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Prime Minister Imran Khan and his ministers claim to have brought the
economy out of an “intensive care unit” (ICU). The government’s assertion
may be right but it has pushed the people of Pakistan to an ICU after a
massive price hike of essentials in the first 16 months of its rule.

The government of Prime Minister Imran Khan doubled power tariff in
its first year, which took past governments five years. When electricity prices
were increase by 1.75pc in November last year, it was the fourth hike in 11
months in the Pakistan Tehreek-e-Insaf (PTI) government. Besides the reg-
ular hikes, power tariff is also increased almost every month on the pretext
of “fuel adjustment charges.” The government is set to further increase gas
prices to eliminate the circular debt of Rs181 billion in the sector. The Pe-
troleum Division has informed Prime Minister Imran Khan that the hike in
gas prices is inevitable because of the high circular debt of Rs181 billion in
the wake of a wide gap between average prescribed gas prices and
weighted average sale prices. The government has also revised prices of
fuel almost upward every month since its installation. The result is that
prices of all essentials have gone through the roof and people have become
poorer with every passing day in the PTI government.

The Ata Chakki Owners Association has increased the price of flour by
Rs4/kg, subsequently selling it at Rs64/kg in the Punjab. A whopping 23pc
increase in the price of the staple was recorded during the first year of the
PTI government. The cost of flour had increased by Rs2/kg in its first
month. Later, the price soared to Rs60/kg last year and Rs64/kg after the
recent price surge. It really hurts poor households, which usually have
large families. Pakistan’s inflation rate slightly eased to 12.63pc in Decem-
ber 2019, from 12.7pc in November 2019, but still scaled the highest level
in nine years, the Pakistan Bureau of Statistics (PBS) reported. Inflation,
measured by the Consumer Price Index (CPI), lowered by 0.34pc in De-
cember against November last year. The data shows that higher food
prices were the largest driver in overall inflation. Prices of essential food
items are higher in rural areas than in urban areas. Food inflation in urban
areas rose by 16.7pc in December on a yearly basis but declined 1.7pc
on a monthly basis whereas it increased by 19.7pc in rural areas and de-
clined 1.1pc respectively.

The International Monetary Fund (IMF) has estimated that the country‘s
inflation may rise as high as 13pc, but the government hopes to contain it
within the range of 11-13pc for the current fiscal year. According to the fi-
nance ministry, the IMF in its first review of Pakistan’s economic perform-
ance has acknowledged that the government reforms programme is on
track and producing results. Satisfied with the economic performance of
Pakistan, the IMF has recently released $452 million as the second
tranche, bringing total disbursements to about $1.45 billion. The IMF report
acknowledges that the business climate has improved and market confi-

dence is returning. The IMF also lowered the inflation projection for 2020
to 11.8pc, down from 13pc earlier on account of the fact that the adminis-
trative and energy tariff adjustments are expected to offset the effects from
weak domestic demand. The report confirmed that inflation has started
stabilising along with core inflation, and the SBP stance that no need for
further rate hikes was appropriate. However, the government hopes to do
much better than the IMF projection. As inflation during July-November
was 10.8pc, the government aims to bring it down to 5pc in the medium
term.

According to the State Bank of Pakistan (SBP), average headline CPI
inflation has reached 11.5 percent in Q1-FY20, extending the steep upward
trend persistent since the beginning of FY19. In its first quarterly report, it
observed, “Not only this level was double the inflation observed in the
same quarter last year, it was also the highest level of quarterly inflation
since Q4-FY12.” It was attributed to the lagged pass-through of the ex-
change rate depreciation towards the end of FY19; rationalisation of en-
ergy tariffs; and revenue-led fiscal measures taken in the budget 2019-20,
which included the imposition of federal excise duty on a number of con-
sumer items, and the ending of the zero-rating regime for export-oriented
sectors and of the reduced GST regime on sugar.

In case of GDP, the report noted that the revised estimates for the kharif
season suggest that the production of important crops is likely to fall short
of the target for FY20. The large-scale manufacturing sector witnessed a
decline of 5.9pc in Q1-FY20 on YoY basis. The contraction was broad-
based, as construction-allied industries, petroleum and automobile indus-
tries continued on a downward path. In contrast, previous corrections in
the exchange rate helped the export-oriented industries, as reflected in
the relatively better performance of textiles and leather. On balance, how-
ever, achieving the real GDP growth target of 4pc appears unlikely, it ob-
served. The report emphasizes the government to address the underlying
structural vulnerabilities and put the economy on a balanced and sustain-
able growth trajectory.

According to the government, Pakistan’s economy has witnessed sig-
nificant improvements in recent months as is evident from the performance
of key economic indicators, like a stable exchange rate for five months,
improvement in the Pakistan Stock Exchange 100-Index, improvement in
foreign exchange reserves, and ease of doing index. However, the improv-
ing indicators have not benefitted the common people any way, rather they
have been crushed by rising prices and their lives have become more mis-
erable. They cannot be appeased by mere better economic figures. They
need immediate relief from rising prices and the government will have to
take urgent measures to restore their shattered confidence in political par-
ties and democracy.

Economics
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2019 was a year of turmoil, trouble and tension for the world as much as
for Pakistan.

The year was a great disappointment for Pakistanis who looked forward
to a positive turn in their economic fortunes. But their hopes were belied
as the economy nosedived due to the government’s excessive taxation
policy and faulty economic planning, leading to growing unemployment
and an economic slowdown, caused by Pakistan’s latest loan agreement
with the International Monetary Fund (IMF) worth $6 billion.

A record devaluation of the Pakistan rupee in the past two years has
fuelled inflation in the country, pushing prices of items of daily-use beyond
the reach of the common household. Prime Minister Imran Khan’s attrac-
tive slogan of tabdeeli (change) has turned into a nightmare for the people.
The economy is under IMF’s intensive care, and millions of people are
being reduced to poverty as the economy shrinks. Figures show that each
Pakistani is poorer today as compared to a few years ago.

The government’s unrelenting push of its anti-corruption agenda based
on Imran Khan’s promise to target graft across all layers of society, notably
Pakistan’s political class, has created an atmosphere of fear and doubt all
around. It has especially affected the business class and intending in-
vestors, bringing the economy to a virtual halt.

Throughout 2019, the National Accountability Bureau (NAB) dominated
the headlines both in the print and electronic media. It pounced upon al-
legedly corrupt elements and arrested prominent politicians, including for-
mer Prime Minister Nawaz Sharif, his daughter Maryam Nawaz, former
President Asif Ali Zardari, his sister Faryal Talpur, and former Prime Min-
ister Shahid Khakan Abbasi, among others.

Kashmir remained the centre of attention throughout the year. The year
began with escalating tensions with India, following a terrorist attack on
paramilitary troops in India-occupied Kashmir. Indian Prime Minister
Narendra Modi accused Pakistan-based militants of carrying out the attack
and ordered what New Delhi claimed an air-raid inside Pakistan on a sup-
posed terrorist training camp.

Meanwhile, Pakistan shot down an Indian fighter plane and captured
its pilot. Imran Khan’s decision to return the Indian pilot unharmed showed
a mature handling of a potentially dangerous situation. Pakistan scored
another diplomatic victory by opening the Kartarpura Corridor for Sikh pil-
grims. During the year under review, Pakistan also successfully improved
ties with the United States (US) as Washington sought to scale down its
military commitment to Afghanistan.

But India’s unilateral decision to remove a special autonomous status
for Jammu and Kashmir state in August in utter violation of the UN reso-
lutions dealt a great blow to prospects of peace in South Asia. Even as
the full negative impact of the decision had not sunk into the international
psyche, Modi promulgated changes in India’s citizenship law which set the

whole country on fire, bringing Hindus and Muslims together, instead of
dividing them which was the BJP government’s hidden agenda.

Immediately afterwards, Jamiat Ulema-i-Islam (JUI-F) Chief Maulana
Fazal-ur-Rehman launched his Azadi march in Islamabad to bring down
the Pakistan Tehreek-i-Insaf (PTI) government of Prime Minister Imran
Khan. But the move failed and the Maulana returned home empty handed.
The last days of the year saw the apex court taking up the issue of exten-
sion in the service of the Army Chief and directing the government to pass
legislation on the terms and conditions governing the Army Chief’s ap-
pointment. The month of December also witnessed a special court award-
ing the capital punishment to former President General (Retd) Pervez
Musharraf in the lingering high treason case, a first in Pakistan’s history.

Throughout the year, the world remained in the grip of anti-status quo
protests. The growing frustration and hunger for change led to large-scale
public demonstrations in Latin America, Europe, the Middle East and other
parts of Asia. Young people formed the backbone of these grass-roots
movements for reforms to narrow the widening gap between the haves
and have-nots.

Of the world’s 7.7 billion population, 4.2 billion (55 percent) live in cities,
leading to overcrowding of urban spaces, crumbling civic services, corrup-
tion and unemployment. The protests have not been in vain, as many gov-
ernments were forced to reconsider their decisions, such as the reversal
of the extradition law in Hong Kong, and constitutional reforms in Chile. In
some cases, incumbent leaders had to resign: Bolivian President Evo
Morales, and the Lebanese and Iraqi Prime Ministers, Saad Hariri and Adil
Abdul-Mahdi, had to step down.

The “great power” politics saw a resurgence in 2019. China is seeking
dominance in the Indo-pacific region and global pre-eminence, while Rus-
sia is trying to end the Western domination in Eastern Europe, and deepen
its ties with various states in Latin America and the Middle East. The US’s
objective is to prevent both China and Russia from tilting the local balance
of power in their favour.

The Christchurch mass shooting televised live on Facebook and sub-
sequent Right Wing extremist attacks in the West signaled the emergence
of far-right groups with a transnational network of like-minded organiza-
tions stretching from Australia to America.

Nasim Ahmed
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Analysis

Nasim Ahmed

Gender gap report:
A dismal situation

Every year the Geneva-based World Economic Forum publishes a report
on the gender gap – inequality between man and woman in all fields of life.
In its annual report, the WEF conducts a worldwide survey and ranks coun-
tries regarding their policies on gender equality. The rankings are based
on countries' progress towards gender parity in four dimensions: economic
participation and opportunities, educational attainment, health and survival,
and political empowerment.

Over the past 14 years, the Global Gender Gap Index included in the
WEF report has served as a compass to track progress on relative gaps
between women and men on health, education, economy and politics.
Through the annual yardstick, stakeholders within each country are able
to set priorities relevant in each specific economic, political and cultural
context.

This year’s report underlines the growing urgency for action. Without
the equal inclusion of half of the world’s talent, the international community
will not be able to deliver on the promise of the Fourth Industrial Revolution
for all of society or achieve the UN Sustainable Development Goals. At the
present rate of change, it will take nearly a century to achieve parity, a time-
line we simply cannot accept in today’s globalized world, especially among
younger generations who hold increasingly progressive views of gender
equality.

However, many new channels have opened to close the gender gap.
Companies must offer equal opportunities to all members of society, lever-
aging gender diversity and investing in all of their talent through ongoing
upskilling and reskilling. Governments must create policies that provide tal-
ent development, integration and deployment opportunities for all genders,
diversify the leadership pool and provide support to families and caregivers,
in both youthful and ageing societies alike.

In its Global Gender Gap Report 2020, the Forum ranks Pakistan at
151st place among 153 countries, just ahead of Iraq and Yemen, making
it the third worst country in terms of gender inequality. Pakistan is rated at
150th, 143rd, 149th and 93rd position, respectively, as per the given crite-
ria. According to the report, while a majority of countries have bridged or
nearly bridged the gender gap, Pakistan lags behind in all dimensions. And
among the seven South Asian nations its performance is the worst on all
scores.

The report makes depressing reading. Considering the prevailing con-
ditions in several other counties, especially in certain Arab states and
closer home in Afghanistan, it is hard to believe they are ranked better than
Pakistan. Some analysts have pointed out that this raises questions about
the validity of the WEF’s findings. No doubt, women in Pakistan face dis-
crimination everywhere: at home, in access to education and healthcare,
in employment opportunities, and rising in their chosen professions. In
some parts of the country they are denied even the right to vote. There are
too many social barriers to advancement.

But things are changing in Pakistan. Those who have the will and the
ability to compete with men can and do so. Many have entered professions
previously considered male domain such as engineers, business execu-
tives, lawyers, journalists, army officers, air force pilots and more. Some
have attained prominence in politics. That surely does not mean they are
better off than those in most other countries, only that women do not seem
to fare as badly in this county as the present report suggests.

The report notes that in economic participation Pakistan's score fell
from 112 in 2006 to 150 at this time; in educational attainment from 110 to
143; in health and survival from 112 to 149; and in political empowerment
from 37 to present 93. This slide in scores is rather puzzling, considering
that there have been no policy reversals during this period in any of these
areas that could increase the gap in gender equality. Nor has any new at-
tempt been made to deny educational or other opportunities to women. In
fact, the report says that while in 2017 there was not a single woman min-
ister, as of January 1 this year; there have been three women in the 25-
member (federal) cabinet. It appears there is something amiss in the
analysis of available information.

All said, Pakistan has still a long way to go to promote gender equality.
For a more meaningful political empowerment of women, political parties
need to allot a substantial number of party tickets to women for contesting
assemblies' elections instead of nominating them for reserved seats. The
key to uplifting women being economic independence, the government
must ensure more girls' enrollment in schools and in institutions of higher
learning as well as technical training, opening up gainful employment op-
portunities for them. Only when they compete with and among men will
women find their rightful place in society. The PTI government is committed
to uplifting the status of women and it must leave no stone unturned to fulfil
its promise. 
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The unanimous passage of the Army Act in the National Assembly and
the Senate has removed ambiguities in the previous law which was silent
on retirement age limits for the Army, Naval and Air Force Chiefs as well
as the Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff Committee. The new legislation
has not only removed anomalies in a sensitive issue but also paved the
way for the government and the opposition to work together for the welfare
of the country.

The National Assembly unanimously passed the bill in 20 minutes after
the opposition had accepted the government’s plea to withdraw its pro-
posed amendments. It marked the end of frosty relations between the gov-
ernment and the opposition. The rare consensus between the bitterly
hostile sides in the parliament sparked off speculation among analysts that
“grand reconciliation” is in the making in the country.

Through one of its proposed amendments, the Pakistan Peoples Party
(PPP), the second largest opposition party, had sought “a role for the par-
liamentary committee on national security” for reappointment of the Serv-
ices Chiefs and Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff Committee. The
amendment required Prime Minister Imran Khan to appear before the par-
liamentary committee on national security to record reasons for giving an
extension to or for reappointment of the Services Chiefs and Chairman of
the Joint Chiefs of Staff Committee. The party, however, failed to muster
support from the Pakistan Muslim League-Nawaz (PML-N). It once again
brought differences between the two mainstream opposition parties to the
fore. The two were willing to support the bill but the PPP was seeking some
time for face-saving but the PML-N was desperate for its support.

The same unanimity also existed in the Senate which passed the Pak-
istan Army (Amendment) Bill, 2020, paving the way for Army Chief General
Qamar Javed Bajwa to complete his extended term in office. The Pakistan
Army Amendment Bill 2020 seeks to amend the provisions of the Pakistan
Army Act, 1952, to specify the tenure and terms and conditions of service
of the Chief of the Army Staff or the Chairman Joint Chiefs of Staff Com-
mittee including the grant of extension and their re-appointment. The Pak-
istan Air Force Amendment Bill 2020 seeks to amend the provisions of the
Pakistan Air Force Act, 1953, to specify the tenure and the terms and con-
ditions of service of the Chief of the Air Staff or Chairman Joint Chiefs of
Staff Committee, including the grant of extension, and re-appointment. The
Pakistan Navy Amendment Act 2020 seeks to amend the provisions of the
Pakistan Navy Ordinance, 1961, to specify the tenure and the terms and
conditions of service of the Chief of the Naval Staff or the Chairman Joint
Chiefs of Staff Committee.

The legislation also sets a maximum age of 64 for the Chiefs of the
Army, Air Force and Navy. They normally retire at the age of 60 but now
will be able to serve until the age of 64, if they are given extension by the
government. The President appoints the Services Chiefs on the advice of
the Prime Minister for a tenure of three years and their tenures would be

extendable to further three years. The President on the advice of the Prime
Minister would also determine the terms and conditions of the Services
Chiefs in the national security interest or exigencies from time to time.

According to the bill, notwithstanding, anything contained in these acts
or any other law, or any order or judgment of any court, the appointment,
reappointment or extension of the Army, Air Force or Navy Chiefs, or the
exercise of discretion by the appointing authority in this regard, shall not be
called into question before any court on any ground whatsoever. The retire-
ment age and service limits prescribed for a General, under the rules and
regulations made under the act, shall not be applicable to the Chief of the
Army Staff, during his tenure of appointment, reappointment or extension,
subject to a maximum age of sixty four years. Throughout the tenure, the
Chief of the Army Staff shall continue to serve as a General in the Pakistan
Army. However, the retirement age and service limits prescribed for an Air
Chief Marshal, under the rules and regulations made under the act shall not
be applicable to the Chief of the Air Staff, during his tenure of appointment,
reappointment or extension, subject to a maximum age of sixty four years.
Throughout the tenure, the Chief of the Air Staff shall continue to serve as
an Air Chief Marshal in the Pakistan Air Force. The retirement age and serv-
ice limits prescribed for an Admiral, under the rules and regulations made
under the ordinance, shall not be applicable to the Chief of the Naval Staff,
during his tenure of appointment, reappointment or extension, subject to a
maximum age of sixty four years. Throughout such tenure, the Chief of the
Naval Staff shall continue to serve as an Admiral in the Pakistan Navy.

The legislation came after the Supreme Court of Pakistan had chal-
lenged Prime Minister Imran Khan’s decision to extend the appointment
of Army Chief General Qamar Javed Bajwa by a further three years. The
court also gave six-month extension to General Bajwa on the condition
that the law must be approved in the parliament.

Only members of the Jamiat Ulema-i-Islam-Fazl (JUI-F) and the Ja-
maat-i-Islami opposed the law, which means they have lost hopes from
the political system and their political future is bleak. The two main oppo-
sition parties have shown maturity on the sensitive issue. It is a miracle of
the Army Act that it has melted ice between the government and the op-
position, which looked impossible until few days ago. They should build
on the thaw and continue the cooperation for the welfare of the people,
who have pinned high hopes on democracy.

Legislation

Muhammad Hassan
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Around one million people lost their jobs last year and 800,000 to one mil-
lion more people are feared to be rendered jobless this year as the econ-
omy has slowed down. Economists say Pakistan’s economic meltdown is
pushing more people below the poverty line, as the country has taken
tough measures to implement conditions attached to an International Mon-
etary Fund (IMF) bailout package.

According to former Finance Minister Dr. Hafiz A Pasha, 18 million more
people may slip into abject poverty due to low economic growth and dou-
ble-digit inflation under the Pakistan Tehreek-i-Insaf government. His claim
and estimates on lost jobs cannot be verified but experts fear the national
poverty ratio, which was 31.3pc in June 2018, could jump to over 40pc by
June 2020. By June this year, four out of every 10 Pakistanis will be poor,
according to Dr Pasha.

The PTI came to power on the back of promises to provide 10 million
jobs, but is struggling to retain even existing jobs as the country’s economic
growth plummeted from 5.8 percent to 3.3 percent in the last fiscal year,
and is predicted to slow down further to 2.4 percent in the current fiscal
year. Prime Minister Imran Khan has launched an ambitious plan for social
safety and poverty alleviation in the country. His steps sound innovative
and sincere but the key question is their implementation and funds, espe-
cially at a time when Pakistan’s economy is in dire straits and it is finding
hard even to run its day-to-day affairs.

Kicking off the “Ehsas” (compassion) programme, the premier an-
nounced the government would amend the Article 38(D) of the Constitu-
tion, which includes a clause for the provision of food, shelter, clothing,
education and healthcare to the people. In its current form, the clause is
only a policy recommendation and the government wants to make it a fun-
damental right, so the state can guarantee the five basic needs of the peo-
ple. Experts say if the government passes the legislation, anyone will be
able to move courts for their fundamental rights and it would put extra bur-
den on courts and the government. The provision of the basic needs, under
the 18th Amendment, is the responsibility of the provinces now. If the fed-
eral government takes them into its own hands, the provinces will consider
it interference into their affairs.

Experts say Prime Minister Imran Khan is impressed with China’s efforts
to lift its population out of abject poverty and his model is based on the Chi-
nese experience. According to the World Bank, China has lifted 500 million
people out of extreme poverty over the last three decades. Today, poverty
in China is mainly referred to the rural poor. Poverty in China, as measured
by the percentage of people living on the equivalent of $1.90 or less per
day in the 2011 purchasing price parity terms, fell from 88pc in 1981 to
6.5pc in 2012. The percentage of people living below the international
poverty line continued to fall to 4.1pc in 2014 to 2pc in 2018, with President
Xi Jinping upbeat about completely eradicating poverty by 2020.

Bringing government departments, like Bait-ul-Maal, Poverty Alleviation
Council, Benazir Income Support Programme and Zakat councils, to a sin-
gle platform will improve coordination among them. Another initiative is the

promise of allowing a fixed proportion of state land for shops and kiosks
to be set up by the poor, but one can ask why thousands of shops on state
land had to be razed during clean-up operations? Interest-free housing
loans, promises to implement labour laws and the promise to include
household labour in pension schemes are all good measures on paper,
but their implementation will be the real issue.

Critics say the prime minister’s plan of poverty alleviation will meet the
fate of his election promises. He had promised 10 million jobs and five mil-
lion houses to the underprivileged. He had announced the provision of
cheap electricity, gas, fuel and essentials to the people after coming to
power. Instead, their rates have doubled in the first year of the government.
They also point out the inability of the government to legislate for the
scheme after its failure to forge coordination with the opposition, without
which no constitutional amendment can be passed.

If the amendment is passed, it will redefine the common man’s access
to food, shelter, clothing, health and education as fundamental rights. It
will also change the relationship of the state with its people. The govern-
ment is holding a new survey for the poverty alleviation programme. The
Benazir Income Support Programme was also launched after a compre-
hensive survey, but still misuse of funds and corruption have been detected
in it many times in the past. The government will have to ensure a fair sur-
vey for fair distribution of funds.

The government has modeled its poverty alleviation plan on the Chi-
nese experience. China lifted 740 million people in rural areas out of
poverty between 1978 and 2017, or about 19 million people each year, ac-
cording to the National Bureau of Statistics. No other country in the world
has managed to improve the living conditions of so many people over such
a short period. The gradual opening-up of the economy to external invest-
ments for export production provided vast numbers of jobs for people from
rural villages in China. The government constructed transportation, logis-
tics and communication networks that made China the "factory of the
world". Chinese policies aim to give the poor a roof over their heads, guar-
antee food, clothing and basic medical services, and provide their children
with nine years of compulsory education. Funds and resources were pro-
vided for agricultural subsidies and cheap loans to rural farmers. Funds
also went into rural revitalization, to integrate regional development and
build infrastructure connecting villages to markets so that farmers could
sell their products more easily.

China was able to alleviate poverty because its economy was growing
at an unprecedented level in the world. On the other hand, Pakistan’s
economy is in tatters. The country is left with little resources after debt
servicing and necessary expenditure. It will have to improve its economy
to lift people out of poverty. The country’s economic growth is expected to
slow down to 3pc in the next few years. In the meager growth rate, more
people are feared to lose jobs and fall below the poverty line. It will be a
miracle if the government maintains the current level of poverty and jobs
in the next few years.

Policy
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Pakistan has distributed Rs714 billion in cash among poor people during
the last ten years under its poverty alleviation Benazir Income Support
Programme (BISP). After 10 years, the country has found that over
820,165 people among 5.4 million beneficiaries were not entitled to benefit
from the plan. It has eclipsed the benefits of the programme and added to
controversy which has surrounded it since its launch.

A large number of “rich” people in the poverty alleviation programme
speaks about the moral depravity of people who wrong benefitted from it
and the apathy of the past governments which failed to take action against
them for political exigencies. Of the 820,165 removed from the BISP data-
base, 14,730 were government employees. They were detected after the
government shifted the monthly stipend system from the old card system
to biometric verification to eliminate corruption from the programme.

According to the data, 127,826 beneficiaries were removed from the
list because their spouses were government employees. Over 153,302
were those who had travelled abroad once and 195,364 were those
whose spouses had travelled abroad once. The number of beneficiaries
who travelled abroad more than once stood at 10,476. Similarly,
166,319 spouses travelled abroad more than once. The BISP removed
692 people from its database because they owned one or more than
one vehicle, while 43,746 were removed from the list because their
spouses have one or more than one car. Over 24,546 people were re-
moved because they were paying a monthly telephone bill of Rs1,000
or more. Similarly, 155,767 persons were excluded from the database
as their spouses paid Rs1,000 or more mobile phone bill. For applying
for passports via executive centres, 666 beneficiaries were excluded
and 580 were removed as their spouses did the same. A total of 36,970
people were expelled from the list because three or more members of
their family paid executive fees for obtaining computerised national
identity cards.

The government has allocated Rs150 billion for BISP beneficiaries out
of which Rs120 billion are for cash disbursement. To make the cash trans-
action easier and more transparent, two commercial banks have been en-
gaged to pay the monthly stipend after biometric verification and the
government saved Rs2 billion by entering into the agreement with the
banks. Earlier, the National Bank of Pakistan (NBP) was charging 6pc on
the transaction cost and the BISP engaged two commercial banks after a
competitive process, which are charging a 2pc transaction cost. The
monthly stipend has been increased from Rs3,000 to Rs5,000. Besides,
under the “Waseela-e-Taleem" programme of the BISP, Rs750 are paid to
mothers who enrol their children to school and Rs750 more are paid for
ensuring their attendance in school.

Undeserving people were registered under the old system, which are
being eliminated after a fresh survey and new deserving people will be
registered from March. The government has devised special eligibility cri-
teria in which the National Database and Registration Authority (NADRA)
was also been taken on board. According to the new plan, government
employees will not be included amongst the beneficiaries. People, who
have travelled abroad, owned cars, paid a PTCL phone bill of more than
Rs1,000 over a six-month period or a mobile phone with as much monthly

bill cannot be included in the list of beneficiaries. People and their spouses,
who have paid for NADRA’s executive services, will also be ineligible for
the BISP assistance. Overall, the removal of 820,165 recipients will save
the government Rs16 billion a year.

The Benazir Income Support Programme, which was launched by the
Pakistan Peoples Party (PPP) in 2008, with an aim to provide cash support
to the poorest of the poor, faces another controversy after the detection of
820,165 undeserving beneficiaries. The use of the word “Benazir” says
all. It was launched to gain political benefits besides helping the poor. Its
name was disturbing for the Pakistan Muslim League-Nawaz (PML-N) and
it wanted to change its name or abolish it all together after coming to
power. However, former Prime Minister Nawaz Sharif continued the pro-
gramme with the same name after reconciliation with the PPP. The same
is the case with the PTI. It also wanted to rename the programme, but de-
cided to continue it after stiff resistance from the opposition and its own
ministers. It is a fact that PTI legislators are annoyed at the fact that party
workers have not been included in the social safety net programme and
that most of the beneficiaries had been recommended by PPP and PML-
N. Their reservations might be true as most of the 5.4 million beneficiaries
were recommended by parliamentarians of the PPP era.

The fact that the programme has survived despite opposition from al-
most all parties, except the PPP, speaks about its effectiveness, despite
some shortcomings. In fact, it has grown and expanded since its inception.
It indicates its importance and role in helping the poor. It is a great step of
the government to use modern tools to detect undeserving people in the
programme.

Some say undeserving beneficiaries might have been included in the
survey, conducted 10 years ago, when they deserved financial support
from the government and their financial position might have improved dur-
ing the long period of time. It is also possible that these people had never
been truly deserving of the stipend.

It is a fact that the criteria to remove them are flawless. It will enable
the government to register more people for financial support. It should
make all possible efforts to make the programme free of politics, so that
only deserving people replace people who have been struck down.
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Many challenges have arisen for the region and the world from growing
tensions between the US and Iran after the assassination of Iranian Major
General Qasem Soleimani in a drone attack and subsequent missile at-
tacks by Iran on two US military bases in Iraq. As fears grow of a full-blown
war, Pakistan ponders to save itself from taking sides to protect its integrity
and economy.

Prime Minister Imran Khan has said Pakistan is ready to play a role in
peace, but would not be part of any war. In a statement, he said he had
asked Foreign Minister Shah Mehmood Qureshi to visit Iran, Saudi Arabia
and the United States and hold meetings with his counterparts to defuse
tension. Army Chief General Qamar Javed Bajwa has also expressed Pak-
istan’s commitment that it would not pick sides in any ensuing military con-
flict in the region. “Pakistan will not become party to anyone or anything
but would be a partner of peace and peace alone,” Pakistan’s military
spokesperson Major General Asif Ghafoor quoted Prime Minister Imran
Khan and Army Chief General Qamar Javed Bajwa as saying. “We will not
allow our soil to be used against anyone,” he told a news channel. How-
ever, Pakistan will be under intense pressure to maintain its neutral posture
if the tension escalates and other regional countries, especially Saudi Ara-
bia, are also involved in it.

Experts say the consequences of General Soleimani’s death for the re-
gion could be serious. US President Donald Trump said he had ordered
the attack to stop a war, not start one. He described Soleimani as the
world’s number one terrorist and a monster, who was responsible for many
American deaths and planning many more. Military experts fear Iran can
attack US bases, embassies or ships in the Middle East and US allies in
the region, like Israel and Saudi Arabia.

Some analysts fear attacks on US soil after security was stepped in
many cities. They say Iran will not take the killing of Soleimani lying down
as he wasn't just a top military commander, but viewed by many as the
second most powerful figure in the country after Supreme Leader Ali
Khamenei. He was the driving force behind Iran’s expanding influence in
the Middle East.

Questions are also being raised in the US after tension escalated with
Iran, amid warnings that it has brought the two sides closer to all-out war.
Democrats have criticised US President Donald Trump for failing to consult
Congress before carrying out such a serious attack. They are also asking
if there is a wider strategy here; is the Trump administration ready for the
consequences? Questions are also being asked about the timing of the
attack, as Trump is under pressure domestically after facing an impeach-
ment trial in the Senate in the coming weeks and of course the prospect
of re-election in the coming months. In 2011, Trump had claimed Barack
Obama would start a war with Iran to win re-election. Some of President
Trump’s critics are now accusing him of doing just that. Analysts say if this
is the case, it is a risky strategy. Wars can help to boost approval ratings

but only in the short term. Prolonged conflicts resulting in high numbers of
American deaths quickly become unpopular. Trump had promised to end
wars in the Middle East, to pull US soldiers out of conflict zones and not
deploy more. In the contrary, the Pentagon announced plans to send up
to 3,500 additional troops to the Middle East.

Analysts also fear inflation will jump and emerging economies would
face a balance of payment crisis in the wake of growing tensions between
Iran and the US. Oil will bear the brunt if a US-Iran war breaks out. More
importantly, global economic economy could spiral out of control. It is es-
timated that a US-Iran war could shave 0.5 per cent or more off global
GDP, mainly due to a collapse in Iran’s economy but also due to the impact
from a surge in oil prices.

It will also be a challenge for Pakistan to protect its domestic, political
and economic interests in the wake of growing tensions in the Middle East.
Experts say Pakistan cannot afford to act as a silent spectator in the con-
flict and will have to play a role in creating solutions as the country’s eco-
nomic condition is not good and it heavily depends on remittances by
expatriates and energy requirements from the Middle East. At the same
time, Pakistan is not in a position to take sides in the conflict.

Some experts say the world is not heading towards new normal, in-
stead it has almost moved back to old times. They compare the current
situation with the 1913 circumstances when the First World War was about
to start. Many people may not have heard of Qasem Soleimani before his
death, but his name could soon become forever associated with a major
turning point in a dangerous conflict, they warn.

In case of a war between the US and Iran, the US could prolong the
stay of American troops in Afghanistan, which would have repercussions
for Pakistan, forcing it to stay committed to the western front rather than
focus on its eastern border with India. In the current chaotic situation, the
challenge for the world and Pakistan is to be better prepared for the worst-
case scenario.
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Living with 
crushing reforms

Pakistan’s growth rate is expected to remain lower than estimates by
national and international institutions. The government has introduced
reforms which have added to problems of the common people and de-
pressing forecasts mean there is no prospect of relief for them anytime
soon and they will continue to suffer in years to come.

Pakistan’s major challenges are stabilisation and protection of the
economy against external risks, rising global prices, current account
deficit, rising debt servicing, and continued losses of public sector en-
terprise. Missed revenue collection is compounding the problem. To
compound the situation, the World Bank has slightly lowered Pakistan’s
growth rate projections for the current fiscal year and the next two
years but forecast a 3.9pc growth rate in FY2022. In its latest report
“2020 Global Economic Prospects”, it forecast Pakistan’s current year
growth rate at 2.4 per cent — about 0.3pc lower than its estimates of
June 2019 — before touching 3pc next fiscal year and 3.9pc in
FY2022.

The report pointed out Pakistan as an exception in the South Asian
region for having high inflation, in contrast to mostly a stable inflation
rate in the region on the back of weak domestic demand and broadly
stable currency markets. It noted the regional outlook for 2020 has de-
teriorated recently, and risks are tilted to the downside. Financial sector
weakness will likely weigh on activity unless balance sheet vulnerabil-
ities are addressed. Although recent tensions between India and Pak-
istan have abated, a reescalation would damage confidence and weigh
on investment in the region. For countries with elevated debt levels
and large current account deficits like Pakistan and Sri Lanka, an un-
expected tightening in global financing conditions could sharply raise
borrowing costs and lead to stops in capital inflows.

Growth in the region is expected to rise to 5.5pc in 2020, assuming
a modest rebound in domestic demand and as economic activity ben-
efits from policy accommodation in India and Sri Lanka and improved
business confidence and support from infrastructure investments in
Afghanistan, Bangladesh, and Pakistan. The bank said the growth had
decelerated in Pakistan to an estimated 3.3pc in FY2018-19, reflecting
a broad-based weakening in domestic demand. “Significant deprecia-
tion of the Pakistani rupee (the nominal effective exchange rate depre-
ciated about 20pc over the past year) resulted in inflationary pressures.
Monetary policy tightening in response to elevated inflation restricted
access to credit. The government retrenched, curtailing public invest-
ment, to deal with large twin deficits and low international reserves.”
Also progress in fiscal consolidation has broadly weakened. Pakistan’s
budget deficit rose more sharply than expected. Contributing factors
were a shortfall in revenue collection, combined with a sizable increase
in interest payments.

The bank expected macroeconomic adjustment in the country in-
cluding a continuation of tight monetary policy and fiscal consolidation.
However, the lower growth rate forecast is in line with a similar (0.2pc)
decline in the global growth rate during the current year and 1.5pc de-
cline in the South Asian region. Growth in Bangladesh is projected to
remain above 7pc through the forecast horizon, “growth in Pakistan is
projected to languish at 3pc or less through 2020 as macroeconomic
stabilisation efforts weigh on activity.” Growth in India is projected to
decelerate to 5pc in FY2019/20 amid enduring financial sector issues.

Key risks to the regional outlook include a sharper-than-expected
slowdown in major economies, a re-escalation of regional geopolitical
tensions, and a setback in reforms to address impaired balance sheets
in the financial and corporate sectors. South Asian growth is estimated
to have decelerated to 4.9pc in 2019, substantially weaker than 7.1pc
in the previous year. The regional deceleration was pronounced in the
two largest economies: India and Pakistan. Weak confidence, liquidity
issues in the financial sector in India, and monetary tightening in Pak-
istan caused a sharp slowdown in fixed investment and a considerable
softening in private consumption, the report said.

Few months ago, the World Bank had warned that Pakistan faced
yet another macroeconomic crisis due to high twin deficits and low for-
eign reserves. It forecast Pakistan’s economic growth to remain low in
the near term. The outlook for medium-term growth hinges on the
country’s ability to implement necessary structural reforms to boost
competitiveness and achieve sustained growth, it said. A recent report
by the United Nations said Pakistan’s economic crisis had not been re-
solved despite support from China and Saudi Arabia and a large Inter-
national Monetary Fund loan.

According to the State Bank of Pakistan, it is vital for the govern-
ment to continue to address the underlying structural vulnerabilities
and put the economy on a balanced and sustainable growth trajectory.
In its first quarterly report recently, it said Pakistan's economy was
moving progressively along the adjustment path.

It is a fact that signals of Pakistan’s economic recovery are weak
despite tall claims of the government. However, it has completed only
16 months in office and can improve the situation in coming months
and years. Prime Minister Imran Khan has asked people not to lose
patience with the government and wait for results of its harsh economic
measures. He does not know how rising prices of essentials have af-
fected the lives of the common people. The government, especially in
the Punjab and Khyber Pakhtunkhwa, where the Pakistan Tehreek-i-
Insaf (PTI) rules, cannot absolve itself of profiteering, hording and
black-marketing by retailers. It has left the people at the mercy of
mafias while it does not require money to take action against them.
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The performance of the federal government of the Pakistan Tehreek-e-
Insaf (PTI)-led coalition is far from satisfactory and it seems that the cab-
inet has failed to deliver on multiple fronts. Of late, Prime Minister Imran
Khan claimed to have pulled the country out of the worst economic situ-
ation and said 2020 would be the year for multi-dimensional development.
However, the situation on the ground suggests a totally different picture.
Even three key coalition partners of the PTI-led government have shown
serious concerns and admitted the failure of the government to improve
the lot of the common man.

According to the coalition partners of the PTI government, including
the Pakistan Muslim League-Quaid (PML-Q), Muttahida Qaumi Move-
ment (MQM), Balochistan National Party-Mengal (BNP-M) and the Muslim
League-Functional, the “transformation” mantra of the PTI leadership is
just lip-service. As the PTI government has a thin majority in the National
Assembly to keep its power intact, therefore, it has to be totally dependent
upon its collation partners for survival. The collation partners would also
like to be in power but if the government is not performing, then they could
hardly do anything. It seems that the PTI government, with Prime Minister
Imran Khan as the spearhead, has failed to implement even a single point
of its election manifesto and the slogan of eliminating corruption has also
vanished into the thin air. It can be gauged from the fact that the PTI gov-
ernment permitted convicted former Prime Minister Nawaz Sharif to leave
the country and curtailed the powers of the National Accountability Bureau
(NAB) to take action against civilian bureaucrats by increasing the upper
limit of misappropriated public money.

One would like the PTI government to complete its tenure but it seems
very difficult. The government can only keep itself in power if it performs
extraordinarily in different sectors of governance, particularly in economic
and administrative affairs. However, the economic performance of the
government leaves a lot to be desired. So, the only way forward for the
present government is to perform. Why one would like the present gov-
ernment to remain in power and perform have several reasons? The fore-
most reason due to which it is important that the PTI government remains
in the saddle and completes its five-year tenure as the future of democ-
racy in Pakistan hinges on it. Sustained democracy is the only option for
Pakistan and any other country of the world to develop and improve the
standard of living of its citizens. Pakistani democracy has been quite weak
and there have been several causes of the weakness, including corruption
among politicians, the past practice of repeated interference and lack of
oversight by citizens. Now when all other countries in the world have ei-
ther become democratic or polyarchies, as has been explained by famous
political scientist Robert Dahl, or are democratizing, Pakistan could not
afford to get derailed from the path of democracy. The world has come to
realize that democracy is the only way forward for each and every state
and there can be no development, security and welfare without democ-
racy.

Another important reason due to which the PTI government should
complete its tenure is that the future of the country depends upon political

forces performing and steering the country out of the present mess. The
PTI is a political party and it is the third among mainstream parties that
have remained in power at the Centre in the last 30 years. The other two
parties which earlier ruled the country alternatively, including the Pakistan
People’s Party (PPP) and the Pakistan Muslim League-Nawaz (PML-N),
could not steer the country out of the crisis despite remaining in power
thrice each at the federal level and in Sindh and the Punjab several times.
The PTI rose as the main challenger to the PML-N and the PPP and the
people supported it to drive the country out of the multidimensional crisis
and conflicts. If the PTI fails it will not only be a blow to the political system
but also the people’s faith in politics would vanish completely. It will be
really disastrous for the country and its future as the entire state structure
would become dysfunctional without the participation and ownership of
the system by the people. If it happens at a time when external threats,
like aggressive and bellicose posture of archrival India has posed exis-
tential danger to the security of Pakistan and internal threats, like a low-
intensity conflict in Balochistan and lack of social cohesion, pose serious
problems for the state, the latter would have no consensual response-
mechanism to cope up with the threats.

The failure of the third elected government to perform to the expecta-
tions of the people and to their satisfaction would create a political and
governance vacuum which would be hard to fill unless a new and untested
political force and leadership emerge from nowhere. However, such a po-
litical force and leadership would take considerable time to win support
and favour of already highly dissatisfied people. But the emergence of
such a new political force and leadership in the situation prevailing in Pak-
istan, marked by complete distrust, uncertainty and chaos, is almost im-
possible. Imran Khan is one of the last few quite familiar and popular
figures in the country and his popularity was not politics but sports and
philanthropy. Today in Pakistan, no former general, judge, civilian bureau-
crat, journalist, academician or any other public figure is so popular to
enter the political arena as a messiah for the people. Now keeping in view
the entire situation in the country, if the PTI government fails to perform
and clean up the Aegean stables forthwith, the military as an institution
would have no choice but to take up the reins of the government as a last
option. But the military rule willingly or unwillingly is not the best option to
run the affairs of the state due to the diametrically different nature of roles
as a military general and chief executive of the state. The main training
of a general is to fight whereas the main task of a chief executive of the
country is to manage the affairs of the state, not by fighting but by recon-
ciling and dovetailing the interests of so many different interest groups
and people living within the state. This is only possible through the political
process and when the political process breaks down, legal and appropri-
ate ways of pursuing ones interests also get clogged. With this, every
group starts pursuing its vested interests without any regard for the na-
tional or social interest. Thus, the political process and democracy in Pak-
istan must go on but the crucial condition for it is that the PTI government
starts performing.

Politics
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Despite one and a half years after the merger of the former Federally Adminis-
tered Tribal Areas (FATA) into the Khyber Pakhtunkhwa (KP) province, the
much-talked about process of multipronged development could not start there,
forcing people to point out the shortcomings of the government’s uplift strategy.

Economic development is one of the key aspects of the entire process of
progress and other dimensions of development are largely dependent upon it.
Any meaningful development in the former FATA could only be brought about,
if the region is not developed economically. This economic development must
come from within not from without. However, the outside support is crucial for
enabling the tribal areas of KP to make development from within. In this regard,
industrial development is quite important. The tribal regions of Pakistan on the
Pakistan-Afghanistan border could not develop industries for a host of reasons.
All efforts from the government over the decades and some investors from the
region failed to establish any worthwhile industries there. It seems that the gov-
ernment of the Pakistan Tehreek-e-Insaf (PTI) has come to understand the im-
portance of industries for the economic development of the tribal regions and
has, therefore, decided to request the United States to revive its former plan of
establishing elaborate industrial infrastructure in the former FATA.

Acknowledging the grave mistake of the past governments, the ruling party,
has decided to request the United States to revive the idea of establishing Re-
construction Opportunity Zones (ROZs) in Pakistan-Afghanistan bordering
areas. A couple of months back, Adviser to Prime Minister on Commerce, Tex-
tile, Industry and Production and Investment, Abdul Razak Dawood, in an ex-
clusive interview with a national daily had revealed that Prime Minister Imran
Khan government was trying to convince Washington to restore the idea of
ROZs as it was critically important for the socioeconomic development of the
bordering tribal regions. The proposed RoZs were indeed an important project
offered by the US and had a huge potential for bringing about a sea socioeco-
nomic change in the remote and impoverished region. However, due to com-
plete mismanagement by Pakistani policymakers, whoever they were, and the
bureaucracy, the project had to be abandoned by Washington. The ultimate los-
ers have been the residents of the border regions and the country. The conflict
and crisis prevailing in the border regions of Pakistan along Afghanistan have
had continuous outpouring to the adjoining KP province and the rest of Pak-
istan.

The US had come up with the idea of building ROZs in the Pakistan-
Afghanistan bordering areas to ensure jobs to the people of areas in a bid to
stop them from joining militant groups and indulging in terrorism. Alas, the idea
was mishandled by the then economic managers of the country as they quite
illogically had started asking US authorities to build ROZs in mainland Pakistan,
including the quite peaceful Punjab province. Resultantly, the US ditched the
project as establishing RoZs in mainland Pakistan could not serve the purpose
of the idea.

The US had come up with the ROZs idea in the Musharraf regime while
keeping the success stories of the model in the bordering areas of Egypt, Viet-
nam, Jordon and Israel, where the industrial establishments had already been
commissioned and were bringing dividends to the people of the bordering areas.

PM Advisor, Razak Dawood, during the interview, said, “Now we will refloat
the idea for building the industrial facilities on the pattern of the earlier proposed
model of RoZs in the Pakistan-Afghanistan bordering areas to ensure job op-
portunities to the youth on both sides of the border. From the facilities, products
will be manufactured and exported to US market on zero duty. This will not only
help increase the export of both countries but also ensure jobs on a reasonable

scale.”
One of the underlying reasons for every conceivable ill that has engulfed

the Pakhtun tribal areas of Pakistan has been the lack rather absence of eco-
nomic opportunities, particularly employment. This, in turn, has been due to the
absence of any economic infrastructure there. Due to largely rugged and moun-
tainous topography, agriculture cannot be carried out extensively in the border
regions. The only other viable economic options through which economic op-
portunities could have been created are mineral exploration and development
and setting up of manufacturing units.

The US, during General Musharraf’s rule, had floated the idea of establishing
industries under ROZs for its own strategic interests in the region. Realizing that
extremism and terrorism could be effectively countered by preventing legions
of impoverished, malnourished and radically backward tribesmen of Pakistan
from joining the ranks of local and global terrorist organizations and stopping
the tribal areas from becoming hubs of extremist and terrorist outfits was to give
economic space to the region’s residents. For it, an elaborate economic infra-
structure, like ROZs, was direly needed.

The dilly-dallying by Pakistani authorities about the RoZs during the Mushar-
raf regime was mainly due to the “indifferent” and “strange” logic on their part.
For a long time, the main bottlenecks in negotiations about ROZs had been the
inappropriate demands from Pakistani negotiators to include the October 2005
earthquake affected areas of KP’s Hazara division and Azad Kashmir as well
as textiles producing areas of the Punjab in the RoZs idea and extend to these
areas the concessions which the US was offering for the former FATA. The in-
dustrialists and businesspeople of urban areas were hand glove in with officials
to highjack the ROZs plan for their own vested interests. Because the idea of
the ROZs envisaged the provision of zero-tariff excess to products of the indus-
trial units to US markets. It indeed would have been a big benefit for the Pakhtun
tribal regions industrial infrastructure to become self-sustainable but the effort
on part of the greedy industrialist-business lobby to see in ROZs for their profit
was unfortunate and the whole country has paid dearly for their chicanery. Nev-
ertheless, the Americans, cognizant more of their strategic and general interests
and the compatible needs of the residents of the tribal regions, resisted the
undue demands from certain Pakistani officials and businesspeople and have
stuck to their original ROZs plan.

The proposal of ROZs or other similar plans have been critical for the overall
uplift of the Pakhtun tribal regions, which even the Americans might not have
envisioned while coming up with the idea, therefore, more seriousness and
commitment was required from the US as well as the Pakistani side.

Like any process of economic development, the ROZs would have their cul-
tural impact. The most essential socio-cultural advantage of the ROZs in the
tribal region, besides their economic dimension, is that they could go a long way
in transforming the socio-cultural and social-psychological complexion of the
area and its inhabitants. This indeed is a great advantage which is urgently
needed. The US mainly seemed to be interested in attaining not the same from
the ROZs but perhaps only to dissuade tribesmen from joining extremist ranks
or to provide sanctuaries to foreign terrorists for money on their inhospitable
land. However, the windfall is the natural corollary of any industrialization
process, but more relevant in the Pakhtun border regions context that it would
change the entire social make-up of the area from a backward, subsistence
economy to a mass production and profit-seeking region. The social impact of
it, in turn, would be a more outward looking, accommodating and socially mobile
community instead of hitherto closed and completely static society.

Development
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The last 10 years have seen a steep deterioration in Pakistan’s debt sus-
tainability. In principle, there is nothing wrong for a country to borrow to
achieve a higher rate of growth. All economies in the world, from the most
advanced industrial economies, like the United States and Japan, to those
endowed with vast natural resources, like Saudi Arabia and Venezuela,
borrow money. What matters is how the borrowed money is used.

Prudent nations carefully plan and calibrate their borrowing policy in
order to minimise the risks associated with taking on additional debt. A
country’s policymakers must make it sure that they can pay back or roll
over these loans in the medium to long-term. Economic analysts, central
bankers and government policymakers rely on various indicators to meas-
ure risk exposure and debt sustainability. Examples of the indicators are:
Total government external debt as a percentage of GDP, which essentially
shows how much a government owes to international creditors as a per-
centage of the annual output of the economy. The time to the maturity of
new loans, which shows how soon the loans must be paid back or refi-
nanced. And whether the loans are on fixed or floating interest rates.

It is a matter of concern that from 2008 to 2018, Pakistan’s position
worsened across all the indicators, and little to no effort was made by the
PPP and PML-N governments to sustainably deal with the country's de-
pendence on loans and bailouts. When the PPP came to power, Pakistan
was facing economic, security and political crises all at the same time.
Power shortages were the norm, inflation consistently hovered over 10 per
cent per year and oil had crossed $140 in international markets.

Faced with a multi-faceted crisis and lack of domestic resources in the
form of taxes, the PPP entered into an IMF programme. From 2008 to
2013, the total government debt increased by over 135pc, going from
Rs6,435 billion to Rs15,096 billion. As a percentage of the GDP, the total
government debt increased by 4.4 percentage points, going from 62.8pc
to 67.2pc during the period. But much of it was due to the prevalent eco-
nomic conditions around the world, where the Great Recession signifi-
cantly reduced the ability of economies, like Pakistan, to borrow money
from the international bond market.

The total government external debt increased by only 22pc between
2008 and 2013, going from $42.8 billion to $52.4 billion. The result was that
the GDP growth outpaced the growth in external debt, leading the total ex-
ternal debt to decline from 29.5pc of the GDP to 23.4pc, a reduction of 6.1
percentage points. The lack of liquidity in the international bond market
meant that the PPP relied on domestic borrowing to meet its financing
needs. It led the total government domestic debt to increase from Rs3,412
billion in 2008 to Rs9,833 billion in 2013, a jump of 188pc. The total gov-
ernment domestic debt went from 33.3pc of the GDP in 2008 to 43.8pc in
2013, an increase of 10.5 percentage points. By 2013, domestic debt rep-
resented two-thirds of Pakistan’s total government debt, which entailed “sig-
nificant risks to Pakistan’s fiscal and debt outlook”, according to the SBP.

The PML-N took over the reins of the economy in 2013 and, like the
PPP, it sought a bailout from the IMF. But while growth returned, and some
issues were solved, the PML-N also failed to effectively deal with Pak-

istan’s debt crisis. It faced issues, like chronic power shortages, lack of
sufficient financial resources, oil prices that remained high at over $100 a
barrel and the rate of inflation hovering around 10pc per year.

Two things, however, worked greatly in its favour: By 2015, international
oil prices had fallen dramatically, going below $50 a barrel. Secondly, at
that time, the world was awash in liquidity as record-low interest rates and
quantitative easing (essentially the printing of money) in the US, Europe
and Japan led to a reach for yield in the international bond market. It meant
that countries, like Pakistan, could borrow money at low interest rates.

From 2013 to 2018, the total government debt had increased by an-
other 79pc to Rs26,968 billion. The total debt as a percentage of the GDP
in the period increased by 11.2 percentage points, going from 67.2pc of
the GDP to 78.4pc. In addition, the massive rollout of the China-Pakistan
Economic Corridor (CPEC) led the total government external debt to in-
crease by 46pc to $76.3 billion by 2018.

The borrowing outpaced GDP growth, leading the total government ex-
ternal debt to increase to 27.6pc of the GDP, a 4.2 percentage point in-
crease from 2013. The PML-N’s appetite for debt was not satiated by
foreign debt alone, and the government continued to rely on domestic debt
as well, with the total government domestic debt increasing by 78pc to
Rs17,483 billion by 2018. As a percentage of the GDP, the total govern-
ment domestic debt increased by 7.1 percentage points to 50.8pc of the
GDP. Macroeconomic imbalances and a twin current and fiscal account
deficit, according to the SBP, “quickened the pace of debt accumulation.”

While the SBP 2012-13 report warned that the short-term nature of do-
mestic debt had raised interest rate risks, the 2017-18 report pointed out
that the newly issued external loans were on floating interest rates, which
“might pose challenges for future debt servicing” as global interest rates
rose. Needless to say, Pakistan’s borrowing policy over the last decade
has brought the country to the brink. If the PTI continues to tread the same
path, the debt situation will become unsustainable sooner than later.

Economics

Muhammad Jahangir
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The first International Monetary Fund (IMF) Review
on a quarterly basis has been completed. Among
other things, the review highlights positive and neg-
ative changes in the state of the economy of Pak-
istan. The IMF has kept its projection of the growth
rate of the economy at 2.4 percent, despite the fact
that the large-scale manufacturing sector has shown
a negative growth rate of 6.5 percent in the first four
months of 2019-20. The cotton crop has failed and
the likely drop in output is perhaps almost 15 per-
cent. Sugarcane production is likely to be lower too
because of a decline in the cultivated area. These
are sure to affect the projected GDP growth rate.

On the other hand, the IMF has assessed that ex-
ports will be less negative in 2019-20 due to import
compression. It will contribute almost 2.2 percentage
points to the GDP growth rate in 2019-20 and
thereby keep the original projection unchanged. The rise in indirect tax
revenues and a fall in private investment are two other factors to keep in
mind while working out the GDP figures. The import of machinery has al-
ready declined by 16 percent in the first five months of 2019-20. If the de-
cline persists, the negative contribution to the GDP growth rate could be
almost 0.9 percentage points.

Keeping all the aspects in mind, it is likely that the growth rate will be
below 2 percent. It will be the lowest GDP growth rate since 2008-09. The
first Review report has also revised downwards the projected inflation rate
in 2019-20 from 13 percent to 11.8 percent. It has been done in the ex-
pectation of lower imported inflation. However, the average inflation rate
in the first five months of 2019-20 has been 10.8 percent, with the end of
period inflation in November of 12.7 percent. If inflation is to average 11.8
percent for the year, then the average inflation rate in the last seven
months of the year will have to be 12.5 percent. It implies that there will be
little decline in the monthly inflation rate from November to June 2020.
Other factors which will contribute to sustaining the inflation rate are the
impending big hike in gas and electricity tariffs and the impact of rising oil
prices.

The IMF has also made a downward adjustment in the projected level
of FBR revenues in 2019-20. The target has been brought down from Rs
5,503 billion to Rs 5,238 billion, implying a reduction of Rs 265 billion. The
IMF Staff Report expects that it will be more than compensated for by sig-
nificantly higher non-tax revenues. The original projection under the head
was Rs 838 billion. This has now been raised by Rs 332 billion to Rs 1,170
billion.

It was initially expected that FBR revenues would grow by 32.5 percent
this year. It has been raised to 36.8 percent. However, it is still substantially
higher than the actual growth rate achieved in the first six months of close
to 17.5 percent. Consequently, the growth required to achieve the revised

target in the last six months of 2019-20 remains exceedingly high at 54
percent. It seems unrealistic. It means that the gap between the projected
and actual FBR revenues will widen each quarter. It is likely to be over Rs
100 billion at the end of the second quarter. There will be a big shortfall of
Rs 360 billion by the end of the third quarter and of as much as Rs 640 bil-
lion by the end of 2019-20.

In the scenario, there is the likelihood of a cutback in expenditures, as
happened in the first quarter, especially on development, grants and sub-
sidies. It will lead to further slowing down of the economy and increase the
negative impact of the stabilization process on unemployment and poverty.
The expected budget deficit is now 7.6 percent of the GDP. It is an opti-
mistic projection. If FBR revenues do not significantly exceed Rs 4600 bil-
lion in 2019-20, then the shortfall in tax revenues could exceed 1.5 percent
of the GDP. If the indicative targets on spending are to be met, then there
will not be much fiscal space for big cuts in expenditure. Looking ahead to
the next two years of the IMF programme, the pressure for strong contrac-
tionary fiscal policy will persist. The tax-to-GDP ratio is to be raised sub-
stantially by over 5 percent of the GDP to 16.7 percent of the GDP by
2021-22.

The stabilization programme agreed with the IMF includes bringing
down the current account deficit in 2018-19 from 4.9 percent of the GDP
in 2018-19 to only 1.8 percent of the GDP by 2021-22. Over 74 percent of
the adjustment is expected in the first year. The primary deficit is to be
converted from a large deficit of 3.5 percent of the GDP to a sizeable sur-
plus of 1.5 percent of the GDP. The major part of the adjustment of 58 per-
cent is to be in the first year. Given the outcomes of the stabilization
process, the public debt to GDP ratio is projected to fall from 83.5 percent
of the GDP in 2018-19 to 73.4 percent of the GDP by 2021-22. Similarly,
the external debt to GDP is projected to stay at close to 38 percent of the
GDP, thereby reducing the external vulnerability of the economy and en-
abling it to proceed on a high growth path after 2021-22.

Muhammad Jahangir

Economics
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Education

Maulana Muhammad Asghar does not agree with the assertion that
madrasas in Pakistan, or at least in southern Punjab, are opposed to main-
streaming or introduction of science subjects for their students. “Madrasa
administrators, teachers as well as students also have brains. They know
it well the study of science subjects, along with the madrasa syllabus, can
enhance their acceptability in society and increase their chances of getting
jobs after completing their education. Then how come they would oppose
mainstreaming of their education or introduction of modern-day subjects
for their students,” he asks.

Muhammad Asghar is a member of a group of madrasa teachers from
southern Punjab, attending a workshop in Lahore under the banner of an
international non-governmental organisation. The NGO has called 35
teachers from as many madrasas situated in different cities and towns of
Multan, Bahawalpur and Dera Ghazi Khan divisions for imparting them
training about teaching a booklet on human rights in their respective sem-
inaries.

The NGO had sent a letter to selected madrasas in southern Punjab
for signing a memorandum of understanding on teaching a booklet on

human rights to the students. A representative committee, consisting of
five leading ulema, minutely examined the booklet, enclosed by the NGO
with the letter, and cleared it for teaching at the madrasas. “How can a
Muslim oppose human rights studies while one of the main subjects dealt
with in the Qur'an is human society. Islam is the religion of peace and it
stresses human dignity the most. It’s propaganda against madrasas that
they are against rights of women, children or religious minorities,” adds
the Maulana.

Muhammad Asghar welcomes Minister for Federal Education and Pro-
fessional Training Shafqat Mahmood’s announcement that his ministry
would pay salaries to trained seminary teachers who teach contemporary
education. The minister announced on Dec 30, 2019, that a Directorate
General of Religious Education (DGRE) had been set up to register and
facilitate seminaries. The minister told a seminar in the federal capital that
there were between 32,000 and 35,000 madrasas in the country and 3,000
of them would be registered with the ministry in the first year. According to
a study conducted by the Majlis-e-Ilmi Foundation Pakistan, a research
centre based in Karachi, seminaries of various schools of thought have

Rasheed Ali
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be regulated?
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crossed the figure of 37,517, in which around 4.59 million students are en-
rolled.

The research report shows that 28,241 madrasas in the country are
functioning under the umbrella of five boards of the Ittehad-e-Tanzeemat-
e-Madaris Pakistan (ITMP), whereas, 9,276 madrasas are functioning
under other independent bodies, including Jamaat-ud-Dawa, Jamia
Muhammadia Ghausia, Itihad-ul-Madaris, Wafaq Nizam-ul-Madaris, Al-
Huda International, and others. The foundation report of 2018 says 13,798
madrasas are running in the Punjab, 10,033 in Sindh, 3,579 in Khyber-
Pakhtunkhwa, 2,959 in Balochistan, 1,404 in Azad Jammu and Kashmir,
354 in Islamabad and 145 in Gilgit-Baltistan.

Minister Shafqat Mahmood told the seminar that the registration
process of seminaries would complete in four years, and the DGRE would
pay Rs17,000 a month in salaries and stipends to each registered semi-
nary teachers, who teach contemporary education. He said the govern-
ment would pay salaries of two teachers at all registered seminaries which
have more than 100 boarding students. The recruitment of teachers would
be the responsibility of the seminary concerned, the minister clarified,
adding that a project worth Rs1.84 billion had already been approved.

Muhammad Asghar, an MA in Arabic from Islamia University of Ba-
hawalpur, besides a holder of Shahadatul Almiya fil Uloomal Arabia Wal
Islamia from a madrasa in Karachi, believes studying basic science sub-
jects and teaching them to madrasa students was not a big deal. “Madrasa
education is 100 percent difficult than school education,” he claims. Most
madrasas in Pakistan teach Hifz-e-Quran (memorization of Holy Quran),
Tafseer (Interpretation of the Quran), Hadith (thousands of sayings of Holy
Prophet Hazrat Muhammad (PBUH)), Usul ul Hadith (rules of Hadith), Fiqh
and Usul ul Fiqh (Islamic jurisprudence and principles of Islamic jurispru-
dence), Sarf and Nahw (branches of Arabic grammar), Arabic language,
Islamic finance, Mantiq (logic), philosophy, classic Arabic literature and
eloquence. However, the reward for such a tough education is very limited,
complains Maulana Asghar. “And if studying two, three more subjects
could brighten their chances of getting a better and well-paid job, why
would they refuse it,” he questions. He claims madrasas have been ready
for joining mainstream education for long and it were successive govern-
ments that have shown slackness.

Karachi-based Dr Aamir Tuaseen, former Chairman Pakistan Madrasa
Education Board, endorses Asghar’s claims. In a talk with Cutting Edge,
he says the fault for non-implementation of a plan to regulate madrasas in

the country lies with successive governments. He says the largest associ-
ation of seminaries in the country, the Ittehad-e-Tanzeemat-e-Madaris Pak-
istan (ITMP), which was established in 2005, has time and again called
for mainstreaming of madrasas in Pakistan.

Being actively involved in the process for long, Dr Tuaseen tells Cutting
Edge that the ITMP had signed an agreement with the federal government
in 2010, on behalf of its five constituent boards, the Wafaq-ul-Madaris Al-
Arabia, Tanzeem-ul-Madaris Ahl-e-Sunnat, Rabita-ul-Madaris Al-Islamia,
Wafaq-ul-Madaris Al-Salfia and Wafaq-ul-Madaris Al-Shia for mainstream-
ing madrasa education. Under the agreement, the boards had consented
to teaching non-religious subjects also to their students. However, the gov-
ernment failed to fulfil its commitment.

Dr Tuaseen regrets that the federal government has rather complicated
the governance of madrasas as currently three federal ministries – the
Ministry of Religious Affairs and Interfaith Harmony, the Ministry of Interior
and the Ministry of Federal Education and Professional Training – are deal-
ing with seminaries with no distinct boundaries of their intervention in their
administrative affairs. “With three ministries having their say on the issue
of madrasas, the management of seminaries is confused,” he adds.

“The government-ITMP agreement was, definitely, an important na-
tional document for ensuring religious harmony in the country, believes Dr
Tuaseen. The government could have introduced well-thought-out curric-
ula in madrasas to minimise sectarian differences among various sects,
but sadly no such measures were taken,” he adds.

Maulana Asghar, being the administrator of a madrasa, believes intro-
ducing formal education at seminaries would not be a very difficult task.
“All madrasas already have basic facilities like buildings, running water,
electricity, toilets, etc. Also, a majority of seminary teachers can teach
many subjects including Urdu, Pakistan studies, Islamic studies and other
arts subjects. In the situation, relatively small financial resources will be
required if there is a political will to implement the plan,” he adds. Asghar
believes religious learning should be considered as professional educa-
tion, as it is the need of our society. “The role of mosques in our society
could not be denied and authorities will have to put religious education on
the right direction to prevent its further deterioration. Graduates of
madrasas have good command of Arabic. If the Pakistan Tehreek-e-Insaf
government provides vocational training and technical education to them,
Pakistan would be able to produce a skilled workforce for the Middle East,”
he believes.
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Viewpoint

Faheem Amir

A society declines when its powerful and rich people are allowed to indulge
in corruption and other social evils, while the downtrodden and powerless
people suffer cruelties and face injustice.

A society is dead when it does not save its children from the cruel
clutches of evil people. A society ruins when its teachers molest innocent
and helpless students. A society collapses when its members do not react
to cruelties and tragic incidents perpetrated on innocent children, the future
of a nation and society. Unfortunately, the government of Pakistan has
failed to provide protection to helpless and innocent children.

In Mansehra, a 10-year-old child was allegedly molested more than 100
times by a madrasa teacher and his companions. According to news re-
ports, “Madrasa teacher, identified as Shamsuddin, along with three asso-
ciates, assaulted a 10-year-old boy for over a hundred times. Shamsuddin
and his accomplices not only abused the minor but also inflicted inhuman
torture on the victim while performing the heinous crime. The brutal assault
on the child was carried out with such cruelty that the blood started flowing
from the eyes of the innocent”. Tragically, the child - in reality, not idiomat-
ically - started shedding tears of blood.

The accused has been arrested and the seminary sealed. The victim
has been hospitalised, where he is recovering physically. But, the wounds
which he has received on his soul and mind will never heal. He will be
haunted by the bleeding, festering and smouldering wounds throughout
his life. He will never be a normal human being in society. His innocence
has been slaughtered; his childhood has been destroyed; his belief in
goodness has been smashed; his love for humanity has been destroyed;
his respect for teachers and preachers has been shattered; his faith in hu-
manitarian and philanthropic services has been battered; his idealism of
moral values has been broken; his respect in his own eyes has been tram-
pled. He would start detesting himself. He could become cynic, loathing
all teachers, moralists and human beings. He might become reactionary.
He could become a very fearful creature, taking refuge in loneliness and
seclusion. Anything can happen, but one thing is sure that he will not be
able to lead a normal life in society and he would die every minute in his
life.

After seeing the victim’s picture, every civilised society could have been
shocked and protested till getting justice for him and the implementation
of reforms. But, in Pakistani society, the reaction was very discouraging
and poor. Tragically, the people of Pakistan have started to take such sort
of tragic incidents for granted because they are occurring again and again.

According to Sahil, a child protection society, “Harassment cases with
minors are rapidly increasing in Pakistan. Only in 2019, from January to
June, 1,304 cases of abuse of children were reported in the media. The
number of girls and boys is 729 and 575, respectively. The cases under
significant classes included 378 of snatching, 139 of assault and 153 of
abuse. Twelve young boys and four girls were killed after maltreatment”.

The End of Childhood Index also ranked Pakistan at number 149 out
of 174 countries. After the tragic incident of eight-year-old Zainab in Kasur
in January 2018, the entire nation was shocked. Although, Imran Ali, the
convict in the case, has been hanged, and now the court has handed down
the death sentence to Shahzad in the Chunian case, there is no letup in
the heinous crime against children. The tragic incident of 10-year Farishta,

who was assaulted and killed in 2019 in Islamabad and now the abuse of
a 10-year boy have already occurred. This is tragic. There is no doubt
about it that the PTI government and the police have utterly failed to save
children from abuse. However, to appease the anger of the people, law-
makers in the KP assembly have decided to form a parliamentary body to
introduce amendments to the existing laws on child abuse by including the
death penalty. But, practically, they will not do anything due to the fear of
losing support of the religious followers. It is allegedly said that the teacher
belongs to a religious party.

The government and the police are protecting the real culprits, who are
involved in the heinous crime. Two examples can be cited this regard. The
police have arrested Sohail Ayaz, a consultant for the KP Governance and
Policy Project, for allegedly abusing 30 children in 2019. The suspect is
affiliated with an international child pornography racket. He has been de-
ported from the UK after being convicted of child abuse. He is also con-
sidered the ringleader of an international dark web. He has also faced trial
in Italy for child abuse before being deported from the country. In spite of
the horrible facts, Sohail Ayaz has not yet been convicted and sentenced.
The reason is simple. He is a member of a powerful group, which will not
let him to be sentenced or expose the names of other group members.
Kasur’s Hussain Khanwala village’s abuse scandal that emerged in 2015
is another example which proves that powerful people cannot be touched
and punished in Pakistan. The police took into custody hundreds of video
clips showing a gang forcing dozens of young boys and girls to perform
indecent acts and filming them. The gang also used the videos to blackmail
the families of the victims and extorted millions in cash and jewellery from
them. In spite of the facts, no action has been taken against the real culprits
due to their political influence and power.

The media and civil society should highlight the issue and create aware-
ness among the people. Parents and schools should educate children how
to deal with strangers and react when faced with inappropriate moves by
other people, including relatives. The government should also expedite
work on the Zainab Alert, Response and Recovery Bill 2019, which en-
sures the recovery and rescue of lost children and punishment for kidnap-
pers, pedophiles and murderers. The government and the police should
not protect any person who is involved in the heinous crime, if they want
to save innocent children and the future of the country.

Tears of blood
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The One Belt One Road project provides a wonderful opportunity to boost
cooperation, build cooperative frameworks and share cooperation out-
comes. Launched in the backdrop of slow global economic recovery, a
host of new threats posed to economic globalization, and greater calls for
protectionism, President Xi Jinping’s Belt and Road Initiative is an inno-
vative and trailblazing concept.

The initiative is not only bold and futuristic but also epic and historic.
The vision has the potential to enhance the complementarity and synergy
of development strategies. It has the potential to bring about lasting peace,
stability and economic integration in the region. Rooted in the idea of
“bread and butter,” it is aimed at winning the battle for hearts and minds
by making the people shareholders in the journey of economic develop-
ment. It is also an effective recipe to neutralize and overcome the scourges
of terrorism and extremism by empowering the peoples of different regions.

The incorporation of the OBOR in the United Nation’s Security Council
resolution signals greater global ownership of the project and an affirma-
tion of President Xi Jinping’s vision and his visionary leadership. The im-
portance and relevance of this vision of shared prosperity become all the
more glaring when we look at it in the background of prospects for global
development caused by the failure of neoliberal economics and re-emer-
gence of geopolitical troubles in different parts of the world.

Historically, the initiative seeks to restore and capitalize on the central
role that ancient Silk Roads played in ensuring the prosperity of the peo-
ples across regions and continents. Throughout history, Eurasia was
crisscrossed with communication routes and paths of trade, which grad-
ually linked up to form what is known, today, as the Silk Roads. It was not
just the merchandise and other commodities that were traded through the
vast networks. Rather, they were used as the means for constant move-
ment and mixing of populations, which resulted in the transmission of
knowledge, ideas, and different cultures. This shows that Silk Roads were
not only dynamic, and flexible opportunities but also had the capacity to
adapt to demands of the times.

Cultural and intellectual interaction proved to be a robust source of
building bridges and generating fresh ideas that reflected the evolving re-
alities of that era. It is in this context that Pakistan looks at the Belt and
Road vision as the harbinger of a new era of connectivity and integration.
The connectivity of different people remains at the heart of creating a com-
munity of nations with a common destiny. President Xi’s unwavering ad-
vocacy of economic globalization is based on the sure foundation of
connectivity among peoples. It is here that making the process of eco-
nomic globalization “more inclusive, more sustainable and more reinvig-
orated” is so crucial to fully benefit from its outcome.

The economic disparity between developing south and developed
north is a glaring reality. The real potential of the OBOR lies in bridging
the yawning gap between the north and south through win-win partner-
ships. Hence, the scope of the OBOR goes beyond being a network of
global partnerships. It, rather, provides a fresh way of looking at and re-
thinking regional and global cooperation by fostering greater people-to-
people contact through enhanced cooperation in political, economic, and

cultural fields.
People of Pakistan remain grateful to President Xi for this gift of 62

billion dollars in the form of China-Pakistan Economic Corridor. Never in
Pakistan’s 72-year-old history has any friendly country given such a de-
velopment package even at a much smaller scale than this one! In fact,
history has yet to record a parallel example of such generosity, and large-
heartedness, not only in the region but also in the entire globe. To top it
all, this mega development package comes with no strings attached,
something unheard of in recent history.

It is important to note that breathtaking progress is being made in the
implementation of the CPEC in Pakistan. With the highest level of trans-
parency, efficiency and effectiveness, the building blocks of the CPEC are
being installed. It is reshaping the geo-economic landscape and is a
game-changer, not only for Pakistan but also the entire region. Consider
the following: revival of new Silk Roads, which is at the heart of the OBOR,
ushers in a new era of hope, and a break of a new dawn. The OBOR ex-
pands the “China Dream” to the people living along the Silk Roads. It
seeks its betterment and overall welfare. It is about shared prosperity,
making peace and development the basis of interactions among peoples.
It seeks to turn Silk Roads into new pathways to discover humanity’s lim-
itless potential for growth and reconstruction. Above all, the OBOR
through the CPEC is Pakistan’s best passport to a new level of human
development and progress.

President Xi Jinping’s crusade against corruption has also inspired the
PTI-led government to fight against corruption under the leadership of
Prime Minister Imran Khan with the result that transparency has become
the hallmark of the PTI government. In this background, it is noteworthy
that both China and Pakistan have a tryst with a shared destiny. The
bonds of friendship go beyond a mere six decade long diplomatic rela-
tions. China and Pakistan also have a shared history of intellectual and
economic growth. People of both regions have been together for the past
2500 years, when Taxila, the center of Buddhism, was the home to the
world’s first Buddhist university and, indeed, the next 2,500 years will also
be even greater. 

Muhammad Ahmad Saad
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US cable news networks are addicted to war. War is their intoxicating elixir
of choice. It has also become their raison d'etre. There are only two sto-
ries that matter to CNN, MSNBC and Fox News: presidential politics and
war.

The two are, of course, inextricably linked. One not only informs but
can also define the other. In this narrow context, the real, lasting and
graphic human consequences of war are rarely given attention or expo-
sure. Rather, war is considered solely through the antiseptic prism of its
domestic political and international geopolitical ramifications. This cynical
pantomime has, once again, been on depressing display in the aftermath
of the killing in Iraq of General Qassem Soleimani, the head of the Quds
Force of Iran's Islamic Revolutionary Guard Corps (IRGC), that has trig-
gered the latest Middle East "crisis".

Ever since President Donald Trump announced the assassination, US
cable news networks - to varying degrees - have been willing and, at
times, almost giddy conduits for the typically incoherent rationales offered
by his administration for a decision that could lead to yet another war in
the midst of the US's other perpetual wars. (My goodness, CNN host,
Jake Tapper, asked a panel of guests if Trump's decision to kill Soleimani
could already be deemed a "win" for the president.) Trump, I suspect, un-
derstands this predictable, made-for-TV dynamic. He knows that cable
news journalists and editors are obliged to report unquestioningly what-
ever he says, when he says it - such are the exigencies of the live, 24-
hour news cycle.

So, if Trump defends his decision to "terminate" Soleimani by branding
him a "terrorist" intent on staging "imminent" attacks on American soldiers
and diplomats, the marquee TV journalists dutifully parrot it without even
the hint of scepticism. Few questioned the veracity of Trump's claims of
an "imminent" assault. Instead, reporters played mock war-games, using
three-dimensional graphics of Iran and its neighbours to point out possible
military targets, its arsenal and capabilities, and to diagram how a conflict
could unfold in the smouldering region. Left unsaid by the telegenic an-
chors is this fact: the president making these unsubstantiated claims is a
well-documented liar who traffics in conspiracy theories originating in the
lunatic recesses of the internet. It would not be good form, I suppose, to
tell the truth when the country needs to "rally behind" the commander-in-
chief.

That Trump's rhetoric mirrored George W Bush's discredited Iraq war
script to the letter has also escaped their notice and memory. Clearly, in-
trospection is an alien concept among the editors and reporters who pop-
ulate US cable news networks. In 2003, they abandoned journalism for
stenography wrapped in patriotism and, with a sprinkling of exceptions,
they are doing largely the same today. Hence, the parade of mainly white,
male former soldiers, spies, think-tank academics and journalists who
once assured the world that the invasion of Iraq was necessary to kill an-
other "terrorist" with "blood on his hands" who, in their concocted calculus,
also threatened to kill Westerners "imminently".

When news broke that Iran had fired more than 20 missiles at two Iraqi
airbases housing US and Iraqi soldiers, a couple of the ex-generals ap-
pearing on CNN - sporting suits rather than uniforms - immediately said
Trump had no choice but to strike back, otherwise he would look "weak".
When the moment demanded patience and a measured response, not
conjecture and tough, combustible bluster, CNN opted to broadcast the
latter, confirming that reason and good sense are too often anathema to
the network. Meanwhile, Fox News war-adoring celebrity Sean Hannity
told Trump through his direct (not back) channel to the Oval Office - TV -
that he had to employ the "full force" of the American military in response.
"There is a massive price to pay. You don't get to do what they did
tonight," Hannity fumed from the comfort of a New York television studio.
"And they are going to get hit hard."

Alas, Trump demurred and offered Iran a temporary reprieve if it
changed its "behaviour". De rigueur, America's catastrophic record and
"behaviour" in Iraq and beyond was not mentioned by the pundits and
their acquiescent enablers on TV who all agreed that the US military
would win a conventional, "symmetrical" war with Iran easily and quickly,
conveniently forgetting they made the exact, cocksure prediction 17 years
ago. Hannity may yet get his lethal wish. If Trump has proven anything
during his mercurial tenure as president, it is that he ultimately takes his
cues from Hannity and foaming Fox News company, not members of his
compliant national security team - most of whom enjoy the professional
life expectancy of a housefly.

Still, perhaps the most galling aspect of cable news coverage of the
US's most recent "crisis" overseas is  providing nationwide audience to
the who's who of Republican architects of the ruinous invasion of Iraq to
share their prescriptions of what to do about Iran. Unrepentant hucksters
including Paul Wolfowitz, Karl Rove, Ari Fleischer and Michael Chertoff -
all prominent members of Bush's calamitous regime-change regime -
have been treated with a deference and respect they forfeited perma-
nently years ago. The many voices who understood that the Iraq invasion
would cause so much irreparable harm and instability have been mostly
absent from US television screens, as they were in 2003. They were not
regarded as important or worthy then, and they are not regarded as im-
portant or worthy today.

Also absent from US television screens are the voices in Iraq and Iran
who have borne, and will bear, the profound costs of yet another war that
so many familiar US politicians and influential television personalities are
hankering for. Earlier, UN Secretary-General Antonio Guterres made a
short speech warning of the "unpredictable consequences and the pro-
found risks of miscalculation" of decisions made in Washington, DC, and
Tehran alike. He urged leaders in both countries to "stop escalation" be-
cause, he added: "Let us not forget the terrible human suffering caused
by war. As always, ordinary people pay the highest price. It is our common
duty to avoid it." Not surprisingly, I have not seen Guterres on US cable
news networks to share that urgent message.

Media

Andrew Mitrovica
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In August 2018, then-Prime Minister Theresa May became the first British
leader in five years to visit sub-Saharan Africa, making a three-day trip that
included meetings with the presidents of South Africa, Nigeria and Kenya.

May was on the continent to boost post-Brexit trade and convince African
leaders that the United Kingdom's exit from the European Union would pro-
vide their nations with new and lucrative trade and investment partnerships
with the UK. In a speech in Cape Town, she pledged four billion pounds
($5.3bn) in support for African economies, to create jobs for young people.
She also pledged a "fundamental shift" in aid spending to focus on long-term
economic and security challenges rather than short-term poverty reduction.

May's promise to create a "global Britain" that views Africa as a primary
trade partner triggered excitement and expectation on the continent. How-
ever, her May 2019 resignation and Boris Johnson's rise to power put the re-
alisation of a stronger relationship between post-Brexit Britain and Africa into
question. Unlike May, Johnson barely showed any interest in Africa, instead
focusing his attention solely on convincing the British public that he is the
right man to "get Brexit done". Nevertheless, African leaders, especially the
ones from former British colonies who already have significant trade relations
with the UK, doubled down on their efforts to charm Britain into making them
primary trade partners after Brexit.

Following Boris Johnson's stunning electoral victory on December 12, for
example, Nigerian President Muhammadu Buhari swiftly sent him a congrat-
ulatory message, wishing the prime minister well and expressing his hopes
for stronger ties between Nigeria and the UK. Ghana's Nana Akufo-Addo
also offered his congratulations to Johnson, saying, "we have an opportunity,
together, to renew and strengthen the relations between our two countries,
focusing on enhancing trade and investment, and scaling up prosperity for
our peoples". Buhari and Akufo-Addo's statements were not empty pleas-
antries, rather they were expressions of an ever-growing belief across the
continent that post-Brexit Britain could provide a quick fix for stagnating
African economies.

It is still questionable, however, whether the anticipated new relation-
ship will ever materialise and, perhaps even more importantly, whether
Africa will be able to benefit from it if and when it does. First of all, it is
highly unlikely that Johnson is going to give priority to securing new deals
with African nations following his country's imminent exit from the EU. After
all, the populist prime minister never embraced his predecessor's dreams
for a "global Britain" and focused instead on building closer ties between
London and Washington. Moreover, many African countries currently have
preferential access to the UK because of trade deals hashed out over the
years with the European Union, such as Economic Partnership Agree-
ments (EPAs) and the Everything But Arms (EBA) initiative. Following
Brexit, it may take considerable time for each nation to replace these with
equivalent or better deals, and they may be forced to pay increased tariffs
for their exports to the UK in the process.

But even if a new partnership between the UK and African nations does
miraculously take shape soon after Britain's exit from the EU, it will not be
easy for a continent weighed down by multiple domestic challenges to make

immediate gains. A significant percentage of any gain African nations may
make from a lucrative trade partnership with post-Brexit Britain, for example,
will immediately be cancelled out due to their existing debt to the continent's
mega-investor, China. While Chinese debt cannot stop Africa from forming
new partnerships, it will indeed make any future deal less profitable. But be-
yond the debilitating effects of the Chinese debt-trap Africa is currently in, there
are other, and entirely home-grown reasons why Africa will likely not be able
to capitalise on Britain's imminent exit from the EU.

In the recent past, African countries have signed countless cooperation
agreements with nations across the world, from the EU to the US and Turkey.
Every country in the world, after all, wants a share of Africa's rich resources.
But, despite the plethora of investments, African countries sank ever deeper
into poverty. Today, Africa is the world’s second-fastest-growing region, and
yet 100 million more Africans live in extreme poverty today compared with
the 1990s. Sub-Saharan Africa, in particular, is home to the largest share of
people living in extreme poverty.

The main reason behind African nations' inability to reap the rewards of
international cooperation and investment is corruption. Cooperation with post-
Brexit Britain, therefore, can yield significant dividends for Africans only if
African countries clean up their acts on the domestic front. Most African coun-
tries are blessed with huge reserves of precious natural resources as well as
young and capable populations. Moreover, they have long been receiving fi-
nancial support from the international community. While all this could not have
reversed all the damage colonialism has done to the continent, under better
domestic conditions, it could have triggered an economic boom and carried
most African nations out of poverty.

That boom, however, failed to materialise. Elites across the continent
chose to line their pockets rather than help elevate their nations. Corruption
flourished, and tax revenues and foreign aid were diverted into the bank ac-
counts of the select few while masses were left to fend for themselves with
little to no support from their governments. If African leaders want to form a
genuinely beneficial partnership with post-Brexit Britain, they need to devise
a new approach to fighting corruption. Furthermore, they need to start exer-
cising fiscal prudence and entrenching good governance. As long as the upper
echelons of African societies remain rotten, a hike in British investments and
trade, however significant it may be, will not help the peoples of Africa.

In 2012, Nigeria was estimated to have lost over $400bn to corruption
since independence. In 2018, it was ranked 144 out of 180 countries in
Transparency International's Perception of Corruption Index. Many other
African countries experience similarly high levels of corruption and bad
governance. Equitable development will remain a mirage in such an envi-
ronment even if these countries were to make a deal with God, not merely
with the UK. It is naive to believe that corrupt African leaders who have
led their countries to destitution will allow the benefits from a future UK
trade deal trickle down to regular Africans in need and elevate the conti-
nent. It is true that Brexit can be an opportunity for Africa, but only if the
continent's leaders finally move away from corruption and start working to
help their people rather than themselves.

Corruption

Rashid Abdallah

Can Africa really benefit
from Brexit?
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JN Joniad

Rohingya youths’ right
to an education

In the summer of 2012, when a particularly gruesome episode of anti-Rohingya
violence erupted in the capital city of Myanmar's Rakhine state, Sittwe, I was
a second-year physics student at the town's university.

Sittwe's Buddhist residents were attacking Rohingya homes and busi-
nesses with makeshift weapons. Soldiers, who had allegedly been sent to the
town to help bring an end to the violence, were shooting at the Rohingya with
live ammunition. As a young Rohingya Muslim, I knew that if I went outside I
would be tortured and killed either by angry Buddhist mobs or military troops.
So, I hid inside my dormitory room. After spending a week in hiding without
any food or other supplies, I was informed by the immigration authority that I
was no longer a student - I was banned from Sittwe University and denied an
education as a result of the racial segregation plan Myanmar authorities im-
posed in the name of "keeping the peace".

A few days later, I was forcibly sent back to my hometown, Maungdaw,
which is situated in Rakhine state, near Myanmar's border with Bangladesh.
But I did not find safety there either. Security forces were regularly raiding Ro-
hingya homes and dragging away anyone they found inside. They were specif-
ically targeting the young and the educated who they viewed as a threat to
their authority. We later found the dead bodies of some of the abducted, while
others are missing to this day. As it was not safe for me to go home, I hid in the
jungle with my friends for about two weeks. When it became clear to me that I
would never be able to safely return home, I decided to leave Rakhine state
for good. After a terrifying journey on a small paddle boat with several other
Rohingya, I reached Bangladesh. Most of the people I travelled with chose to
remain in the safety of Bangladesh's refugee camps, but I still wanted to live
and study in my own country, Myanmar.

I decided to make my way to Yangon, Myanmar's most populous and cos-
mopolitan city, where I had heard Rohingya were allowed to register with the
local government and live as temporary residents. Since I did not have a pass-
port or any other travel document, I risked my life illegally crossing first from
Bangladesh into India and then from India back into Myanmar. But when I
reached Yangon at the end of my arduous journey, all I found there was more
anti-Muslim and anti-Rohingya racism and hatred. The entire country was turn-
ing against us. I eventually had to accept the fact that I was not welcome in my
homeland. My plan was to seek refuge in Australia, where I thought I could
continue with my education. In February 2013, I fled to Thailand by car, passed
through Malaysia and took a boat to Indonesia. From there, I attempted to go
to Australia by boat but got caught. I spent a year and a half in the Manado
Detention Center in Indonesia. But while there the UNHCR recognised me as
a refugee and I was eventually transferred to International Organization for Mi-
gration's (IOM) community housing in the port city of Makassar in eastern In-
donesia. Since then, I have been stuck in limbo in Indonesia. I spent the last
seven years searching for a way to continue my education, but I have not been
successful. I know I will never be allowed to integrate into Indonesian society
and receive a university education here. I also have no hope for resettlement
in a third country. Given the increased hostility Rohingya are facing in Myanmar,
going back home and leading a normal, productive life there is nothing but a
dream for me. And my story is not unique. Thousands of young and able Ro-
hingya eager to study, learn and contribute to their society are languishing ei-
ther in their own villages and towns in Myanmar where there are no schools
and universities for them to attend, or in migrant detention centres, refugee
camps and other "temporary" accommodation outside Myanmar with no ac-

cess to education.
Even our small migrant community in Makassar is full of such people. Sajed

Durahaman, a 42-year-old Rohingya refugee, was accepted to study geology
at Thain lilwin university in Yangon but was stopped by the government from
taking up his place there. Instead, he was forced to wait three years before he
could attend Sittwe University, only to be forced out from the country a few
years later. Musa Ahmed, a 25-year-old Rohingya, who graduated with a dis-
tinction in biology from high school in 2012, was similarly not allowed to attend
university in Myanmar. Their disenfranchisement from education continues in
Indonesia.

Today, the world sees Rohingya as desperate, simple village people. But
this was not always the case. We are the indigenous people of Arakan, which
was renamed Rakhine State in 1989 at the same time Burma was renamed
Myanmar, and have played a primary role in building a civilisation there. And
until very recently there were many Rohingya occupying prominent posts in
Myanmar's government bodies, from police to Parliament.

Sultan Mahmud, for example, a prominent Rohingya leader, served as cab-
inet secretary in the British India legislative Assembly. He later served in former
Prime Minister U Nu's cabinet as health minister. During his time as health min-
ister, numerous health centres, hospitals and schools were established in
Rakhine. He was also responsible for sending many Rohingya students to
England on state scholarships. Shwe Maung, another prominent Rohingya,
served as a member of parliament in the House of Representatives for Buthi-
daung constituency from 2011 to 2016, but was eventually removed due to his
advocacy for Rohingya rights and his ethnic identity. In my hometown, one of
my own neighbours, member of parliament Fazal, also a Rohingya, served for
years in Myanmar's Parliament before being removed for his advocacy on be-
half of the Rohingya people.

Today, Myanmar is not only excluding Rohingya from all state institutions
but also trying to erase this history. The government is trying to present the Ro-
hingya as an uneducated, uncultured and criminal village people rather than
the highly developed community with a distinct culture and language that we
are. We have greatly contributed to the development of Myanmar in the past
and despite everything that we have been through, we still have the ambition
to contribute to the country we call home.

Over the years we undoubtedly fell behind as a result of the oppression we
have been subjected to. After all, people who are unable to house themselves,
do not have access to sufficient nutrition and healthcare, people who receive
no support from their government and are categorically denied access to ed-
ucation, inevitably fall behind. But this does not mean we do not have the will,
potential and capacity to help the development of our country.

A 1982 Citizenship Act excluded us from Myanmar's 135 recognised ethnic
groups, effectively rendering us stateless. The government said we are not in-
digenous to Myanmar, but just Muslim migrants from Bangladesh who arrived
during British colonial rule. Authorities still call us Bengali, suggesting we are
"illegal immigrants". We have been denied the most basic human rights. De-
spite all this, many of us did not give up. Thousands of Rohingya youth like
myself pushed against all these obstacles to obtain an education. The Myan-
mar government was not happy about this, because they know that educated
Rohingya would pose a great risk to their apparent plan to remove every single
one of us from the country. This is why they specifically target the young and
the educated during their "clearance operations" against us.



In our country, worker safety is not given priority by the authori-

ties. Except for posh areas, workers at most construction sites

toil in risky conditions. Lack of safety equipment is common

amongst the workers.

An accident on a construction site can result from a minor injury

to a lifelong physical impairment or even death. Often these

labourers themselves do not know that safety must be ensured at

construction sites. Even if they are aware of safety rules, they are

not well-trained to practice the regulations. It is the duty of con-

struction companies to make safety compulsory. They should

make sure that every worker is aware of the hazards that come

with working on a construction site and they must protect workers

from such dangers. Ensuring a better and safer work environ-

ment will benefit the workforce.

Muhammad Waqas Khan

Dera Ismail Khan

Construction safety
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The assassination of Iranian Revolutionary Guards’ Maj-Gen Qassem

Soleimani by the US is an act of belligerence. America seems to be esca-

lating a proxy war in the conflict-ridden Middle East. The US has been in-

volved in assassinating several political leaders directly or indirectly,

including Saddam Hussein, and now the top Iranian military general. The

unstable Iraqi government has condemned the assassination of the Iranian

officials and it also said the action would “spark a devastating war in the

Middle East”. The Turkish government has too condemned the act as a

crime. However, Iran’s arch-rival Israel has justified the US operation as the

“right to self-defence”. The US act is, indeed, a violation of international law

and human rights. No country or individual has the right to kill anyone with-

out a fair trial. However, US President Donald Trump proudly says America

should have killed Soleimani earlier. It shows the reckless and immature

behaviour of the strongest president in the world. As the Iranian govern-

ment has retaliated and vowed to avenge Soleimani’s assassination, a new

war will have devastating effects. However, Iran is our neighbouring country

and shares long borders. The war on Iran will directly affect peace and sta-

bility in Pakistan like the Afghan conflict affected us. Pakistan should, there-

fore, play its role to ease tensions because it cannot afford another proxy

war in its neighbouring country. Pakistan is on the path to stability. Another

proxy war in the region is not acceptable to the peace-loving Muslims. Pak-

istan must condemn Soleimani’s assassination at every forum.

Muhammad Aqeel

Lahore

After the US attack
AIi is good to know that the National Assembly’s Standing Com-

mittee on Science and Technology will deliberate on sea intru-

sion at the Indus delta and its perils upon local people. Being fifth

largest delta in the world and a designated wetland according to

the Ramsar Convention, it has remained an oasis for exotic birds

and fish and provides livelihood for local fishing and agricultural

communities. A 15-month study conducted by five academics of

the United States-Pakistan Centre for Advanced Studies in

Water (USPCASW) at Mehran University of Engineering and

Technology, Jamshoro, says the Indus delta has shrunk by 92

per cent since 1833. The Indus delta which once comprised

12,900 sq-km is now restricted to a meagre 1,000 sq-km. The

Board of Revenue, Sindh, says that thousands of acres of fertile

land has been swallowed up by the sea. The main reason behind

degradation of the Indus delta is the diminishing flow of water in

the river Indus. The 1991 Waters Accord states that the Indus

River System Authority (IRSA) has to release at least 10 million

acres feet of water downstream the Kotri barrage but currently is

releasing 0.8 million. As a result, coastal erosion owing to a

shortage of water has impoverished already marginalised people

of Thatta and Sujawal districts. Besides, about 1.2 million people

have migrated to various villages of Karachi alone from Thatta,

Sujawal and Badin areas. This degradation of the Indus delta is

equally harmful for the ecosystem. The availability of Palla fish

has also decreased considerably. The National Institute of

Oceanography Amendment Bill, 2019 is the need of the hour.

Ali Raza Awan

Karachi

Sea intrusion

The Margalla road in Islamabad measuring eight kilometres from

sector D-12 to Grand Trunk Road is an approved project of the

Capital Development Authority. Work on it began after funds for the

project were released to contractors. However, it came to a stand-

still after a short while when a dispute arose between the CDA au-

thorities, the contractor and land encroachers and remains

suspended to date.

The thoroughfare is a strategic link road for people coming to Is-

lamabad from many of the new CDA sectors developed on the

western side of the GT Road and also from Wah, Taxila and the

north. After the completion of the road, reaching Islamabad will be-

come quicker as it would shorten the distance for thousands of

commuters travelling daily to the federal capital. This will help ease

the severe traffic congestion on the GT Road up to Tarnol. In the

long run, this will facilitate the growth of trade and business be-

sides bearing the heavy traffic flow on the Kashmir highway after

Islamabad’s new airport becomes fully functional. This is a request

to the authorities concerned, the Islamabad mayor and the CDA

chairman to ensure the road is completed on a top priority basis.

Ejaz Ali Khan

Islamabad

Margalla Road
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U.S. honeybees had the worst winter
die-off in more than a decade

Stick-toting puffins offer the first evidence
of tool use in seabirds

Susan Milius Jonathan Lambert
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U.S. honeybees just weath-
ered an unusually bad winter.
About 38 percent of beekeep-
ers’ colonies died between
October 1, 2018, and April 1,
2019, the Bee Informed Part-
nership estimates. While it
wasn’t the worst recent year
overall for honeybee losses — that was 2012–2013 — preliminary results
released show it is the worst winter die-off recorded over the University
of Maryland–based nonprofit’s 13 years of surveying bee populations.
Beekeepers should be able to rebuild those numbers this year, but such
ongoing winter losses raise deep worries about the future of crop polli-
nation. On average over the 13 years, about 29 percent of colonies have
died each winter. The 2018–2019 numbers came from nearly 4,700 bee-
keepers, representing about 12 percent of the estimated 2.69 million U.S.
hives. Some floods and fires this year destroyed colonies, but “the take-
home worry for me is Varroa (mites),” says the Partnership’s Dennis va-
nEngelsdorp, a bee-health entomologist at the University of Maryland in
College Park. The invasive mite species Varroa destructor clamps its tiny
pimple-shaped body onto bees just as they’re turning into adults. Mites
sap bee strength and spread disease, yet remedies against the pests
seem to be losing their power. “Ideally in the long-term, we would have
a bee that was resistant,” vanEngelsdorp says. While winter bee colony
die-offs are worrisome, beekeepers can split surviving bee colonies and
add new queens. Replacing winter-killed colonies this way, however,
takes labor, time and money. Only 5 percent or so of U.S. beekeepers
work at the commercial scale that supplies 90 percent of bees pollinating
the nation’s crops, vanEngelsdorp says. If the relentless drain of replac-
ing winter losses drives them out of business, “it’s very hard to replace
that group of beekeepers.”

Annette Fayet was
scanning a colony of
Atlantic puffins off the
coast of Wales when
something caught
her eye. A puffin,
gently bobbing on the
sea, held a stick in its
orange-black bill.
Then, the seabird
used it to scratch its back. “I was surprised and excited,” says Fayet, an
ecologist at the University of Oxford who studies puffin migration. Puffins
(Fratercula arctica) had never been seen using tools. In fact, no seabird
had. Fayet recorded the unusual behavior in her notebook, but it would
take four more years before she got photographic evidence. In 2018 on
Grimsey Island in Iceland, one of her motion-sensitive camera captured
a puffin snatching a stick from the ground and using it to scratch its chest
feathers.  Those observations, described in Proceedings of the National
Academy of Sciences, represent the only known example of a bird in the
wild using a tool to scratch itself. Scientists have long known that some
birds use tools, mostly to extract food. Stick-wielding crows wow biologists
with their ingenuity, some parrots grind down seashells with pebbles and
Egyptian vultures can crack ostrich eggs with rocks. But seabirds, which
tend to have smaller brains, were written off as prospective tool users,
Fayet says. The puffin discovery suggests that tool use in birds may be
more widespread and varied than previously thought, she and her col-
leagues say. “I’m not surprised that seabirds can use tools,” says Corina
Logan, a behavioral ecologist at the Max Planck Institute for Evolutionary
Anthropology in Leipzig, Germany, who wasn’t involved in the study. She
says so many creatures’ cognitive abilities remain undiscovered because
detecting them takes so much time and energy.
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Diets heavy in red meat and fatty foods could
help spur a leading cause of vision loss in older
Americans, new research suggests.
The study found that people who ate more typi-
cal Western diets were three times more likely
to develop an eye condition that robs you of your
central vision -- late-stage age-related macular
degeneration. "What you eat seems to be impor-
tant to your vision, and to whether or not you
have vision loss later in life," said study lead au-
thor Amy Millen. She's an associate professor
in the department of epidemiology and environ-
mental health at the University at Buffalo's
School of Public Health and Health Professions,
in Buffalo, N.Y.
"People know that diet influences cardiovascular
risk and the risk of obesity, but the public may
not know that diet can affect vision loss," Millen
said. Age-related macular degeneration occurs
when a part of the eye called the macula is dam-
aged. Sometimes this happens when deposits
called drusen grow on the macula. Or it can
occur when new blood vessels keep forming
and leak blood, scarring the macula, according
to the American Academy of Ophthalmology.
Genetics and smoking are known risk factors for
age-related macular degeneration.
The study included almost 1,300 people from a

nationally representative sample. Most did not
have macular degeneration. There were 117
who had early AMD, and 27 had late. All of the
study participants completed surveys about their
diets twice during the 18-year study. The re-
searchers sorted the foods into 29 categories to
measure the quality of the diet. They found that
people who ate a more Western diet were much
more likely to develop late-stage AMD. Foods
linked to a higher risk included: Red and

processed meats, fats, such as margarine and
butter, high-fat dairy, fried foods.
“Diet is one way you might be able to modify
your risk of vision loss from age-related macular
degeneration," Millen said, especially if you
have a family history of the disease. She noted
that since the study was observational, it could-
n't prove that eating healthy foods would reduce
the risk of AMD, but she said it did show the
foods you probably don't want to eat often.

Exercise may reduce the odds you'll develop any of seven types of cancer
-- and a new study suggests the more you exercise, the lower your risk.
That's the conclusion of researchers who pooled data from nine published
studies that included more than 750,000 men and women. "We found that
the recommended amount of physical activity was in fact associated with
significantly reduced risk for breast, colon, endometrial, kidney, liver,
myeloma and non-Hodgkin lymphoma," said lead researcher Charles
Matthews, a senior investigator at the U.S. National Cancer Institute.
U.S. guidelines recommend three to five hours a week of moderate activity
for adults, or one to three hours a week of vigorous activity. The study au-
thors found that the harder you exercise for that recommended time, the
more you reduce your cancer risk. Specifically, the risk of colon cancer in
men was reduced between 8% for moderate exercise and 14% for vigorous
activity. For women's breast cancer, the reduction ranged from 6% for mod-
erate exercise to 10% for a vigorous work out; for endometrial cancer, from
10% to 18%; kidney cancer, 11% to 17%; myeloma, 14% to 19%; liver can-
cer 18% to 27%; and non-Hodgkin lymphoma in women, 11% to 18%.
But Alpa Patel -- the American Cancer Society's senior scientific director of
epidemiology research, who was part of the study -- urged caution in inter-
preting the findings. Patel pointed out that the study does not prove that ex-
ercise lowers cancer risk, only that a strong association exists. Matthews
said, however, that the findings suggest that doctors and fitness profession-
als should encourage adults to exercise at the recommended levels to lower

their risk of cancer. How exercise might lower the risk for these seven can-
cers isn't clear, but Patel offered some theories. "The most common things
that we know about exercise, even in the absence of weight maintenance
or weight loss, is that it's important for insulin regulation, hormones like es-
trogen, and also has an important impact on inflammation and immune re-
sponse -- any or all of these different factors could affect different types of
cancer," she said.
For example, Patel noted that for colon cancer, the leading theory is that ex-
ercise works by managing glucose metabolism, and breast cancer is largely
driven by estrogen levels. 

Fatty diets tied to vision loss in seniors

Regular exercise cuts odds for seven major cancers

Serena Gordon

Steven Reinberg
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Bombshell
Terri White

The first thing you notice
as she strides, back
erect, down the corridor,
talking directly to the
camera, is the voice. The
second: the face. Your
brain knows that inside
those precise prosthetics,
behind that deep tenor, is Charlize Theron as controversial Fox anchor
Megyn Kelly. But the transformation (by Darkest Hour make-up artist
Kazu Hiro) is so authentic, so on point, it’s unnerving. The walk and
talk though: an entertaining piece of fourth-wall-smashing exposition
that establishes precisely how the beast that both was and is Fox News
operates. A necessary narrative foundation for understanding quite
how the network was able to be such fertile ground for harassment. It’s
fair to say that Theron, as perhaps we expect of Theron, doesn’t do
things by halves. She trained with a vocal coach to ‘do Megyn’, even-
tually losing her voice for three weeks. This wasn’t the only stumbling
block. Two weeks before the production began, Annapurna pulled out
of the project leaving Theron – who was also a producer – to secure
new funding in just six hours. Her commitment to the film, to the role,
is clear and so it’s no huge surprise that this is Theron’s show. She’s
utterly compelling as the heart of a tryptic of female power rounded out
by Nicole Kidman as on-the-outs host Gretchen Carlson and Margot
Robbie as wannabe-anchor Kayla. 

6 Underground
Amon Warmann

It’s become common for directors
who have made a movie with
Netflix to wax lyrical about the
near total freedom that’s given to
them. While that autonomy can
mean we get films like The Irish-
man from Martin Scorsese, it can
also lead to films like Michael Bay’s 6 Underground which, with a rumoured
budget of $150 million, is on a par with 2017’s Netflix tentpole Bright. The
latter defied the negative reviews and became a massive hit, and the
streaming giant will be hoping that their latest expensive gamble pulls off
something similar. For this is Bayhem in its purest form, and that’s for the
worse instead of the better. The mercs against the world plot (such as there
is one), which is explained over and over and over again despite a lengthy
opening car-chase sequence and flashbacks designed to catch us up, is
laden with potential. If this were a better movie you could easily see it being
the start of a franchise, but the problems start early and pile up almost as
quickly as the John Wick-esque body count. There’s something to be said
for the fact that Bay is such a distinctive auteur that you need only watch
the first five minutes of 6 Underground — which has some impressive ve-
hicular moments to boot — to know exactly who’s behind the camera. It’s
just frustrating that unique visual style goes hand in hand with other ele-
ments that are now part and parcel of the Bay experience. From the inco-
herent editing to the objectification of women to the over-excessive and
nasty violence, which is at times perpetrated by the characters we’re meant
to be rooting for, this is Bay at his most irresponsible and gory.

Pink Wall
Ella Kemp

A love story is an
easy device to build a
drama around, but it’s
not always easy to do
it well. Stereotypes
are so near, authen-
ticity is rare, and pre-
dictability abounds. To
succeed, chemistry
has to feel real and the parties involved must be strong enough to
blossom. The characters must become people.
With his directorial debut, actor Tom Cullen (Downton Abbey, Week-
end) has successfully found an alchemy that lets love leap off the
page, bringing tenderness and vulnerability to his central pair. They
are Jenna (Maslany) and Leon (Duplass), a couple opening up across
six key moments of their relationship, one every year. The audience
isn’t forced to pedantically take notes in chronological order — Cullen
flits across scenes as necessary, rather than as expected.
Conversations unfold and sometimes overflow wholly authentically.
Cullen’s devised approach lets the actors experiment and feel their
way through. This allows rare and precious humanity, but does also
suggest a slight lack of control as the dialogue becomes intermittently
indulgent. But mostly — it works. Jenna and Leon’s relationship firmly
exists in the present day, as they learn and scorn what it means to be
a ‘cuck’, gender expectations are unpacked and fought against, and
infidelity and impulse are explored without awkwardness.

Spies in Disguise
Ian Freer

Spies in Disguise is al-
ways enjoyable if rarely
innovative. Inspired by
Lucas Martell’s charm-
ing 2009 short Pigeon:
Impossible — a pigeon
gets trapped in a secret
agent’s gadget-filled
briefcase — debutante
directors Nick Bruno and Troy Quane’s film spins a different story out of
the elements of birds and espionage, mixing Bondian parody, body-swap
comedy and mismatched buddy bonding. In that Blue Sky (Ice Age, Rio)
colourful-but-slightly-bland house style, it’s undemanding fun but never
delivers on the promise of the premise. As you’d expect, Spies In Dis-
guise hits every 007/M:I trope imaginable, from a pre-credit mission
where Lance takes on a version of Kill Bill’s Crazy 88, to a bombastic
’70s-styled title sequence, a MacGuffin (a list of the whereabouts of se-
cret agents that similarly formed the plot of Skyfall), underground bases
(Lance’s HQ is hidden beneath the Lincoln Memorial Reflecting Pool),
globetrotting (Japan, Mexico, Venice) and a villain with a prosthetic limb
(Ben Mendelsohn’s Killian has a clawed hand). The tweak is in the gad-
getry which sees Walter’s gizmos as instruments of peace rather than
weapons of war. You can’t imagine Daniel Craig unleashing Kitty Glitter,
which disables assailants through the soothing power of glitter and kit-
tens, any time soon. 
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New Kings of the World
Fatima Bhutto

There is a vast cultural movement emerging
from the Global South and sweeping all be-
fore it. India’s Shah Rukh Khan, after all, is
the most popular actor in the world. Bolly-
wood, Turkish soap operas called dizi, K-pop
and other aspects of Eastern pop culture are
international in their range and allure and the
biggest challenger yet to America’s monop-
oly since the end of World War II. Bestselling
author Fatima Bhutto’s new book is about
these new kings of popular entertainment in
the twenty-first century. Carefully packaging
not always secular modernity with traditional
values in urbanized settings, they have created a new global mass culture
that can be easily consumed, especially by the many millions coming late
to the modern world and still negotiating its overwhelming challenges.
Though this is a book primarily focused on India, it also explores the cul-
tural industries of two other countries at the forefront of the challenge to
American soft power: Turkey and South Korea. Plummeting American
prestige, the belated rediscovery that local cultures are valuable in and of
themselves and the rise of classes with different tastes and backgrounds
emerging out of the turbulence and migration of globalization have mar-
ginalized the old guard of “Westoxified” elites and created a vast new land-
scape of cultural power. Indian, Turkish and even Korean mass culture
offer a much better fit for this majority’s self-image and aspirations of sov-
ereignty and dignity. 

Fire and Blood
George R.R. Martin

Set 300 years before the events in A Song of
Ice and Fire, Fire and Blood is the definitive his-
tory of the Targaryens in Westeros as told by
Archmaester Gyldayn, and chronicles the con-
quest that united the Seven Kingdoms under
Targaryen rule through the Dance of the Drag-
ons: the Targaryen civil war that nearly ended
their dynasty forever. The thrilling history of the
Targaryens comes to life in this masterly work
by the author of A Song of Ice and Fire, the in-
spiration for HBO’s Game of Thrones. With all
the fire and fury fans have come to expect from
internationally best-selling author George R.R. Martin, this is the first volume
of the definitive two-part history of the Targaryens in Westeros. Centuries
before the events of A Game of Thrones, House Targaryen – the only family
of dragonlords to survive the Doom of Valyria – took up residence on Drag-
onstone. Fire and Blood begins their tale with the legendary Aegon the Con-
queror, creator of the Iron Throne, and goes on to recount the generations
of Targaryens who fought to hold that iconic seat, all the way up to the civil
war that nearly tore their dynasty apart. What really happened during the
Dance of the Dragons? Why did it become so deadly to visit Valyria after
the Doom? What is the origin of Daenerys’s three dragon eggs? These are
but a few of the questions answered in this essential chronicle, as related
by a learned maester of the Citadel and featuring more than eighty all-new
black-and-white illustrations by artist Doug Wheatley. 

The Healing Self
Deepak Chopra

For over twenty-five years Deepak
Chopra MD, and Rudolph E. Tanzi
Ph.D. have revolutionized medicine
and how we understand our minds
and our bodies. Chopra is the lead-
ing expert in the field of integrative
medicine while Tanzi is the pioneer-
ing neuroscientist and discoverer of
genes that cause Alzheimer's dis-
ease. After reaching millions of peo-
ple around the world through their
collaborations on the hugely suc-
cessful Super Brain and Super
Genes books and public television
programs, the New York Times
bestselling authors now present a
groundbreaking, landmark work on the supreme importance of our im-
mune system in relation to our lifelong health. In the face of environ-
mental toxins, potential epidemics, superbugs, and the accelerated
aging process, the significance of attaining optimum health has never
been more crucial-and the burden to achieve it now rests on individuals
making the right lifestyle choices every day. That means you. You, not
doctors, not pharmaceutical companies, are ultimately responsible for
your own health. Chopra and Tanzi want to help readers make the best
decisions possible when it comes to creating a holistic and transforma-
tive health plan for life. 

The House of Islam
Ed Husain

“Islam began as a stranger,” said the
Prophet Mohammed (PBUH), “and one
day, it will again return to being a
stranger.” The gulf between Islam and
the West is widening. A faith rich with
strong values and traditions, observed by
nearly two billion people across the
world, is seen by the West as something
to be feared rather than understood.
Sensational headlines and hard-line poli-
cies spark enmity, while ignoring the feel-
ings, narratives and perceptions that
preoccupy Muslims today. Wise and au-
thoritative, The House of Islam seeks to
provide entry to the minds and hearts of
Muslims the world over. It introduces us
to the fairness, kindness and mercy of the Prphet Mohammed (PBUH); the
aims of sharia law, through commentary on scripture, to provide an ethical
basis to life; the beauty of Islamic art and the permeation of the divine in
public spaces; and the tension between mysticism and literalism that still
threatens the House of Islam. The decline of the Muslim world and the cur-
rent crises of leadership mean that a glorious past, full of intellectual nobility
and purpose, is now exploited by extremists and channelled into acts of ter-
ror. How can Muslims confront the issues that are destroying Islam from
within, and what can the West do to help work towards that end? 




