has
been done since the FATA was merged with KP. For instance, not even a
single university has been established in the merged districts. The only
university that was established in the tribal region was set up before the
merger. However, the situation in the university leaves a lot to be desired.
A university is very important place from young people’s point of view, as
it is basically a place where young men and women pursue knowledge
and on the basis of the knowledge try to make a qualitative difference in
their own and their community’s lives. So, if no university has been established in the merged districts in the last nearly one and a half year, this
speaks of the importance of the government attaches to the development
of the tribal region.
On the other hand, the government has been able to hold elections
for provincial assembly members in the former FATA in which some young
men were also elected. However, the elections and their outcome cannot
make any difference in the lives of the young population of the merged
districts. A real difference institutionally in the former FATA could be made
by holding local government elections. The elections would attract a large
number of youths to contest, politically participate and even a handsome
number could become part of the local councils in their respective districts. However, despite the exigency of the elections, the government has
so far been unable to hold them. It may be mentioned that according to
the initial plans, first local government elections had to be held in the
merged districts, followed by provincial assembly elections. But for unknown reasons local elections could not be held.
The merged districts of KP on the border with Afghanistan have been
under the lens of the national and international media for all the wrong
reasons for more than a decade. Since 9/11 in the United States and the
presence of hideouts of foreign and Pakistani terrorist and militant networks in the former FATA, the world and Pakistanis have been interested
in the news about terrorist networks, like Al-Qaeda and the Tehreek-eTaliban Pakistan (TTP) operating from the launching pads they had created or found in the former FATA. The need for devising a comprehensive
programme or policy to harness the potential of the youthful portion of the
FATA population has never been felt by the state authorities. Politicians
and political governments as well as the bureaucracy all have been responsible for the callous attitude towards young men and women of the
tribal regions.
It was Pakistan People’s Party (PPP) leader Masud Kausar, who as
Governor of Khyber Pakhtunkhwa, in the last days of his tenure (early
2013) had directed the authorities to formulate a youth policy for the tribal
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areas. Asking the administration to frame a youth policy was commendable on part of former Governor Masud Kausar, however, it was surprising
that he himself or his administration had not felt the need of the policy
after observing the situation personally, which he as governor and his
predecessors should have. In fact, ex Governor Masud Kausar had issued
directives after meeting a delegation of an organization, FATA Youth Assembly, formed by university students of the region studying at different
institutions in KP.
Till date, no comprehensive or even any policy regarding the youth of
the merged districts has been formulated despite it was suggested by
concerned young and women of the region to the government way back
in 2013. This speaks volumes of government’s apathy towards the tribal
areas in general and their youths in particular.
While the administration and bureaucracy’s role in the tribal region
must be condemned in the strongest words, educated youths of the
merged districts must be praised for feeling the need for a youth policy
for their region. It means that the region’s youths have been more alive
and responsive to the problems of the tribal areas than government departments concerned. Keeping it in view, they should be given a lead role
in whatever policymaking is under consideration regarding youths in the
region. Only young men and women of the region know their real problems, development needs and aspirations. It will give a new dimension to
policies on the region.
It is important to note that the highest number of militants among the
ranks of the Pakistani militant and terrorist groups comprise of young men
from the former FATA. Moreover, since 9/11 the region had become the
largest terrorist haven, using the name of Islam. Against the backdrop it
was expected that the government must have a well-articulated policy in
place for educating and employing the youths of the region. Lack of education and employment opportunities have been the biggest pull and push
factors for youths to join militant and terrorist organizations. The pull of
becoming popular and have power and the push of adverse personal and
family economic positions have driven thousands of youths towards the
terrorist and militant groups. On the other hand, it is also important to note
that most militant commanders of the Tehreek-e-Taliban Pakistan (TTP)
have been young men from the former FATA. Hakimullah Mehsud, the
former head of TTP, who is said to be in his early 30s, was a case in point.
In this context, formulation and full-fledge execution of a youth policy for
the FATA has been critical.
When the policy is formulated is anybody’s guess but the more it is
delayed the situation will further get out of the state’s control and more
and more youths of the region could fall prey to the propaganda and pull
of the charm of possessing of arms of the militants or anti-state elements.
The rise of the Pashtun Tahaffuz Movement (PTM) is a case in point.
Moreover, it is not a matter of merely formulation of the policy on youths
of the region, equally important is its execution in the best of manner so
that it must benefit the largest number. Only then it would make some
meaningful impact to reverse the process of radicalization of young men
and women from the region as well as would prevent further depriving the
areas of socio-economic and physical development.

13

Economics

Consumer confidence
on the wane
Muhammad Jahangir

The latest consumer confidence survey of the State Bank of Pakistan
(SBP) shows that there has been a modest improvement in consumer
confidence and household sentiments.
According to the SBP report, consumer confidence scaled up to 44.2
index points in September from 43.3 two months ago. The Consumer
Confidence Survey (CCS) is a telephonic survey of 1,600 households
that are selected randomly across the country. While releasing the survey findings, the SBP website says that the surveys reflect the opinions
of households and should not be considered as the SBP views. Interestingly, the latest CCS got a mention in the most recent monetary policy
statement which said it was “indicative of modestly better economic outlook of the public”.
But there is a contrary point of view. Most marketing professionals,
business leaders and trader representatives contest the SBP survey
findings. They quote anecdotal evidence to prove that the collective depression is growing deeper and there seems to be no stopping in the
steady fall in consumer confidence for the time-being. In their view, the
Pakistani consumer is losing hope. Job uncertainty and a fear of wage
freeze/pay-cut amidst the rising cost of living have overwhelmed the
country’s teeming millions. The changing consumer behaviour has created a sense of uncertainty in the market. The trend has not spared even
high-end fashion brands and eateries.
According to some analysts, the will and confidence of Pakistani consumers seems to be weakening. Previously, people who would go to the
market undeterred by terrorist attacks, are now reluctant to go to
bazaars because of high prices. They are not frequenting markets with
the same seal as before. Rising inflation and unemployment have substantially reduced the real disposable incomes. The final blow is dealt
by a gloomy future economic outlook as portrayed in various reports by
international financial institutions, such as the World Bank and the Asian
Development Bank.
Media reports say that the consumer market is under severe stress.
Sales data of popular consumer products companies indicate that people are rebalancing their monthly spending habits. Instead of stocking
kitchen and hygiene products for a month, people now prefer to shop
for a week, switching from big to small packs and from pricier to cheaper
brands. In extreme cases, they are going for the cheapest varieties without nametags. Average Pakistanis have high lifestyle aspirations, but
without money their wishes remain unfulfilled.
On the other hand, the government is too obsessed with raising revenue to care about people or their needs. Firsthand reports confirm that
the slide in the market is getting more pronounced by the day. Businesses are down and companies are behind their last year’s sales targets. On average, the food business is down by 20 per cent and fashion
and lifestyle by as much as 30pc. People are closing down their outlets.

14

This is generating negative vibes in business circles, leading to rising
joblessness.
According to a report, many big western fashion brands are in the
process of winding up their operations in Pakistan. This is because
changes in the tariff regime have rendered the business of foreign
brands unviable. The falling sales volumes and higher tariffs have
squeezed margins. According to market analysts, this acts as a deterrent to potential foreign investment.
But some businesses are thriving. For example, the business of prepared frozen food is said to be expanding at an accelerated pace despite everything. Knowledgeable circles say that there is double-digit
growth in the processed food segment annually. People are scaling up
and there is a regular influx of new players. One viewpoint is that society
has accepted the change. For some time, consumers were reluctant.
But now they are back. Otherwise, some big departmental local chains
wouldn’t have been expanding their networks. Foreign retail chains are
also entering the country.
Some experts blame the media for hurting consumer and business
sentiments. Both conventional and social media are distorting facts and
send negative signals to the people.
According to them, consumer behaviour is undergoing a change.
Since there are now more choices in the market, they take time deciding
about their shopping options. No doubt, at present we are facing a slowdown, and in such a situation the disposable income falls, which affects
the general buying power. But consumer confidence has not suffered
any serious setback.
There are two different points of view which are being presented from
their respective perspectives. But for the neutral observer what counts
is the situation on the ground against which there is general outcry from
the public.
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Economics

A depressing picture
of Pakistan economy
Muhammad Jahangir

In its annual report, the World Bank has cut Pakistan’s economic growth
forecast for the next two years and said that the PTI government would
miss inflation, public debt, and fiscal deficit reduction targets. The report
takes a deep look at the challenges facing Pakistan and opines that the
Pak rupee needs to be further devalued.
According to the World Bank, for the first time since 2001 Pakistan’s
poverty reduction efforts would slow down due to macroeconomic adjustments initiated under the $6 billion 39-month International Monetary Fund
(IMF) programme. All key macroeconomic targets, except current account
deficit, will be missed, and in the fiscal year 2019-20, the economy would
grow at a rate of only 2.4%, which is in line with the IMF projections. The
deceleration in growth is due to a tight monetary policy and depressed domestic demand. It may be recalled here that in April, the WB had predicted
Pakistan’s economy to grow by 2.7% in this fiscal year and 3.9% in the
next fiscal year.
However, things will turn for the better in the year 2020-21, when economic growth will rise to 3% as macroeconomic conditions improve and
external demand picks up on the back of structural reforms and increased
competitiveness. But the recovery to a large extent will be conditioned by
stability in global markets, a decline in international oil prices and reduced
political and security risks.
According to the WB report, the poverty headcount, measured using
the USD 1.90 per person per day international poverty line, is projected to
remain at the last fiscal year level of 3.1%. The poverty measured using
the USD 3.2 line is expected to decline from 31.4% last year to 31.2% in
FY20, while poverty measured using the USD 5.5 poverty line is projected
at 72.5% in this fiscal year, compared to 72.6% in last fiscal year.
The report has pointed out that vulnerable households’ ability to
weather the economic impact of the crisis will depend on the inclusiveness
of growth, food and non-food inflation, and the resilience of sectors relevant for their employment, agriculture, construction, and wholesale/retail
trade. Unfortunately, the government would miss all these targets for this
fiscal year.
Pakistan’s public debt profile also remains a matter of concern. Against
the Ministry of Finance’s target to bring the public debt down to 77.6% of
GDP, the public debt-to-GDP ratio is expected to remain high at 82.9% of
the GDP in this fiscal year, far higher than the parliament’s approved statutory limit of 60% of the GDP. Next fiscal year too, the public debt to GDP
ratio would remain at 80.8%, increasing Pakistan’s exposure to external
shocks. According to the report, “Pakistan’s debt vulnerabilities will remain
high due to large foreign currency debt amortizations and sizeable refinancing of short-term domestic debt.”
As for inflation, WB’s diagnosis is that it may rise to 13 percent during
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the current fiscal year – higher than the State Bank of Pakistan’s target
rate and its forecast of 11-12%. The increase in prices will be driven by
the second-round impact of exchange rate pass-through to domestic
prices.
A silver lining is the current account deficit which is expected to decline
to 2.6% of GDP in this fiscal year in line with the government and the SBP’s
targets. In the next fiscal year, the WB has projected a further reduction in
the current account deficit to 2.2% of GDP due to increased exchange rate
flexibility that will support a modest recovery in exports and rationalization
of imports. However, the consolidated fiscal deficit, even after including
grants, is projected to reach 7.5% of the GDP or Rs3.3 trillion. This is
higher than the official target of 7.1% of the GDP. In the next fiscal year
too, the WB has projected 6.2% of the GDP budget deficit.
The World Bank has made an interesting comparison of Pakistan’s
economy with other regional economies. In the region, exports are going
up, foreign direct investment is either higher or has remained flat, inflation
is down and industrial production is increasing. By contrast, in Pakistan
industrial production has contracted much earlier than in the rest of the
world, as the country suffers a macroeconomic crisis. Other indicators like
private sector credit are also slowing. FDI inflows have slowed down. Inflation is below target in India and Sri Lanka, but above in Pakistan.
Also, while other South Asian nations are cutting interest rates, Pakistan has increased its main policy rate nine times since the beginning of
the last year. The last increase took place in July, when the SBP increased
its rate by 100 basis points to 13.25%, due to high inflationary and external
pressures.
The World Bank’s advice to South Asian nations is that in view of global
and domestic uncertainties, they should adopt stimulating economic policies to boost private consumption and investments.
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Education

Elected indifferent
to education
Rasheed Ali

The 18th Amendment of the Constitution of Pakistan was passed by
the National Assembly on April 8, 2010, and by the Senate on April 15,
2010. It became an act of parliament when the President put his signature on the bill on April 19, 2010. Besides effecting some important
changes in the Constitution, the amendment devolved various sectors,
including education, to the federating units and other territories.
Through the amendment, a new Article, 25A, was inserted in the Constitution that reads: “Right to education: The state shall provide free
and compulsory education to all children of the age of five to 16 years
in such a manner as may be determined by the law.” The new insertion
also put the curriculum, syllabus, planning, policy, centres of excellence
and standards of education under the purview of the provinces.
Under the amended Constitution, the four federating units and other
territories are bound to legislate on the Right to Education (RTE) in pursuance of the Article 25A. However, despite the passage of almost a
decade, the process of legislation has not been completed. Either the
provinces as well as other territories have failed to legislate on the
“Right to free and compulsory education for children”, or implement the
legislation in letter and spirit.
The situation of right to education legislation is comparatively better in
the federal capital, and the areas falling under it. After being passed by
the National Assembly and the Senate, the Right to Free and Compulsory Education Act 2012 for Islamabad Capital Territory (ICT) was
signed by the President on December 19, 2012. The Act makes all five
to sixteen years old children, residing in the ICT, eligible for free and
compulsory education by law. However, its implementation depends on
formulation of the Rules of Business, which have not been formed yet,
even after the passage of the law almost seven years ago.
An official at the Ministry of Federal Education and Professional Training told Cutting Edge last month that according to official data, about
4,000 children are still out of school in the Islamabad Capital Territory
(ICT). He said a pilot project was launched in the federal capital in November 2018 to enrol almost 10,981 out-of-school children within oneyear period. He claimed that the campaign was underway and soon all
out-of-school children in ICT would be brought to educational institutions.
However, independent surveys put the number of out-of-school children
at very high. Dr Afzal Babar, president of Private Schools Network, told
Cutting Edge by telephone that the out-of-school children in the Islamabad Capital Territory were around 150,000. It’s yet to be seen when
the federal government’s education ministry forms the rules of business
for implementation of the Right to Education in a true sense.
The Punjab governor promulgated the Punjab Free and Compulsory
Education Ordinance 2014 on May 13, which was later introduced in
the Punjab Assembly. Subsequently, the ordinance was referred to the
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Standing Committee on Education for consideration. The ordinance
was passed on November 10, 2014, though it still awaits its implementation. Those attached with the field believe the outgoing Pakistan Muslim League-N government and the Pakistan Tehreek-e-Insaf-led
coalition government in the province are not interested in implementing
the RTE law. It was passed, perhaps, under a constitutional compulsion, but the rules of business were kept pending on purpose. The
provincial authorities have set up the Punjab Education Foundation
(PEF), which keeps handing over the management of government
schools to private parties on one pretext or the other. Titled as the Public School Support Programme (PSSP), the initiative allows provincial
authorities to outsource any government school with less than 20 students or any that scores less than 25 per cent in the Punjab Examination Commission tests. Since its launch in December 2015, it has
resulted in the transfer of nearly 4,300 schools to the private sector in
two phases. The target is to outsource 5,000 schools by the end of the
third phase that started on April 3 this year.
On the other hand, the Punjab still has the largest number of out-ofschool children. Last year, the provincial assembly was informed that
over 11 million children were out of schools in the province. The provincial government failed to achieve public schools’ enrolment target of
600,000 students in 2017. It could hardly complete 23% enrolment during the period. And in the next year, 2018, the Punjab school enrolment
drive missed its set target of enrolments by a staggering 1.59 million.
The provincial government intended to enrol 13.55 million children into
various grades. As per the data, it could bring only 11.95 million children
– or 88.21%, to schools for the academic year.
The south Punjab region performed the worst, with Muzaffargarh leading with 135,444 children who could not be enrolled during the campaign. Other districts that missed the target by a sizable percentage
were Rahim Yar Khan, which achieved a success of only 78.1%, Bahawalpur with a success rate of 78.2%, Bahawalnagar with a success
rate of 81.2%, Rajanpur with a success rate of 81.8% and DG Khan
and Okara with success rates of 83.3%, and 84.7%, respectively. Combined, these eight districts failed to enrol over 657,000 children in
schools, making up 41% of the target missed.
The Khyber-Pakhtunkhwa Right of Children to Free and Compulsory
Education Act 2014 was drafted by the provincial government. Finally,
after the proposed amendments, the act was passed on February 5,
2017, by the KP Assembly as ‘The Khyber-Pakhtunkhwa Free, Compulsory Primary and Secondary Education Act, 2017’. The implementation of the Act will make all five to 16 years old children, residing in
Khyber-Pakhtunkhwa province, eligible for free and compulsory education by law. Under the 25th Constitutional Amendment, passed by
the Parliament on May 24, 2018, and assented by the President of Pak-
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istan on May 31, 2018, Federally Administered Tribal Areas (Fata) and
Khyber-Pakhtunkhwa have been merged.
However, like other provinces, KP education authorities are also yet to
make the rules of business for complete implementation of the Article
25A. There are a total of 4.17 million children studying in different
grades in the province currently. Those still out of school are counted
at 2.5 million; 63% of total girls are out of school and 30% of total boys
are still out of school.
After being passed by the Sindh Assembly, the Right of Children to Free
and Compulsory Education Bill 2013 for Sindh was ratified by the governor on March 6, 2013. Sindh is the only federating unit that formed
comprehensive rules of business on December 29, 2016, for implementation of the Act. However, the ground situation is not different from
other provinces, which are yet to make the rules of business. The education sector is the least priority of the provincial government. It is very
strange to note that since the ruling party in Sindh took the reins of
power years ago, budgetary allocations kept increasing every year
compared to previous years, while education standards remained stagnant, or rather, deteriorated. For instance, an estimated 52% of children
in Sindh are still out of school.
According to Mosharraf Zaidi, an education campaigner, despite billions
of rupees being “spent” every year on education by the Pakistan Peoples Party’s government, in addition to money spent by international
donors over the last 11 years, the ground reality remains depressing
and contrary to the claims made by the Sindh government. The
province has a total of 42,383 public schools, a number that has declined from 47,557 in 2011. Most schools, around 95%, only offer primary education. Given the situation, dropping out after primary level
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becomes unavoidable. Meanwhile, the Sindh government has completely failed to share a roadmap to overcome the gap.
Despite forming the rules of business to implement the RTE, Sindh is
lagging behind in achieving the United Nations’ Sustainable Development goals and fulfilling the obligation of free education under the Article 25-A. At the pace with which the Sindh government is working in
the name of “reforms”, and with millions of children out of school, we
can only pray for a miracle to change the fate of the children of Sindh.
The Balochistan governor approved the Ordinance on Free and Compulsory Education for Balochistan’ on March 12, 2013. The Act is now
in place titled Balochistan Compulsory Education Act 2014, officially
passed on February 6, 2014. However, like ICT, the Punjab and KP, no
rules of business have been made yet to implement the legislation.
More than 2.3 million out of 3.6 million school-age children in Balochistan are out of school. It is estimated that around 12,000 primary, middle
and high schools are available across the province with 56,000 teachers. But around 2,000 schools are not functioning properly, or closed
all together. Moreover, over 3,000 teachers are not performing their duties, and the provincial authorities are yet to initiate any action against
them.
The Society for Empowering Human Resources said in a recent report
that nearly 47% of school-age children in Balochistan do not have access to education, and more than one million children have never attended school. It is yet to be seen when the Balochistan political
leadership and the education authorities wake up from a deep slumber
and not only make the rules of business for implementing the Article
25A but also go an extra mile to bring literacy in the province on a par
with other parts of the country.

17

Politics

Forgotten promises
of Imran Khan
Faheem Amir

Since 1996, Imran Khan, now the prime minister of Pakistan, is endeavouring his level best to project himself as an honest, pro-people, pro-saints,
pro-democracy, principled and patriotic Muslim leader who wants to make
Pakistan a prosperous, peaceful and great country.
He tries to present himself as a leader who loves the people of Pakistan
earnestly, who suffers in their suffering, believes in justice, rule of law, merit
and equality. Before 1996, it is an established fact, he played cricket, loved
the western style of life and culture and was known for leading a playboy
life. At the time, he followed the lifestyle for making progress and establishing connections with the elite in Western societies, especially in the
UK. But, when he planned to take part in Pakistani politics, he started mentioning Islam, justice, nationalism, love, equality and Sufism for gaining
support of the people of Pakistan. The people of Pakistan, who wanted to
get rid of corrupt politicians, like Nawaz Sharif and Asif Ali Zardari, believed
his words, supported him and his PTI party won elections in 2018.
There is no doubt about it that Imran Khan has been gifted with many
great qualities of head and heart. By using these qualities, he won the
cricket World Cup, established the Shaukat Khanum Hospital, Namal University, formed his PTI party and became the prime minister of Pakistan
after 22 years’ of incessant political struggle. With practice, he has become
very good orator and his highly-appreciated speech in the UN will be remembered in the history of Pakistan. By using the gift of the gab, he has
become the most popular political leader, who has given new hope and
dream to the poor people of Pakistan. Before the 2018 elections, he gave
a new slogan of creating a Naya Pakistan to the hopeless people. To acquire support of the people and win the election, he made many promises.
On April 28, 2018, Imran Khan gave his famous 11-point agenda
(promises) to create a Naya Pakistan. He vowed to “fight till the last drop
of his blood for the rights of Pakistanis”. Khan also promised to “establish
a fairer society that will steer Pakistan towards the path of the father of the
nation, Muhammad Ali Jinnah”. According to his 11-point agenda, education will be for all the people. He promised to establish 20 new universities
and invest maximum on the development of the people and on one education system in Pakistan. The PTI government will make health facilities
available for all. Self-reliance via revenue generation through improved
system of taxation. He promised to make Pakistan corruption-free. “We
will stop money laundering, we will strengthen the NAB and FBR”, he
pledged. He announced opening new vistas of investment. “We will reduce
the tax on electricity and gas for our industries so that they could compete
with Indian market”, he said.
Imran Khan promised to build “5 million homes for the poor, which
would create jobs and stimulate the economy”. He vowed to improve agriculture and the lives of farmers on “an emergency basis.” “Farmers work
for the whole year and get nothing in the end. They are being exploited by
the sugar mill mafia,” he said. He promised to introduce KP's local government system across Pakistan for strengthening the federation. He
promised to promote tourism and environment and improve the police and
justice system. Highlighting the significance of the KP police, Imran said
that KP police had been totally depoliticized, adding that there was no victimization via FIRs, not a single extrajudicial killing in the province while in
Sindh, ex-SSP Rao Anwar had murdered 400 people. He asked; "Have
you ever heard people raising slogans of Zindabad for the police? It happens in KP only. But Inshallah there will be a day, people of the Punjab will
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also say "Punjab Police Zindabad".
He also promised women empowerment through education, create 10
million jobs and bring back looted $200 billion stashed in foreign countries.
He pledged that his party would not work with the corrupt parties and political leaders. But, after 14 months in the power, Imran Khan, so far, has not
even fulfilled a single promise. He has miserably failed to bring about a real
constructive “change” in the country. He has shown his inexperience and
incompetence at the helm of the affairs. The PTI government’s poor performance is increasing economic and social problems for the people. The
government has utterly failed to control soaring prices, inflation is in double
digits, agriculture and key industries are producing less, tax revenues have
declined, fiscal deficit is high and the GDP is also low. However, Imran Khan
is still blaming the PML-N and PPP’s previous corrupt governments for the
mess. He himself is doing nothing to improve the conditions.
Imran Khan has also included the MQM, PML-Q and other corrupt electables to form his government. He has selected incompetent and corrupt
ministers and members in his PTI government, who allegedly indulged in
corruption. Many PTI members and ministers have their cases in the NAB.
Imran Khan has hired the services of two IMF servants, Financial Adviser
Abdul Hafeez Shaikh and State Bank Governor Reza Baqir. Both are considered as economic hitmen who are more interested in protecting the interests of the IMF and the World Bank than Pakistan. There is no morality
and merit in politics. All these things are used to get power, prolong rule,
protect partisan interests and control the people. After becoming prime
minister, Imran Khan is following the rule very cleverly.
He has nominated and appointed Usman Buzdar as the chief minister
of the Punjab. Buzdar's selection is not on merit as Imran Khan has ignored all other PTI members who are with the party from day one. Buzdar
has proved to be incompetent in running the province and failed to serve
the people. But, Imran Khan is satisfied because he is controlling the
province from the Centre. Mehmood Khan, the CM of KP, is another example of favouritism.
So far, Imran Khan has not introduced any police and judicial reforms.
The Punjab police are committing extrajudicial killings without any fear.
The Sahiwal tragedy and killing of Salahuddin, a mentally retarded person,
occurred in the PTI government. But, Imran Khan is doing nothing except
to enjoy his power.
Imran Khan announced that there is no harm in taking U-turns (breaking promises). Asif Ali Zardari had also declared that "promises are not
the Quran and Ahadees, which cannot be changed". Machiavelli has also
declared, " the promise given was a necessity of the past: the word broken
is a necessity of the present.” It means interests are everything. To achieve
and protect the interests, there is no harm to tell lies, make promises, break
pledges and fool the people. So, after getting power, Imran Khan is now
following Zardari. No doubt, almost all our political and religious leaders
take no time in breaking their promises.
Imran Khan is using Riyasat-i-Madina rhetoric to achieve his interests
and deceive the poor people of Pakistan. The Ehsaas-Saylani Langar
Scheme is yet another step to deflect the attention of the people from the
prevailing economic, social and health problems. Addressing the inaugural
ceremony of the scheme, Prime Minister Imran Khan declared that the
state of Madina "could not be realised in only 13 months”. Interestingly, he
has not taken even a single step to materialize his vision in 14 months.
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The march on
Islamabad
Askari Raza Malik

Before the Partition, students all over India would get together to spoil a religious party’s anti-Pakistan rallies, gleefully chanting the slogan, “Down with
Birla’s money bag.” They thought it was Birla’s money behind the rallies.
The Barelvi scholars supported Jinnah. The Deobandis, tooth and nail,
opposed him. Maulana Shabbir Ahmed Usmani was an honorable exception on Jinnah’s side. History bears a witness that Muslim religious scholars, schools of thought notwithstanding, have more often than not
succumbed to the greed for money. Our leader of assault on Islamabad is
himself a glaring example of this susceptibility.
They called the Quaid-i-Azam “Kafir-e-Azam”, the great nonbeliever.
When Pakistan became a reality, the same religious leaders claimed its
sole proprietorship clamouring for a theocratic Pakistan, far from Jinnah’s
dream of a state formed as envisaged by the Prophet (PBUH). The mainstay of our religious parties has been their street power. Undeterred by
their abject failures in elections they thrive on their nuisance value to pressurize every government. The extreme governmental reaction came as a
martial law in 1953, followed by a death sentence for Maulana Maududi
that was never carried out. On moral plain, by comparison, our clergy has
been more fallible than the Christian Church or Hindu Brahmins. And when
the religious bigwigs say that they had laid innumerable sacrifices for the
creation of Pakistan, it sounds like a big joke. But they set the rules and
want to play the game on their own terms.
Fazlur Rehman speaks from a self-assumed high moral ground. His
confidence is growing with the support of parties with regional loyalties and
aspirations with little clout at national level. The PML-N and the PPP cunningly wait on the fence ready to jump on the bandwagon if and when the
going got good, hoping Maulana’s solo flight will turn into another PNAtype movement of 1977. That is closing eyes to the ground realities.
The differences between the two campaigns are enormous and varied.
Zulfikar Ali Bhutto, despite his democratic showings, was a typical feudal
lord. He was a great man. His mistakes were also as huge. He had become
power drunk and arrogant. He stopped seeing the obvious. He had been
cruel and unscrupulous in dealing with his political opponents, friends and
foes alike. Except for his demagoguery he had become a complete failure.
He had ruined a fast-growing empire built by Ayub Khan and had brought
it to naught. He was hanged for a sin that he had not committed but for all
those sins which had gone unreported. The destiny had uncannily led him
to his end.
Jinnah was an example of a modern Muslim. He was truthful, honest
to the hilt, trustworthy, straightforward, sincere and a true lover of the holy
Prophet (PBUH). The ritualistic obligations remained a matter between him
and his Maker. On the human grounds he was a perfect follower of the
Prophet (PBUH).
Imran Khan is an honest and sincere man. He loves the Prophet
(PBUH). He wants to turn Pakistan into a state like Madina. Governance
is more a matter of attitude than aptitude. Good intentions, honesty and
sincerity lead the way to good governance, that will eventually come and
come big. Ayub Khan’s Pakistan was an enviable developing country. His
progress could not stand the storm of Bhutto’s malice because it was not
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backed by institutions. Imran Khan is an ardent believer of strong institutions. Today’s Pakistan with an honest and God-fearing leadership has the
potential to grow much higher and mightier than the Pakistan of Ayub
Khan.
In the face of Maulana’s revolt, Imran Khan’s first step meets all the
human and democratic norms. He wants to talk the Maulana out of his uncompromising stance. Benazir Bhutto had allegedly bought the Maulana’s
silence by a few million dollars and an imposing new Mercedes Benz. Pervez Musharraf and the astute Chaudhry brothers were able to win
Maulana’s loyalties. The price of the deal is not known, except that it could
not have taken place without plenty of dough. Imran Khan cannot do that.
He has to pick up the gauntlet and fight purely with democratic and legal
wherewithal.
The Maulana must be allowed to come to Islamabad, stage a protest
or a sit-in as it suits him. How long he can sustain his protest, no one can
tell. If India were backing him, it is a rich country. It can afford any price.
Yet a peaceful protest cannot end Maulana’s predicament. All his efforts
and bragging will fizzle out ringing the death bell for his political career and
dreams of his supporters sitting on the boundary unless he makes an outof-the-box move.
The government should not be in any doubt. It has to be firm, not reckless and arrogant like the duo of Shahbaz Sharif and Rana Sanaullah in
the Model Town tragedy. The Maulana, like many of his ilk, has no sense
of proportion. He can at any time go berserk. Show of decency and restrain
can encourage him to become practically as belligerent as he sounds. For
him it is a last-ditch battle. Now or never. So, it is for his beleaguered supporters, Bilawal and Maryam Nawaz. They all want to break the shackles
and gain some political space that continues to shrink.
The government can show its intentions by strict security measures and
if the situation demanded, call even the defence forces in aid of civil power.
Martial law, or even curfew, is not any worthwhile option. If talks fail to
knock sense into stubborn heads, then let it come to pass. For the last seventy years the Mullah power has kept every ruler on the tenterhooks. It’s
time to face the menace squarely. The ugly retrogressive forces must give
way to making Pakistan a truly progressive and enlightened country. Call
it the State of Madina.
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Aggression

India’s insanity
M. Fazal Elahi

As if all the insanity that the incumbent Indian government, headed by
Premier Narendra Modi, has been demonstrating for the past almost
three months has not been enough. To further accentuate its insanity
India has now got down to audaciously threatening Pakistan of diverting
the western rivers’ flow to Pakistan. The threat, one must know, has come
from no less than the stature of the ever-belligerent Prime Minister of
India, Narendra Modi.
In a statement published in the Indian daily The Hindu lately, Modi
brashly said that New Delhi would stop water from the Indian rivers that
had been flowing to Pakistan and give it to the Indian farmers. Emphasizing
on his intent to do so, he said, “This water belongs to the farmers of
Haryana, Rajasthan, and the country, and we will get it”. All this was very
proudly said by the Indian premier while addressing an election rally at
Charkhi Dadri in the Indian state of Haryana on October 15, 2019. Further
elaborating on the issue, Modi informed his audience that work towards the
realization of the project had already begun. He told them that India would
put to use its share of water from the rivers flowing to Pakistan and assured
that every single drop would be provided to the country’s farmers.
What one is at loss to understand is why the apparently populist and
politically effervescent Indian Premier Narendra Modi, for some reason or
the other, always fails to appreciate that there are some laws and treaties
that govern such vital issues and India cannot take such whimsical decision unilaterally. If, however, Modi had made this declaration at Haryana
exclusively for public consumption then it is quite understandable.
Pakistan, as persuasively stated by Pakistan’s foreign office, has exclusive rights over the three rivers India is talking about, under the Indus
Water Treaty (IWT). India, therefore, cannot stop water flowing from these
rivers to Pakistan. In view of the foregoing fact, Pakistan has warned India
to desist from diverting the western water flow to Pakistan. To further emphasize its stance on this critical issue, Pakistan has firmly said that any
attempt by India to divert the flow of western rivers will be considered “an
act of aggression and Pakistan has the right to respond.”
As articulated in the World Bank (IBRD-IDA) brief of June 11, 2018, the
Indus Waters Treaty was signed in 1960 after nine years of negotiations
between India and Pakistan with the help of the World Bank, which is also
a signatory. The negotiations were the initiative of former World Bank President Eugene Black. Seen as one of the most successful international
treaties, it has survived frequent tensions, including conflict, and has provided a framework for irrigation and hydropower development for more
than half a century. Former U.S. President Dwight Eisenhower described
it as "one bright spot in a very depressing world picture that we see so
often."
So far as the working of IWT is concerned, the treaty sets out a mechanism for cooperation and information exchange between the two countries regarding their use of the rivers, known as the Permanent Indus
Commission, which has a commissioner from each country. The treaty also
sets forth distinct procedures to handle issues which may arise: “questions”
are handled by the commission; “differences” are to be resolved by a neutral expert; and “disputes” are to be referred to a seven-member arbitral
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tribunal called the “Court of Arbitration.” Despite the fact that as a signatory
to the treaty, the World Bank’s role is limited and procedural; the World
Bank remains committed to taking action in good faith and with complete
impartiality and transparency in fulfilling its responsibilities under the treaty,
while continuing to assist the countries.
Indian Premier Narendra Modi’s venturing into a new escapade against
Pakistan impudently threatening to stop water from the Indian rivers reflects nothing but his insanity that has acquired irrepressible proportions
because of the volatile situation in occupied Jammu and Kashmir. What
Modi fails to appreciate is that intimidating Pakistan of such repressive
measures would not frighten it a bit. Pakistan will never get cowed down
by such threats and continue to assiduously raise its voice in support of
the subjugated people of occupied Kashmir at every international forum.
It has done it in the recent past and it would continue to do so until India
immediately stops committing atrocities on innocent men, women and children in IOK, and the people of the occupied territory are granted the right
to self-determination as assured under the UN Resolution of 1948.
India and Pakistan are at loggerheads with each other over the grave
issue of Indian Occupied Kashmir. Emboldened by the silence of the world
community and fully backed by the belligerent Indian government of Premier Narendra Modi, the vicious Indian forces are incessantly engaged in
committing atrocities on innocent and totally unarmed people of occupied
Kashmir. Human rights abuses being committed by India in the occupied
territory have crossed all bounds of civility and international law. The failure
of international human rights organizations to prevail on India to stop
abuses in IOK is encouraging India to blatantly pursue its policy of violence
against the Kashmiris and depriving them of their fundamental rights.
Needles to say, with every passing day the Kashmir imbroglio is acquiring critical dimensions. India’s dastardly act of diverting the western
rivers’ flow to Pakistan is definitely bound to further aggravate the already
inflammable situation. The UN, the US in particular and the world community in general, must take immediate cognizance of the threats that India
is hurling at Pakistan, the atrocities its forces are brazenly committing in
occupied Kashmir, and its utter contravention of all international norms and
resolutions vis-à-vis issues of international significance.

November 1-15, 2019

Opinion

The day the story of
Kashmir changed forever
Hafsa Kanjwal

On October 22, the US House Subcommittee on Asia held an historic
hearing on Human Rights in Asia. While the hearing covered human
rights concerns in Sri Lanka, Pakistan and the Indian state of Assam,
the bulk of the discussion was on the ongoing siege in Indian-occupied
Kashmir. It was the first time so much attention had been devoted to
Kashmir in the US Congress.
Ever since the Indian government revoked the region's special status on August 5, imposed a communication blockade and precipitated
fears of a settler-colonial project, the world's most militarised zone has
been internationalised in an unprecedented way.
The US hearing marks a critical shift in how the Kashmir issue has
been discussed in policy circles. Witnesses were able to highlight the
immense amount of state repression in Kashmir, and not just after August 5. Amnesty International's representative, Francisco Bencosme,
spoke of the detentions, the lack of press freedoms and the worrying
attacks on religious freedom in India. Members of Congress asked difficult questions about the justification for the communications blockade.
As Susan Wild, a representative from Pennsylvania, stated: “To me, if
there is no transparency, there is something that is being hidden.” Expert scholars on Kashmir, including Nitasha Kaul and Angana Chatterji,
spoke about the rise of Hindu majoritarianism and its relationship to
Nazism, as well as the prevalence of enforced disappearances, rape,
extrajudicial killings and torture in Kashmir.
While admitting that US diplomats had not been allowed into Kashmir since August 5, officials from the State Department, including assistant secretary for South and Central Asian Affairs Alice Wells and
assistant secretary for the Bureau of Democracy, Human Rights and
Labor Robert Destro, demonstrated an apologetic approach to India's
talking points, emphasising the importance of US relations with India.
Nonetheless, Indian Prime Minister Narendra Modi did for Kashmir
overnight what the movement for Kashmiri self-determination had struggled for more than seven decades to do. Last month, for the first time
in 50 years, the United Nations Security Council held a closed-door
session on Kashmir. During his visit to the US, Modi was met in Houston and New York with the largest protests ever seen in the US over
Kashmir.
Dozens of elected officials in the US have spoken out against the
unfolding humanitarian crisis. Modi's actions have also reinvigorated
an otherwise politically complacent Kashmiri diaspora, who are now
fully aware of the existential threat their families face under the Hindu
nationalist government. They have been at the forefront of urging the
international community to centre Kashmiri perspectives and aspirations, and to move away from seeing the issue solely through the lens
of a bilateral dispute between India and Pakistan.
Hundreds of cities around the world have held protests, vigils,
marches and teach-ins. People who might have never heard of Kashmir
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before August 5 are now mobilised and want to take action. Progressive
and interfaith coalitions are becoming aware of the links between Kashmir and other anti-fascist, anti-colonial, anti-occupation and anti-war
struggles around the world.
Most importantly, however, India's miscalculation has managed to
highlight the right to Kashmiri self-determination, and the realisation
that Kashmir is indeed a disputed territory awaiting a political resolution.
For years, India hid behind the rhetoric of the so-called war on terror,
treating Kashmir as an "internal" law and security concern. It bragged
of its status as the world's largest democracy, while brutally repressing
the pro-freedom sentiments of the Kashmiri people.
Given that the international community rarely spoke out when
dozens of Kashmiris would be killed or pelleted, or when reports of torture and human rights violations were released by human rights organisations, the Indian government, perhaps, thought that this time the
response to such state aggression would be no different.
Instead, US presidential contenders like Bernie Sanders are calling
for the implementation of UN resolutions on Kashmir that "respect the
wishes of the Kashmiri people," and the Labour Party in the United
Kingdom has also passed an emergency motion on Kashmir calling for
party leader Jeremy Corbyn to seek international observers to "enter"
the region and demand the right of self-determination for its people.
Despite its best efforts, the Hindu nationalist government in India
has struggled to combat the international condemnation. While they
have certainly been on the diplomatic offensive, they have been unable
to provide coherent answers for the gagging of over eight million people, besides resorting to the age-old tropes of Pakistani interference
and terrorism.
It has become difficult for even the most vociferous allies of India to
justify a siege that is implemented in the interest of the region's people.
Amnesty's Bencosme said as much during the hearing when he stated:
"It's completely unthinkable that you will detain children, political leaders and youth adults, close down all communication, put people under
a curfew to bolster tourism in a region."
Nonetheless, the Indian lobby and its apologists never fail to raise
the bogey of Pakistan. While India's talking points on Kashmir have always been to posit mass civil resistance as "proxies for Pakistan," they
now parrot the same narratives for those mobilising outside of Kashmir.
Indian journalist Aarti Tickoo Singh, who defended India's actions at
the hearing, described the Kashmiri diaspora-led grassroots solidarity
group Stand with Kashmir as "Pakistan's ISI team."
It is this kind of attitude, and the inability or sheer refusal to see the
writing on the wall, that has marked India's position on Kashmir. But
the unravelling of this position is giving way to a new movement - one
that can no longer be contained.
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Viewpoint

What is behind the Israeli outrage
over Turkey's Syria operation?
Adnan Abu Amer

When Turkey embarked on an offensive to drive the Kurdish Democratic
Union Party (PYD) Forces back from its borders with Syria, it faced a furious
international backlash amid concerns over the threat to civilians and fears
that the operation could enable the resurgence of the Islamic State of Iraq
and the Levant group (ISIL, also known as ISIS). But the Turkish operation,
and President Trump's decision to withdraw US troops from Syria that paved
the way for it, evoked the sharpest reaction in an unlikely place: Israel.
In a matter of days, Turkey's operation became the subject that united
a deeply divided country. Everyone from the grassroots supporters of the
far-right to left-wing newspaper columnists and the military establishment
condemned the offensive and voiced their support for the Kurds. Pundits
from across the political spectrum talked of the "historical connection" between the Kurds and the Jewish people and called upon the West to support them. Ordinary Israelis tweeted under the #freekurdistan hashtag and
voiced their support for the formation of an independent Kurdish entity on
territories that currently belong to Turkey, Iraq, Syria and Iran. Meanwhile,
dozens of Israeli military reservists signed a petition calling on the Israeli
government to send not only food, clothing and medicine but also military
and intelligence assistance to the Kurds.
Israel's Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu was also quick to denounce
Turkey's operation, saying Israel is prepared to offer humanitarian aid to
the Kurds in Syria. “Israel strongly condemns the Turkish invasion of the
Kurdish areas in Syria and warns against the ethnic cleansing of the Kurds
by Turkey and its proxies," Netanyahu said in a tweet. "Israel is prepared
to extend humanitarian assistance to the gallant Kurdish people." Chairwoman of the New Right Party, Ayelet Shaked, also made a statement in
support of the Kurds. "Our national memory requires us to revolt against
violence directed against another nation. Such is the Turkish violence directed against the Kurdish people in northern Syria," the former justice minister wrote on Facebook.
So, what is behind the Israeli frenzy over an operation that, at least on
paper, does not have much to do with Israel? Trump's decision to leave
Syria and allow Turkey to do as it sees fit with the Kurdish forces, who
played the leading role in the fight against ISIL, touched a nerve in Israel
for multiple reasons. The US' exit from Syria left Russia as the only global
power active in the country. As Russia is a long-term ally of Iran, Israel now
expects Tehran to consolidate its involvement in Syria. This could eventually
translate into a growing ability to transport weapons from Iran through Iraq
and Syria to Hezbollah in Lebanon, which would pose a serious and immediate security threat for Israel.
Throughout the Syrian war, the Israeli air force repeatedly struck Syrian
military arms convoys and Lebanon's Hezbollah. Such attacks may not be
so easy to conduct under a new status quo dominated solely by Russia.
The US' exit from the region coupled with the successful ousting of the Kurdish forces from northeastern Syria also translates into an opportunity for
Turkey to consolidate its position as a major force in Syria's war. From Israel's point of view this poses a security problem, because it perceives
Ankara as a hostile force that supports Hamas and the Palestinian struggle.
Moreover, an increasing Turkish influence over northeastern Syria would
mean Israel would not be allowed to operate as freely in this strategic area
near Iran's border as it could when it was under Kurdish control.
But while these are all legitimate and serious security concerns, they
cannot on their own explain the unprecedented panic in Israel today. The
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country's extraordinary reaction to Turkey's operation against the Kurds in
Syria, in fact, has a lot more to do with the US than with Iran or Turkey.
The Israelis paid close attention to the plight of the Kurds because it
made them question their own place in the region and partnership with
Washington. For years, Israel's foreign policy has rested almost exclusively
on the presumption that when all else fails, the US would come to the rescue. Its ironclad bond with the US has always been Israel's most effective
weapon and deterrent. Now however, in light of what happened to the Kurds,
who functioned as the US' boots on the ground in the fight against ISIL, the
Israelis are asking whether the same thing could happen to them one day.
No one, of course, really believes the value of the Kurdish forces in Syria
was ever equal to the value of Israel in the eyes of the US. After all, the US
has long defined Israel's survival and security as important to its own national interests. The Israeli lobby in Washington is also as strong and effective as ever. Moreover, significant forces in Congress, as well as the
security, military and intelligence communities in the US, still support Israel.
But, there is now a different kind of president in the White House. Trump
is erratic, impulsive and unfazed by what the establishment, the elites, the
lobbies or the institutions think. He does not listen to his closest allies or
advisers. He abandoned the Kurds, ignoring significant warnings from the
US military and security institutions. And now, many Israelis, perhaps rightfully so, fear that he can do exactly the same to them.
Actually, for Israel, the alarm bells first started to ring weeks earlier, on
September 14, when Yemen's Iran-backed Houthi rebels targeted Saudi
Arabia's oil facilities. The Trump administration quickly blamed Iran for the
attack, even briefly hinting at the possibility of military action against Tehran.
But, eventually, the president chose to do nothing.
This sent the message to the Saudis that despite their strong partnership with the US, they would be on their own if they embark on a military
confrontation with Iran. Riyadh responded by softening its stance towards
Tehran and taking steps to ease tensions.
This triggered a wave of panic in Israel which cumulated in the county's
extraordinary response to the news of Washington's exit from Syria and
Turkey's operation against the PYD. This is why the main focus of most Israeli analysts' criticism of this latest chapter in Syria's war has been the US'
"betrayal" of its allies rather than Turkey's "aggression" towards the Kurds.
The realisation that the Trump administration could one day abandon
Tel Aviv led to two major changes in Israel's political sphere. First, those in
the highest echelons of the Israeli political and military establishment started
to discuss the need for an Israeli foreign policy that is independent, multilayered and not solely dependent on Washington. This could soon lead to
Israel seeking new regional partnerships. Second, Netanyahu, after two
election campaigns built on a strategy of promoting his close ties to the US
president, was forced to put some distance between himself and Trump.
Netanyahu did not criticise Trump or his decision to pull US troops out
of Syria in his statement about the Turkish operation, but gradually stopped
"name dropping" the US president in his public speeches. He even failed
to show up at the UN meeting in New York, where he was expected to meet
Trump for a one-on-one meeting and photo opportunity. Trump is unlikely
to abandon Israel anytime soon, but by "betraying" the Kurds he clearly
created the perception in Tel Aviv that he could. This will cause new turmoil
in an already volatile region, and add to the mounting troubles of the Israeli
prime minister.
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Your View
After ban on plastic bags

Bank interviews
I recently got an opportunity to be interviewed by one of the leading commercial banks of Pakistan for a middle-tier position. I was really looking forward to it as the position I had applied for was of huge interest to me. Sadly,
things didn’t turn out to be the way I had thought. In fact, the experience left
me quite disturbed and disappointed with the way I was interviewed. Firstly,
I was made to wait for exactly half an hour despite requesting the interviewer a day before to schedule it earlier as I would have to rush back to
work. Strangely, none of the interviewers cared to even apologise for it. Secondly, after I was called for the interview, none of the panelists cared to intro-

Since a ban on plastic bags, the common people have started
facing a lot of issues. I know some shopkeepers who do not
provide grocery bags to their customers. If they do, the bags
come at a hefty cost.
Most customers end up carrying their purchased goods in
their hands. This is a serious issue. When you ask shopkeepers, they blame everything on the government. This makes
one wonder if the government takes stakeholders on board
before issuing orders.
Alina Kamir

duce themselves nor asked for tea or water. Thirdly, the office guard

Islamabad

interrupted us twice in the middle of the interview as there was a fire drill
scheduled at the same time. The second time when the poor guard came
he was actually shooed away by the recruiter in a rather rude manner. Being
on the 20th floor and seeing the HR professionals completely ignoring an
emergency drill was a matter of concern. Then during the interview, the interviewer kept doubting all the work and achievements mentioned on my
CV. It felt more of an interrogation rather than a conversation because of his
extremely inappropriate condescending tone and unprofessional way of
asking questions. And last but not the least, I was told twice that it would be
a brief interview and that they would explain the job role in detail. Ironically,
the brief interview lasted for full half an hour and the role wasn’t explained at
all by the interviewers. Our hiring managers and HR professionals really
need to understand it’s not just the interviewing technique that you need to
excel in, one also needs to be respectful to candidates.

Sewage-mixed water
Several streets of Block F, North Nazimabad, have been getting
sewage-mixed water for the past one month. The residents of Kiran
Street, Ali Street and other joining streets of Block F are the worst
affected. We have raised the issue with the Karachi Water and
Sewerage Board officials but the matter has not been resolved.
Owing to the situation, hundreds of families are facing extreme
hardship and forced to buy water from water tanker operators. The
Sindh and city governments are requested to solve the issue on an
urgent basis.
Zeeshan Jaffri

Ali Haider

Karachi

Karachi

Civil Superior Services reforms
The Civil Superior Services 2019 result was announced recently. Candidates who appeared in international relations, gender studies and international law as optional subjects have fared badly.
This means that candidates who appeared in optional subjects like
business administration, criminology and Punjabi etc. will have a better probability of securing a better service group than the less fortunate. Article 14(ii) of the CSS exams rules states that those securing
more marks in viva voce and interview are more competent than those
having a higher score in the written part of the exam.
Candidates who appeared in higher-scoring subjects have an advantage of around 70 to 90 marks. How can the other candidates get the
more prestigious service groups even if they fare well in their interview? Even if they get 30 marks more than students with the highest

The sacking of Sarfraz
The Pakistan Cricket Board’s decision to sack Sarfraz Ahmed from
captaincy in all three formats of the game and appoint Babar Azam
as the new T20 team skipper is beyond comprehension.
The PCB management said it had taken the decision in the backdrop of Sarfraz’s poor performance and form. One wonders
whether the PCB considered the memorable records achieved by
the team under his captaincy. Pakistan became the world’s number
one T-20 side under his captaincy. It won 29 out of 37 T-20 games.
Sarfraz led the team to 11 consecutive T-20 match victories and
whitewashed the opponent sides on five occasions in a bilateral series. Despite playing away from home, thanks to Sarfraz Pakistan is
still the world’s top T-20 side. There is no doubt that Sarfraz’s per-

scoring optional subjects, they would still not be able to bridge the big

formance as a batsman has not been impressive of late, but this is

difference in marks in the written part of the exam.

no reason for the PCB to have sacked him. He should have been

The Federal Public Services Commission should take measures to re-

retained as T-20 skipper till the ICC World T20 to be held in Aus-

move this anomaly and introduce a more uniform selection procedure.

tralia next year.
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Big dinosaurs kept cool thanks to blood
vessel clusters in their heads

Too much groundwater pumping is
draining many of the world’s rivers

Carolyn Gramling

Jonathan Lambert

Massive dinosaurs came in many
different forms, but they all had the
same problem: Staying cool. Now,
fossilized traces of blood vessels
in the skulls of big-bodied dinosaurs reveal how different dinos
avoided heatstroke. Long-necked
sauropods may have panted to stay cool, for example, while heavily armored ankylosaurs relied on elaborate nasal passages. Chemical analyses of fossil sauropod teeth previously suggested that, despite their
massive bodies, the animals maintained body temperatures similar to
those of modern mammals. One possible explanation for this was thermoregulation, in which blood vessels radiate excess heat, often with the
help of evaporative cooling in moist parts of the body, such as the nose
and mouth. To assess how giant dinosaurs might have used thermoregulation, two vertebrate paleontologists from the Ohio Center for Ecology
and Evolutionary Studies in Athens mapped blood vessel networks
within fossil dinosaur skulls and skulls from dinosaurs’ modern relatives,
birds and reptiles. The researchers traced the networks in the bones
using computed tomography scanning that combines X-rays into 3-D
images. Along with data and observations from the modern relatives,
those images let the scientists map blood vessel patterns in the ancient
animals. Dinosaurs from Diplodocus to Tyrannosaurus rex each evolved
their own ways to beat the heat, the team reports. Ankylosaurs had thick
clusters of blood vessels, representing cooling regions, primarily in their
noses. Sauropods had blood vessels clusters in their giant nostrils and
mouths, suggesting they used panting to stay cool. And fierce, large
theropods like T. rex and Allosaurus may have used their sinuses. An
extra air cavity connected to their jaw muscles was also rich in blood
vessels, the team found. Opening and closing their jaws would have
pumped air in and out of the sinus like a bellows.

Humankind’s collective thirst
is slowly desiccating landscapes worldwide, a study of
groundwater finds. Water
stored in aquifers underground makes up the vast
majority of accessible freshwater on Earth. Its abundance has fueled forays into
drier locales, such as California’s Central Valley, enabling a boom in crop
production. And overall, about 70 percent of the groundwater being used
worldwide goes to agriculture. But surface waters — rivers and streams —
rely on groundwater, too. When people pump too much too quickly, natural
waterways begin to empty, compromising freshwater ecosystems. A study
finds that this ecological tipping point, what scientists call the environmental
flow limit, has already been reached in 15 to 21 percent of watersheds
tapped by humans. Most of those rivers and streams are in drier regions
like parts of Mexico and northern India where groundwater is used for irrigation. If pumping continues at current rates, the authors estimate that by
2050, anywhere from 42 to 79 percent of pumped watersheds will have
crossed this threshold. “It’s really quite alarming,” says Inge de Graaf, a hydrologist at the University of Freiburg in Germany. “Groundwater and surface
waters are intimately connected, and too much pumping creates a ticking
time bomb.” A healthy aquifer buttresses ecosystems against seasonal fluctuations in water availability, providing stability for resident plants and animals. But if too much groundwater is pumped, surface waters begin to seep
into the aquifer, draining the life from many river and stream habitats. De
Graaf and colleagues created a statistical model that linked groundwater
pumping with groundwater flow to rivers from 1960 to 2100. Projecting into
the future, the researchers tweaked the model based on different climate
projections, but kept groundwater pumping rates constant.
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Noisy knees may be trying to tell you something
Robert Preidt
Ever hear your joints clicking, creaking or crunching? Now, researchers say a new technique that
listens closely to knees may help doctors diagnose
and monitor osteoarthritis.
In the new study, researchers attached small microphones to participants' knees, which allowed
them to listen for high-frequency sounds as the
person repeatedly stood up and sat down again.
Computer analysis of the sounds then provided information about the health of the knee, the study
authors explained.
This study is the first to assess this technique in a
large number of people with knee osteoarthritis. It
was found to distinguish between healthy knees
and those afflicted by this "wear-and-tear" form of
arthritis. The findings move the technique a step
closer to use by doctors and in research, according to the report. "This work is very exciting because it involves scientists and clinicians working
together as a team to develop an entirely new approach," said project leader John Goodacre. He's
an emeritus professor at Lancaster University, in
the United Kingdom.
"Potentially, this could transform ways in which
knee osteoarthritis is managed. It will enable better
diagnosis, and will enable treatments to be tailored
more precisely according to individual knee con-

dition. It will also enable faster, bigger and better
clinical trials of new treatments," Goodacre said in
a university news release. The next step for researchers is to develop a non-invasive portable
device that health care providers could use to as-

sess whether patients' knees are changing or are
responding to treatment for osteoarthritis. This
technique could provide a quicker, cheaper, more
convenient and more accurate assessment than
current methods, the study authors said.

95pc of baby foods contain heavy metals
Brenda Goodman
Nearly all foods made for babies contain at least one toxic heavy metal that
can harm brain development, according to a large new study that tested 13 different types of baby foods, including puffs, infant formula, teething biscuits,
juices, cereals, and purees.
The study was conducted by a nonprofit called Healthy Babies Bright Futures.
It tested 168 containers from 61 brands for the heavy metals arsenic, lead, cadmium, and mercury. The foods were purchased at major retail stores across
the U.S. Ninety-five percent of the baby foods tested contained one or more
toxic metals. About a quarter of them contained all four. Only nine of the samples tested had no toxic metals detected. The study points out that the FDA
has failed to set safety limits or even health guidelines for 88% of the foods
tested in the study. The authors have called on the agency to push baby food
makers to take steps to lower heavy metals in their products.
The group, made up of scientists, pediatricians, and other experts, say even
the trace amounts of heavy metals found in baby food can “alter the developing
brain and erode a child’s IQ. The impacts add up with each meal or snack a
baby eats.” “What’s driving the problem is rice,” says Charlotte Brody, a registered nurse who is national director of Healthy Babies Bright Futures. She says
nearly all baby foods made with rice tested positive for toxins. Brody says the
experts expected to find arsenic in rice products. That’s been a well-known
problem for years. But, she says, they were surprised that they often found rice
was tainted with lead, cadmium, and mercury, too. Brody says if a baby food
or snack contains rice, “our testing suggests there’s a problem.”
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What’s more, she says, it doesn’t do you any good to buy organic or more expensive brands. “I wish I could say you could shop your way out of this problem,
but you can’t,” she says. Other foods that contained arsenic included apple
juice, 100% fruit juice blends, and grape juice. Brody says heavy metals in baby
foods are “a legacy problem.” They come from pesticides that were sprayed
on farms for generations. Though most of those products containing toxic lead
and arsenic are no longer used, their remnants continue to taint some areas of
farmland around the country and the world.
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Singin' in the Rain

Farmageddon

Peter Bradshaw

Cath Clarke

You can charm the critics but
have nothing to eat! That’s the
shrewd warning from Donald
O’Connor’s character Cosmo
Brown in his legendary song
Make ’Em Laugh, in the
equally legendary 1952 musical Singin’ in the Rain, written
by Betty Comden and Adolph Green. Forget about the hoity-toity critics
and the clueless highbrows, Cosmo proclaims: the real duty – and real
artistry – lies in entertaining people. (Jack Buchanan’s song That’s Entertainment in The Band Wagon, directed at Fred Astaire, has a similar
moral: be it comedy or tragedy, if it works on stage or screen, then it is
entertaining and therefore artistic.) To some extent, cinema’s crisis of
self-doubt is part of what drives this incredible film. Kathy Selden, played
by Debbie Reynolds, is the wannabe actor and stern ingénue who lectures Gene Kelly’s genially complacent silent movie star Don Lockwood
about the superiority of the legitimate theatre over the movies when they
meet-cute. Nobody really believes that – not even Kathy, who is making
ends meet jumping out of a cake at Hollywood parties and going into a
sublime song’n’dance routine to All I Do Is Dream of You. When the silent
cinema is forced to accommodate sound, and Don and his co-star make
their first faltering attempts to speak from the screen, for an awful moment their acting looks crass, childish and incompetent. Are the naysayers right? Are the movies just silly?

Ladyworld
Phil Hoad
Seth Rogen’s This Is the End
imagined the apocalypse as an
out-of-hand fratboy party, and
now Amanda Kramer’s sophomore feature does something
comparable for an all-female
cast. Her end-times sleepover
takes considerably more risks, trapping its eight teenagers inside an underground apartment following an earthquake and letting things snowball into
full art-house blowout.
Olivia (Ariela Barer) emerges as an early candidate for group leader, encouraging early efforts to break out from the bunker. But really, Ladyworld
has little interest in conventional thriller dynamics and shrugs off almost all
context and explanation as Piper (a vehement Annalise Basso) starts to
challenge Olivia for supremacy. Revelling in their predicament, Piper starts
to terrorise the girls by suggesting she has seen a man hiding in the apartment.
Is it a comment on how society is constructed in relation to male violence?
Or how a female-led society could fatally imitate the current one? Kramer
simply allows such thoughts to percolate through the girls’ cabin fever.
Piper’s gang (which also includes Maya Hawke) daub themselves Pagliacci-style and mock anything constructive as Olivia fights to find any bearings on the collective moral compass. The sound design is intentionally
over-sensitised, the soundtrack full of peculiar breathy exhalations; and
Kramer ably allows the mood to degenerate from an icy sensuousness to
something ritualistic and intoxicated, one scene blurring into another.
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Aardman’s Shaun the Sheep – a
silent film star with the chops of
Keaton and Chaplin – returns for
another dottily daft big-screen
family adventure. In his 2015 film,
Shaun and his mates rescued
their farmer from the big smoke
of the city. With this sheepquel,
Aardman have seriously upped the ante, delivering a Spielbergian sci-fi
epic: an ovine spin on ET crammed with gags (spot the “HG Wheels” sign
on a mechanic’s garage), movie pastiches, and all the usual something-forall-ages charm. Shaun has just ordered in pizza for the flock when adorable
lost alien Lu-la shows up at Mossy Bottom Farm, having crash-landed her
spaceship in nearby woods. (For an Aardman figure, Lu-La is a bit of a letdown – too cutesy by half.) As Shaun steps up to help, the unfeeling, robotlike boss of the Ministry of Alien Detection shows up – a woman hellbent on
creating a hostile environment for extra-terrestrials. (It’s a sign of the times
that even Aardman’s brand of buttery-toast comedy is dragged into politics:
one of the film’s directors has confirmed the villainous Red was inspired by
Theresa May.) Meanwhile, the farmer puts Bitzer the jobsworth dog to work
building a crappy UFO theme park, Farmageddon, in a back field for the
UFO nuts who’ve descended on the village. As in the long-running Shaun
the Sheep TV series, there is no dialogue, just plenty of expressive baas
and bleating. In place of one-liners, the slapstick and sight gags come thick
and fast – a joke involving a frozen pizza thrown into the air and being mistaken for a UFO is vintage Aardman.

Darkness Visible
Leslie Felperin
The dialogue is a bit stilted sometimes, and, once all the wrapping
is off, the big reveal is slightly silly,
but this rare instance of a western-style horror film set in India is
an intriguing, largely inventive
genre exercise.
Directed by Neil Biswas, and co-written by Biswas and Ben Hervey, it
stars Jaz Deo as Ronnie, a London hipster artist of Indian ancestry who
celebrates turning 28. In time-honoured tradition, this moment of pleasure is soon punished by all manner of freaky happenstance, as Ronnie
starts bleeding and feels compelled to draw cityscapes of places he’s
never been, which of course prove prophetic. Before long, he finds himself in Kolkata, to where his mother has urgently returned and where
she is now in a coma after a car accident. As Ronnie’s quest entwines
with a series of murders, he learns that all of the origin stories his mum
told him about himself weren’t true.
Biswas and his crew set themselves a tricky task as they strive to underscore Ronnie’s linguistically challenged, culturally confused footing
in his mother’s land, forced to rely on the kindness of strange relatives
he’s never met and police agents – including an attractive forensic photographer (Sayani Gupta) – he doesn’t know if he can trust. He looks
on as squeamish as any prissy, naive westerner at the poverty around
him as little kids swarm him for money in the slums, and the whole town
feels like a huge twisting alleyway in some kind of perpetual night.
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Grand Union
Zadie Smith
In the summer of 1959, an Antiguan immigrant in northwest London lives the last day of his life,
unknowingly caught in someone
else's story of hate and division, resistance and revolt.
A mother looks back on her early
forays into matters of the human
heart - and other parts of the
human body - considering the
ways in which desire is always an
act of negotiation, destruction, and
self-invention. A disgraced cop
stands amid the broken shards of
his life, unable to move forward into
a future that holds no place for him.
Moral panic spreads like contagion
through the upper echelons of New
York City - and the cancelled people look disconcertingly like the rest of
us. A teenage scion of the technocratic elite chases spectres through a
premium virtual reality, trailed by a little girl with a runny nose and no surviving family. We all take a much-needed break from this mess, on a package holiday where the pool's electric blue is ceaselessly replenished, while
political and environmental collapse happen far away, to someone else.
Interleaving ten completely new and unpublished stories with some of her
best-loved pieces from the New Yorker and elsewhere, Zadie Smith presents a dizzyingly rich and varied collection of fiction. Moving exhilaratingly
across genres and perspectives, from the historic to the vividly current to
the slyly dystopian, Grand Union is a sharply alert and prescient collection
about time and place, identity and rebirth, the persistent legacies that haunt
our present selves and the uncanny futures that rush up to meet us.

Seventy and to Hell With it
Shobhaa De
The irrepressible Shobhaa De is
back with a book that celebrates
her upcoming seventieth year.
She calls herself a “Child of the
Republic” as looks back on the
terrain of her life. Especially at relationships-hers and those she
has observed over the years-and
at ever-present fears and grief.
Shobhaa De's writing exudes an
empathy that has turned several
of her books into life manuals for
generations of Indians. Her keen
wit spears and spares none, least
of all herself. Her delicious irreverence makes this book a delight
to read.It is the lessons in loving
and living woven into the writingintensely personal and deeply
felt-that form the wise heart of Seventy.
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Kingdom of Ash
Sarah J. Maas
Aelin Galathynius's journey from
slave to assassin to queen reaches
its heart-rending finale as war erupts
across her world. She has risked
everything to save her people - but
at a tremendous cost. Locked in an
iron coffin by the Queen of the Fae,
Aelin must draw upon her fiery will to
endure the months of torture inflicted
upon her. The knowledge that yielding to Maeve will doom those she
loves keeps her from breaking, but
her resolve is unravelling with each
passing day. With Aelin imprisoned,
Aedion and Lysandra are the last line
of defence keeping Terrasen from
utter destruction. But even the many
allies they've gathered to battle Erawan's hordes might not be enough
to save the kingdom. Scattered throughout the continent and racing
against time, Chaol, Manon, and Dorian must forge their own paths to
meet their destinies. And across the sea Rowan hunts to find his captured wife and queen - before she is lost to him. Some bonds will deepen
and others be severed forever, but as the threads of fate weave together
at last, all must fight if they are to find salvation - and a better world. Years
in the making, Kingdom of Ash is the unforgettable conclusion to Sarah
J. Maas's #1 New York Times bestselling Throne of Glass series

Ninja Future
Gary Shapiro
During his more than three decades at
the head of the Consumer Technology
Association, Gary Shapiro has witnessed, and been a part of, one of the
most extraordinary periods of technological change in human history.
Today’s world is almost unrecognizable from that of just a decade or two
before: in just a few short years, the internet has already transformed how
we access information, purchase
goods, get from place to place, and do
our jobs. And even greater changes
are on the horizon. In Ninja Future,
Shapiro explains the evolving technological landscape, breakthroughs underway now and those we can
only envision. New innovations such as self-driving vehicles,
blockchain, 5G, the Internet of Things, and countless others will forever change the economy as we know it. Shapiro uses case studies
to identify companies and countries addressing today’s challenges
particularly well—and relates lessons from those that have stumbled.
Drawing on the insights he has gleaned as a martial arts black belt,
he shows how businesses can move to succeed in today’s turbulent
environment by adopting the mindset of “ninjas”—adapting to technological change to capitalize on opportunities at lightning speed.
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