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Economics

Deepening suffering
Shahid Hussain

The government claims to have revived the national economy but the common people have been crushed by rising prices of essentials, electricity,
gas, food and medicines. The government’s prime focus is still the opposition and governance and public issues have taken a back seat. It appears
the people will have to learn living in pain in the remaining period of the
government, which had immensely raised public hopes before the election.
Risks to the economy still persist even after making some harsh adjustments, which have overburdened the common people. Lack of political
consensus, instability in prices, rallies by the opposition, rising inflation,
low collection of revenue and trade deficit are still major challenges for the
economy.
There are some indicators that the economy is heading to a positive
direction, but the common people have suffered badly in the process. The
government does not hesitate from overburdening the people with price
hike. The prices of essentials increase on a daily basis instead of months
or years. People are worse off in the first 14 months of the Pakistan
Tehreek-i-Insaf (PTI) government of Prime Minister Imran Khan. They have
been forced to miss the past Pakistan Muslim League-Nawaz (PML-N)
government despite its ills. They cannot read complex economic indicators. They only know their lives have become harder in the PTI government.
On the other hand, Prime Minister Imran Khan has congratulated his
economic team for “stabilising the economy” and asked it to focus on creating job opportunities and facilitating investors. There are signs of improvement in the economy and even international organizations admit it.
According to Bloomberg, Pakistan stocks trounce the rest of the world in
the past three months. Large investors, including mutual funds and insurers, are expected to jump in as double-digit returns from fixed income have
begun to ebb away. Pakistan Stock Exchange-100 Index has advanced to
the highest level in seven months, after falling to the lowest in almost five
years in August, amid attempts by the government to stabilize the economy with a $6 billion loan from the International Monetary Fund after a
deficit blowout. At the same time, bond yields have begun to fall after peaking around 14% mid-year, making debt investments less attractive. Foreign
investors have bought $64 million of the nation’s stocks this year, set for
the first annual inflow since 2014. Their purchases will gather pace February after the nation’s next review by the Financial Action Task Force, it
noted.
In another development, Pakistan posted $99 million current account
surplus in October after a gap of more than four years, which indicates recovery from long-prevailing deficits but the four-month current account position still showed a deficit of $1.5 billion. The latest data released by the
State Bank of Pakistan (SBP) showed the government has succeeded in
bringing down the current account deficit. The country’s current account
deficit, in the last fiscal year, was $12.75b, which came down 36pc from a
record high of $19.9b in FY18. The data for October showed the current
account was positive 99m against a net deficit of $1.28b in the same month
of the previous fiscal year. During the cumulative July-Oct period, the current account deficit reached $1.474b compared to $5.6b last year. The
deficit sharply reduced in the last four months, reflecting significant im-
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provement on the economy’s external front. The details showed the deficit
fell drastically due to sharp decrease in imports, which fell to $14.65b from
$19b in the same period last fiscal year. However, exports of goods increased to $8.22b compared to $7.9b in the last fiscal year. Subsequently,
the trade deficit fell to $6.4b compared to $11b during the period under review.
The foreign direct investment (FDI) in the first four months of the current
fiscal year jumped by 238 per cent to $650 million from $192m during the
same period last fiscal year, reported the State Bank of Pakistan (SBP).
The foreign private investment, which includes portfolio investments,
reached $665.7m compared to net outflow during the corresponding period
last year. The highest inflows during the period came from Norway reaching $263.7m, followed by $122m from China — the biggest investor in the
country particularly due to the ongoing China-Pakistan Economic Corridor.
The telecommunications sector emerged as investors’ pick attracting investments worth $267m. The sector has been a prime attraction for foreign
investors along with oil and gas exploration and power sectors.
Moreover, foreign investment in both equity market and government
security debts has also seen significant increase during the period under
review. The latest data released by the SBP shows that foreigners invested
over $800m in the market treasury bills. For the first time, the market treasury bills attracted a huge amount and set a new record. High interest rates
have also pulled foreign investors to invest in government debts. The yield
on government-backed papers is about 13pc which is very high as the dollar depositors get below 3pc in the world. Analysts say that improvement
in ease of doing business has increased the foreign investors’ confidence.
It is a fact that past governments failed to make structural changes and
improve governance but the PTI government cannot continue to blame
them. Consequences of all blunders, mismanagement and inaction of the
past governments lie on the table of Prime Minister Imran Khan and he
has no option of failure. The situation is not easy to handle. The government is finding it difficult even to foot debt servicing and necessary expenditure and funds for public welfare look impossible at the moment.
Despite some positive signs for the economy, the government’s policies
have only hurt the common people. The government aims to introduce more
reforms in the next few months. It means there is no prospect for relief for
the people anytime soon and they will continue to suffer in years to come.
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Politics

Nawaz Sharif: A
‘healthy’ deal
Nasim Ahmed

Former Prime Minister Nawaz Sharif has flown to London, leaving behind
a trail of unanswered questions. Is his departure a result of a deal? Or did
the government allow him to leave on the orders of the judiciary? Was
Nawaz Sharif’s sickness genuine or fake? When will Maryam Nawaz leave
the country to join her father? Last but not the least, will he return to Pakistan and how soon?
Some analysts have called it a covert deal. A large segment of Pakistan
Tehreek-i-Insaf (PTI) supporters reacted rather angrily when the Lahore
High Court decided to allow Nawaz Sharif to go abroad for medical treatment. They charged that there are two kinds of justice system in the country – one for the rich, another for the poor. They also demanded that
everyone be given equal treatment under the law.
According to some legal eagles, in Nawaz Sharif’s case, a legal philosophy or concept known as “legal realism” has been at work. Legal realism means that the courts are living organisms and it would be wrong to
think they live in ivory towers isolated from what the feelings, sentiments
and problems a society faces. In short, the court system works as an arbiter between competing narratives and strives to strike a balance.
In the given circumstances, it was unlikely that the LHC would take the
entire burden of Nawaz Sharif’s health conditions on its shoulders and
order him to remain in the country. The court could also not overlook the
fact that the person in question was a three-time prime minister and the
leader of one of the biggest political parties in Pakistan. The verdict they
finally pronounced was the best possible that could be given, especially in
light of the fact that the federal government’s condition of an indemnity
bond from Nawaz Sharif implied its intent to let Nawaz Sharif go.
At the heart of the controversy surrounding the Exit Control List (ECL)
lay the fact nobody wanted to take the risk of forcing Nawaz Sharif to stay
in the country. For, if something happened to him, they would be held responsible. At the same time nobody wanted to take the blame for letting
him go unconditionally.
A little clarification will be in order here. The removal of a name from
the ECL is regulated by the Exit from Pakistan Control Ordinance, 1981
read with the Exit from Pakistan Control Rules, 2010. Neither of these enactments allows the federal government to ask for an indemnity bond before taking someone’s name off the ECL. This would mean that by
imposing such a condition the federal government would be acting “ultra
vires” — a legal term that means “beyond its authority”, allowing a court to
strike down any such action.
All said, Prime Minister Imran Khan resisted Nawaz Sharif going abroad
for better healthcare until the last moment. The final bulwark was created
in the form of an indemnity bond which was rejected by the Lahore High
Court (LHC). But it must be remembered that the LHC only objected to the
indemnity bond condition; it did not allow Nawaz Sharif to leave. At the
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end of it all, it was IK who gave the green signal for Nawaz Sharif to go.
There is a different kind of buzz in the PML-N camp. It is that Nawaz
Sharif did not want to leave the country but his deteriorating health forced
him to do so. The platelets count story came handy and convinced the
party supporters that their leader was really ill and needed medical treatment abroad.
The incessant media noise about platelets led credence to this version
of the ongoing drama. The Nawaz apologists argued he would return after
his health improves because he had returned to face prosecution and
prison term in the past. And that his health shouldn’t be used for political
exploitation.
There are now two possibilities. If Nawaz returns, he would prove to
his supporters that he had left to seek better healthcare. In the case, he
would emerge as a fighter and his party will gain politically. However, if
Nawaz stays back indefinitely, he will prove himself a runaway and that
would be bad for his party’s fortunes. This will vindicate Imran Khan who
will continue harping on his favourite theme of Nawaz Sharif being a cheat.
From this perspective, Nawaz’s refusal to return would mean his political
demise. Like Ishaq Dar, lying in bed and playing sick won’t work anymore.
The final decision lies with Nawaz Sharif. Will he return and keep his
dynastic legacy alive, and thus help his daughter become the country’s
next leader? Or will he play politics from London and bide his time till Imran
Khan, through his acts of omission and commissions, becomes an unbearable burden for the people and the powers that be? The answer to these
questions will be clear in the next few weeks.
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Inequality

The rising
wealth gap
Nasim Ahmed

The world is witnessing a strange economic paradox. According to the
Swiss Bank Credit Suisse's Global Wealth Report 2019, while the gap between rich and poor countries is narrowing, the world's most affluent people
still control the lion's share of global wealth. The global top 10% rich individuals own 82% of the world's wealth.
The United States and China were the two largest contributors to the
2.6 percent rise in global wealth to $360 trillion over the past year. In 2018,
China was home to more members of the global top 10% than the United
States for the first time in history. Wealthy individuals are defined as those
with assets of at least $109,403. But the United States is still home to the
largest share of millionaires of any country. Credit Suisse found that 40%
of the world's millionaires — some 18.6 million are American — compared
to China's 4.4 million.
With time the Chinese have been getting richer and richer. "Wealth in
China started the century from a lower base, but grew at a much faster
pace during the early years," Credit Suisse said in the report. "It was one
of the few countries to avoid the impact of the global financial crisis. China's
progress has enabled it to replace Europe as the principal source of global
wealth growth and to replace Japan as the country with the second-largest
number of millionaires."
As per Credit Suisse's survey, there are 100 million Chinese in the top
rank, compared with 99 million Americans. And in terms of total wealth,
China now ranks second behind the US. Significantly, China's progress
has enabled it to replace Europe as the principal source of global wealth
growth and to replace Japan as the country with the second-largest number
of millionaires.
Despite overtaking the United States as home to the most members of
the top 10%, the overall growth of China's ultra-wealthy class stalled in
2018. Tariffs and declining exports slowed China's overall economic growth
last year. China also has a substantially larger population than the United
States — 1,384,688,986 in 2018 compared to the United States'
329,256,465.
According to the Credit Suisse report, three factors affect how many
millionaires live in any given country: The size of a country's adult population, average wealth, and levels of wealth inequality. Globally, the amount
of wealth per adult reached a record high of $70,850 in mid-2019. The bank
defines a person's wealth as the sum total of his or her financial assets
and non-financial assets - mostly comprising housing - minus the person's
total debt.
Switzerland tops the list of rich countries - a region with the world's
wealthiest people, averaging more than $560,000 in net assets per person.
The country also recorded the biggest jump in the aggregate wealth of all
its people, mainly because of a strengthening Swiss franc. Hong Kong, despite facing a recession following months of anti-government protests, is
in the second place after Switzerland in terms of wealth per person. Ac-
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cording to the Swiss Bank’s report, wealth levels in the US, China, Japan,
India and Brazil all increased in 2018. By contrast, there was a sharp drop
in the value of the Australian dollar with people Down Under losing a staggering $28,670 in wealth per adult between mid-2018 and mid-2019. However, the country still has one of the highest levels of wealth per adult in
the world.
But the sad fact is that global wealth remains concentrated in the hands
of a limited number of richest people in the world. The lower half of the
global population collectively owns less than one percent of the world's net
assets, while the top one percent owns about 44 percent of all wealth.
While the world's rich-poor gap has been widening, a welcome development is that the inequality between countries has been shrinking over
the past century. The study shows that financial asset growth was a major
reason for widening inequality after the 2008 financial crisis, but now the
growth in financial assets - such as cash, stocks and bonds - is slowing.
An increase in non-financial assets - such as houses - is fuelling wealth
creation in emerging economies. Non-financial assets accounted for the
bulk of new wealth in China, Europe and Latin America, and almost all new
wealth in Africa and India.
Many political leaders worry about the rising wealth inequality and consider it to be a major source of economic and social disorder in the world
today. They complain about a shift of wealth to the top at everyone else’s
expense and about plutocrats dominating policymaking in Washington and
other world capitals. It is clear that without regulating free market capitalism, the world will be getting more and more unequal as years roll on.
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Accountability

NAB’s new focus
Muhammad Hassan

The National Accountability Bureau (NAB) has decided to shift its focus
on the ruling party after setting its radar on the opposition. However, the
common man feels the accountability process is flawed, as it fails to
bring powerful accused to the book.
The NAB has so far arrested people mainly from the opposition.
Sources say the watchdog has completed investigations against some
federal and provincial ministers of the ruling party and they could be arrested soon. It is also investigating Punjab Chief Minister Usman Buzdar. However, the common people believe the accountability process is
too week to prosecute powerful people while the opposition claims it is
being targeted through “selected accountability.” NAB Chairman Justice
(retd) Javed Iqbal has recently claimed that winds of change are moving
throughout the country and no one should think the present rulers are
exempted from accountability. He also criticised former ruling parties,
the opposition, and their leaders for their failure to provide health, education and other facilities to the people of Pakistan in their eras. In a
veiled jibe at former Prime Minister Nawaz Sharif, he said many people
were sharing a single hospital bed in the country, while there were others who were going abroad for treatment if they get a cold. In another
apparent critique of opposition parties, he said it was unfortunate that a
child had died in his mother's lap due to the unavailability of rabies vaccine in hospitals. He was referring to a video which went viral on social
media in September. It showed a horrific incident in Shikarpur, Sindh,
where an 11-year-old child died of rabies in his mother’s lap.
The corruption watchdog, particularly over the last one year, has
come under criticism by the PML-N and the PPP for what they call “selected accountability” of their leadership in connivance with the ruling
party. The PTI government had come to power on election promises of
wide-ranging social and economic reforms. It has completed 14 months,
but only accountability remains its prime focus while all other promises
have vanished into thin air.
The common people have realized that the government has
launched a vigorous campaign against corruption and many people
have been arrested but it has not brought about change in their lives.
The National Accountability Bureau (NAB) receives over 40,000 complaints every year. Ideally, a complaint is processed within two months.
The next step is inquiry, which should be processed in four months. In
the investigation section, cases are investigated for further processing
and it also takes four months to complete investigations. Critics say only
few dozen cases reach the prosecution stage every year and the conviction rate is almost 7pc. It was also admitted by Prime Minister Imran
Khan recently, when he assailed low rates of conviction in NAB cases
and said it was 7pc in Pakistan while in Malaysia it was 90pc. He also
hinted at changes in accountability laws to improve its performance.
However, the NAB claims its conviction rate is 70pc. According to statistics, the NAB received 44,315 complaints last year and references involving Rs900 billion are still under trial in accountability courts.
However, it failed to provide details of cases, which were investigated
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and prosecuted.
The government’s ownership of corruption cases against politicians
is also maligning its image and has brought the NAB into disrepute. PTI
ministers only speak about corruption cases in press conferences and
seminars and ignore other issues of the people. Accountability is a
lengthy process and the curse is entrenched in society and politics. It
will take decades of concerted efforts to dent the problem. The government should reform the NAB under the guidelines of the Supreme Court
of Pakistan and leave the accountability process to it. People are fed up
with the accountability mantra and demand resolution to their problems.
The government should focus on practical measures to resolve their issues.
Analysts say the government will have to concentrate on public issues and their resolution, as it cannot use corruption as an excuse for
inaction any more. The PTI announced revolutionary reforms to improve
education, health, revenue generation, investment, employment, agriculture, federation, environment, tourism and justice, and to eradicate
corruption. Prime Minister Imran Khan, in his inaugural speech, had announced making Pakistan a welfare state. Prime Minister Imran Khan
seems to be out of sync with the enormity of the challenges and problems facing the leadership.
The PTI government had promised 100m jobs in five years. Instead,
thousands of people have lost their jobs in the private sector. Private
businesses are making lay-offs to offset their declining profit margins. If
the confidence of the business community is not restored, there would
be huge unemployment in six months. A large number of people, associated with different professions, are losing jobs as even the government’s top-most priority area, the housing sector, is badly hit during the
PTI tenure. Real estate, housing, private societies’ developers, builders
and construction businesses are in extremely bad shape and a large
number of people have lost their jobs in recent months.
Experts say housing societies and builders have started retrenchment as their businesses were affected because of inconsistency in government policies, political situation, alleged harassment by the NAB and
the Federal Board of Revenue (FBR), the bureaucracy’s reluctance to
sign files and take even legitimate decisions, rupee’s devaluation and
high costs of construction. Thousands have also lost jobs in the media
industry while there are a number of media houses, which have not paid
their employees for months.
Analysts say inflation is the highest in the last five years and growth
is the lowest in nine years. It has badly affected the lowest income
groups, which form the biggest numerical bloc among the working class.
Critics believe Imran Khan has no plan to revive the economy and fulfil
his election promises. The opposition blames the government for victimization through the accountability drive. In the situation, the government should leave the accountability process to the departments
concerned and concentrate on resolving issues of the people or their
confidence in democracy will shatter.
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Price hike

Unaffordable
vegetables
Muhammad Ali

The prices of vegetables have gone out of the reach of the common
man after massive devaluation of the rupee and a persistent hike in
electricity and gas tariff. Rising fuel prices on a monthly basis are also
contributing to it. The 14 months of the government have only piled misery on the people and they have reached the conclusion that it has no
qualms about overburdening them and leaving them at the mercy of
profiteers and hoarders.
The rates of essentials, clothes and footwear have almost doubled
in the government of Prime Minister Imran Khan. The people were
somehow coping with the situation when prices of all vegetables have
skyrocketed, which made their lives more difficult. The price of tomatoes hit a record high in all major cities in November and reached
Rs400 per kilogram. The prices of all vegetables have increased by
48pc to 1300pc in a year due to flaw in policies and a weak price control
mechanism.
The rising prices have also put pressure on the government as
Prime Minister Imran Khan has formed a special cell for integrated planning on demand and supply of essential commodities to control their
prices. Hoarders and profiteers are benefitting from inaction by the
provincial governments. The highest increase in prices was witnessed
in tomato rates which increased by over 1300pc. Its official price was
Rs30 per kg only last year. Its official rate is Rs200/kg, but it is selling
at over Rs400. Tomato prices increased after the crop was damaged
by rains in Sindh. Onion and tomato produce was badly hit due to unexpected rains in late September and October.
The second highest increase of 271pc was recorded in onion rates,
which reached Rs78 per kg from the last year price of Rs21 while it is
sold at Rs100 per kg. If compared with the consumer price, the increase
is about 376pc. The official price of garlic was Rs95 per kg a year ago
but it has reached Rs300 per kg. Ginger was selling at Rs190 per kg
last year, which has now reached Rs325 to Rs400 per kg. Green chilli
was sold at Rs60 per kg last year, but its price is Rs200 now. Capsicum
was Rs70 per kg last year, but has reached Rs225 to Rs280. Ladyfinger
has reached Rs80 to 100 per kg from last year’s Rs50 per kg. The official price of potato was Rs37 per kg which has jumped to Rs70 per kg.
Meanwhile, the State Bank of Pakistan (SBP) left the interest rate
unchanged at 13.25pc to prevent food inflation from further increasing.
“The decision reflected the Monetary Policy Committee’s view that recent developments have had offsetting implications for the inflation outlook,” the central bank said in a policy statement. “On the one hand,
recent inflation outturns have been on the higher side. On the other,
the causes behind these outturns have primarily been increases in food
prices which are expected to be temporary.” It said the inflation, based
on the new index, had risen by 11pc year-on-year and 1.8pc month-onmonth in October 2019. “These outturns, especially recent month-onmonth outturns, were somewhat higher than expectations but largely
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reflected upward adjustments in administered prices and rise in prices
of food items primarily due to temporary supply disruptions,” the statement said. The SBP’s projection for average inflation for FY2020 remained broadly unchanged at 11-12pc.
The devaluation of the rupee by almost 33pc and a constant rise in
international oil prices forced the government to increase fuel rates.
Higher fuel prices mean a surge in rates of food, because diesel and
petrochemical-made fertiliser are used to grow it and petrol and diesel
are used to transport it. Electricity costs also jump because furnace oil
is used by most power generation plants. Prices of vegetables and
fruits increase as power bills of agriculture tube-wells swell.
In the absence of an effective price control mechanism, rates of all
essential commodities, including fruit and vegetables, have jacked up
and the government’s threats of crackdown on profiteers prove hollow
claims. Prices of all essentials had already gone through the roof when
the government was finalising the Ramazan package. The price of
sugar rose from Rs65 per kg to a new retail peak of Rs70. The price of
sugar stood at Rs55 per kilo at the beginning of the year and rose to
Rs58-60 per kilo in February, while in March it was sold at Rs63 in retail
markets. Prices of all fruit and vegetables had increased by 50pc to
100pc, weeks before the beginning of Ramazan. Profiteering and overcharging are rampant in all markets but the provincial governments
have failed to take effective measures.
Consumer prices, influenced by faster rupee depreciation and hike
in energy prices, increased to their highest level in five years in March,
according to the Pakistan Bureau of Statistics. Inflation, measured
through the Consumer Price Index (CPI), surged to 9.4pc in March
2019, the period when global oil prices started rising, undermining earlier gains in the country. In few months, prices of vegetables, fruit and
meat have posted persistent increase in major urban centres.
The common people feel they are bearing the brunt of poor economic policies and immature decisions of the government. They say
the artificial price hike is the worst example of bad governance. They
question the utility of so-called public representatives, who cannot even
develop an efficient price control system. It is a general impression
among the people that senior government officials, ministers and advisers, responsible for controlling and monitoring prices of essential
commodities, visit markets and bazaars with their official photographers
for photo opportunities only.
Experts say the price pressure has overburdened poor families. It
is feared that the people will have to tighten their belts further, as inflation spikes and families have to make hard choices between putting
enough food on the table and giving their children a decent education.
For those lower down the economic ladder, the situation is even more
serious. The federal and provincial governments should adopt an effective mechanism to check prices if they aim to provide relief to people.
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Politics

Religious politics revival
Muhammad Zain

Maulana Fazl-ur-Rahman of the Jamiat Ulema-e-Islam-F failed to bring down
the government of Prime Minister Imran Khan but he impressed everybody
with his massive show at Islamabad. He is being touted as the “real leader”
of all opposition parties and some circles have also pinned hopes on him for
the revival of religious politics.
It is a fact that Maulana Fazl’s sit-in at Islamabad was the biggest in the
recent history of dharnas. It was also appreciable that the huge crowd was
disciplined and law-abiding. The religious activists did not leave the designated
place of dharna to create trouble for the common people. Maulana Fazl should
also be credited for not using the huge crowd to create disturbance in the capital, which could have sent wrong signals to the world. He quietly left the capital
after threatening the government with Plan A, B and C. His astonishingly harsh
tone made some ministers nervous. He also succeeded in creating rifts
among coalition partners.
Despite his heroics, the political future of religious parties is still uncertain.
The parties faced a humiliating defeat in the general election at national and
provincial levels, with all their top leaders biting the dust. They lost even in
their strongholds in Khyber Pakhtunkhawa and Balochistan at the hand of the
Pakistan Tehreek-i-Insaf (PTI) and other parties. New groups have emerged
in urban areas of the country but they are not in a position to play an active
role in national politics.
The Muttahida Majlis-e-Amal (MMA), an alliance of five major religious
parties of all schools of thought, suffered a crushing defeat in the election on
both national and provincial assembly constituencies. The alliance could not
secure even a single seat in the national and provincial assembly in majority
of districts in Khyber Pakhtunkhawa, its home province. Chitral was the only
district where the alliance candidates produced hundred percent results. The
district has only one seat each in the national and provincial assemblies - NA1 and PK-1. On NA-1, Maulana Abdul Akbar Chitrali was victorious with
48,616 votes. He was followed by Abdul Latif of the PTI with 38,481 votes. In
Swat, the alliance failed to win any of the three national and nine provincial
assembly seats.
In Upper Dir, which has been a stronghold of the Jamaat-i-Islami, only Inayatullah Khan, a former senior minister, could retain his seat out of the three
provincial assembly constituencies. The remaining two constituencies were
won by Pakistan People’s Party (PPP) candidates. In Lower Dir, another
stronghold of the JI, the alliance failed badly as none of its candidates could
make it to the national or provincial assembly on the two National Assembly
and five provincial assembly seats. In Malakand district, the situation was the
same. The lone National Assembly and two provincial seats were won by the
PTI. In Buner and Shangla, none of the candidates of the alliance could secure
victory. In Kohistan, the alliance’s candidate Afareen Khan won a provincial
assembly seat. In Battagram, Mansehra, Abbottabad and Haripur, the alliance
could not win even a single seat. In central districts, including Swabi, Mardan,
Charsadda, Nowshera and Peshawar, it failed miserably. In the southern districts, the MMA managed to win a few seats of national and provincial assembly.
On NA 36, Lakki Marwat, MMA’s Mohammad Anwar Khan carried the day.
On NA-37, Tank, Asad Mahmood, son of Maulana Fazlur Rahman, won. For
the provincial assembly, Shahdad Khan of the alliance emerged victorious on
PK-81, Kohat. Akram Khan Durrani, who lost his National Assembly seat to
PTI Chairman Imran Khan, won PK-90, Bannu, by a thin margin. On PK-93
Lakki-1, Anwar Hayat Khan of the MMA secured 17,114 ballots against 16,342
of his rival Tariq Saeed of the PTI and was declared the winner. On PK-94
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Lakki-2, Mahmood Ahmad of the MMA secured victory with 27,651 ballots.
Maulana Fazlur Rahman’s younger brother Maulana Lutfur Rahman also won
his seat, PK-98, Dera Ismail Khan.
Other than Khyber Pakhtunkhawa, it was Balochistan where the MMA was
expected to perform well but a newly formed Balochistan Awami Party (BAP)
emerged victorious in most Balochistan Assembly seats. The MMA and the
Balochistan National Party (BNP-Mengal) won nine and seven provincial assembly seats respectively. Both parties managed to bag five National Assembly seats each from the province. The Pakistan Muslim League-Nawaz
(PML-N) managed to win only one seat, which Nawab Sanaullah Khan Zehri
— a former chief minister of Balochistan — brought home. He won in his native constituency defeating his half-brother Mir Israrullah Zehri, president of
the Balochistan National Party-Awami. Balochistan National Party (BNP) and
Pakhtunkhawa Milli Awami Party (PkMAP), which were partners in the last
coalition government, failed to win a seat in the NA. PkMAP, however, won
one provincial seat, with Nasrullah Zeray taking his constituency. JUI-F Secretary General Maulana Abdul Ghafoor Haideri, who was contesting for the
provincial assembly, lost the election. However, the MMA won five NA seats
from Quetta, Pishin, Loralai and Qila Abdullah districts. Its archrival, the PTI,
succeeded in winning three national and three provincial assembly seats in
the province.
MMA head Maulana Fazlur Rahman, who is Ameer of his own faction of
Jamiat Ulema-e-Islam (JUI-F), failed to win any of the two constituencies in
his native district, Dera Ismail Khan. On NA-38, he suffered defeat by a huge
margin of 34,879 ballots at the hands of Ali Amin Gandapur of the PTI. He
could bag 45,357 votes only against 80,236 of Ali Amin Gandapur. On NA39, he was defeated by Yaqub Shaikh of the PTI, who obtained 5,511 votes
against 4,076 of Maulana Dafl. Jamaat-e-Islami chief and vice-president of
the MMA, Sirajul Haq, suffered defeat in his native Dir Lower district. He, too,
was defeated by PTI candidate Mohammad Bashir Khan. It was also a big
margin as the JI head could get 46,040 votes only while his rival Mohammad
Bashir Khan secured 63,017.
Before the election, the MMA had created an impression that it was going
to rule Khyber Pakhtunkhawa and Balochistan and would play a major role at
national level, when it fielded candidates for 191 National Assembly constituencies and 404 constituencies of the four provincial assemblies, including
35 woman candidates, on general seats. The Tehreek-e-Labbaik Pakistan
(TLP), a recently formed political organisation of radical Barelvis that highlighted the blasphemy issue across the country, won two Sindh Assembly
seats from Karachi in the election. It also bagged thousands of votes in many
constituencies in urban areas of Pakistan. However, it may not be able to repeat the performance in the next election.
The election results show that the religious parties are finding it hard to
meet the present-day challenges in politics and their back-to-back defeats in
the last two elections have raised serious questions over their capacity to attract voters. Their popularity is declining because they are stuck in status quo
politics. MMA chief Fazlur Rehman is a prime example of opportunism. He
joins every government for personal gains but fails to deliver for the people.
He vacated the Ministers’ Enclave after 13 years only after his defeat in the
election. He enjoyed perks of a federal minister for 13 years as Kashmir Committee chairman.
The recent elections have deprived the religious parties of their nuisance
value and analysts believe it will benefit national politics and the people of
Pakistan.
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FBR’s overhaul
Shahid Hussain

The government has formed a committee to expedite the process of reforms for restructuring the tax machinery. The step was taken after Prime
Minister Imran Khan proposed the creation of the Pakistan Revenue Authority to replace the Federal Board of Revenue (FBR). However, the government is facing a stiff resistance from the top tier of the revenue
machinery to implement its plan.
Experts say the government cannot delay the reforms after it has given
an undertaking to the lending community to achieve an increase of 4-5 per
cent of GDP in tax revenues by the end of the IMF programme. The PTI
government has signed agreements with international lending agencies
under the umbrella of IMF’s three-year programme that promises about
$38.6b foreign inflows in 39 months from all lenders. It means failure is not
an option. Pakistan will not only have to meet FBR’s Rs5.503t revenue
collection target, but also nearly double it to Rs10.51t by 2023-24. It means
the authorities must increase federal revenues by 1.7pc of GDP during the
current fiscal year to 13.1pc and then jack it up to16.2pc of GDP by 202324. This has to be achieved by improving the tax-to-GDP ratio from 10.8pc
last year to 12.4pc during the current fiscal year.
The IMF’s refusal to a government’s request to reduce the annual tax
collection target during the current fiscal year has also put pressure on
Pakistan. It wanted to slash the target by Rs300 billion. The government
had demanded the IMF to reduce the annual tax collection target of Rs5.55
trillion as the FBR is struggling to achieve the target due to reduction in
imports of the country. The FBR has collected Rs1,280 billion in the first
four months (July to October) of the ongoing fiscal year against the target
of Rs1447 billion. It faces Rs167 billion shortfalls in four months. Tax collection had shown 16.3 percent growth in the July to October period of the
current fiscal year.
Meanwhile, the World Bank (WB) has projected that the FBR’s tax revenues could go up to $82.4 billion (Rs12,788 billion) over the next nine
years till fiscal year 2028-29, without any intervention under the Pakistan
Raises Revenues project of $400 million loan. However, with intervention
in shape of taxation measures, the revenue is projected to increase up to
$96.6 billion (Rs14,992 billion). On the issue of tax gap analysis, the WB
found that Pakistan’s tax revenue would reach 26 percent of GDP if tax
compliance were raised to 75 percent, a realistic level for MICs (Middle Income Countries).
According to the State Bank of Pakistan (SBP), achieving the ambitious
tax collection target in the middle of a broader economic slowdown is a
real challenge. Even if things pan out more or less according to the plan,
the fiscal deficit may be in the neighbourhood of 7pc. The growth in the industrial sector slowed down from 4.9pc in FY18 to 1.4pc in FY19. Major
drag came from the manufacturing subsector, which carries the highest
weight in the industrial sector. The report said that besides the tangible
factors behind the economic moderation, a sense of unease remained a
persistent theme for most of the year (FY19), stirred up by a number of
underlying factors.
Experts say the existing system is a serious threat to the economy. The
accumulation of untaxed wealth, flawed taxation policies and administrative loopholes have led to a situation where Pakistan finds it hard to put
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the economy on the path to recovery. Flaws in the tax system have led to
substantial accumulation of untaxed wealth. Pakistan’s tax collection system generates less than 10 percent of GDP. Even that collection is made
through indirect taxes, not being the real income.
According to estimates, only one percent people carry the burden of
the entire state. Despite hectic efforts, less than two million people – out
of the 220 million population – have so far been encouraged to file returns.
Only three hundred companies in Pakistan pay 85pc of the tax. Over 90pc
industrial consumers of electricity do not pay sales tax. Over 50pc companies registered with the Security and Exchange Commission of Pakistan
(SECP) also do not pay sales tax. Over 100,000 companies are registered
with the SECP but only 50,000 file returns. There are more than 3.1 million
commercial electricity connections but more than 90pc of them are outside
the tax net. The banking data shows that there are 50m account holders
in the country but just 400,000 are paying taxes.
The government’s plan to increase the current fiscal’s revenue target
to Rs5.550 trillion is almost 35.4pc or Rs1.450t higher than the last year’s
revised estimate of Rs4.100tr. The government aims to bring fiscal consolidation, austerity and additional revenue mobilization.
The government believes the documentation of the economy, bringing
untaxed sectors into the mainstream through various measures will help
recover historic high revenue. It has launched a movement for increasing
tax collection equitably on all the taxable income. It is acquiring data of
economic transactions from third parties, including banks, excise and taxation departments and other offices to net tax evaders.
Undoubtedly, the present system is not sustainable for Pakistan and
its people. Social services can only be provided when there is adequate
collection of revenue. In the presence of the massive loopholes in the system and a large number of companies and individuals out of the tax net,
there is no wonder Pakistan failed to gain self-reliance even after 70 years
of its inception. Successive government relied on internal and foreign loans
to run the affairs of the country. The tax collection figures are horrible but
they also provide a huge opportunity to the government to collect record
revenue by bringing all potential individuals and companies into the tax
net. However, people should not be harassed for it.
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Debate

CPEC’s economic cost
Husnain Shahid

The United States has once again expressed its serious reservations
about the China-Pakistan Economic Corridor (CPEC). Its warning about
the project pushing Pakistan deeper into an already stifling debt burden,
fostering corruption and repatriating jobs and profits to China may have
some substance but it is more directed at China, with which it is fighting
a trade war.
Experts say China had launched the CPEC for its own benefit but it
has also huge potential for Pakistan. The US is concerned about debt burden, corruption and repatriation of jobs and profits to China. The US fear
of the debt trap is misplaced because 91 per cent of Pakistani debt is
owed to the West, including multilateral institutions, and only 9pc to China.
As regard corruption, it is, no doubt, rampant in Pakistan but there are
minimum chances of it in CPEC projects because they are regularly audited by Chinese and Pakistani officials. The fear of the repatriation of
jobs and profits to China is not unfounded because Pakistan lacks experts
for the project and Chinese engineers and workers are working on posts
for which Pakistani experts are not available. Pakistan may be getting a
fraction of share from jobs and profits from the project, but it will still be
enough for it. It has no other choice.
In a renewed warning to Pakistan about the CPEC, US Assistant Secretary Alice Wells said the multi-billion-dollar project would take a toll on
Pakistan’s economy at the time of repayments and dividend in the coming
years. “The CPEC is not an aid to Pakistan but a form of financing that
guarantees profits for Chinese state-owned enterprises, with little benefits
for Islamabad,” she told a gathering of diplomats, scholars and journalists
at a Washington think tank.
Citing specific examples from the project, she explained, “CPEC’s
most expensive single project is upgrading the railway from Karachi to
Peshawar. When the project was initially announced, the price was set at
$8.2 billion. In October 2018, Pakistan’s railways minister announced that
they had negotiated the price down to $6.2 billion, a saving of two billion.
And he explained Pakistan is a poor country. We cannot afford this huge
burden of these loans. But recent media reports claim the price has now
risen to $9 billion. So, why doesn’t the Pakistani public know the price for
CPEC’s most expensive project or how it’s being determined?”
The US diplomat also underlined long-term effects in Pakistan of
China’s “financing practices” and urged Islamabad to examine “the burdens that are falling on the new government to manage with now an estimated $15 billion debt to the Chinese government and $6.7 billion in
Chinese commercial debt”.
Ms Wells also emphasised the need for Pakistan to know that China
was providing loans, not grants, as the United States. “It’s clear or needs
to be clear that the CPEC is not about aid. This is almost always the form
of loans or other forms of financing, often non-concessional with sovereign
guarantees or guaranteed profits for Chinese state-own enterprises that
are repatriated to China,” she said.
Reacting to her comments, Chinese Ambassador in Pakistan Yao Jing
said CPEC projects were free of corruption. With regard to the Main Line
(ML-1) railway project which is to be executed under the CPEC, he clarified that the project’s cost was around $9 billion, but added that it was
only an estimate. “The real cost of the project will be finalised in the sec-
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ond stage of a determining financial package of the project,” he added.
Giving details of jobs to locals, he said so far over 75,000 Pakistani workers had already been employed and CPEC projects were expected to create around 2.3 million jobs for locals by 2030.
The US opposition to the CPEC is not new. It has expressed similar
apprehensions in the past. The Trump administration opposed an IMF
bailout for Pakistan on the pretext that much of the debt was run up by
accepting billions of dollars in Chinese infrastructure investment. Secretary of State Mike Pompeo came out strongly against the IMF aid to Pakistan to repay Chinese loans. Officials in the Trump administration,
including U.S. Treasury Secretary Steven Mnuchin, have criticized China’s
infrastructure lending to developing countries, arguing that it has saddled
them with unsustainable debt. The United States Defense Department
also accused China of seeking to establish military bases around the
world to protect its investments in its ambitious One Belt One Road global
infrastructure program. Beijing currently has just one overseas military
base, in Djibouti, but is believed to be planning others, including possibly
Pakistan, as it seeks to project itself as a global superpower. “China’s advancement of projects such as the “One Belt, One Road” Initiative (OBOR)
will probably drive military overseas basing through a perceived need to
provide security for OBOR projects,” the Pentagon said in its annual report
to Congress on Chinese military and security developments.
Rumours of a slowdown of the CPEC or abandonment of some initiatives under it also intensified after the government diverted Rs24 billion
of the landmark project to development schemes for parliamentarians.
Concerns were also raised about the actual outlay, debt and interest payment on the CPEC after Pakistan provided details to the IMF during talks
for loan. According to statistics of the Ministry of Planning and Development, Pakistan will have to pay China $39.8b on $26.5b CPEC investments in 20 years. It means Pakistan, on average, will return $2 billion
per annum to China. It also suggests that unlike the claims of $50 billion
to $62 billion CPEC investment, the actual investment is likely to remain
half of the initially announced investment figures. Out of $39.83 billion,
debt repayments of energy and infrastructure projects amount to $28.43
billion. The rest of $11.4 billion will be paid in shape of dividends to the investors, official estimates say. After the report was published, China said
the figures and estimates were misleading. The Chinese embassy in Islamabad also released a list of 22 “early harvest projects” in Pakistan totalling US$18.9 billion that have already been completed or are under
construction. “Other debt was not owed by the government but was from
private deals. The Chinese companies and their partners invested
US$12.8 billion in energy projects in Pakistan, along with nearly US$10
billion raised from commercial banks,” the embassy said in a statement.
Adding to the confusion, Pakistan’s Planning and Development Ministry
also said the US$40 billion estimate was wrong, as the government owed
US$6 billion to China in low-interest loans and grants for infrastructure
projects spread over a repayment period of 20 to 25 years.
Experts say the confusion about the CPEC has compounded after the
recent developments. Despite the confusion, it is clear that Pakistan will
have to curtail its expenditure and increase exports significantly to repay
the loans.
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Has Afghanistan really
defeated Daesh?
Raza Khan

Of late, Afghanistan’s President Ashraf Ghani has announced that his government has defeated the feared terrorist organization, Islamic State (IS),
in the country and if correct, it would have a far-reaching impact on the security situation in the region.
According to Afghan President Ghani, more than 600 fighters from IS,
locally known as Daesh, have surrendered to the authorities along with
their families in the past several weeks. Afghan officials claim that airstrikes
by Afghan and coalition forces, lack of finances and low morale among
Daesh fighters have been the key reasons behind IS giving up fighting.
“No one believed one year ago that we would stand up and today be saying we have obliterated Daesh,” Ghani told a gathering of elders and officials in Jalalabad, the main city of eastern Nangarhar province that braved
a wave of suicide attacks from the terrorists killing hundreds, on November
19. Importantly, according to Afghan officials the Daesh militants, who are
in its custody, include foreign nationals from Pakistan, Tajikistan, Uzbekistan, Iran, Azerbaijan, Kazakhstan and the Maldives.
Daesh has been an ever-growing threat to the security and stability of
the region since the rise of the ferocious group in Iraq and Syria in 2014.
The group, whose leadership wanted to establish a global “caliphate,” soon
extended its tentacles across regions and by the end of year 2014, a South
Asian chapter by the name of Daesh-e-Khurasan was set up in
Afghanistan. With its global aims and sickening violent terrorism, which
the group displayed in territories under its belt in Iraq and Syria and which
it replicated on a number of occasions in its strongholds in eastern
Afghanistan, it was feared that it would result in an unprecedented bout of
violence in the region.
The Iraq and Syria-based militant group, IS, has been able to get a toehold in Afghanistan and despite the deep desire of its leadership to expand
to Pakistan, India and Bangladesh, the outfit could not establish an elaborate
network in the three countries. However, there has always been an immense
potential for IS to expand in Afghanistan, Pakistan, India and Bangladesh.
Insofar as President Ghani’s assertion that no one expected his government or the coalition forces would defeat IS in Afghanistan a year ago,
is quite correct. The reason was with each passing day the violence of
Daesh in Afghanistan had been becoming loathsome and deadly with
more and more people surrendering before the strong-arm tactics of the
group fighters. Even quite recently, IS carried out a deadly attack in Nangarhar province in which nearly 100 people were killed and no one anticipated that the group would be defeated. So, if President Ghani claims that
his government has defeated IS, it is quite doubtful. One cannot believe in
the claim outright. However, there are reasons that it is possible that Daesh
fighters may have started giving up in Afghanistan. This includes the recent
killing of its founder and head, Abu Bakr Al Baghdadi, in a United States
Special Operations Forces (SOPs) in northern Syria. The killing must have
a demoralizing impact on Daesh fighters in Afghanistan. Because already
the group had lost almost all its occupied territories in both Iraq and Syria
and the only hope to revive the group was its founder head, Baghdadi. His
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killing may have dashed all the hopes of Daesh fighters in Afghanistan and
it could have been the reason for them to start giving up their arms.
Against this backdrop, the Afghan government does not seem to have
any role in the defeat or weakening, to use the more apt term, of IS in
Afghanistan. In fact, the rise of IS in Afghanistan has been surprising prima
facie. However, there have been reports that the Afghan intelligence
agency, National Directorate of Security (NDS), has been behind the
steady growth of IS in Afghanistan. The NDS may have wanted to use it
against its bête noire, the Afghan Taliban, and to conduct terrorist attacks
inside Pakistan. As the Afghan security establishment since the fall of the
Afghan Taliban regime in late 2001 has been dominated by former communist era (1973-1992) officials, they have a natural affinity with IS, which
has a large number of former communists from Saddam Hussein’s
Baathist Party militants in Iraq.
The desire to expand towards South Asia and South East Asia has
been a core part of the agenda of IS, which, as mentioned, wanted to establish a global Islamist caliphate in the world. In this scheme of thinking
of IS all the four countries, Afghanistan, Pakistan, India and Bangladesh,
were of crucial importance. The reason is the predominantly Sunni Muslim
population of these countries. Moreover, the Muslim population of the four
countries comprises a large number of young men and women largely dissatisfied due to bad socioeconomic conditions of their countries and Muslim communities in India. There have been substantial reports that many
Indian and Bangladeshi Muslims had also joined IS ranks in Afghanistan.
However, the Afghan authorities unfolded a list of countries, whose citizens
have been arrested as Daesh fighters, and it does not include India and
Bangladesh. This seems deliberate because the Afghan authorities did
not want India and Bangladesh to be associated with Daesh.
It is important to note that Afghan Taliban spokesman Zabihullah Mujahid, reacting to the Afghan government claim to have defeated IS, totally
rejected it and instead said that Kabul had zero percent role in squashing
the terrorist group and it was the brave people of Nangarhar province, who
along with support from the Taliban defeated it. How and whosoever may
have forced the Daesh fighters to accept defeat and give up arms is immaterial and what matters is the weakening of the group. If the outfit is unable to regroup and its fighters do not take arms again, it would have
wholesome effects on the security situation in the country. The US and the
Taliban may have been engaged in talks and they may come to a peace
deal, however, it has been feared that with the presence of ferocious IS
fighters in a large number in Afghanistan, peace would remain a pipedream in the country. The presence of a strong Daesh organization in
Afghanistan, particularly in Nangarhar province bordering Pakistan, has
been a very grave security threat for Islamabad. Pakistan has had taken
elaborate steps against Daesh and in the words of previous Army Chief,
General Raheel Sharif, Pakistan would not let IS to cast even a shadow
on Pakistan, speaks volumes of the commitment and conviction of the
country against the group.
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Our dysfunctional
political system
Raza Khan
The political situation in the country has gone from bad to worse and this is not
just an assessment but the country’s top office-holder has admitted it, casting
further doubts on the future of the existing dispensation rather the entire system.
On November 19, President of Pakistan, Dr. Arif Alvi, while reacting to a
question of a journalist, reportedly said, “The situation nowadays is quite serious,
therefore, I would not like to make further comment.” On the other hand, the
country is rife with talks and rumours of packing up of the dispensation as it is
no longer tenable. It is also important to note that even Prime Minister Imran
Khan in an impassioned speech on November 18 appealed to the Chief Justice
of Pakistan, Justice Asif Saeed Khosa, to put an end to the impression that there
were two sets of justice in the country. All this shows that the political system of
the country is faced with serious crisis.
The expression of concern by the head of state, Dr Alvi, over the prevailing
conditions in the country should not be taken lightly. Because constitutionally
he is the guardian of the system and if he thinks so, then alarm bells must ring.
This does not mean that Dr. Alvi has developed differences with PM Khan as
has been the case with the past prime ministers but he is realizing the situation
as a conscientious and concerned leader of a state. He is a thorough gentleman
and is the product of the system and, therefore, he is concerned about its malfunctioning. PM Khan has also expressed his dissatisfaction over the state of
affairs in the country on more than one occasions. So if he being chief executive
of the country has doubts about the viability of the system, then every sane and
concerned person must think over it.
Top analysts have also started questioning the viability of the political system.
They have started asking that then the country did not have democracy, as it is
being argued that once the country would have democracy all issues of the
state and the people would be resolved. However, this is not happening despite
the presence of democratic governments. Therefore, analysts have started asking that instead of commenting on the players and their performance in the system, it is important to analyze the system.
Then the same institutional approach could be applied to the present situation in the country. It is important to understand that the success and failure of
the political system is gauged by the contribution of the political system to social
and economic progress and well-being. Today, if we are arguing that the social
and economic situation in the country is not good, as is evident from growing
crime rates including white-collar crimes and unbearable rates of inflation, unemployment and poverty, then we blame the government. For that, it is in fact
criticism or even rejection of the political system. As the president and prime
minister are part of the political system, therefore, despite knowing its problems
they are shy from openly criticizing it, as it would be tantamount to self-negation.
However, at this point the biggest problem is that whether by not disclosing the
issues and problems of the political system, is it possible we rectify it? The answer is an emphatic “no.” Therefore, it again becomes necessary to critically
analyze the structure of the political system and problems with it.
Pakistan’s Constitution provides for the parliamentary system of government
in the country. The country is once again at the crossroads in its largely chequered history whereas the political system despite its relative continuity has
generally been unable to fulfil its basic functions and achieve its fundamental
objectives. Therefore, it becomes necessary as responsible citizens we all must
think over the causes of the inability of the existing system and the loopholes
and shortcomings within it.
Although it is up to the people to agree what kind of political system the
country must have, yet the dominant majority of politicians and political parties,
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who claim to be representative of the people, for decades have considered the
parliamentary system the best option for the state and its residents. Consequently, they are against any other political system, specifically the alternative
presidential system. The foremost criticism of Pakistani political parties of the
presidential system of government has been its “undemocratic” nature. The fact
of the matter is that generally the presidential system in vogue in many countries
of the world, like the greatest democracy America and extensively democratic
Germany, has proved more democratic than the parliamentary system in place
in many countries, like the largest democracy India or oldest democracy Great
Britain.
There are historical, cultural and personal reasons that our political parties
and politicians consider or portray the presidential system as “undemocratic.”
Firstly, it was first military ruler General Ayub Khan, who framed the 1962 Constitution which provided for the presidential system of governance. But equating
the presidential system with the iron-fisted rule of General Ayub Khan and then
believing the system to be “undemocratic” is at best naive. Because it was not
that the presidential system conditioned the decisions and behaviour of Ayub
Khan, rather it was his conduct and aims which manipulated the system. In simple words, the presidential system did not control General Ayub as is the case
in any democracy, rather the general kept hostage the system to be of real value.
Secondly, Pakistani political parties and groups’ antagonism to the presidential system of governments is because the system does not provide stakes
to many or most politicians and their parties in the state power structure. It is
the directly-elected personalities of the president and governors in provinces
and their respective cabinet members, who wield real power within the state
while all other politicians and political parties remain on the sidelines. The president and governors’ cabinet members ought not to be members of the parliament or provincial assemblies. Mostly specialists could be part of the
government, thus compromising the very interest of the politicians. Contrarily,
the parliamentary system of government ensures stakes for almost all political
parties and leaders active in the mainstream. Even a party with a couple of seats
in the parliament could somehow secure for itself a share in the cabinet or power
corridors.
Now the fundamental question is that whether Pakistanis could and should
ponder over an alternative political system? Against this backdrop, one has to
look into the merits of a possible presidential system in the country. The foremost
reason in this regard is that parliamentary politics and system of governance
result in polarization and conflicts in society and the political system due to which
the biggest victims are policymaking and governance and ultimately the people.
Noticeably, the parliamentary political system is set up on constituency-based
elections and power struggle. Fundamentally, Pakistan is a traditional, rural and
tribal society where constituencies are inhabited by a few families, biraderis (lineage groups) or tribes having historical enmities and feuds. More often, these
different social groups struggle for power at the local level which at times becomes quite intimate and violent. Moreover, the dominate groups at the constituency or local level manipulate the system by intimidating the people. In the
presidential system, local groups having personal, familial, tribal interests cannot
dominate politics while local influentials, whether Chaudhrys, Khans, Nawabs,
Waderas and Wajas, etc cannot dictate the political system. In the presidential
system, every citizen has really an equal chance of becoming a president or a
provincial governor.
Thus, if we have to look for the issues of our unviable and unresponsive social and economic system, we have to search for the causes in the political system, which really needs a complete overhaul.
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An economy in
recession mode
Muhammad Jahangir

The government is painting a rosy picture of the economy. In support of its
contention it cites the fact that the current account deficit has shrunk, with
imports going down by 18 percent. But according to experts, the current account deficit decline and decrease in imports show that the economy is
shrinking.
According to latest reports, large-scale manufacturing output shrank for
the fifth month in a row. The LSM index declined by 7.06 percent compared
to a year ago. The LSM dip was caused by a decrease of 14 percent in petroleum products, 12.82 percent in the automobile sector, 9.9 percent in fertiliser, 9.81 percent in pharmaceuticals and 5.10 percent in iron and steel.
Further, during the current fiscal FY 20, private sector credit was negative
Rs 84.6 billion compared to net borrowing of Rs 31 billion last year. On the
other hand, members of the Pakistan Association of Automobile Part and Accessories Manufacturing (PAAPAM) have laid off over 4,000 employees and
another 1,500-2,000 firms have been hit hard. All these are indications of an
economic slowdown.
Needless to say, the economy is in serious trouble, but the government
is not concerned that we are heading toward a disaster. In this connection, it
needs to be mentioned here that the IMF merely acts as a recovery agency
and is least concerned whether the economy is growing or not. News reports
show that the impact of IMF measure is most noticeable in the construction
sector as demand for housing has moderated amid rising building materials’
prices and higher costs of financing.
Let us not forget that the IMF has a failed history of making economic recovery in many parts of the world. In fact, through its harsh actions, it has
made many countries economically bankrupt. In our case a major indicator
is the government revenue which decreased from Rs 1.47 trillion to 1.28 trillion in the first four months of the current year and fell again in October 2019
from Rs. 376 billion to Rs 320 billion.
In the overall context, it is foolish to crow over a decrease in imports because it indicates shrinkage in economic activities. The reason for the decline
in imports has been the depressed (27 percent) demand for automobiles valued at $261 million in the first quarter of the current fiscal year. Heavy vehicle
imports also dropped by $67 million. Overall car sales plunged by 44 percent
compared to the same period last year. Curtailing the import of vehicle parts
has led to job losses and plummeting auto sales, resulting in lower revenue
for the government and higher prices for goods.
Anyone can control the current account deficit by shutting down the economy. This will push the country to go into depression causing prices to rise, revenue collection to drop, and the government deficit and unemployment to soar.
As is widely known, figures released by government agencies are not
reliable. So, we don’t know the actual state of affairs. Most developed
countries publish monthly data on inflation, unemployment, GDP, and other
economic indicators. But this is not the case here as a result of which the
public is unaware of government actions and their effect on the people and
the economy.
Many economic indicators are available to help signal future economic
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outlook, such as the yield curve, confidence indexes, employment data, and
gross domestic product. One of the most closely watched indicators of an
impending recession is the yield curve. The yield curve measures the interest
rate on government bonds. The curve shows the changes in interest rates
over time. Typically, the interest rate – how the government issuing these securities compensates investors for risks – is higher on a bond with a longer
maturity. Most of the time the yield curve is upward (positive). When the yield
curve becomes downward (negative), the bond is considered riskier and,
thus, may predict a recession. In the United States, the curve has faithfully
indicated recessions for the past 50 years.
Unfortunately, in Pakistan, because of its large deficit, the government
borrows regardless of the interest rate. In addition, the IMF dictates interest
rates, which has nothing to do with the economic condition. Thus, the yield
curve cannot be used as an economic indicator. On the other hand, the confidence index measures how people feel about the economy behaving in the
coming days. It is a very effective measure in a consumer-oriented economy
showing whether consumers will buy products that determine the economic
activity of the market. If businesses and consumers feel less confident about
the future, they will spend less, and the economy would contract.
Employment data is another important metric, measuring the behaviourof
the job market including the percentage of the workforce that is unemployed
and the number of jobs each sector has created. When the economy slows,
businesses worry about future sales, so the first thing they do is to cut working
hours or lay off workers.GDP measures whether an economy is growing or
not. A recession basically means that the economy is in decline. But experts
also compare the gross domestic product with the economy’s longer-run expectations.
In Pakistan these economic tools are not employed or only partially used.
To present the real picture of the economy, we need to fully use all these metrics so that people may know where we are going. For the moment, there is
total confusion in the country, with the government claiming a turnaround
while people are experiencing one of the worst recessions in recent history.
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Economics

Comprehensive
tax reforms
Muhammad Jahangir

Pakistan cannot become Riasat-e-Madina – a truly welfare state – unless all sections of the population, specially the richer classes, pay their
full taxes. We need hard cash to provide education, health, housing and
other facilities to the people, and that cash is missing.
Tax policy should be such that promotes investment, industrialisation
and employment generation by diverting resources to the productive
sectors of the economy. The essence of the policy should be to tax the
rich and benefit the poor in order to promote socio-economic justice. But
over the last 70 years, successive governments have failed to bring the
necessary reforms to the tax system. If we improve compliance and
broaden the tax base, it should not be difficult to raise funds of over Rs.
8 trillion at the federal level and Rs. 2 trillion at provincial levels.
While addressing top officials of the Federal Board of Revenue last
week, Prime Minister Imran Khan expressed dissatisfaction with the
working of the revenue authority. He asked them to implement the tax
reforms approved by him in October 2018, to collect taxes of Rs. 8 trillion, in order to reduce fiscal deficit and the burden of debt servicing. It
is relevant to point out here that in 2018-19, the total expenditure on account of debt servicing was Rs. 1,987 billion against the budgeted figure
of Rs. 1,620 billion. The allocation for the current fiscal year is Rs 2,891
billion, 78 % higher than the last year.
This is a big challenge that the government has to meet and it can
do so only by raising the revenue. As things stand, the FBR lacks the
capacity to do the job. Besides rampant corruption, there is lack of trust
between the tax collector and the tax payer. While the revenue collection
is low, massive loss is also caused by the asset whitening schemes that
governments float from time to time.
Interestingly, before coming to power, the top leadership of the Pakistan Tehreek-i-Insaf described tax amnesty schemes as immoral and
unlawful. But after coming to power, it has changed its stance. The PTI
government has taken many U-turns, one of which is offering an asset
whitening scheme, resulting in tax` losses of billions of rupees. It notified
its first whitening scheme, Assets Declaration Ordinance, 2019, through
a Presidential Ordinance on May 14, 2019. The scheme offered generous incentives to those who had not been paying their taxes honestly,
concealing and/or understating assets/incomes/sales/expenses and
cheating the State.
It may be added here that the head of the Directorate of International
Taxes of the FBR told the House Committee of the National Assembly
two weeks back that out of 191 persons who availed the 2018 and 2019
asset whitening schemes, tax received by the FBR was only Rs. 4.6 billion against the declared assets of Rs. 94.2 billion. Thus, these 191 people paid on an average of 4.9% of the value of their assets in taxes. It
was admitted by the FBR chairman that they could have recovered 70%
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of the value of assets because as per provisions of the Income Tax Ordinance 2001, on a concealed asset, there is a maximum income tax of
35% along with 100% penalty, bringing the total tax liability to 70%. The
truth of the matter is that Imran Khan’s advisors let him down by foregoing 70% tax on untaxed assets for which definite information was available through a multilateral treaty signed by Pakistan.
The basic problem is that the PTI has failed to tackle the issue of bureaucratic capacity, although in its initial days it had identified administrative reforms as top priority and to this end appointed Dr Ishrat Hussain
as Advisor to Prime Minister for Institutional Reforms & Austerity. But
no follow-up action was taken and nothing came out of the initiative.
To recall, in his inaugural address to the nation Imran Khan outlined
his grand vision for Naya Pakistan and promised to cut down on expenses and to introduce structural reforms for revamping the economy.
But he committed the blunder of depending on the discredited PAS
cadre that frustrated all efforts for meaningful structural reforms in the
bureaucracy, especially in the Federal Board of Revenue. The PTI, after
two supplementary finance acts and Finance Act, 2019, allowed the
FBR to follow the old policies of the previous government by resorting
to oppressive indirect taxes, retarding economic growth and widening
fiscal deficit.
Needless to say, the long-term remedy to our economic problems
does not lie in seeking the help of the IMF and getting input from FBR’s
top hierarchy who are part of the problem. We need to seek indigenous
solutions to our tax issues. As per its own comprehensive tax policy unveiled on August 24, 2012, the PTI must adopt concrete measures for
revenue generation internally. If the policy is implemented, it can change
the economic direction of Pakistan. Our tax potential is immense. What
is needed is a comprehensive plan of action to fully exploit it.
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Education

Surrendering to private campuses
Rasheed Ali
Ghulam Mujtaba Pansota wonders how come the Punjab government authorities or parents can object to functioning of private schools in the province.
“Both of them have long ago surrendered their right to object to imparting of
education by private schools and colleges,” claims Mr. Pansota, the principal
of his own school system in tehsil Chishtian of district Bahawalnagar.
A Master’s in Media Studies from the Islamia University of Bahawalpur,
Mr. Pansota has been running two branches of his high school, one each for
boys and girls, in the suburbs of Chishtian city for the last 20 years. “The government has failed to set up a sufficient number of schools across the province
to cater to the needs of all children under 18 years of age,” he says in a special
talk with Cutting Edge. Only in the Punjab, 12.2 million school age children
are out of school, he adds.
A majority of schools, established by the Punjab School Education Department, are not functioning properly. Many of them are without proper buildings, boundary walls, dinking water, functional toilets and even teachers and
other staff. “How come then the authorities can object to functioning of private
schools in any part of the province,” asks Pansota. Even those enrolled at
government schools drop out sooner or later, a majority of them without completing their primary education, he claims.
Quoting some figures from Pakistan Education Statistics 2016-17, he says
that 3,360,331 children were enrolled in class one in public sector schools in
year 2007-08. However, it was shocking to know in 2016-17 that 70% of them
had already dropped out, leaving behind 997,112 children.
The private school principal says why parents withdraw their children from
government schools and admit them to “expensive” private schools if they had
genuine objections to functioning of the schools. He says even in small villages, private schools have opened and they are running successfully. About
his own school system, he says he has over 700 students in both branches,
though two government high schools are working in one kilometre radius of
his school campuses. That means parents have lost confidence in public sector schools due to shortage of teachers and missing facilities.
However, Punjab Education Minister Murad Raas rejected Pansota’s
claims about missing facilities in schools. In a telephonic talk with Cutting
Edge, he says according to the Report on Annual School Census 2017-18,
more than 99% of 52,394 government schools in the Punjab province have
functional toilets and drinking water facilities, while more than 98% schools
have boundary walls, and more than 96% have electricity. He says that in relative terms, the government institutions have sufficient playgrounds where
students engage in sports for physical fitness. On the other hand, most private
institutions are congested and seriously lack playgrounds, he adds.
However, Mosharraf Zaidi, an educationist and development practitioner,
seconds Ghulam Mujtaba Pansota’s claim about parents’ lack of trust in government schools. Quoting statistics of now defunct organisation Alif Ailaan,
he tells Cutting Edge at a workshop that 69% parents wanted to send their
children to private schools. They believe that private schools provide better
facilities, better learning outcomes, and high quality English medium education
in addition to better care for child welfare, he added.
The report says that the number of students enrolled in private schools increased from 26% in 2003 to 38% in 2014, and the number of children enrolled in private schools can be as high as 42% in 2019, according to an
estimate. The statistics speak volumes about parents’ dwindling trust in government-run schools as well as lack of investment in public education on part
of the government.
Mr. Zaidi says there is nothing new to the idea of education in the private
sector. Many countries in the world, especially developing countries, public
and private sectors go side by side in the provision of education, he says.
There are only few developed countries, like Germany, where educational institutions exist only in the public sector, and in some other countries, like Fin-

16

land, private schools are rare.
The educationist says that all countries, which do not allow the private sector to step into education, accord high priority to education. Their education
systems are far better in terms of literacy rates; teachers’ salaries; infrastructure and classroom facilities, mainly due to sufficient financial resources available for education. And their educational systems and institutions are
exemplary. Unlike ours, their educational institutions do not have to pass
through financial crises. A considerable percentage of their annual budgets
are apportioned for education, Mr. Zaidi says.
The educationist also has some data to share with Cutting Edge how the
countries increased their budgetary allocations for education with the passage
of time. In 1980, Pakistan spent 2.1% of its GDP (gross domestic product) on
education, whereas China spent 2.2%. The difference was not much. But 15
years later, China was spending 4.1% on education compared with Pakistan’s
2.3%. New Zealand doubled its spending on education from 3.6% in 1985 to
7.2% in 2010. In Pakistan, the figure remained the same (2.4%) in the corresponding period. And, ironically, in 2019, the figure is still there i.e. 2.4%.
Quoting yet more figures from year 2015, Zaidi says among the Organisation for Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD) member states,
New Zealand, Chile, Brazil, and Mexico spend more than 15% of their annual
expenditure on education. Costa Rica is at the top of all OECD member states
and spends more than 30% of its annual expenditure on education. Pakistan
stands somewhere around 10%, regrets the educationist. A UNDP Human
Development report on expenditure on education as percentage of GDP, covering the period from 1980 to 2012, showed that Pakistan was ranked 146th
out of 187 states. Countries ranking higher than Pakistan included Nepal,
Bangladesh, Bhutan, India along with several Central Asian and many African
states.
In the situation, one should not be surprised to know that over 22.84 million
children in the country are still out of school, and parents no more trust government schools for education of their children. In year 2019, the private education sector has assumed the role of the proverbial camel in the Arab’s tent,
because now it is serving just under half of Pakistani children (a whopping
42% of nation’s children), selling something to them that the government
should offer for free.
Mosharraf Zaidi says that education is a constitutional right of every Pakistani child, but now it is being sold to them and parents are forced to pay for
the fundamental right, the right to education. One of the main reasons why
parents are forced to opt for private schools, Zaidi says, is the fact that the
government did not increase its investment in building new schools, especially
in the urban areas. As a result, the existing schools became overcrowded and
quality of education provided in the schools suffered adversely.
The other reason, adds Mr. Zaidi, that pushes parents away from government schools is the ever deteriorating standard and abysmal quality of instruction provided at the schools in addition to very lenient enforcement of
performance and efficiency rules. Most parents, who have resources and ambitions to get a quality education for their children, no longer consider government schools as an option. This is a deeply disturbing fact and it points to the
abject failure on part of the government to invest in education and improve
the existing structure and quality of education.
Government’s lack of political will and misplaced priorities provide the private sector with an opportunity to fill the space. So what is the way out? How
can government sector schools sufficiently fulfil the nation’s educational
needs? The educationist offers a solution in the form of famous one-liner by
American motivational speaker Tony Robbins: “Raise your standards”. The
government will have to raise standards at public sector schools to successfully compete with the ever-growing challenge of private educational enterprises.
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Politics

Status quo vs change
Askari Raza Malik

Inertia is a “property of matter by which it continues in its existing state of
rest or uniform motion in a straight line unless that state is changed by an
external force.” Status quo has its inherent inertia. It requires effort, persistence, perseverance and patience to bring about a change in the status
quo.
The magnitude of the change determines the time and effort to fulfil the
objective. The Prophets vied for revolutionary changes in the attitude and
behaviour of an entire population. They challenged the most primary concern of the people, their religion. They were fiercely opposed, isolated,
economically and physically tortured, murdered and crucified. The resistance to change is directly proportional to the qualitative and quantitative
concerns of the majority. The politicians all over the world strive for power.
It is a very legitimate ambition. They want power to serve the people. That
is what they universally profess.
In Pakistan the politicians were no different. They came to power and went
back as poor or rich as they had come until Z. A. Bhutto. Except for one
odd blemish, which occurred perhaps by default rather than design, ZAB
could also not be charged with corruption. After Bhutto the ball game underwent a metamorphic change. For the Sharifs power had an entirely different connotation. It opened new vistas for them to catapult the family
business. Benazir might have acted like her father. But her marriage to
Zardari was a cruel stroke of destiny. For Zardari, an upstart stuck in the
midst of an opulent and all-powerful feudal elite, money and that also in
abundance was the only potent means for enhancing his personal and
family image. He went hell for leather, no holds barred. BB turned a blind
eye to her husband’s atrocities. Commonality of ultimate objectives eventually brought Benazir and the Sharifs together in an unholy alliance
through the “Charter of Democracy.” The apparent aim was to keep the
political temperature cool enough to preclude third party intervention. The
agreement was in fact a “Charter of Kleptocracy”, “you scratch my back
and I scratch yours.” Therefore, despite all the tall claims no accountability
was ever initiated by one party against the other.
This political culture continued for almost 30 years, firmly taking roots at
all levels and in every sphere of public life. Those in authority looted unabashedly and the outsiders discovered to their glee that money could
help flout any law and regulation in Pakistan. Money made acquisition of
power easy. If you had money and power you could easily get away with
murder, as appalling as that at Model Town.
Enforcement of any disciplinary regime started to appear as impingement
upon human rights and liberties. The zest for personal freedom got confused with anarchy. The rule of law became an object of ridicule. Not long
ago it was thought better to pay the judge than hire an expansive lawyer.
The ability to flout the law became an indicator of power, the impertinence
to challenge traditionally respected institutions was called moral courage
and showing disregard to sensitive national concerns as liberalism of the
enlightened and broad-minded. The malaise affected everyone with power
of any kind. It was free for all in the Banana Republic.
The establishment of the “State of Madina” in the present-day Pakistan is
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a very tall order. It requires revolutionary changes extremely difficult to enforce in a slow and tedious democratic dispensation. The resistance is
huge. The detractors are powerful and deeply entrenched. Wishing for a
corruption-free Pakistan means stepping on the toes of all who wield
power, small and big. For the bigwigs any departures from the status quo,
means the end of the road, political demise. They would join hands with
anyone and at any cost, as long as it promised an escape from the trap of
the “Change.” The smaller functionaries would also cooperate or aquacise
in favour of the status quo. The cleverly disguised departure of the Sharifs
leaves a lot to ponder about. It does point towards a comprehensive manipulation involving a whole chain of functionaries in a noble profession.
For the change to be meaningful and enduring, it is important that the government and the military remain on the same page. It is equally important
to take the judiciary, bureaucracy, media and even the like-minded politicians also on board. Imran Khan has undertaken a huge responsibility. It
is impossible for the government alone to achieve the desired objectives.
IK has to motivate and provide the much-needed leadership and inspiration to all the pillars of the state and sincere elements in society. It is also
important for him to keep his calm and maintain his focus in the face of
trivial provocation by the mediocre opposition. Coaxing will alienate other
institutions. Motivation will make them join hands with him.
The judiciary has a revolutionary act to perform. It must be the first to firmly
cast aside the invisible shackles of the status quo. It needs to reform the
police and investigation mechanism, streamline and interface the entire
system of justice. It might have to ask for legislation to ensure visible and
speedy justice. Placing the police under politicians is a deadly proposition.
It must be made independent like those of developed countries. The examples of the US, UK and Japanese police have plenty to learn from. The
judiciary must play its role in pulling the nation out of adhocracy and “Might
is Right” syndrome.
Justice is the panacea for all the ills of society. The Prophet (PBUH) himself
has warned us about more powerful people before us who perished because they had different rules for the strong and the weak.
Let us all strive for a truly welfare state, with the concept of the State of
Madina as our ideal.
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Debate

Pakistan and the
rule of law
Faheem Amir

No sate can survive without the rule of law. No nation and society can be
formed without it. It is a binding force, which helps in regulating the system
of a country, society and nation. In fact, it is considered as the very foundation on which the entire edifice of a country and society stands. Without
it, there is no peace, unity and progress; everything is bound to collapse
and scatter. Unfortunately, there is no rule of law in Pakistan, which is the
root cause of all its social, political and economic problems.
What is the rule of law? It simply means that law should be one for
everybody. But, being a legal and philosophical concept, great thinkers,
jurists and writers have defined it differently. Aristotle, who is considered
the father of natural law, says a just law enables individuals to fulfil themselves in society. Natural law theorists, like Thomas Aquinas, Thomas
Hobbs, Lon L. Fuller and Devlin, believe a law is unjust if it is not based on
morality, justice and human goodness or God’s will. So, in the views of naturalists, when a state forms and implements good laws, then it follows the
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rule of law. There are also Positivists like John Austin, Jeremy Bentham,
H.L.A Hart and Hans Kelsen, who believe that ethics and morality should
be separated from the law. In their eyes, social facts should determine law,
not moral and religious views. Then, there is Marxist theorists who do not
regard law as “an autonomous phenomenon”. Karl Marx considers law as
a tool that the ruling elite (Bourgeoisie) uses to control the poor people
(Proletariat).
In the UK, the rule of law developed from the writings of Dicey (1885)
in the 19th century. Other political philosophers, like Joseph Raz (1979),
Lord Bingham and John Griffiths, have also given their views on the importance of the rule of law. Dicey’s three points, “no one should be punished except through the courts, no one is above the law and the
constitution is pervaded by the rule of law”, are still very influential in the
UK legal system. In Joseph Raz’s philosophy, “the rule of law works where
laws are general, open, clear, stable and not biased; where judiciary is in-
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dependent and courts are accessible. While, Lord Bingham’s eight points
- the law must be accessible, clear and predictable; questions of legal right
and liability should be decided by application of the law; the law of the land
should apply equally to all, except when objective difference requires differentiation; public officials should exercise their powers in good faith, and
not exceed their powers; the law must protect fundamental rights; a method
should be provided, at reasonable cost, to resolve civil disputes; adjudicative procedures must be provided by the state and should be fair and the
rule of law requires the state to comply with its obligations in international
law”- are indispensable for understanding and implementing the rule of
law. The UK’s Constitution, which is uncodified, is based on three principles
- separation of powers (derived from the French philosopher Montesquieu’s
teachings), parliament sovereignty and the rule of law.
Pakistan is also following the parliamentary form of democracy, but it
is devoid of the rule of law principle, which is very unfortunate and sad.
The Constitution of Pakistan is based on the separation of power, supremacy of the parliament and the rule of law, which get their strength and
inspiration from the Objective Resolution, enshrined as a preamble in the
Constitution. The Constitution bestows fundamental rights, like providing
basic needs, health facilities, education, security, justice, freedom of expression etc. on the people of Pakistan. But, in reality, the state is giving
nothing to the people. It is not protecting the rights of the poor people. The
state is just serving the elite ruling; it is protecting the partisan interests of
the ruling elite; it is serving only a few thousand members of the ruling
class while ignoring around 22 hundred million people, who are living like
slaves and servants in the country. In short, the entire system is serving
the ruling elite, which is a bitter truth and tragic reality. The latest example
of the system’s support to the rulers is Nawaz Sharif’s bail and his exit from
the country.
Former Prime Minister Nawaz Sharif, a convicted criminal, has been
set free to spend his time in the UK comfortably on the pretext of illness
and human rights. The system, including the government, judiciary and
others, has written a new history by facilitating and allowing Nawaz Sharif
to go abroad for treatment. Maryam Nawaz and Shahbaz Sharif are already on bail, enjoying their freedom and playing the game of politics. Former President Asif Ali Zardari, ex-PM Shahid Khaqan Abbasi, Hamaza
Shahbaz, Saad Rafique etc are symbolically in jail, where they are enjoying
all sorts of facilities and comforts. There is every possibility that, after a
few days, Asif Ali Zardai will also be set free.
There is not an iota of doubt that all these people are corrupt who have
ruthlessly plundered the resources of the country and its people. But, the
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system is protecting them. And, nobody can challenge the system. Those,
who challenge, are bound to suffer.
To pacify the anger of the poor, helpless and ignorant people, Prime
Minister Imran Khan has put the blame on the judiciary for Nawaz Sharif’s
bail and exit from the country. He used, once again, religion to deceive and
fool the people by announcing that “he is only afraid of Allaha and akhrat
(life after death).” He, once again, promised to make Pakistan Riasta-eMadina. Unfortunately, Imran Khan selected downright corrupt people in
his government and cabinet to run the country.
After Imran Khan’s criticism of the judiciary for showing “a disparity in
the judicial system’s treatment of the elite and the rest of the citizenry”,
Chief Justice Asif Saeed Khosa said it was the government itself that had
allowed the former prime minister to go abroad. With the statement, the
CJP has exposed the real face of Imran Khan and his government. But, it
is also a fact that the judiciary of Pakistan has a very bad record, which
cannot be effaced from the annals of history.
The judgment in the Maulvi Tamizuddin Khan case gave birth to the
“doctrine of necessity” which is being used to give legal protection to illegal
acts of undemocratic governments and politicians. The death sentence to
Zulfikar Ali Bhutto is another stain on the judiciary. Many judges, like Chief
Justice Muhammad Munir, Justice Malik Mohammad Qayyum, and now
judge Arshad Malik etc. have damaged the sanctity of the institution by
protecting the powerful elite and indulging in unethical practices. Some
months ago, PML-N leader Maryam Nawaz, a member of the “Sicilian
mafia”, also threatened to expose more sitting judges through videos if
Nawaz Sharif and other family members were not given an NRO. Now,
Nawaz Sharif is out of the country. Shahbaz Sharif and Maryam are on
bail. But, the government and the judiciary are not terming it an NRO or a
deal. On the other hand, hundreds of innocent poor people, along with
criminals, are languishing in jails.
The Baldia Town carnage in Karachi, in which more than 250 innocent
people including women and children, were burnt alive by the MQM, the
Model Town carnage by the Punjab police under the PML-N government
and now the Sahiwal tragedy in the PTI government are some tragic examples which are still waiting for justice.
No doubt, the judiciary has also given some landmark verdicts like the
acquittal of Aasia Bibi and the Faizabad dharna judgment, but it is a fact
that the entire system, including the judiciary, parliament, executive and
the media are only serving and protecting the ruling elite in Pakistan. Unfortunately, there is no hope that the rule of law will prevail in the country
in the near future.
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Judgment

Ayodhya – A challenge
to secularist India
Ehtasham Amer

“The larger project of denying that people of all faiths enjoy equal rights
under the constitution is now nearing completion,” observed The Hindu
a day after the Indian Supreme Court made its landmark judgment in the
Ayodhya case.
This is the best commentary on the famous Babri Mosque case, given
by the Indian Supreme Court. How this court order would shape India’s
image in the world is anybody’s guess! One doesn’t have to be a genius
to predict the future of India. With this judgment, rightwing domination of
last bastion of executive branch, the higher judiciary, is almost a foregone
conclusion.
The BJP has never shied away from any confrontation with long cherished Indian values of secularism throughout its political history, especially while making its manifesto in 2014 and 2019 elections.
Construction of the Ram Temple was a major campaign promise. In
1992, it was viewed as having facilitated in destruction of the Babri
Mosque. L K Advani, a senior BJP leader and ex deputy prime minister,
led the 1992 Rath Yatra, which brought down the 16th century Babri
Mosque. The Supreme Court had called it a “crime” that “shook the secular fabric of India”. The demolition scarred Indian constitutional secularism forever.
The BJP ruled India from 1998 to 2004 under Prime Minister Vajpayee,
whose government saw the Gujarat riots of 2002, the worst communal violence the world witnessed in recent times. About 2,200 Muslims were
killed, mostly burnt alive, while the police and other law enforcement agencies looked on. Modi is the only person who was banned to travel to the
US under the International Religious Freedom Act (IRFA) provision of the
US Immigration and Nationality Act (INA) in the aftermath of the Gujarat
carnage. The ban was only lifted when Modi became Prime Minister.
The riots brought Modi into the negative spotlight, but paved the way
to his ascent to being the undisputed leader of the BJP. He also projected
himself as a Hindu leader who could redeem the lost glory of Hindus by
“confronting and defeating the ignominious history of enslavement of Hindus by Muslims”. Rightwing politics just discovered its poster boy in Modi.
Mob lynching has risen astronomically post-2014. Studies say 90%
of hate crimes against minorities have occurred since his rise into power.
Cow vigilantes are at liberty to pick and choose their targets since the
state and people accept it to be new normal. Fires of communal hatred,
stoked by rightwing nationalist Hindu funambulists have started to burn
its own house. Mere a Muslim-sounding name became the reason for
mob lynching of Sahil, a 23 years old Delhi resident this year. His crime:
he dared to stop a street brawl between high caste and low caste Hindus,
in an area inhabited by high caste Hindus. He was taken to be a legitimate target of lynching. Only when his identity was revealed that the
press reported the gory details of his violent death. Bigotry eats its own
children.
It appears as this atmosphere of fear is deliberately created by circulating videos of mob lynching of Muslims and other weak sections of society. Any attempt by families of victims to take recourse to law to punish
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perpetrators is yet to meet success. In August, courts released all offenders of a lynching case that occurred in broad daylight and was recorded
live in a video. All six defendants of mob lynching a Muslim, Pehlu Khan,
in Rajasthan were set free, since courts refused to accept mobile phone
recorded videos as an evidence.
To add another dimension to the atmosphere of fear is the latest citizenship law, National Register for Citizen, which appears to be targeting
Muslims in Assam and Bengal. After a deliberate exercise to ascertain
as to who is “genuine” citizen of India and who is not, a final list was released, which excluded majority of Hindus, declaring them as non-citizens, along with Muslims and few others. The list scared Hindu voters
and created a political storm for the BJP government. The BJP has assured Hindus that the law would be amended and only Muslims would
be considered as “aliens”. The reason cited for the amendment is the difference between emigrants (Muslims) and refugees (Hindus), who
moved from erstwhile East Pakistan, now Bangladesh, to India during
the violent year of 1971.
Putting together all the pieces of the puzzle reveals a fascinating plan
to marginalize minorities, especially Muslims, who were angered when
in July this year, their personal law of instant divorce was amended by
the parliament. Muslim social and political bodies considered it an encroachment of state into their personal law, which to them was against
the spirit of a secular constitution. The BJP declared it another step towards introducing uniform civil code for all Indians, in utter disregard of
religious or social sensitivities of minorities.
August this year saw the curtailment of the constitutional status of the
disputed state of Jammu and Kashmir from a state to a Union territory.
This is the only Muslim majority state in Hindu majority India and has
been seething with centrifugal tendencies for 30 years. Indian Parliament
bulldozed the law in hurry and without consulting the Kashmir Assembly.
A curfew and communication blockade have been enforced in IOK since
August 5. Angela Merkel, German Chancellor, terms the situation in IOK
as “unsustainable.” That’s the softest way of conveying concerns to a
huge trading partner.
Domination of legislative and executive branches by the rightwing
party is now a matter of fact. But recent judgments of Ayodhya cast an
ominous shadow of a creeping influence of rightwing Hindu fundamentalist ideology within the ranks of the highest judiciary in India. To quote
Scroll, an Indian daily, “What tilted the scales in favour of the Hindu side
in the Ayodhya case was Supreme Court’s willingness to consider exclusive possession by the Hindus of just one part of the disputed site as
valid grounds for awarding a title over the entire site (emphasis added).”
India has been torch-bearer of pluralist, secular and non-exclusionist
state policy since Independence. It has prided on unity in diversity to
accommodate minorities and marginalized communities. Any embrace
of religious extremism and fundamentalism would neither be good for
Indian democratic model nor would be conducive to regional peace and
prosperity.
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Middle East

Are the Arab
revolutions back?
Hamid Dabashi

Lebanon has been witnessing unprecedented demonstrations against the government that suggest the country's proverbial sectarianism seems suddenly
to have disappeared.
Similar demonstrations have been reported from Iraq and Egypt to Sudan,
Algeria, Morocco and Tunisia. Since mid-November, Iran too has witnessed
widespread protests. A common thread runs through these uprisings: all have
much to do with economic collapse, social and political woes, violence, repression and the corruption of incompetent governments.
So are the revolutions of the Arab world and its neighbourhood back? Or
perhaps more accurately - did they go anywhere to begin with? How are we to
read these seemingly similar uprisings reminiscent of the glorious days and
nights of Tahrir Square writ large?
Upon the publication of his pioneering book The Invisible Arab: The Promise and Peril of the Arab Revolutions in 2012, I asked Al Jazeera’s political analyst Marwan Bishara, if he thought the Arab world had reached the point of
no return, to which his response was a resounding yes.
Much has happened in the Arab world and beyond since then. Two counterrevolutionary forces have sought to derail the Arab revolutions: the governments of regional authoritarian powers (with the help of the United States and
Israel) on one side and the Islamic State of Iraq and the Levant (ISIL or ISIS) the offspring of their geopolitical machinations - on the other.
These two reactionary forces have wreaked havoc, stifling the spirit of the
Arab revolts. Over the past few years, it appeared they had succeeded - changing the headlines and the optics, from millions of human beings marching
peacefully in the streets and squares of their homelands to violent gangs taking
over military strongholds. They wrapped the uprisings in the veil of sectarianism. They threw doubt on the aims and desires of the defiant nations who rose
up, presenting their protests as foreign plots. They blackmailed the world with
scary words like "migration" and "terrorism" to justify violent crackdowns. They
maintained that stability can only be achieved with an iron fist.
But the moral, political and economic facts on the ground have defied all
such scheming. It was not long before people came back to the streets across
the region and resurrected the resounding slogan of the Egyptian revolution "bread, freedom, social justice!"
Since this new wave of protests began, various attempts have been made
to explain them in the context of global or local trends. Similar demonstrations
have taken place around the world and been attributed to the austerity measures of incompetent governments. In Chile, Ecuador, Argentina and elsewhere
in Latin America, public anger with economic mismanagement has sent thousands of people on to the streets.
In an article for the New York Times, Declan Walsh and Max Fisher suggest
the turmoil from Chile to Lebanon is related to "wallet issues". They propose:
"Pocketbook items have become the catalysts for popular fury across the globe
in recent weeks." But seeking such facile links between these revolutionary
uprisings risks misreading them all. More specific patterns of regional histories
need to be taken into account before we turn to more global trends.
Here, the insights of those, like journalist Isma'il Kushkush and veteran an-
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alyst of Arab revolutions, Gilbert Achcar, who, among others, have closely followed the course of Arab revolutions are more crucial. Still, their necessary
and insightful observations are insufficient. In a book I wrote about the Arab
Spring in 2011, I proposed two interrelated ideas as guiding principles for how
to read these revolutions: Open-ended (as opposed to total) revolutions, and
delayed (as opposed to exhausted) defiance.
Within what historians call the longue duree frame of reference, the success
of counter-revolutionary forces in derailing these uprisings is but a temporary
bump. The fundamental, structural causes of the Arab (and other world) revolutions remain the same and will outlast the temporary reactionary stratagems
designed to disrupt them.
The idea of open-ended revolution deliberately overcomes the false promises of the postcolonial state formations as the teleological ends of revolutionary
mobilisations. These postcolonial states across the Arab and Muslim world, all
the way to Asia, Africa and Latin America have lost their raisons d'etre and
therefore their legitimacy.
In 1963, political philosopher Hannah Arendt published On Revolution, a
comparison of the American and French revolutions. In it, she offered an enduring insight into revolutions: that uprisings are evidence of the cause of "public happiness". I believe the smiling faces of defiant revolutionaries we see
across the Arab world today show that insight endures. The notions of openended revolutions and public happiness lead to the idea of delayed defiance.
Defiance of abusive state powers and their foreign backers - think of the junta
in Egypt and their US and Israeli supporters, or Bashar al-Assad and his Russian and Iranian enablers - cannot be suppressed by yet another abusive total
state. The statism at the heart of old-fashioned total revolutions - that one good
state will follow one bad state - has long since lost its relevance and legitimacy.
What we are witnessing today is the sustained synergy of delayed defiance,
open-ended revolutions, and public happiness that in its revolutionary potential
is far more enduring than the false promises a total state can deliver.
What was clear to both me and Marwan Bishara back in 2012 has indeed
been confirmed by the events that followed. The naked brutality of state powers
in suppressing the transnational uprisings were clear indications of their absolute and final loss of legitimacy.
The Arab and Muslim world today is at the epicentre of a new experiment
with democratic governance that can no longer be fooled with the phoney fanfare of any state apparatus feigning elections. In its global configuration, that
"democratic" spectacle has resulted in the murderous Hindu fanaticism in India
("the largest democracy in the world") and the corrupt and ludicrous reality
show of Donald Trump in the US ("the oldest democracy in the world") or else
in the boring banality of Brexit in the United Kingdom.
The world has nothing to learn from these failed historical experiments with
democracy. The world must - and in the unfolding Arab revolutions - will witness
a whole different take on nations exercising their democratic will. Delayed defiance will systematically and consistently strengthen this national will to sovereignty and in equal measures weaken the murderous apparatus of total
states which have now degenerated into nothing more than killing machines.
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Your View
The Justice Faez Esa case

Saving scheme profit rates
The ministry of finance has taken a deplorable step of reducing
profit rates on all saving schemes. The decision is taken at a time
when people are already facing financial hardships owing to un-

This refers to the news report “SC debates next step if it finds
case against judge was wrongful”. Among other things, Justice Yahya Afridi is reported to have said that the acceptance
of the counsel’s (Advocate Muneer Malik) arguments would

precedented inflation.
The government has reduced profit rates on Pensioners Benefit Account and Behbood Savings Certificate for pensioners and senior
citizens from 14.74 per cent to 12.48pc after which one can get
Rs1,040 per month on an investment of Rs100,000. To make matters worse, 10pc withholding tax has also been imposed by the
Federal Board of Revenue and thus after deduction of tax one gets

give blanket immunity and complete protection to judges of
the Supreme Court, and added “Don’t you think it is appropriate that there should be some checks and balances on the judiciary too since the mother of all fundamental rights is the
independence of judiciary.”
And to this, the counsel replied: “No one is above the law.
Credibility of the judiciary rests on its accountability.” That is

Rs936.
The pensioners are already in miserable financial conditions having
limited income. They have no source of income except investment
with National Savings. The ministry of finance and central directorate of savings should reconsider this decision and realise the

true. The credibility of the judiciary depends on its accountability and not on its “inviolability.” If the Supreme Court is of
the view that the prime minister’s advice should have been
supported by a cabinet decision, and there were some other
procedural irregularities, the court should allow the govern-

present financial agony of the old citizens and pensioners.
Mahmood Ahmad Minhas
Lahore

ment to rectify them as much as possible, more so in view of
the fact that both prime minister and cabinet were newly-inducted and were not fully familiar with the ropes of the trade.
In any case, it will be a shame if substance were to be sacri-

Ehsaas programme

ficed at the altar of form.
Riazul Hakeem
Karachi

The Ehsaas programme launched by Prime Minister Imran Khan is
laudable and will facilitate less fortunate and deserving students. However, this programme is only for undergraduate or graduate level students. What about the primary, secondary, matriculation and
intermediate students? As we all know government schools and col-

Money matters

leges are in a pathetic state. There are lots of ghost schools and col-

There has been a lot of debate on the recent release and de-

leges, especially in rural areas, where no teachers and staff could be

parture of former Prime Minister Nawaz Sharif to London. Talk

seen and children out there are deprived of basic education. So, along
with the Ehsaas programme, there is a dire need for getting these government schools and colleges properly functional as matriculation and
intermediate are a prerequisites for graduation studies. The government
should come up with an initiative to functionalise abandoned institutes.
Muhammad Hassan Shafi
Karachi

shows full of arguments and discussions are being televised
and participants from both sides have given their points of
view.
So much so that some anchors have gone to crowded places
in different cities to seek public opinion whether the decision to
release him was right. What remains a mystery is that despite
1,000 or so speeches and statements made by Prime Minister
Imran Khan to uphold the accountability process, his perform-

Prize bonds

ance has been substandard. He has not been able to recover
any money from corrupt politicians. Sending these culprits be-

Apropos the letter “Prize bonds,” the content of the letter are not

hind the bars was an act of the National Accountability Bureau

based on facts, it is clarified in the interest of the general public

and not PM Imran Khan’s government.

that under the Premium Prize Bonds (Registered) Rules 2017,

It’s time for PM Imran Khan accepted defeat. He certainly can-

bonds can be purchased by two or more adults jointly in their

not control and beat the mafia. He has yet to learn the real po-

names. Joint investment in the Premium Prize Bonds scheme, how-

litical system in play and more so yet to visualise the power of

ever, requires the submission of details of a bank account main-

money — which sometimes seems to be the strongest element

tained jointly by investors in any conventional bank.

in the world!
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Power lines may mess with honeybees’
behavior and ability to learn

California landfills are belching high
levels of climate-warming methane

Rachel Fritts

Carolyn Gramling

Power lines could be messing with honeybees by emitting electromagnetic fields
that can alter the insects’
behavior and ability to
learn.

Landfills, pipelines or dairy
farms: The largest sources
of methane released to the
atmosphere can now be
spotted from the sky.

In the lab, honeybees (Apis
mellifera) were more aggressive toward other bees after being exposed to electromagnetic
fields, or EMFs, at strengths similar to what they might experience at
ground level under electricity transmission lines, researchers report.
Those exposed bees also were slower to learn to respond to a new
threat than unexposed bees were. “The reductions in learning are
pretty concerning,” says Sebastian Shepherd. The entomologist
worked on the new study at the University of Southampton in England
before moving to Purdue University in West Lafayette, Ind. “These
were bees that were very happy and healthy” before being exposed
to EMFs in the study.

A team of researchers used
airborne remote sensing to
pinpoint the exact locations
of some of California’s biggest belchers of methane, a potent greenhouse
gas. Of those concentrated “superemitters,” landfills were the biggest
sources in the Golden State, followed by dairy farms and the oil and gas industry. About 34 to 46 percent of California’s methane emissions comes
from 564 point sources, small surface features or bits of infrastructure no
more than 10 meters in diameter that still emit large amounts of the gas, the
team found. Among those point sources, there were standouts: Landfills
contributed 41 percent of emissions. Dairies and the oil and gas sector contributed 26 percent each, Riley Duren, an electrical engineer and research
scientist at the Jet Propulsion Laboratory in Pasadena, Calif., and colleagues report in Nature.

The finding may be one clue to help explain the recent and mysterious
decline in managed U.S. honeybee colonies. The insects provide an estimated $15 billion in annual agricultural value by pollinating U.S. crops.
But beekeepers reported that colonies last year experienced their worst
winter die-off in more than a decade. And in preceding years, some
colonies’ worker bees simply vanished. Researchers believe the problem
isn’t due to a single cause, but instead multiple stressors including getting
jostled during a cross-country move to new farm fields or flying through
fields laced with pesticides. Power lines, it turns out, might also be stressing bees out. Altogether, stressors could be weakening bees so they’re
less capable of surviving disease or extreme weather, Shepherd says.
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During five research campaigns consisting of flights across California from
2016 to 2018, Duren and his team used an airborne imaging spectrometer,
which can see visible as well as infrared spectra, to scan more than 271,000
facilities and infrastructure for methane plumes. Data from the study, the result
of a partnership between NASA, the California Air Resources Board and the
California Energy Commission, are now available online. Once large point
sources, such as leaky pipelines or malfunctioning gas-capture systems, are
identified, managers can take steps to fix the problems and reduce those
emissions, Duren and colleagues say, which could help reduce future climate
warming due to the gas.
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Health

Could vegetarian and vegan diets be bad for you?
Kathleen Doheny
It's becoming more popular to eat meat-free at
least part of the time. While about 4% of Americans are full-time vegetarians, with about half of
those also vegan, a recent poll by the Vegetarian
Resource Group found that 46% of respondents
say they always or sometimes eat vegetarian
meals when dining out. The top reason? Health.
Although vegetarian eating does have a stellar
health reputation, recent news has focused on
what could be bad about vegetarian diets and
more stringent vegan plans, including reports of
stroke risk, harms to brain health, hair loss, and
depression. "For generally healthy people, I don't
see any reason that eating a vegetarian diet is
risky to health," says Qi Sun, MD, an assistant professor of nutrition at the Harvard T.H. Chan School
of Public Health. But Sun’s recent research and
that of others strongly suggest that the quality of
plant-based food matters when it comes to health
benefits. As in: vegetables, yes; french fries, no.
A vegetarian diet always excludes meat, fish, and
poultry, according to the definition used by the
Vegetarian Resource Group. Vegans also don’t
eat dairy products such as milk, eggs, and cheese,
as well as animal-based products like gelatin. Followers do not use other animal products, including
honey, wool, silk, and leather. There are potential

pitfalls to meatless eating, Sun says, but nutrition
education and using supplements when needed
can help people overcome them. British researchers followed more than 48,000 men and
women with no history of heart disease or stroke

for about 18 years. Vegetarians had a 13% lower
risk of heart disease than meat eaters. But they
also had a 20% higher rate of stroke than meat
eaters. That translated to three more strokes for
every 1,000 people over 10 years.

Diabetes tougher on women's hearts
Robert Preidt
Diabetes might be more deadly for women than men, at least when it comes
to heart troubles, new research shows.
Heart disease occurs an average of 15 years earlier in people with diabetes,
and is their main cause of illness and death. In women, the connection between diabetes and heart disease is particularly strong. Worldwide, more
women die due to diabetes than men, 2.1 million versus 1.8 million a year, the
researchers said. Coronary heart disease is the most common and deadly
type of heart disease in people with diabetes. Women with diabetes have a
1.8 times higher risk of death from coronary heart disease than women without
diabetes. Men with diabetes have a 1.5 times higher risk of death from coronary heart disease than men without diabetes.
Peripheral artery disease, which can eventually lead to foot amputation, is
the most common initial sign of heart disease in type 2 diabetes patients,
and it is 1.8 times more common in women than men. Heart failure is the
second most common initial sign of heart disease in type 2 diabetes patients.
Women with diabetes have a five times higher risk of heart failure than
women without diabetes, and men with diabetes have a two times higher
risk than men without diabetes. Researchers are trying to determine the reasons why heart failure is more common among women with diabetes than
men with diabetes, according to the paper published in the European Journal
of Preventive Cardiology.
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The authors noted that the
number of people with diabetes could jump to 629
million worldwide by 2040.
A healthy lifestyle is key to
diabetes prevention. If people do develop diabetes, it's
crucial to prevent heart
complications. "With the increased levels of obesity in
our society, we have seen
an enormous rise in the
prevalence of diabetes. We
know that type 2 diabetes is
a lifestyle-related disease,
so we can halt the trajectory
with better behaviors," said senior author Joline Beulens, from the Amsterdam
University Medical Centre, in the Netherlands.
"Lifestyle management is the first line of treatment for patients with diabetes,"
Beulens said in a journal news release. "If lifestyle doesn't sufficiently control
glucose (blood sugar) levels and the risk of complications, then glucose-lowering treatment should be initiated as the second line of therapy."
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Le Mans '66

Little Monsters

Nick De Semlyen

Chris Hewitt

Le Mans ’66 may look like a
film about slick motors and the
handsome dudes who drive
them. And it is that. But it’s
also, in a roundabout way, a
film about filmmaking. James
Mangold, the veteran director
who has had his fair share of
tangles with studio overseers — he has referred to the messy, interferedwith final act of The Wolverine as “a capitulation” — is here dealing with
a dynamic with which he’s all too familiar.
Hero mechanics Ken Miles (Bale) and Carroll Shelby (Damon) are the
creatives, pouring their hearts and souls into an expensive endeavour
that might well crash and burn (much like, say, a superhero movie about
a knife-knuckled mutant). The unctuous, well-dressed executives of the
Ford Motor Company, looking on with pursed lips and urging the taking
of the safest route, are obvious stand-ins for studio execs.
As for Henry Ford II, played to scene-stealing effect by Letts, well, he’s
only a cigar and a copy of Variety away from a Hollywood mogul, taking
a gamble and hoping to trounce his rival across town. The parallels even
sometimes leach into the dialogue — “James Bond does not drive a
Ford, sir,” offers one minion during a board meeting; “That’s because
he’s a degenerate!” Ford roars back.

Frozen II
Ben Travis
As a rule, animated Disney
princess movies don’t get
theatrical sequels – they end,
by definition, with ‘happily
ever after’. But then, 2013’s
Frozen went far beyond your
average animated Disney
princess movie, a $1.2 billion
box office behemoth that subverted fairy-tale notions of true love, with an
earworm soundtrack that sent frazzled parents loopy on endless repeat
listens. So it is that Frozen’s happy ending gives way to a big-screen sequel that — as they tend to — goes bigger, bolder, and more epic.
It begins gloriously, with a lush, confident opening act that establishes
the new status quo – Elsa (Menzel), in control of her ice powers, ruling
Arendelle and living with love and warmth among sister Anna (Bell),
soon-to-be-brother-in-law Kristoff (Groff), and goofy snowman Olaf
(Gad). The first film’s frosty palette is swapped for a gorgeous autumnal
aesthetic — all golden leaves, hazy sunsets and open fires — bolstered
by a string of stirring musical numbers that deal beautifully with ideas of
growth and impermanence (“I can’t freeze this moment, but I can seize
this day,” sings Elsa). Frozen II isn’t just set in a season of change —
it’s about the inevitability of it.
It’s also a more mature film that deals with notions of maturity, for an audience that has itself grown up in the six years since the previous outing.
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Little Monsters is an object lesson in how to pull off edgy comedy. Throughout this surprisingly
excellent Australian zombie flick,
writer-director Abe Forsythe flirts
with bad taste and beyond.
It also gets a pass on account of
being very, very funny. Don’t be fooled by the presence of more zombies
than you can shake a George A. Romero box set at. A comedy-horror this
may be, but — a couple of mildly tense escapes aside — the emphasis
here is firmly on the former. Perhaps that’s a natural by-product of focusing
the action around a group of loveable, and not killable, kids. In doing so,
Forsythe almost has no choice but to ease off on the scares, with his classically slow zombies (the fast-moving breed would make this a very short
film) figures of fun rather than fright.
And it allows him to focus on his ragtag group of characters. Nyong’o, a
world away from her last outing in Us, is Miss Caroline, the good-natured
schoolteacher who absolutely, positively will not let anything threaten her
young charges. Despite the star billing, though, this isn’t her film. She
doesn’t show up until roughly a third of the way in, and when she does,
it’s as nothing more than an object of desire for Alexander England’s
bedraggled if charming loser, Dave. It’s to Nyong’o’s credit that she seizes
this relatively thin role and imbues it with plenty of charm and even a hint
of depth.

Charlie's Angels
Ella Kemp
Niceties are taken care of from the
get-go: “I think women can do anything,” Kristen Stewart’s Sabina Wilson tells a rich man she quickly
ends up swindling. There was the
fear that a new spin on Charlie’s Angels could have fallen into a trap of performative, derivative feminism
— but Elizabeth Banks’ film puts its money where its mouth is, as these
women do so much, as well as just thinking about it.
The premise is the same as ever: Charlie, never seen, only heard over
an intercom, runs an agency of spies, assassins, masterminds. These
are his angels. We meet two, hired on the same job, but certainly
nowhere near soul sisters. There’s Sabina, a sly but also silly rebel with
a criminal record and enough comedic energy to power an entire country, and Jane (Balinska), a ruthless and devoted former MI6 agent —
show-stopping newcomer Balinska really should be considered on the
day when Bond finally is played by a woman.
It’s a real joy to see Stewart actually having some fun — she’s the ringleader of this new team, sparky enough to keep spirits up but never
gimmicky to the point of derision. Balinska is a revelation — sophisticated and focussed in her mission, channelling severe power when required and bouncing off those around her with sensitivity and charm.
And the third angel?
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The Tiger’s Prey

One Good Deed

Wilbur Smith

David Baldacci

The Malabar coast is full of dangers:
greedy tradesmen, fearless pirates,
and men full of vengeance. But for a
Courtney, the greatest danger might
just be his own family.
Francis Courtney flees the comfort of
his Devonshire estate when his stepfather’s gambling debts leave him penniless and at risk. He sails to South
Africa with revenge and fortune on his
mind: his uncle Tom Courtney killed his
father, and Francis intends to avenge
his death and make his fortune in the
process. However, upon his arrival in
Cape Town, he uncovers a truth that
leaves him overwhelmed and disoriented. Christopher Courtney sets out to make his own way in the world,
giving up his privileged position as the son of the Governor of Bombay.
The perils and betrayals on his journey carve a fierce warrior out of him,
but they also harden his soul and lead him to greater violence and treachery. As the lives of these two Courtney men intertwine, the sins of the fathers will forever alter the lives of a younger generation. The Tiger’s Prey
takes readers on an epic journey from the southernmost point of Africa,
through the perilous waters of the Arabian Sea, to the lush Indian coastline.
It is an incredible and breathless tale of intrigue and family betrayal from
one of the world’s greatest storytellers.

Game Changers
Dave Asprey
The bestselling author of Head Strong
and the Bulletproof Diet provides proven
techniques for becoming happier, healthier, and smarter, culled from the wisdom
and insight of world-class thought leaders and mavericks of science and business.
When Dave Asprey started his Bulletproof Radio podcast more than five years
ago, he sought out thought leaders and
influencers in an array of disciplines, from
biochemists to business titans to mediation masters. These folks were some of
the top performing humans in the world,
people who had changed their areas of
study or even pioneered entirely new
fields. Dave wanted to know: What did they have in common? What mattered most to them? What makes them so successful at what they do―
and what makes them happiest? Combing through the recordings, looking
for patterns and common threads, he found that the wisdom gleaned from
these highly successful people can be distilled into three main categories:
body, mind, and spirit. Game Changers is the culmination of Dave’s yearslong statistical analysis of these conversations, offering forty-six sciencebacked, high performance "laws" that are a virtual playbook for how to
become not only more successful, but also happier and healthier.
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In 1949, Aloysius Archer arrives in the dusty
Southern town of Poca City. He has nothing
but a handful of dollars, the clothes he’s wearing and an appointment with his new parole
officer. After his wartime experiences in Italy
and a prison sentence for a crime he didn’t
commit, Archer is looking for a fresh start and
a peaceful life. On his first night of freedom,
Archer meets local business tycoon Hank Pittleman, who promises Archer handsome compensation to work as his debt collector. Yet
Archer takes on more than he bargains for, as
he becomes embroiled in a long-running feud
between the drought-struck town’s most dangerous residents.

The Pianist of Yarmouk
Aeham Ahmad
One morning on the outskirts of Damascus, two
starving friends are walking through their desolate city and come across a familiar street that
has been turned to rubble, concrete bridges
towering above them like tombs and houses
turned inside out. Aeham turns to the only comfort he has left and pushes his piano into the
street to play a song of hope to his fellow Syrians. It is a song that will reach far beyond the
streets of his home and carry consequences he
could never have dreamed of. This tender and
poetic account of Aeham's experiences, from
losing his city, friends and family to leaving his country and finding safety,
will move readers with its raw and candid emotion.

Fall from Grace
Danielle Steel
You find strength when you're at your weakest. When Sydney's husband dies, she is
dealt another devastating blow. He never
changed his will and she is forced to leave the
beautiful home they shared.
On a flight from Paris to New York, an emergency landing forces her into the arms of Paul
Zeller. The pair bond over a shared love of
fashion, and before long they go into business
together. But Sydney's daughters are less
than impressed by their mother's mysterious
new acquaintance. Offered a job at Paul's
high-street clothing chain, Sydney thinks her
luck has turned. But when a scandal hits the company, it's Sydney in the firing line. Humiliated, publicly shamed, destitute - Sydney hits rock bottom.
There are only two choices: giving up or starting over. With the unwavering
support of her daughters and the assistance of an unlikely business partner,
Sydney discovers that her greatest adventure might still be to come.
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