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Politics

What is cooking?
There is certainly something cooking in the
country’s political cauldron but what will come
out of it. nobody knows. There are many
straws in the wind which show that there is
something wrong with the state of things as
they are. National politics seems to be entering a new phase as allies of the incumbent
government are getting more restive with
each passing day and have now taken to
publicly airing their grievances.
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Missed targets
Fitch Ratings has kept Pakistan’s credit rating
unchanged at B negative for the second successive time, which reflects a challenging external position characterised by a high
external financing requirement, low reserves,
weak public finances, including large fiscal
deficits and a high government debt-to-GDP
ratio, and weak governance indicators.
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Economics

Between shortages
and rising prices
Shahid Hussain

The recent flour crisis has further eroded the credibility of the government in
the public. Their belief in the government’s ability to perform has shattered
badly and they are convinced now they will continue to face crisis after crisis
in the government of Prime Minister Imran Khan.
The government remained in a state of denial over the flour shortage and
claimed the crisis existed only in the media, which was hell-bent to malign its
image. It was true that atta was easily available in the Punjab, but it rates
were much higher than prices fixed by the government. It was scarcely available in other provinces. Tomato prices had surged sharply in the country a
few months ago, but it did not damage the credibility of the government as
did the flour crisis. The shortage was perhaps the last straw. The common
people are already facing the toughest time of their lives in terms of rising living costs fuelled by record-high food inflation when the crisis occurred.
In the absence of an effective price checking mechanism at provincial
and city government levels, prices of daily-use items fluctuate on a daily
basis. Tomato was sold Rs400/kg a few months ago. Chicken meat prices
rose to Rs500/kg, capsicum to Rs320/kg few months ago. Onion was sold
at over Rs100/kg. A price comparison from January last year to now revealed
an increase in the price of moong (pulse) to Rs240-260, from Rs130-150/kg;
maash to 200-240, from Rs140-180; gram pulse to Rs160, from Rs120/kg.
Sugar now costs Rs75 from Rs65/kg. Consumers witnessed a jump of
Rs100/kg in various tea prices in one year while loose milk climbed to Rs110120 per litre, from Rs94, followed by yogurt to Rs160, from Rs140/kg.
The most alarming jump was seen in varieties of flour which went up by
Rs15-18/kg from April 2019 onwards. Both federal and provincial governments gave a free hand to millers to jack up prices. Petrol and diesel rates
rose to Rs116.60 and Rs127.26/litre, from Rs90.97 and Rs106.68 per litre
respectively last January. Similarly, liquified petroleum gas is now available
at Rs151.82/kg against Rs115/kg a year back.
The Consumer Price Index in January 2019 was 5.5pc as compared to
the current 12.63pc. The prices remained on the higher side mainly because
of currency devaluation. A survey by Paris-based market research and consulting firm, IPSOS, shows the respondents think the country is moving in
the wrong direction as consumers fear the economy is likely to become
weaker in the next six months. The respondents feel that inflation, job insecurity and additional taxes are the top three most worrying issues faced by
the country at the moment. In a survey of 2,900 participants across the rural
and urban areas of the country during the July-December period of this fiscal
year, 79pc of the respondents were pessimistic in their outlook for local and
national economy. They said that during the last 12 months, they have grown
less comfortable in purchasing basic household items or making major purchases such as a car or home. They also feel that their ability to invest in the
future and retain their current job in the existing economic condition has
weakened. In one of the surveys, four out of 10 respondents said they personally know someone who has lost their jobs. The findings showed that nine
out of 10 consumers feel less comfortable while purchasing general household items as well as major ones including car, houses etc, whereas only one
in 10 described their current economic situation as strong.
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The Pakistan Tehreek-e-Insaf (PTI) government has increased power tariff for the fourth time in 11 months. Inflation has risen to the highest level in
nine years and the central bank has warned that inflation could rise beyond
the target set for the current fiscal year. It spells disaster for the common people who have already been crushed by rising prices of essentials.
Though the government claims it has come out of economic crisis, yet all
indicators paint a bleak picture for the people. The State Bank of Pakistan
(SBP) has warned inflation could rise beyond the target set for the current
fiscal year. Inflation has already risen to 12.7pc year-on-year, the highest
level in nine years mainly driven by an increase in prices of food items, according to the Pakistan Bureau of Statistics (PBS).
The Asian Development Bank (ADB) has approved $1.3 billion budgetary
support loan for Pakistan, including $1 billion in crisis response facility to
shore up low official foreign exchange reserves. It is for the first time in Pakistan’s history that a political or military government has availed the crisis response facility to repay its foreign debt and build up foreign currency reserves.
The loan proves that the country is still finding it difficult to pay international
liabilities, despite signing a $6b loan package with the International Monetary
Fund (IMF).
The State Bank of Pakistan (SBP) has kept the interest rate unchanged
at 13.25pc as expected due to high inflationary pressures. The bank’s monetary policy statement said that annual average inflation in the ongoing fiscal
year remained broadly unchanged at 11-12pc. However, it warned recent
changes in month-on-month inflation had been higher than in previous
months and if sustained, could affect inflation expectations.
The International Monetary Fund has estimated that Pakistan’s inflation
may jump up to 13pc, but the government’s estimate is between 11pc and
13pc for the current fiscal year. The dwindling revenue suggests the government will have to impose more taxes and increase their rates to overcome the shortfall. The frequent power tariff hikes have also added to
inflation. The prices of essentials will continue to rise as the government
blatantly passes on the costs of its own inefficiency, power theft and line
losses to consumers.
There are some indicators that the economy is heading to a positive direction, but the common people have suffered badly in the process. The government does not hesitate from overburdening the people with price hikes.
The prices of essentials increase on a daily basis instead of months or years.
People are worse off in the first 16 months of the PTI government. They have
been forced to miss the past Pakistan Muslim League-Nawaz (PML-N) government despite its ills. They cannot read complex economic indicators. They
only know their lives have become harder in the PTI government.
It is a fact that past governments failed to make structural changes and
improve governance but the PTI government cannot continue to blame them.
Consequences of all blunders, mismanagement and inaction of the past governments lie on the table of Prime Minister Imran Khan and he has no option
of failure. The government aims to introduce more reforms in the next few
months. It means there is no prospect of relief for the people anytime soon
and they will continue to suffer in years to come.
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Politics

What is cooking?
Nasim Ahmed

There is certainly something cooking in the country’s political cauldron but
what will come out of it. nobody knows. There are many straws in the wind
which show that there is something wrong with the state of things as they
are.
National politics seems to be entering a new phase as allies of the incumbent government are getting more restive with each passing day and
have now taken to publicly airing their grievances. The dawn of the year
2020 has brought a new set of challenges for the Pakistan Tehreek-i-Insaf
(PTI) government. Cracks in the governing coalition have appeared. The
PTI is facing the challenge to address the concerns of its allies – the Pakistan Muslim League (PML-Q), Muttahida Qaumi Movement (MQM),
Balochistan National Party-Mengal (BNP-M) and Balochistan Awami Party
(BAP).
The MQM, a government ally, publicly expressed its dissatisfaction over
the current state followed by one of its ministers in the PTI government,
Khalid Maqbool Siddiqui, resigning from the cabinet. The Grand Democratic Alliance was the next to go public with its “disillusionment”, followed
by the PML-Q, BNP-Mengal and Balochistan Awami Party.
All of them have the same complaint: The PTI did not keep the promises made to them. These include not releasing funds to carry out development work in their respective constituencies and not accommodating
party members in lucrative positions.
With a thin majority in the parliament, the PTI government needs the
support of its allies to stay in power. The allies know that they can push
the government to the maximum to get what they want. To make it more
difficult for the government, PPP chairperson Bilawal Bhutto Zardari made
a lucrative offer to the MQM a little while ago. Reportedly, the PML-N also
recently offered Pervaiz Elahi to take over the reins of the Punjab. The
offer was made after the 2018 elections too, but the PML Q declined.
Interestingly, for a large political group in the Punjab Pervaiz Elahi is
the chief minister in waiting. An important round of talks with a PTI delegation, led by Prime Minister Imran Khan’s close aide, Jehangir Tareen,
was held weeks back in the course of which the PML-Q leaders, led by
Moonis Elahi and Tariq Bashir Cheema, are said to have warned that the
party might review its alliance with the PTI if their legitimate demands were
not met.
In the Punjab, Chief Minister Usman Buzdar is being openly criticized
for lackluster governance. According to knowledgeable quarters, the PMLQ, an important ally of the ruling PTI in the Punjab, wants a larger administrative share in the districts where it has a strong political base. Lately, it
has started flexing its muscles to secure its share in Punjab’s “top bureaucracy” which is apparently not under the control of Chief Minister Buzdar
whose weak performance is the talk of the town now. As is well known,
following a major reshuffle in the Punjab last November, more administrative power has been given to the chief secretary and the police chief, who
report directly to the PM secretariat, leaving Usman Buzdar high and dry.
So much criticism has been heaped on Buzdar in recent weeks, espe-
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cially in the wake of the wheat flour crisis in the province, that the PTI government spokespersons at the Centre and the Punjab — Firdous Ashiq
Awan and Fayyazul Hasan Chohan — had to come out with clarifications
that there was no plan to replace the chief minister.
A lobby in the PTI has also joined the drive from different quarters to
replace CM Buzdar. Prominent in this has been Federal Science Minister
Fawad Chaudhry, who recently openly criticised Buzdar for his inability to
govern. Fawad Chaudhry also wrote a letter to the premier raising questions over the performance of Buzdar, saying the “Punjab government is
giving a bad name to the PTI due to its poor performance.”
In his letter to the PM, Chaudhry wrote that each province is legally
bound to establish a local government system and devolve political, administrative and financial authority to the elected representatives of the
local governments. But the provinces have been continuously violating the
Article 140A of the Constitution, with the grossest violation being the inequitable distribution of funds. He also complained that the Punjab government is being run in the same way as during the last Shahbaz Sharif’s
regime. Favouritism is galore.
In the opinion of some analysts, the negative reactions shown by PTI’s
allied parties have deeper roots. In this connection, they quote the words
of PML-Q leader Chaudhry Pervaiz Elahi, who revealed a few months ago
that Maulana Fazlur Rehman and the JUI-F caravan had decided to abort
its mission to topple the government based on an “understanding”. Significantly, soon afterwards the PTI government moved to woo the MQM-P,
Balochistan National Party-Mengal, PML-Q and Grand Democratic Alliance (GDA).
Some political analysts interpret the tantrums of PTI’s allies in terms of
the “understanding” that was reached between Pervaiz Elahi and Fazlur
Rehman during the Azadi March days. The PML-Q is also annoyed by the
provincial government’s interference in the ministries given to it by the PTI.
The political situation is extremely volatile with nobody sure what is going
to happen next.
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Analysis

Global economy:
Uncertainty looms large
Nasim Ahmed

After a long spell of weak performance, the world is in a recovery mode
but on a modest scale. This is the forecast made by the World Bank in its
semi-annual report titled “Global Economic Prospects.” But the rebound is
contingent on many variables, two of which are the unprecedented rise in
debt worldwide, and the prolonged deceleration of productivity growth,
which needs to pick up to bolster standards of living and help in poverty
eradication.
To be specific, global growth is set to rise by 2.5% this year from 2.4%
in 2019, as trade and investment activities gradually pick up. However, advanced economies are expected to slow down as a group to 1.4% from
1.6%, mainly due to lingering weakness in manufacturing.
By contrast, emerging market and developing economies will see
growth move up to 4.1% from 3.5% last year. But this growth will not be
universal and is expected to remain limited to a small group of large emerging economies stabilizing after recession or turbulence. For many other
economies, growth is set to decelerate as exports and investment remain
weak.
Another negative in the situation is that even if the recovery in emerging
and developing economies takes place as expected, per capita growth will
remain below long-term averages and would advance at a pace too slow
to meet poverty eradication goals. Income growth is expected to be the
slowest in Sub-Saharan Africa – the region where 56 percent of the world’s
poor live.
But, lurking in the background are many threats that could disrupt the
expected rally. These include trade disputes which could take a turn for
the worse. A sharper-than-expected growth slowdown in major economies
such as China, the United States, or the Euro Area would similarly have a
negative impact on the overall situation.
According to the World Bank, a resurgence of financial stress in large
emerging markets, as was experienced in Argentina and Turkey in 2018,
an escalation of geopolitical tensions, or a series of extreme weather
events could all disrupt the pace of economic recovery around the world.
The report has underlined another threat posed by the rising wave of
debt accumulation among emerging and developing economies in the last
50 years. “Total debt among these economies climbed to about 170% of
GDP in 2018 from 115% of GDP in 2010. Debt has also surged among
low-income countries after a sharp drop over 2000-2010.The current wave
of debt differs from previous ones in that there has been an increase in the
share of non-resident holdings of EMDE government debt, foreign currency-denominated private EMDE debt, and, for low-income countries, borrowing from financial markets and non-Paris Club bilateral creditors, raising
concerns about debt transparency.
Public borrowing can be a tool to accelerate economic development
and enhance investment in education, healthcare and infrastructure. But
things could also go wrong as happened during the three previous waves
of debt accumulation exemplified by sovereign defaults in the early 1980s;
financial crises in the late 1990s; the need for major debt relief in the 2000s;
and the global financial crisis in 2008-2009.
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The lesson from these events is that governments need to take steps
to minimize risks associated with debt buildups. Prudent debt management
and transparency in transaction, good corporate governance, and common
international standards would ensure that debt is used productively.
Yet another aspect of the disappointing pace of global growth is the
broad-based slowdown in productivity growth over the last ten years.
Growth in productivity – output per worker – is essential to raising living
standards and achieving development goals.
It has been noted that average output per worker in emerging and developing economies is less than one-fifth that of a worker in an advanced
economy, and in low-income economies that figure drops to 2%. Among
emerging and developing economies, which have a history of productivity
growth surges and setbacks, the slowdown from 6.6% in 2007 to 3.2% in
2015 has been the steepest on record. The slowdown is due to weaker investment, dwindling gains from the reallocation of resources to more productive sectors, and slowing improvements in the key drivers of
productivity, such as education and institutional quality.
The World Bank says that the outlook for productivity remains challenging. More efforts are needed to stimulate private and public investment;
upgrade workforce skills to boost firm productivity; help resources find the
most productive sectors; reinvigorate technology adoption and innovation;
and promote a growth-friendly macroeconomic and institutional environment.
The report also focuses on price controls which are sometimes considered a useful tool to smooth price fluctuations. But they can also dampen
investment and growth and lead to heavier fiscal burdens. Replacing them
with expanded and targeted social safety nets alongside the encouragement of competition and an effective regulatory environment, can be beneficial.
Low inflation is associated with more stable output and employment,
higher investment, and falling poverty rates. However, rising debt levels
and fiscal pressures could put some economies at risk of disruptions that
could send prices sharply higher. To remedy this, strengthening central
bank independence, making the monetary authority’s objectives clear, and
cementing central bank credibility are essential.”
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Climate

Unusual weather
patterns in Pakistan
Muhammad Hassan

Dozens of deaths caused by extreme weather in Pakistan in January this
year remind the country and the world about their inadequate efforts to
tackle the global warming crisis. Experts warn winter and summer conditions will continue to become harsher in Pakistan, which is the fifth most
vulnerable country to the effects of climate change despite producing less
than 1pc of the total greenhouse gas emissions.
At least 83 people died while dozens of others injured in different parts
of Pakistan due to heavy rains and snow that caused avalanches in January. At least 62 people died in Azad Kashmir, 39 of them in two avalanches. In Balochistan, at least 20 people died due to heavy rains. Some
parts of Pakistan remained colder than most Western countries. Skardu
shivered at -21 C for almost the whole month. The cold wave broke a 25year-old record in the country. Lahore recorded temperatures as low as
2 C, which was last recorded 35 years ago.
Experts have warned socioeconomic risks could increase significantly
for those living in urban areas of Pakistan and India by 2050 as heat waves
push up against the limits of human endurance and survivability. McKinsey
Global Institute said countries with lower per capita gross domestic product
(GDP) rely more on outdoor work and natural capital, and thus have less
financial means to adapt quickly, the consultancy’s research arm. The report warned that hot and humid countries like Pakistan are expected to
become significantly hotter and more humid by 2050. This would impact
workability in urban settings, and the report expects an average ten-percentage-point loss in annual share of effective outdoor working hours in
heat-exposed regions between today and 2050.
Poorer regions often have climates that are closer to physical thresholds, the report said, adding that as heat gets worse, productivity could
tumble. Reliance on outdoor work could also be severely affected because
of heat waves, as well as increasingly hot and humid climate. Pakistan’s
projected GDP of 4 percent could be at risk annually with rising temperatures, forcing people already at their physical threshold to cut the number
of working hours.
Agriculture, an outdoor sector, has a significant share in the economy.
It contributes 18.5 percent to Pakistan’s GDP, providing employment to
38.5 percent of the national labour force, but it remains a backward sector
of the economy. The government already recognises high performing agriculture as key for economic growth and poverty alleviation. The report suggests sectoral shifts in national economy could reduce the impacts of
outdoor work on the GDP, especially in countries like Pakistan. “The pace
of sectoral shifts in national economies will strongly influence GDP outcomes and drive the range in the GDP at risk,” the report noted.
The report aims to help inform decision makers around the world so
they can better assess, adapt to, and mitigate the physical risks of climate
change. It points to the risks in workability and liveability both, as
Bangladesh, India, and Pakistan, with lower per capita GDP level were the
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most affected countries under the Representative Concentration Pathway
(RCP) 8.5 scenario. Under RCP 8.5, the world’s average temperature
would rise by 4.9 degrees Celsius. “Under an RCP 8.5 scenario, urban
areas in parts of India and Pakistan could be the first places in the world
to experience heat waves that exceed the survivability threshold for a
healthy human being, with small regions projected to experience a more
than 60 percent annual chance of such a heat wave by 2050,” the report
noted.
According to the Geremenwatch 2020 report, more than 526,000 people have died all over the world and $3.3 trillion losses were incurred from
1998 to 2018. In this period, Pakistan’s share was 9,989 deaths and $3.8
billion in losses due to more than 300 extreme weather events. Pakistan
is already fifth on the Global Climate Risk Index 2020; the list of nations
most affected by climate change. The ranking shows Pakistan downgrading in terms of environmental security as the 2018 report had put Pakistan
as the eighth most vulnerable country. The situation is worsening in Pakistan as the UNEP Adaptation Gap Report of 2016 predicts “increasing impacts and resulting increases in global adaptation costs by 2030 or 2050
that will likely be much higher than currently expected: two-to-three times
higher than current global estimates by 2030, and potentially four-to-five
times higher by 2050”.
For the past several years, the country has been facing unusual
weather patterns. It experiences baking heat in the summer, excessive
rainfalls or droughts and prolonged spells of cold wave in the winter. The
current winter started unusually in November even in Karachi where the
weather remains moderate in November and December.
Experts consider the extreme winter in Pakistan a fallout of the global
warming crisis. It is pity that Pakistan is one the most vulnerable countries
to the effects of climate change despite producing less than 1pc of the total
greenhouse gas emissions. It is paying the price for the greed of the developed world. Pakistan was devastated by floods a decade ago, which
caused approximately 2,000 deaths, while millions of others were displaced from their homes. Recently, it has witnessed droughts in its southern parts, which have suffered from severe water shortages.
The PTI government has launched an ambitious “10-billion-tree
tsunami” project to tackle the climate crisis. It needs large-scale measures
to reverse the damage already done. It should expedite its efforts to minimise the effects of global change. Challenges are enormous but it has no
option to lose the fight. It will determine its future.
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Analysis

Corruption perceptions
in Pakistan
Muhammad Ali

The Transparency International has ranked Pakistan 120 out of 180 countries in the Corruption Perceptions Index (CPI) 2019. It has placed Pakistan
three spots behind its previous year's ranking despite increased anti-corruption efforts.
The report becomes contentious after Transparency International’s
Pakistan chapter said the performance of the National Accountability Bureau (NAB) has remarkably improved in the PTI government and called it
“a ray of hope” in the country. The ranking also becomes controversial after
claims that the government of General Pervez Musharraf was the most
corrupt, followed by Imran Khan’s government, then by the Pakistan Peoples Party (PPP), and placing the last PML-N government at the bottom.
It clearly shows the report is biased towards the PML-N and its allies and
against its rivals.
In fact, Transparency International’s reports on Pakistan have been incredible since 2015, when former Prime Minister Nawaz Sharif, who believed
everything and everybody can be bought with money, appointed Transparency International-Pakistan senior adviser Adil Gilani as “honorary” consultant. It not only exposed the working of international NGOs, which favour
certain governments and groups, but also the mindset of the Pakistani rulers
to lure institutions which can create trouble for them.
Former Transparency International-Pakistan Chairman Adil Gilani rose to
fame in the PPP government by pinpointing corruption in national institutions.
He appeared on TV daily with “proof” of corruption against PPP ministers.
Former Chief Justice of Pakistan Iftikhar Muhammad Chaudhry also took suo
motu notices of corruption almost on a daily basis. The media highlighted it
unprecedentedly. However, the situation changed after the installation of the
PML-N government in 2013. The Transparency International-Pakistan openly
joined hands with the Nawaz government and there was no Iftikhar Chaudhry
to take up suo motu notices. The media also became silent.
In the Nawaz government, the Transparency International-Pakistan was
appointed “consultant” for the PM Inspection Commission and its adviser Adil
Gilani would sit in the PM Secretariat. Though the post was “honorary,” yet
under the contract he got an official car with a driver, tickets to fly between
Islamabad and Karachi twice a month, other allowances and an official with
staff in the PM Secretariat.
Gilani also faced probes by the Federal Investigation Agency for graft. He
was accused of massive corruption when he worked at the Karachi Port Trust
as a government employee. He is “embedded in all major government institutions on the pretext of promoting transparency whereby he initially threatened and acted against government officials by publishing negative articles
and news reports. After a strong smear campaign, Gilani would offer to clear
government officers and their departments if they signed a memorandum of
understanding with Transparency International, allowing Gilani to become
the de facto approver of government bids. He would, therefore, collude with
the highest bidder and get terms of the bidding (contract) in his favour. By
using the model, Gilani was able to penetrate into various government organizations, like PIA, KPT, TDAP. Under the guise of transparency, he hi-
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jacked government offices,” charges said.
Then, the Nawaz government decided to appoint Gilani as the Ambassador to Serbia. Critics say former Prime Minister Nawaz Sharif rewarded
him for making bogus reports in favour of the PML-N government. Almost all
reports released by the Transparency International-Pakistan during the PMLN government showed that Nawaz Sharif had not only controlled corruption
but also introduced good governance in Pakistan.
In the latest TI report, Pakistan was assigned a score of 32, a point lower
than its score of 33 on the 2018 index and well below the global average of
43. Many developed countries including Canada, France, the United Kingdom and Denmark have scored less than last year, though Denmark attained
the first rank on CPI 2019. In the index, the average score for Asia-Pacific is
45 out of 100, showing Afghanistan as “highly corrupt” with a score of 16.
New Zealand was on the top of the ranking in the region with a score of 87
followed by Singapore ranked fourth with a score of 85.
More than two-thirds of countries score below 50, with an average score
of only 43. Since 2012, only 22 countries have significantly improved their
scores including Estonia, Greece and Guyana. Twenty-one have significantly
declined including Australia, Canada and Nicaragua. Four G7 countries score
lower than last year: Canada (-4), France (-3), the UK (-3) and the US (-2).
Germany and Japan have seen no improvement, while Italy gained one point.
To reduce corruption and restore trust in politics, the Transparency International has called on governments to control political financing to prevent excessive money and influence in politics in addition to tackling preferential
treatment to ensure budgets and public services are not driven by personal
connects or bias towards special interests.
The Transparency International is a credible institution in the world but its
Pakistani branch and its reports have never been convincing. Pakistan’s ranking in the International Corruption Index started improving after Adil Gilani
was appointed “honorary” consultant and then ambassador to Serbia by the
PML-N government. It lent credence to doubts he was rewarded for making
bogus reports in favour of the PML-N government. He still enjoys clout at his
former organisation and the latest report cannot be trusted.
Corruption has been part of Pakistani politics for decades. All graft-busting
institutions, like National Accountability Bureau (NAB), the Federal Investigation Agency (FIA), the Federal Board of Revenue (FBR) and the Securities
and Exchange Commission of Pakistan (SECP), have failed to perform. The
Panama case would not have reached the Supreme Court of Pakistan for
adjudication, if the institutions had been performing their duties.
Despite the dubious report of the Transparency International-Pakistan,
the PTI cannot be blamed for rampant corruption in Pakistan, though it has
not yet taken steps to reform the police, bureaucracy, lower courts, hospitals
and other departments dealing with the public. The opposition, especially the
PML-N and the PPP, cannot blame the PTI because it is only its first year in
power in the Centre, while they have been in power for decades. In fact, the
PPP still rules Sindh. However, the PTI government should introduce reforms
in every department to provide relief to the people at the earliest.
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Politics

The ostrich approach
to public issues
Muhammad Zain

Prime Minister Imran Khan has recently advised the people of Pakistan to
stop reading newspapers and watching evening chat shows to avoid anxiety. His approach is not practical and tantamount to burying his head in
the sand in the face of rising criticism in the media over his failure to solve
public issues.
The Pakistan Tehreek-i-Insaf (PTI) government of Imran Khan has
completed almost 16 months in office and critics accuse him of taking Uturns on election promises while his sympathisers still have high hopes of
him despite facing the hardest times of their lives. His critics term the poor
economy his biggest blunder after Pakistan’s currency has lost 35pc of its
value in his rule. He is taunted for reneging on his promise to fix Pakistan’s
economy without taking foreign loans while his government has broken all
previous records by borrowing $16b in just one year, the highest ever external borrowing in any fiscal year since Pakistan’s creation in 1947. Since
the installation of his government, Pakistan’s economic growth rate has
also halved - down to 3.3 percent, the lowest in nine years. Prime Minister
Imran Khan is also accused of silencing the opposition through the National Accountability Bureau (NAB).
Before blaming Prime Minister Imran Khan for the poor state of economy, one should look at economic indicators before he took office. Pakistan’s current account deficit stood at $2.12 billion in July, 20018,
according to the State Bank of Pakistan (SBP). The current account deficit,
a major source of concern for the past couple of years, narrowed down
72pc to $600 million in August 2019, compared to the previous month because of a notable drop in imports. Imports slowed down 19pc to $4.47
billion in the first month of the PTI government as compared to $5.49 billion
in July, 2018.
Pakistan’s total debt and liabilities had surged sharply and touched
Rs29.861 trillion or 86.8 percent of GDP till June 30, 2018, indicating that
each individual living in the country owed Rs144,256 on account of the increasing debt burden, according to the SBP. External debt and liabilities
had peaked to $95.097 billion on June 30, 2018, posing a serious threat
to the country on repayment of its foreign obligations. The external debt
servicing consumed $7.479 billion in fiscal year 2017-18. The SBP data
showed that total debt and liabilities had gone up to Rs29.861 trillion on
June 30, 2018, against Rs25.109 trillion in June 2017, indicating that the
total debt increased by Rs4.752 trillion in financial year 2017-18 alone.
The circular debt in the energy chain, which stood at Rs105 billion at
the end of Pervez Musharraf’s tenure in 2008, had ballooned to Rs1.18
trillion on July 31, 2018. It was despite the fact that the Pakistan Muslim
League-Nawaz (PML-N) government had paid Rs480 billion to independent power producers (IPPs) in December 2013. Gas companies were on
the verge of collapse when the PTI came to power. The indicators prove
the party cannot be blamed for the economic problems of the country. It
can best be accused of not fully realising the situation and acting fast. Otherwise, all indicators show Pakistan was heading to default.
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There is no doubt that the country’s economic outlook has sharply deteriorated in the PTI government. Growth remained 3.3pc in the last fiscal
year, compared with 5.2pc the previous year. It is forecast to 2.4pc in the
current financial year. Inflation is likely to rise to 11-13pc, according to official forecasts. In its annual budget statement, the government said that
it had expected a fiscal deficit of 7.1pc this year, down from 7.2pc the previous year. Faced with a large fiscal deficit, higher inflation and lower GDP
growth, the government unveiled an aggressive plan for revenue generation through new taxes and increased tax rates in the budget. Subsidies
were withdrawn. The foreign exchange rate was linked to market dynamics
because of which the rupee devalued significantly. Energy costs have also
gone up and the State Bank of Pakistan (SBP) has hiked policy rates.
Prices of all essentials have almost doubled after the rupee devaluation
against the dollar and a hike in electricity and gas tariff. Medicine rates have
also increased sharply. The government’s policies have only hurt the common people and if more adjustments are made, they would create more
trouble for them. Pakistan’s debt and liabilities had skyrocketed to Rs33.3
trillion at the end of 2018, with an addition of Rs3.4 trillion in six months.
By December, total losses of public sector enterprises had surged to Rs1.6
trillion, a net addition of Rs192.6 billion or 13.8pc in six months. Almost all
industries and traders in the country are resisting taxation measures of the
government. It set an ambitious revenue target of Rs5,555b for the current
fiscal year, which was slashed later but it still offends businesspeople.
It is a fact that Prime Minister Imran Khan had inherited an economy,
which was on the verge of collapse but his attempts to revive it have only
overburdened the common people. He had to receive massive loan to pay
back interest on loans received by the PPP and PML-N governments. The
past governments failed to take timely decisions for political gains and the
result was that almost all national institutions were making heavy losses
when the PTI government took power in August 2018.
Despite the setbacks, people have still not lost hope from the government and believe it will improve its performance in coming days, because
Prime Minister Imran Khan is not corrupt and is working diligently to improve the lives of the common people. As regards NAB cases against leaders of the two mainstream opposition parties, all were registered when
they were archrivals. Not a single case has been registered against any
leader in the PTI government, except a drug case against former Punjab
Law Minister Rana Sanaullah, who was arrested by the Anti-Narcotics
Force (ANF) on a tip-off from a Western country.
Prime Minister Imran Khan should tell the people what his government
has done for them. He should ask them to wait for results of his policies
patiently instead of asking them to stop reading newspapers and watching
talk shows. It is a fact that newspapers and channels are trying to create
instability in the country with fake news of the toppling of his government.
However, rising prices and unemployment are real issues of the people
and he should move quickly to resolve them.
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Missed targets
Shahid Hussain

Fitch Ratings has kept Pakistan’s credit rating unchanged at B negative
for the second successive time, which reflects a challenging external position characterised by a high external financing requirement, low reserves,
weak public finances, including large fiscal deficits and a high government
debt-to-GDP ratio, and weak governance indicators.
It forecast Pakistan will miss all economic targets this year. The rating
shows Pakistan still languishes at the bottom and has a long way to go to
obtain financial stability despite claims by the government that the country’s economic indicators are improving. It is worrying that one of the top
three global rating agencies has kept Pakistan’s credit rating unchanged
over its challenging external sector situation and weak fiscal and debt position. However, it said that steps have been taken towards addressing the
issues and the implementation of the International Monetary Fund (IMF)
programme is on track. It affirmed Pakistan’s rating with a stable outlook
while Pakistani authorities expect an improvement due to steps taken in
the last year. “The ‘B-’ rating reflects a challenging external position characterised by a high external financing requirement and low reserves, weak
public finances including large fiscal deficits and a high government debtto-GDP ratio, and weak governance indicators,” according to the rating
agency.
It says Pakistan will miss all economic targets, including the annual
economic growth rate target of 4pc, budget deficit target of 7.2pc and
Rs5.5 trillion tax collection target. Fitch said that IMF’s Extended Fund Facility programme was on track, however, “Implementation risks remain
high, particularly given the politically challenging nature of the authorities’
reform agenda. Gross external financing needs are likely to remain high,
in the mid-$20 billion range, over the medium-term due to considerable
debt repayments and despite the smaller current account deficit.” It noted
that sustaining inflows to meet the financing needs could prove challenging
over a longer horizon without stronger export growth and net FDI inflows.
Pakistan’s general government debt rose to 84.8pc of GDP, well above
the current ‘B’ median of 54pc, due to the currency depreciation, higher
fiscal deficit, and build-up of liquidity buffers. Pakistan’s debt to revenue
ratio also jumped sharply to 667pc, compared with the historic ‘B’ median
of 252pc. Pakistan’s rating is constrained by structural weaknesses, reflected in weak development and governance indicators. Fitch said that
governance quality was also low in Pakistan with a World Bank governance indicator score in the 22nd percentile while the ‘B’ median is in the
38th percentile. However, it acknowledged that Pakistan had made
progress to address the issues. The external vulnerabilities have been reduced over the past year. Still the external finances remain fragile with relatively low foreign exchange reserves in the context of an elevated external
debt repayment schedule and subdued export performance.
Fitch forecast a further narrowing of the current account deficit to 2.1pc
of GDP in the year ending June 2020 and 1.9pc in FY21, from 4.9pc in the
last fiscal year. But the improvement came on back of import compression,
as exports are forecast to grow modestly from a low base. Pakistan’s gross
liquid foreign exchange reserves are expected to rise around $11.5 billion
by end of this fiscal year from $7.2 billion in June last year. The govern-
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ment is consolidating public finances, but progress will be challenging due
to the relatively high reliance on revenues to achieve the planned adjustment. Fitch believes the revenue target in the fiscal year 2019-20 budget
is ambitious. Nevertheless, the government’s efforts to broaden the tax
base through its tax-filer documentation drive and removal of GST exemptions will contribute to stronger revenue growth in the current fiscal year,”
it noted.
Pakistan’s fiscal deficit is expected to decline to 7.9pc of GDP or close
to Rs4 trillion in this fiscal year. The government has budgeted Rs3.16 trillion or 7.2pc of GDP budget deficit and Fitch has predicted nearly Rs900
billion slippage, which is massive and contrary to the government’s claim
of fiscal consolidation. Expenditure is expected to rise particularly as interest-servicing costs increase sharply on the back of higher interest rates.
Pakistan’s interest payments as percentage of the general government
revenues will be 45pc in this fiscal year, well above the historic peer median of 8.6pc. The general government debt-to-GDP will fall to about 80pc
by end-FY21 due to faster nominal GDP growth and fiscal consolidation.
The government still has roughly 17pc of GDP in upcoming domestic maturities in FY20 compared with the ‘B’ median of 6pc, but has built up its
cash buffer to partly mitigate rollover risk. Tighter macroeconomic policies
are further slowing GDP growth, which Fitch forecasts at 2.8pc in FY20
from 3.3pc in FY19. Inflation has also continued to rise sharply from the
cost pass-through of the currency depreciation and increases in energy
tariffs. Inflation is forecast to average 11.3pc in FY20 compared with 6.8pc
in FY19.
Despite many negatives, the report offers hope as the fiscal deficit is
expected to decline to 7.9pc of GDP or close to Rs4 trillion in this fiscal
year. The general government debt-to-GDP is forecast to fall to about 80pc
by end-FY21 due to faster nominal GDP growth and fiscal consolidation.
Pakistan’s gross liquid foreign exchange reserves are expected to rise
around $11.5 billion by end of this fiscal year from $7.2 billion in June last
year. The rating agency has acknowledged that Pakistan has made
progress to address its issues. The external vulnerabilities have been reduced over the past year. The report indicates the rating agencies will improve Pakistan’s ranking in their next reports.
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An economic upturn
round the corner?
Husnain Shahid

The United Nations has forecast Pakistan’s economy to take a turn for the
better from the next year on the back of the reforms introduced by the government of Prime Minister Imran Khan. The report is a highly positive sign
for the country at a time when the global economy is slowing down.
The PTI government’s commitment to reforms, coupled with productive
investment in infrastructure and strategic capacity development, would be
critical for Pakistan to find its way back to its previous growth path, according to a new report on the world economic situation released by the United
Nations. The report, titled “World Economic Situation and Prospects 2020”
forecast Pakistan’s economy to recover slightly from 2021 onward as increased government revenues from a tax hike allow expanded public investment and as other government reforms required by the International
Monetary Fund (IMF) begin to bear fruit. However, continued commitment
to reform, combined with productive investment in infrastructure and strategic capacity development, will be critical for the country to find its way back
to its previous growth path.
The report notes Pakistan has been struggling with a balance-of-payments crisis and the burden of high public debt, led the government to seek
an IMF package. However, corresponding fiscal tightening, high inflation and
security concerns have curtailed the government’s ability to address the
slowdown. Export growth has fallen to 0.4pc owing to disappointing sales of
textiles, which constitute 60pc of the country’s goods exports. GDP growth
has remained weak at 3.3pc in both 2018 and 2019—well below the 4–6pc
range of previous years,” the UN said. In the entire South Asian region, the
UN forecast that economic growth would remain below the rates seen in the
recent past but, despite facing daunting challenges to sustainable development, the region might recover to 5.1pc growth this year after falling to a
decade-low of 3.3pc in 2019. The report particularly mentioned the region’s
young labour force as its greatest capital with the potential to drive the development, particularly within the Sustainable Development Goal (SDG)
framework, but warned it faced “serious systemic and structural barriers to
employment.” Across the region, young people are among those struggling
the most. In Afghanistan, Bangladesh, Pakistan and Sri Lanka, for example,
more than 30pc of youth are not in education, employment or training.
The UN found female labour force participation in South Asia dwindling,
which currently stands at 26pc, compared with 52pc for Latin America and
the Caribbean and 58pc for East Asia and the Pacific. Demographic pressures and rapid urbanisation will further compound these problems. The
report said the global economy recorded its lowest growth of the decade
in 2019, falling to 2.3pc as a result of protracted trade disputes and a slowdown in domestic investment. However, it forecast a modest acceleration
in global growth, reaching 2.5pc in 2020 and 2.7pc in 2021. Warning that
a flare-up of trade tensions or an escalation of geopolitical tensions could
derail a recovery, the report said that slower world growth “threatens to undermine progress towards eradicating poverty, raising living standards, and
creating a sufficient number of decent jobs”. It pointed out that in the United
States, the world’s largest economy, GDP growth of 2.9pc in 2018 slowed
to 2.2pc in 2019 and is projected to fall further to 1.7pc in 2020 with a slight
increase to 1.8pc in 2021. On the other hand, in China, the world’s second
largest economy and the East Asian region’s powerhouse, the economy
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grew 6.6pc in 2018, then slowed to 6.1pc in 2019 and is projected to slip
further to 6pc in 2020 and 5.9pc in 2021. Manufacturing in the European
Union will continue to be held back by global uncertainty, but this will be
partially offset by steady growth in private consumption. This will allow a
modest rise in GDP in the EU from 1.4pc in 2019 to a projected 1.6pc in
2020 and 1.7pc in 2021.
The IMF has also warned that the world economy is increasingly vulnerable to the impact of the climate emergency as its downgraded its forecasts for 2020 and 2021. Urging governments to make greater strides to
reduce carbon emissions and build green infrastructure, the IMF said one
of the main risks to its forecasts came from the growing costs of the climate
crisis and the harm caused by protectionist trade policies. It also cited political wrangling between the US and Iran, and the potential for social unrest
to spread across the Middle East as further threats to the global economic
outlook. In its half-yearly health check on the global economy, the IMF said:
“Weather-related disasters such as tropical storms, floods, heatwaves,
droughts and wildfires have imposed severe humanitarian costs and livelihood loss across multiple regions in recent years.” It said the global economy would grow by an estimated 3.3pc in 2020, down from a previous
forecast of 3.4pc. Growth in 2021 is expected to be 0.2 percentage points
lower than originally forecast at 3.4pc.
Pakistan hopes to reap fruit of “harsh” fiscal adjustments. Its current
account deficit narrowed 75pc to $2.15 billion in the first half (Jul-Dec) of
the current fiscal year. The deficit had been recorded at $8.61 billion in the
corresponding period of the previous fiscal year, the State Bank of Pakistan
(SBP) reported. The drop came on the back of central bank efforts aimed
at discouraging imports and encouraging exports. It let the rupee depreciate by over 52pc against the US dollar and jacked up the benchmark interest rate by 7.5 percentage points to an eight-year high at 13.25pc in the
18 to 20-month period which ended on July 31, 2019. Consequently, the
import of goods dropped 20pc to $22.20 billion in the first half of FY20,
workers’ remittances remained steady at $11.39 billion and exports of
goods improved 4.5pc to $12.39 billion. The sharp contraction in the current account deficit strengthened independent estimates that the deficit
may stay lower than the IMF projection of $6.5 billion for the fiscal year.
Pakistan’s foreign currency reserves have risen by 58pc since July
2019 to a 21-month high at $11.58 billion on January 10, 2020. They also
brought stability to the fast declining rupee, which of late strengthened to
around Rs155 to the US dollar after falling below Rs160. According to the
SBP, Pakistan has made a significant improvement in attracting foreign direct investment (FDI) during the first half of the current fiscal year. The FDI
inflows in the first half of the current fiscal year jumped 68.3pc in comparison to the figures in the same period last year. The increase in FDI means
the government is succeeding in making Pakistan an attractive place for
investment for foreign businesses.
The PTI deserves appreciation for the reforms, though they have overburdened the common people. Its focused efforts to bring about reforms
and positive impacts in the ease of doing business are bearing fruit in the
form of an increase in FDI. It is hoped the government policies will become
more effective and improve the lot of the common people in days to come.
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Adjustments needed
in Pak foreign policy
Raza Khan

In the changing regional and world dynamics, Pakistan’s foreign policy
needs to have some important adjustments without which it would not be
able to serve the national interest in real sense.
If we look at the changing scenarios in the world and the region, some
are quite important. The foremost issue that has emerged recently is the
situation after the killing of an Iranian military commander, Qassim
Suleimani, by United States forces in Iraq. Another very important development is a possible deal between the United States and the Afghan Taliban. The third situation is Indian state atrocities on Kashmiri freedom
fighters. The fourth aspect of the changing international dynamics is the
efforts for cross-regional economic integration by China through its trademark Belt & Road Initiative (BRI) of whose part is the China-Pakistan
Economic Corridor (CPEC). The fifth and the most important aspect in the
prevailing international relations is the efforts by Washington to keep its
global hegemony intact and the counter-efforts by China, along with Russia
and also independently, to counter America on the global scene. The issues and scenarios make it necessary for Pakistan to make important adjustments in its foreign policy.
Insofar as the crisis between Washington and Tehran is concerned
Pakistan needs to play a very cautious role. Although Pakistan has announced its neutrality in the matter yet Pakistan may not be able to cling
to it for long. The reason is that Pakistan cannot deny the pressure and
influence of the United States and, secondly, Pakistan’s all-weather friend,
Saudia Arabia, is implicitly siding with Washington. So, there would be a
lot of pressure on Pakistan to adjust its foreign policy. Islamabad would
have to side with the US and Saudi Arabia because in recent years Iran
has been hand in glove with Islamabad’s arch-foe, India. This can be
gauged from the fact of giving operational control of its Chahbahar seaport
to India. Chahbahar is compared to Pakistan’s strategic seaport of Gwadar,
whose operational control is with Pakistan’s closest ally, China. As Washington would need Pakistan’s support in its rivalry with Iran, Islamabad
could take advantage of the situation to further its ties with China on
Gwadar and also galvanize implementation of the CPEC without hassles
from Washington. Islamabad needs to use the emergent situation between
Washington and Tehran to its national interest. Nevertheless, Pakistan
would ill-afford to fully ditch Iran, as it is an important neighbour, so Islamabad also needs to use the situation to convey to Iran that whatever measures it has been supporting could boomerang.
In the likely deal between Washington and the Afghan Taliban, the role
of Pakistan would be and has been central. If the agreement between the
Taliban and Washington is arrived at within the next few months, as disclosed by the recalcitrant Taliban side, Islamabad’s role would yet again
become central in the post-deal situation. Indubitably, Pakistan’s influence
on the Taliban has been quite strong for a host of reasons, including a lot
of its members getting education at Pakistani madrassas and taking refuge
of their key commanders’ families in the country. In the post-deal situation,
the Taliban may try to capture state power and it could be Pakistan to ask
the militia leadership to desist from doing, to avoid pushing Afghanistan
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once again into total chaos, having deleterious efforts on Pakistan and the
entire region.
As Washington will withdraw all its forces from Afghanistan but may
keep its key military bases there, Pakistan has to act very cautiously in the
situation. Although Pakistan has long abandoned its policy of “Strategic
Depth” in Afghanistan yet there are some elements in the country which
yearn for such a strategic space in Afghanistan. However, the ground situation in Afghanistan has drastically changed and the Pakistan leadership
must be fully aware of it. It seems that Pakistani policymakers are quite
aware of that in the last few years, therefore, they came up with the initiative to fence the border with Afghanistan. Fencing the PakistanAfghanistan border, the Durand Line, has been one of right decisions. After
setting up the fence, Pakistan’s policy on Afghanistan should also be very
straightforward; supporting all the political forces in Afghanistan which
could bring stability to the war-ravaged country. In this regard, Pakistan’s
longstanding support for the idea of a broad-based multi-ethnic government in Afghanistan has become the need of the hour.
As India, through an amendment to its state constitution, put an end to
the special status of its occupied Kashmir and is unleashing terror on millions of Indian Muslims by coming up with biased laws, Pakistan shall step
up its diplomatic efforts to expose Indian atrocities and human rights violations. However, Islamabad must at the same time look for ways and
means to engage with India despite the fact that a chauvinist Hindu, Narendra Modi, has been in power for the second time on the trot there. Thus,
Islamabad has a compulsion as India is its neighbour which cannot be replaced, so it has to engage with it for regional stability and stop Delhi from
fomenting unrest in Pakistan through various means. As it is the matter of
Pakistan’s national interest, therefore, it has to go to any extent to engage
with India. Therefore, the Pakistan leadership has to demonstrate the political will in this regard.
In the last few months, or for that matter, since the Pakistan Tehreeke-Insaf (PTI) government of Prime Minister Imran Khan has come to
power, the implementation of CPEC projects has seen significantly sluggishness. Pakistan foreign policy makers must make themselves believe
to the extent of internalizing that the CPEC is a matter of Pakistan’s economic development and, therefore, the projects have to be expeditiously
pursued and no delay or red-tape is tolerable in this regard. There is a
need to make more proactive engagements with China and working together on the CPEC should not be limited to lip service. Pakistan must do
whatever it can not only to make the CPEC but also the BRI a success as
it would open unlimited vistas of economic development for the country.
As Washington is trying to maintain its global power status intact and
it is being strongly challenged by China and increasingly Russia, Islamabad has to keep its neutrality in this regard. Siding with either Washington
or Beijing-Moscow would be counterproductive for the national interest of
Pakistan. Washington’s powerful status is an established fact and it cannot
be denied by any means. Whereas, the emerging world power status of
China is a reality but Islamabad should not over-rely on Beijing.
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Expectations from
true political forces
Raza Khan

Pakistan is yet again at the crossroads of unprecedented political developments, crisis and transformation of its history and true political forces of
the country have to rise to the occasion, otherwise the future of the state
and society would be at stake.
There are numerous challenges faced by the state and society in Pakistan and political actors, factors and institutions have to take a clear stock
of the situation in order to be part of efforts to steer the country out of the
crisis. The foremost responsibility is on the political forces of the country
to avert multi-dimensional societal, political, economic, security and institutional crisis in the country.
There are several grave challenges faced by the country at this point
in time. Of these the most important is that the political system is not functioning to its expectations. Rather, it is not working at all. Resultantly, governments in the saddle, whether at the Centre or provinces or even at the
local level, have not been unable to deliver according to their mandate and
expectations of the masses. Now there is a big question that whether it is
the failure of the political actors and institutions of the country or the entire
political system due to which the country is facing the crisis. In fact, it is
the systemic failure and to a great certain extent political forces are also
responsible for it, which brought the system. If one looks deep into the
malaise in the country it transpires that the systemic failure and constraints
of the parliamentary political system could not permit genuine leadership
to emerge and thrive. Rather, the family and clan-based primordial relationship have been dominating and thriving in the country. So now when
we talk about the genuine political forces to come to the front and rescue,
then it means that the elements, which remained part of the political system but could not get the opportunity to serve the people as well as individuals, who have been reluctant to enter the political arena for fear of
reprisals. These forces have to come together now as the country really
needs them.
In another way, to drive one point home is that by political forces mean
democratic actors and the future of the country is associated with democracy. However, political or democratic forces could only function to the
fullest potential and serve the country and pull it from the jaws of crisis if
they are given an appropriate forum and fields to function. But at the same
time, it must be understood that political and democratic forces cannot wait
for the right atmosphere to function as they are the principal agents to create such a situation not only for themselves but for all other national and
social actors to operate to their fullest potential.
But unfortunately in contemporary Pakistan, the democratic and political forces do not realize their responsibility towards society. This is fundamentally because of the fact that most of the political forces are pseudo
and they are only in the political arena for self-aggrandizement and vested
interests. This can be gauged from the fact that nearly all political forces
of the country and their top leadership have amassed a huge amount of
financial resources and real estate. Thus, politics has been a lucrative business in Pakistan.
Unfortunately, all political parties have been dominated by individuals
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and families for which politics is a good business. The fact of the matter is
that most of the main political parties of the country are dominated by families, including the Pakistan People’s Party, Pakistan Muslim LeagueNawaz, Jamiat-e-Ulema-e-Islam, Awami National Party, Pakhtunkhwa Milli
Awami Party, Balochistan National Party. Only two parties which cannot
be called family parties are the presently ruling Pakistan Tehreek-e-Insaf
(PTI) and Muttahida Qaumi Movement. This does not mean that these parties are perfect and genuine. Rather nepotism and favouritism within their
upper echelons also dominate the two non-familial parties. It is important
to note that both PTI and MQM are coalition partners in the federal government but the former is quite unhappy with the bigger partner, the PTI.
The reason is that the PTI is not accommodating some genuine demands
of power and resource allocation of the MQM whereas the latter is also
making some undue demands from the government of Prime Minister
Imran Khan. On the other hand, within the religious parties, the Jamaat-eIslami is also a non-family-based party. However, the problem with the Jamaat-e-Islami is that it has a very narrow worldview and a support base
and it cannot be called a true democratic party, claims to the contrary
notwithstanding.
A very important factor due to which Pakistan’s political forces could not
play a significant and expected role in pulling the country out of crisis is that
the sense and spirit of cooperation and accommodation among them is
negligible. They only come together when their interests are at stake. The
political parties may claim that they have been cooperating to save they
political system, like during the unprecedented sit-in of more than 100 days
by the then mainstream opposition party the PTI in 2014, demanding fresh
elections as polls were fraudulent which brought the PML-N and its allies
to power in the 2013. Without any doubt, all main political parties displayed
a rare unity during the PTI sit-in but it was motivated by the self-interest of
the political parties. Firstly, all political forces of the country smoked the
coming down of the entire political edifice if fresh elections, as demanded
by the PTI, had been held. As all political forces have undue personal advantages from the political system while the people have nothing, they
wanted to keep it intact. Secondly, as the PTI was a new political force all
traditional political actors wanted to pull the rug from under its feet, to stop
it from getting power and, therefore, they joined hands. Although they were
not successful as the PTI was able to win the July 25, 2018 national elections and got power to run the country. However, the PTI has also been
suffering from incompetence and favouritism by its founder, Imran Khan, it
has so far completely failed to provide any relief to the masses.
Now this is a situation that one cannot expect much from the political
forces to steer the country out of the multidimensional morass but the key
is still the political forces. For this, the political forces will have either to
come forward and admit all their wrongdoings and pledge to the nation not
to repeat the past mistakes or conscientious and earnest individuals from
across the political divide must join hands to make a forum to address the
grave crisis faced by the country because it is the political and democratic
forces that are the key to a secure and prosperous future of Pakistan.
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Fitch’s positive outlook
on Pakistan economy
Muhammad Jahangir

Fitch, the American credit rating agency, recently came out with a positive
outlook on Pakistan’s economy. It has affirmed Pakistan's long-term foreign-currency issuer default rating (IDR) at ‘B-‘ with a stable outlook. According to Fitch, the ‘B-‘ rating reflects a challenging external position
marked by a high external financing requirement and low reserves, weak
public finances including large fiscal deficits and a high government debtto-GDP ratio.
However, the agency has noted that progress is being made towards
strengthening external finances and positive steps have been made on
the fiscal front, but considerable risks remain. Financing unlocked through
an International Monetary Fund (IMF) programme has narrowed the current account deficit and helped building of reserves. Still, external finances
remain fragile with relatively low foreign exchange reserves in the context
of an elevated external debt repayment schedule and subdued export performance.
The good thing is that the agency projects a further narrowing of the
current account deficit to 2.1pc of GDP in the year ending June 2020
(FY20) and 1.9pc in FY21, from 4.9pc in the last fiscal year. Import compression has led to a narrowing deficit, facilitated by a depreciation of the
rupee against the US dollar and tighter monetary conditions. Fitch expects
gross liquid foreign exchange reserves rise to around USD11.5 billion by
FYE20, from USD7.2 billion at FYE19. In its report, Fitch has highlighted
the improvement in access to external financing after the approval of a
USD6 billion, 39-month Extended Fund Facility (EFF) by the IMF board.
According to the IMF, this has potentially unlocked about USD38 billion in
financing from multilateral and bilateral sources over the programme period.
The report says that gross external financing needs are likely to remain
high over the medium term due to considerable debt repayments. General
government debt rose to 84.8pc of GDP, well above the current ‘B' median
of 54pc, due to the currency depreciation, higher fiscal deficit, and buildup of liquidity buffers. Debt/revenue also jumped sharply to 667pc, compared with the historic ‘B' median of 252pc. Fitch forecasts the fiscal deficit
to decline to 7.9pc of GDP in FY20, based on a reversal of the previous
year's one-off factors and revenue-enhancing measures. This is slightly
higher than the government's expectations of 7.5pc due to our more conservative revenue projections. Fitch projects expenditure to rise, particularly as interest-servicing costs increase sharply on the back of higher
interest rates.
It is expected that the general government debt to GDP ratio will fall to
about 80pc by end-FY21 due to faster nominal GDP growth and fiscal consolidation. The government has taken steps to manage domestic debt
rollover risks following the cessation of borrowing from the State Bank of
Pakistan (SBP) under the EFF. In particular, the government has reprofiled
its SBP debt stock into longer-tenor instruments and has sought to
lengthen maturities by issuing longer-term domestic bonds. The govern-
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ment still has roughly 17pc of GDP in upcoming domestic maturities in
FY20 compared with the ‘B' median of 6pc, but has built up its cash buffer
to partly mitigate rollover risks.
Tighter macroeconomic policies are further slowing GDP growth, which
Fitch forecasts at 2.8pc in FY20 from 3.3pc in FY19. It expects growth to
recover gradually to 3.4pc by FY21. Inflation has also continued to rise
sharply from the cost pass-through of the currency depreciation and increases in energy tariffs. Inflation will average 11.3pc in FY20 compared
with 6.8pc in FY19. The SBP is likely to keep the policy rate at the current
peak of 13.25pc in the coming months, before modest cuts towards the
end of FY20 as inflationary pressures begin to fade. Pakistan's rating is
constrained by structural weaknesses, reflected in weak development and
governance indicators. Per capita GDP of USD1,382 is below the
USD3,470 median of its ‘B' rated peers. Governance quality is also low in
Pakistan with a World Bank governance indicator score in the 22nd percentile while the ‘B' median is in the 38th percentile.
As for the future, Fitch delineates a challenging future. It says the government was consolidating public finances, but progress would be rocky
due to the relatively high reliance on revenues to achieve the planned adjustment. It describes the FY20 revenue target as ambitious but hopes the
efforts to broaden the tax base through its tax-filer documentation drive
and removal of GST exemptions will contribute to stronger revenue growth.
Despite all this, Fitch forecasts the fiscal deficit on the higher side in
FY20 as compared to the government’s expectations. However, improvements to the business and security environment could further support the
growth outlook. Domestic security has improved over the past couple of
years, measured by a decline in terrorist incidents. Nevertheless, ongoing
international perceptions of security risks and geopolitical tensions with
neighbouring countries continue to weigh on investor sentiment. This will
require better perception management at the international level.
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Survey

Household
indebtedness
Muhammad Jahangir

Various research surveys have revealed that most households
in Pakistan rely on temporary loans to run their daily affairs but
the true extent of household indebtedness is not known. Now a
new study has thrown some light on the subject.
Household debt is an understudied subject in Pakistan,
whereas the much-needed cross-sectional datasets and surveys
required to assess the underlying short- and long-term trends
and problems are hard to find. In their recent working paper titled
“Household debt in Pakistan: Conflict, borrowing and structural
indebtedness,” author Sajid Amin and his colleagues note that
even “literature on household indebtedness in Pakistan is very
scant, despite household borrowing being common in the country.”
This gap in information encouraged the authors to assess the
general prevalence and magnitude of household indebtedness
in Pakistan, along with the impact of prolonged conflict on household borrowing from the informal credit market. Their chosen
area and nature of conflict was the war-on-terror hit Swat valley.
According to their findings, an average of one-fifth of households in Pakistan are indebted, whereas in the conflict-affected
Swat district about 52 percent of district households are in debt.
These estimates are based on trends seen over the last fifteen
years using data from the Household Integrated Economic Survey.
Among other things, the survey found that nearly 76 percent of indebted urban households in Pakistan consume 30 percent or more of their
income to repay their household debts. This lends credence to domestic
banking practice where bankers insist that an individual's debt servicing
burden should be no more than a third of their monthly income. Another
interesting finding is that bank lending and other forms of formal lending is
rather small in the country. Most household loans are informal in nature,
constituting about 85 percent of total borrower households. The study also
shows that everyday household consumption needs, and crop-related activities are the primary reasons for borrowing, where “roughly 80 percent
of indebted households across Pakistan" have consistently been unable
to repay their loans between 2005 and 2016.
These are important findings and provide a base for short and longterm policy making. Even though only 20 percent of households appear to
be in debt as against the popular perception that a wide majority is mired
in debt, these findings provide a basis to discuss the problem of household
indebtedness in detail and develop feasible solutions based on past and
current trends.
An analysis of the issue must also take into account the fact that about
35 percent of household debt is interest-based involving arthis, money
lenders and banks. An interesting question in this regard is which agencies
provide interest-free loans to those in need. It is equally important to find
out the sources and purpose of debt separately for urban and rural house-
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holds, segmented across income brackets. In this context it will also be
fruitful to assess the size of household debt as a percentage of GDP, which
in turn could help explore the prospects of latent demand for bank loans.
We must keep in mind that given Pakistan's cultural peculiarities, family
values and religious considerations, many people still choose to borrow
from friends, family, neighbours and closest grocery store than from the
formal sector, be it a commercial or a micro-bank. The relevant trends in
this regard need to be ascertained so that any future policies on the issues
are more realistic and result-oriented.
Our economy has a big informal component in which millions work and
earn their livelihood. It is relevant to note here that the IMF looks at formal
sector household debt, whereas the SLRC paper covers both formal and
informal debt. But one cannot be too sure about the size, trends, and drivers of both formal and informal household debt unless further research
questions stemming from SLRC's paper are answered and compared. In
the meanwhile, Pakistan Institute of Development Economics (PIDE) and
World Bank should initiate another round of surveys on population and development.
Without further delay, the government must prepare to launch another
countrywide household survey as the last one was conducted more than
a decade ago and all demographic and other calculations now are mere
guesswork and not based on scientific research. Needless to say, this is
the reason why most of our planning goes awry and does not produce the
intended results.
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Education

Campus harassment:
the other perspective
Rasheed Ali

Sumbal Nawaz Chaudhry* was stunned when she received a suggestive
joke in the form of a Whatsapp message from her professor for the first time.
A second-year student of the BS (4-Year) Programme at Punjab University,
Ms. Chaudhry had been receiving text and Whatsapp messages from her
teacher for the last many days. But she took them lightly, as all of them used
to be only “forwarded” messages, some good morning, good night or well
wishes for her.
However, the last one, received at almost midnight, set alarm bells ringing for her. She tried to calm herself down with a self-explanation that the
joke might have been delivered to her mistakenly, but her sixth sense was
telling her the act was done on purpose. Coming from a religious background village-based family, the 20-year-old felt frightened. She could not
sleep almost in her hostel room that night.
The next day she attempted to appear composed in the department, especially in the teacher’s class. But at the end of the class, a shiver ran down
her spine when her teacher asked her to visit him in his room “to discus her
assignment with him”. She requested one of her classmates to accompany
her to the teacher’s room.
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After a few minutes of verbiage on the course work and the so-called assignment, the professor asked her directly, “How was the joke?” The question puzzled Sumbal Chaudhry. She looked at her teacher’s face in disbelief
and pain, but had to lower her eyes as he was also staring at her and grinning from ear to ear. She looked at her classmate and found her looking at
her suspiciously. Ms. Chaudhry immediately left her teacher’s room, even
without asking her classmate to come along. She was feeling giddy; she
didn’t remember clearly how she boarded a rickshaw at the gate of her department and reached her hostel room.
It took her almost three hours to get out of the shock that her teacher,
whom she respected like her father, had not only sent her a filthy joke, but
was also asking for her response. She also had realised that more such
messages would land in her phone in the coming days. She started thinking
about different solutions. The first thought came to her mind was discussing
the issue with her elder sister, who was a married woman with two young
children. But she rejected the idea immediately, as she knew her sister, an
under-matriculate, would force her to leave studies and return home. She
might discuss it with her father, who had permitted her to continue her stud-
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ies although with a lot of hesitation. If the situation comes to knowledge of
any of her family members, it was for sure, she would have to abandon her
education immediately.
She thought of shunning the use of the cell-phone, which was practically
impossible, as most of department and classes-related information was
passed on through the phone. Changing the cell-phone number was also
useless, as the new number would also have to be shared with the Whatsapp group, formed by the CR (class representative) for sharing information
about important academic activities on a day-to-day basis.
The same evening she received one more “personal” message from the
teacher, along with an offer of full help if she felt any difficulty in completing
her assignment or preparing for the soon-to-be-held mid-term exams. In fact,
she realised, it was a message for her that if she did not respond to him,
she might not be able to get even passing marks in her paper as well as assignment. During her one-and-a-half year stay at the department, she knew
it well that all teachers were fully authorised to pass or fail their students,
and it was very difficult to get any relief from anywhere if a teacher turns
against any student.
With each passing day, the frequency of messages and “intensity of feelings” kept increasing. Though she requested her professor through text messages many a time not to send her the messages, her pleadings always fell
on a deaf ear. She could not prepare for her exams properly and attempted
all her papers poorly.
The day she appeared in the teacher’s paper, she received a message
from him in the night: “You have attempted my paper very poorly. But if you
want to get A+ grade in the paper, you will have to accompany me for a dinner.” Already, she had almost broken literally, and the message proved to
be the last straw. That night she decided to end her life after bringing “everything” into the knowledge of her roommate. Sumbal Chaudhry had always
avoided her roommate for her being an “ultramodern” and “outgoing” girl.
But that night, talking to her proved to be a blessing for Ms. Chaudhry.
After listening to her ordeal, she took her teacher’s cell number from her
and sent him a brief message, telling the teacher that all messages he had
sent to Ms. Chaudhry would be given to the electronic media if he sent even
a single message to her in future. Thus, the issue was resolved, and an innocent girl was saved from taking her life with her own hands.
However, Ms. Saira, a student of Liaquat University of Medical and
Health Sciences, Jamshoro (Sindh), was not lucky enough to get rid of her
professors by sending them a warning message. In October 2019, she attempted suicide due to harassment by two of her professors. She was admitted to Hyderabad’s Civil Hospital in a precarious condition after the
suicide attempt.
Ms. Rahila’s* case is not much different from that of Ms. Chaudhry. She
had been helped by a teacher at the Pharmacy Department of the University
of Balochistan, Quetta, to get admission to the department in 2019. However, after she filled out the forms, the teacher starting harassing her by
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sending her text messages, mostly at night, and threatened to cancel her
admission when she did not reply to him. "From his words, I could tell his intentions were not good," Rahila, 20, told Al Jazeera television’s web edition.
"I felt so strange about it. I used to call him 'sir' with so much respect to his
face, and he turned out to be this creepy, inappropriate person. At that point,
I lost confidence in myself."
In May 2019, a case of sexual harassment by two Mass Communication
Department professors made headlines. At least three students accused
two professors of harassment in a written complaint, alleging that the teachers had sent them inappropriate messages on Whatsapp.
One of the victims gave details to a TV anchorperson about the communication she says took place with the teacher. “I remember I messaged Assistant Professor Osama Shafiq on Facebook and asked him about a job I
was offered,” she said. “I asked him if the agency I wanted to work for was
good for me. He then told me to message him on Whatsapp.”
According to her, he started asking her about personal information such
as her father’s job, where she lived and if she had any “fast friends”. The
student said that she was asked if she was “friendly” to which she replied
that she considered herself “serious” by nature. According to her, he then
messaged asking how her nature would become when they became friends.
“Slowly and steadily, he started making me feel very uncomfortable,” she
said.
Last year in May, Saba Ali in Rawalpindi shared shocking news on her
Facebook page. The student of HSC Part-II, who had gone to Bahria College
for her biology practical, wrote on Facebook: “I am still completely shocked
that we had to go through it. Approximately 80 girls were harassed that day
and our teacher told us to keep quite because she did not want us to lose
marks! Sadat Bashir scarred us for life and there's nothing we can do about
it.”
Following the suit, nearly two dozen survivors and girl rights activists
launched a massive campaign, #PunishSadatBashir, on the social media.
Later, Sadat Bashir was dismissed from service after charges proved against
him. So was the case of Dr. Wasif Nauman, an assistant professor of the
Department of Forestry and Range Management, who was dismissed from
service by the Bahauddin Zakariya University Multan administration in 2019
for harassing a student. The professor had blackmailed a student through
inappropriate behaviour and made her objectionable videos.
In yet another case, the police registered a case against Dr. Sajid Iqbal,
head of the Mathematics Department, University of Sargodha, Bhakkar subcampus, who reportedly sent indecent messages to Ms. Shahnza Komal
and demanded “favours” from her. In a video message, Ms. Shahzna shared
the text messages of Dr. Sajid, who was asking her to send him pictures. In
the video, Dr. Sajid can be seen asking her to “come closer” and tell him
about her “veil.” The professor was dismissed from service after he was
found guilty.
In May 2019, the Lahore High Court also upheld a decision awarding
punishment to an assistant professor of Lahore University in a harassment
case. The convict was also a student of Doctorate at the Institute of Molecular Biology and Bio-Technology at the university.
The student alleged that the assistant professor had harassed her by
sending her vulgar text messages on Whatsapp. He also forced her to visit
his bachelor accommodation and cook food for him. She alleged that when
she inquired from him about the status of class results, he started “indecent”
conversation with her.
However, Beenish Iqbal*, an MPhil scholar at Punjab University, has a
different viewpoint. She says harassment by university and college professors cannot be denied altogether. However, she tells Cutting Edge, in many
cases the situation is vice versa. She says she personally knows many girl
students who even blackmail their teachers and secure marks of their choice
in semester exams.
She claims that some students “encourage” their teachers in the beginning to send them messages on their cell-phones. When they receive sufficient messages of “personal” nature, they start blackmailing their teachers,
and tell them how much marks they need in their subjects.
At least one such sad incident took place in October 2019, when a young
faculty member at MAO College Lahore committed suicide after being falsely
accused of harassment by a girl student of the college. A lecturer, Muhammad Afzal, ended his life after writing a letter to the inquiry committee head
a day before he was to be declared “innocent” by the principal formally, as
the student had failed to provide any evidence of harassment.
Afzal wrote in his suicide note that the false harassment accusation had
tarnished his image, ruined his career, and disturbed his family life. His wife
had left him following the allegations, leaving him devastated.
* Names partially changed to protect students’ privacy
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Opinion

Restrictions on
the media
Faheem Amir

Under Prime Minister Imran Khan’s PTI government, Pakistani journalists and
the media, including print, electronic and social media, are facing many difficulties, threats and restrictions. Seven journalists were killed and 60 booked
under the anti-terrorism law in 2019. All copies of Muhammad Hanif's famous
novel “A Case of Exploding Mangoes” Urdu translation were confiscated.
Filmmaker Sarmad Khoosat’s film Zindagi Tamasha’s release was
stopped. The government’s hatred of the media can be judged by statements
of PM Imran Khan which he gave in Davos. Addressing a breakfast meeting
with the Pakistani community on the sidelines of the World Economic Forum,
Imran Khan said: “I have never received so much abuse or been hammered
by the media as I have in the past one and a half years. Being in the public
eye for 40 years, I am used to criticism but this one and a half year has been
exceptional. I have had to develop a thick skin. Because I know the dynamics
of bad times, I know the first thing to do is to not read the newspapers. Do not,
whatever happens, do not watch the evening chat shows.” Imran said he tried
to get his cabinet members to do the same but “they watch the chat shows
and come shell-shocked in the meetings.”
It is tragic that the PM, who is himself a real beneficiary of the media, does
not know that the media is inevitable for the growth and sustainability of
democracy. Instead of encouraging the media to perform its duties as a watchdog, Imran Khan is not only criticising it but also advising his cabinet ministers
not to read the newspapers and watch TV shows. The advice is against the
spirit of democracy because if the government is blind to the problems of the
people, it will not be able to solve them. It also shows the hatred of Imran Khan
which he is nurturing against the media - the fourth pillar of the state.
Before the statements, PTI Federal Minister Fawad Chaudhry publicly
slapped two famous journalists for giving news and views about him in two
different incidents without any regret and apology. He justified his deplorable
and undemocratic actions by labelling them “bad and corrupt journalists.” Instead of launching complaints against the journalists in the PEMRA and courts,
he publicly violated the rule of law by slapping the two journalists. Tragically,
no action has been taken against the minister. Imran Khan, a beneficiary of
the media, after becoming the PM, has now turned against it. To control the
media, Imran Khan’s PTI government is using financial weapons, threats and
rebukes through social media teams. The PTI government has stopped giving
advertisement to many media houses. Resultantly, many media houses have
downsized their staff, which has made many journalists unemployed.
The Council of Pakistan Newspaper Editors (CPNE) report also depicts a
grim picture of the media freedom in Pakistan. According to the Pakistan
Media Freedom Report 2019, “Although the Article 19 of the Constitution and
the Universal Declaration of Human Rights guarantee freedom of expression
and free media, the media in Pakistan continued to come under strict forms
of physical intimidation during the year. Even though there is a specific law on
defamation, the government and other actors used the Anti-Terrorism Act
(ATA), Prevention of Electronic Crimes Act (PECA) and Pakistan Penal Code’s
(criminalisation) sections against media practitioners in Pakistan. The cases
compiled, the number of victims involved and the sequence of events made
a mockery of the freedom of the media and freedom of speech in the country.”
Mentioning the case of journalist Chaudhry Nasrullah, the report says, “The
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country’s first-ever conviction for possession of banned material has been
made as the journalist was awarded five-year imprisonment. According to
available data, at least seven journalists were murdered and 15 others injured
in 2019 in the line of duty. Five of the seven fallen journalists have been identified as Urooj Iqbal, Mirza Wasim Baig, Mohammad Bilal Khan, Ali Sher Rajpar and Malik Amanullah Khan”.
According to the report, “Mysterious and unidentified actors pose the
biggest threat to press freedom. Among the threats to the lives of journalists
are non-state actors and outlawed militant groups. The pathetic state of unannounced impunity for those who attack the media can be derived from the fact
that not a single killer or attacker of media persons has been brought to justice.
According to the World Press Freedom Index, Pakistan ranked 142 out of 180
countries, which gives the indication of how the media in Pakistan was under
threat.”
The report says offices of a newspaper came under attack several times
in 2019 because some of its stories did not go well with some groups in the
country. Angry mobs besieged its offices in Islamabad. In 2019, the PEMRA
not only issued notices to TV channels, but also barred some anchorpersons
from offering opinions on talk shows. The media was also ordered not to discuss the issue pertaining to the release of PML-N leader Shahbaz Sharif on
bail. The TV channels were directed not to cover live telecast of PML-N leader
Maryam Nawaz’s press conference. The PEMRA issued notices to 21 TV
channels for non-compliance. An interview of former President and PPP Cochairman Asif Ali Zardari with host Hamid Mir was stopped from being aired
shortly after it started on a channel in July 2019.
Many news channels were taken off-air due to the coverage of Maulana
Fazlur Rehman’s press conference on the “Azadi March.” A channel was
served notices on the complaint of the Prime Minister and the PEMRA imposed a fine of Rs1 million on it. The report also says 60 journalists were
booked in 2019 for allegations of extortion, kidnapping for ransom, police encounters, attempted murder, blackmailing, etc. However, the journalists
claimed that they were victimised owing to their fair reporting against authorities.
Recently, Azharul Haq Wahid, a jobless journalist from Lahore, fell prey to
the Prevention of Electronic Crimes Act (PECA), 2016. Wahid, who was working with a TV channel, was arrested by the FIA in a case of sharing anti-state
content on social media. The content of the first information report reads: “It
has been learnt during the scrutiny of social media that anti- state and defamatory material against public functionaries and state departments is being uploaded through a Facebook ID in the name of Wahid." Is it not a ridiculous
report written under the PTI government? The FIA has already made such
cases against journalists Shahzeb Jilinai, Rizwan Razi, Zafarullah Achakzai
and many other social media activists. All the cases have proved futile. But,
there is no doubt about it that the government and non-state actors do not like
criticism. They take no time to silence dissidents.
However, it goes without saying that no real democracy can grow without
a free media and freedom of expression. Imran Khan and his PTI government
should learn the truth very quickly that a nation and its media rise and fall together. If they want to turn Pakistan into a real democratic country, they should
not impose restrictions on the media and freedom of expression
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Analysis

Indian army’s fall
from grace
Ehtasham Amir

“India’s military policy has drastically changed under the leadership of General Bipin Rawat, Narendra Modi and his national security adviser Ajit
Doval”, this is how observes Vivashwan Singh, an Indian political activist.
His anguish over the politicization of ‘apolitical’ Indian army is visible.
India’s DailyO.com news portal, headlined on February 2018 “the fall from
grace has been unabated for Indian army.”
The Indian Army has always prided itself on its secular and apolitical
character under a wide variety of political masters. But it was when its
chiefs did not succumb to plum posts and perks and did not sacrifice their
soldiers in pursuits of the political agenda of the government. Now no more
those larger-than-life leaders. “Army Chief Bipin Rawat speaking against
CAA (Citizenship Amendment Act) protests is wholly against constitutional
democracy. If Army Chief is allowed to speak on political issues today, it
also permits him to attempt an army takeover tomorrow!!" - tweeted Brijesh
Kalappa, a spokesperson for the Congress, as reported in Indian NDTV.
Indian political leaders of all hues and shades have expressed their displeasure over gradual politicization of their armed forces under the BJP
rule. The Hindu, normally a staunch pro establishment newspaper, had to
remind General Bipin in an unusually harsh editorial that army men had
no business to comment on political issues “The Army Chief’s remarks
could have been discounted as an unfortunate slip of the tongue or a oneoff instance, if it were not for the frequency with which he weighed in on
matters he ought to have been extremely circumspect about, in public at
least”.
The frequency of making vividly political comments, in favour of the ruling party and its political philosophy has not been appreciated by the political class of India, except of course the ruling BJP and its ideological
base, RSS. But the lure of perks and elevation to a higher position in defence hierarchy has been so irresistible that Gen Rawat decided to brush
aside the decades-long military tradition of staying apolitical. To be honest,
political masters have not been disappointing either and have granted the
Indian military what no other political party could dare: partial removal of
civilian control over military affairs.
The creation of the post of Chief of Defence Staff was a long-held desire of the Indian armed forces to improve tri-service coordination and to
be counted in the decision-making process. The BJP not only acceded to
the demand but also placed the newly created CDS directly under the defence minister, bypassing the usual chain of command of military men reporting to ministers through a civilian secretary to the government. This
brings CDS at a par with civilian bureaucrats of the defence ministry and
allows defence forces direct access to the ears of political masters, a
dream come true for the Indian military. This development, when seen in
the context of the current geopolitical situation of South Asia, only creates
fears of an increased escalation.
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The BJP tried every trick up its sleeve to come back to power in the
2019 polls. It even took South Asia to the brink of a war when Modi ordered
IAF jets to strike alleged terrorist camps at Balakot, Pakistan. The next
day, Pakistan retaliated and struck Indian military targets, destroying an
Indian fighter jet and captured its pilot. The all high suspense drama was
played barely six weeks before national polls in India. As expected, Modi
was able to sell the Balakot strike to the masses, projecting a strong man
image and got a sweeping majority to run India for another term. But that’s
perfectly fine in politics and it is done the world over. What’s so special
when Modi does it?
The secret recipe of Modi and his coterie is to stoke tensions on the
Pakistan-India border whenever in trouble domestically. Timings of most
cross-border tensions between India and Pakistan during 2019 (coinciding
with state or federal elections) offer a lot to misgiving of misuse of the professional armed forces of India in furthering the political agenda of the BJP.
The Balakot strike and claims made by the Indian defence force of shooting down a Pakistani fighter jet in its wake lacked credible evidence and
were never accepted by the international community. The IAF has admitted
of a helicopter fratricide on the day of the Pakistani strike. How do you hide
operational and tactical failures of this magnitude? Stoke further tensions
along borders.
Gen Rawat appeared to have played in the hands of political masters
for his personal gains. He has been elevated to the CDS position as reward for his services to the BJP. This has set the expected performance
standards from armed forces’ leaders in no ambiguous terms; service
chiefs can expect a transactional relationship with political masters.
The appointment of a former Indian army chief, General V K Singh, as
minister for road transport and highways by the BJP was the first clear signal to the armed forces chiefs. Gen Rawat did not miss the message and
complied to receive a lifetime glory. Temptation would be hard to resist for
new incumbent Gen Manoj, who in his first interview after assuming command, further compounded the prevailing tensions by saying “We reserve
the right to pre-emptively strike at sources of terror". The Army Chief said
India had "multiple options across (the) spectrum of conflict...to respond
to any act of terror sponsored or abetted by Pakistan".
No wonder Gen Manoj wants to imitate his predecessors in stoking fires
of tensions and gain equal if not bigger reward at the end of his term. But
this play with the fire can cost dearly to the peace of South Asia and the
world in general. The BJP wants to divert the public attention from a miserable economic performance and accusations of rampant politically-motivated corruption in public finances. Indian occupied Kashmir is simmering
and the Citizenship Amendment Act (CAA) is also a thorn in the back. Pakistan bashing appears to be the last resort of the BJP and its new political
ally, the Indian Army.
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Tharparkar

The desert of
death
Javed Iqbal

At a point when hardships speak volume about a hard-hit area in Pakistan, it isn't difficult to comprehend the reasons for the top trend of
self-executing there. The task of taking one's life is considered to be
the most difficult but repeated incidents in the Tharparkar area are the
other way round. The residents of the area, lacking means of livelihood, medicine, money and above all, water, only count the death toll
of their beloved ones, bury them and mourn. No dictatorship, democracy or NGOs could claim to change their centuries-old fate.
There is, maybe, a minimal link between a place producing gold
and booming of its kin as is in the African expanse, an AIDS-hit and
poverty-shaken locale. The same is true for the touristic gold-spot in
Pakistan, Tharparkar, an unfathomably ignored area by the PPP-led
government, where deaths are dancing as individuals drain themselves despondently. Reportedly, roughly 1300 individuals, within an
age bracket of 21-40, ended their lives in Tharparkar during the last
five years. Different milieus of the region including Umar Kot and Mirpur Khas followed suit. A significant reason for suicide is, as a research
report concludes, the absence of good governance, other than social
disparity, and foul play in rural Sindh.
A 2014 study found that there is a solid connection between the appalling administration and the worst living conditions. The research authored by a senior civil servant, Ahmad Khawar Shahzad, gives an
overview of the crises of governance in Tharparkar and suggests that
corruption and lack of health facilities, bureaucratic inefficiency and
anarchy played a preponderant role in aggravating the mortality rate.
This, besides self-execution, provoked the killing of children, lactating
mothers, animals, and birds including dancing peacocks in Tharparkar.
According to the report, Tharparkar has 2,357 villages; a small part
is situated in the commanded region of the irrigation system. For the
most part, individuals are reliant on downpour for nourishment as the
water table is deep and groundwater is brackish.
As indicated by the report, Tharparkar is the most backward area
in Pakistan where 23% of individuals live below the poverty line. The
misery that prompts vulnerability is endemic in the poorly populated
place with an intense lack of healthy sustenance rate in children as
high as 20%. This is well over the emergency limit of 15%. Because
of never-ending hunger and bad governance, individuals who died in
the Mithi hospital in Tharparkar rose to 439 in 2011, 588 in 2013 and
234 by April 2014, the report mentions.
Some observe that Tharparkar encounters a serious dry spell after
every few years and one starvation every decade consistently. It is also
argued that until March 2014, famine had affected 175,000 families
and caused deaths of about 100 people. Malnutrition is the major
cause of the sad story.
Even though the Sindh government claimed to “dole out” subsidized
wheat to the inhabitants during the current decade, the ground circum-
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stances uncover an altogether different narrative. As indicated by
WHO’s Worldwide Measles and Rubella Vital Arrangement 2012-2020,
the episode of measles pestilence began in Sindh in December 2012
which killed 321 out of 2013. The Thar administration formally declared
that 319 deaths had happened from January 2014 to October 2014,
including 188 infants under five years of age. The damage locusts
caused, during recent months there, would add further fuel to fire.
The anti-corruption department received complaints of embezzlement in medicines’ purchase. Expired medicines were also found in
hospitals. Fully equipped mobile medical dispensaries were misused
by government functionaries; one was used by the Tharparkar DC as
an air-conditioned car. Diplo AC Khurshid Alam also received numerous complaints about misappropriation.
At a point when fake accounts worth Rs100 billion tell a tale of the
trail of the ruling elite and a single officer made billions in his house,
said a local resident Sadiq, the fate of the poor would essentially be
suicide. The Sindh government has not made any managerial move
against the corrupt lot because political postings remained in vogue
during the past decade. Those who minted money out of the ordeal,
and failed to deliver to the desolate, have developed a behaviour of
an impassive intruder of the desert.
The report centres on current conditions other than mapping out
the future ramifications. Under the looming shadow of global warming,
a little rise in temperature may exacerbate drought in the area. If left
unaddressed, the situation may cause a serious shortage of food and
fodder. Another research indicated that in 1995/96, 47.5 percent of the
inhabitants in Bangladesh were living below the poverty line. Poverty,
as the paper argues, in Bangladesh, originated less in the lack of resources, than in the failures of governance.
Millions of individuals end their lives or attempt suicide every year
in the world. It points out extreme financial, social and political
stresses. It has become the main source of death among 15 to 29year-old adolescents. As indicated by a 2016 overview, suicides don't
simply happen in high-income nations, 79 percent of worldwide suicides happened in low-and-middle-income countries. The rate of crime
in the Punjab and different parts of the country, including Sindh, is
lower than Tharparkar. The need is to examine the phenomenon, its
causes, and set up a far-reaching suicide avoidance scheme to tackle
the leading cause of death.
Moreover, there is a need to introduce the sprinkle-irrigation system
to promote agriculture. Similarly, the federal government may patronise
the region as an international zoo-safari for breeding animals. The
Sindh government should encourage dairy farming and horticulture to
help the locals to wriggle out of the quagmire of poverty and ignorance.
If done so, the desert of deaths could become a global tourist hub one
day.
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Viewpoint

The end of the nation-state
Hamid Dabashi

As the world fretted over the assassination of General Qassem Soleimani by
United States drones in Iraq and the possibility of World War III breaking out,
an important anniversary passed almost unnoticed. A hundred years ago,
the League of Nations was created - the first supranational organisation made
up of nation-states tasked with maintaining peace.
It is perhaps quite ironic that this anniversary was marked by the extrajudicial killing of an Iranian man by US forces in a third sovereign country - Iraq.
The US is an empire with military bases around the world; its main ally, Israel
is a European settler colony planted in the heart of the Arab and Muslim world
by the British and now protected by the US. Iran is a regional power which
commands proxy forces in countries including Syria, Iraq, Lebanon, Palestine
and Yemen. Both the US and Iran reach beyond their borders, disregarding
the sovereignty of nation-states and doing as they please, without regard to
the will of these nations or their best interests.
No major power is staying where the postcolonial fictive frontiers tell them
to be. Saudi Arabia is in Yemen, France is in Mali, Russia is in Syria, Kenya
is in Somalia, Iran is in Iraq and the US is all over the world. What is the point
of all these borders that President Donald Trump wants to turn into formidable
walls? How come global corporations and US fighter jets cross any border
they want, but people must risk their lives to reach a place where they would
like to live? One hundred years after the creation of the League of Nations,
we should look back and wonder what happened to nation-states, sovereignty and the world of post-colonial borders that various colonial agreements
drew back then.
The weakness of the nation-state and lack of respect for sovereignty is
not a recent phenomenon. In fact, I would argue that by the time Scottish
economist Adam Smith wrote his Wealth of Nations in 1776, wealth was already not national and the condition of coloniality had made the very idea of
a nation-state a mere bookkeeping necessity upon which national languages,
national cultures, and national polities were superimposed. The idea of "the
West" then became a civilisational category to separate the presumed centres of capitalist modernity from its colonial peripheries, which came to be
seen as "the Rest". The ideological manufacturing of Islamic, Chinese, or Indian civilisations were all Orientalist projects to corroborate the centrality of
"the Western civilisation" as an ideological cornerstone of the Eurocentric
world order.
But what we are experiencing today is no longer predicated on the grand
narratives of European linear modernity or the global triumph of the condition
of coloniality, terms and conditions through which we had understood much
of our current history. The habitual Weberian conceptualisation of the "state"
as an entity with a monopoly over violence which requires a certain degree
of moral legitimacy is no longer operative. Nations have little to no trust in
their states - states use, abuse and brutalise their own and other nations on
their way to chitchat at the country club called "the United Nations", the successor of the League of Nations.
In other words, we see illegitimate states wielding absolute and brutal
power over their own nations and nations abroad without regard to the old
imaginary boundaries that the Eurocentric order drew around nation-states.
What are the consequences of the collapse of the very idea of the "nationstate", when states have no or little claim to a national basis for their sovereignty? From the works of Georges Sorel to Max Weber to Walter Benjamin
to Frantz Fanon to Giorgio Agamben we have understood violence in politically or philosophically placated terms. From cutthroat ISIL fighters to the US
military's categorical disregard for civilian casualties under Trump's presidency, the nature of violence has now drastically altered in physically more
pure and naked forms.
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As ruling states become killing machines targeting nations, this pure violence is unleashed onto a bare life, a life shorn of its biographical dignity,
stripped of civic protections and dispossessed of its rights. Whether at airports
or refugee camps, at malls or sweatshops or lately at consulates, the vicious
state, its surveillance arm and capitalist drive are mercilessly robbing life of
its sanctity and liberty. The vicious, brutal butchering of Jamal Khashoggi by
Saudi security officers at the Istanbul consulate is the most vivid case of the
naked body of citizens at the disposal of their ruling states. Both naked violence and bare life are subjects of the total state, its epitome I see in the outfit
that calls itself the Islamic State (IS), or the Islamic State of Iraq and Levant
(ISIL), or the Islamic State of Iraq and Syria (ISIS). ISIL is an entirely modern
state - that it is crossing the colonial boundaries does not mean it is a
caliphate. Instead, it is a perfect picture of a total state predicated on pure violence targeting naked lives.
ISIL as both historical genealogy and theoretical prototype exposes the
pure violence and naked life and total and totalising nature at the root of all
states. It is emblematic of our political truth today - a nation-less state in and
of itself dismantling the very idea of the nation-state. Whether it is the militarised police in Brazil killing protesters with impunity, the militia-like army of
Syrian dictator Bashar al-Assad massacring hundreds of thousands of civilians, the merciless security forces in the Philippines who are judge, jury and
executioner of all suspected drug offenders, or the mass surveillance regime
of the United Kingdom that reaches far into the most intimate details of private
and family life, the intelligence agencies in the US, Israel and Iran running
foreign assassination programmes, ISIL appears as the doppelganger of all
states, and their true nature.
ISIL was born under specific historical circumstances, by the combined
forces of the US invasion and occupation and subsequent de-Baathification
of the Iraqi state, and al-Assad's brutal crackdown on the peaceful demonstrations against his bloody rule in Syria. ISIL was and remains the bete noire
of all the states around the globe that wish to defeat it (the US in particular),
and yet ISIL is their alter ego. With its rise, ISIL declared the formal end of
the nation-state by demonstrating how all states were in their essence a hidden ISIL, a total state without legitimate claim to any national sovereignty.
Today the fate of nations is completely decoupled from the vagaries of
the states that lay false claims on them. The case of Palestine, in which a
European garrison state with no native nation rules over a native nation lacking a state is the most vivid example of the total and final severance between
nations and states. All other ruling states from one end of the Arab and Muslim world to the other are similar to Israel, ruling over nations that are as violated as the Palestinians. The brutal struggle for existence has now totally
preoccupied states and left nations to navigate the contours of their sovereignty for themselves.
Throughout Asia, Africa, and Latin America, revolutions have never been
for and have never resulted in any meaningful, legitimate, and enduring postcolonial states. All these revolutions have done is produce one calamitous
state after another. But at the same time, these revolutions have also sharpened the democratic impulses of the nations that have launched them. The
accumulated historical memories of these nations have taught them never
to trust or even to expect anything remotely resembling a representative democratic state. All these states stage a ludicrous spectacle they call elections,
then agitate the basest populist, nativist, or xenophobic fears and fantasies
of the mobs they control and call the result democracy. The final and complete abandoning of the delusion of state representation will liberate nations
from any false presumptions and help them reclaim their sovereignty for
themselves.
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Opinion

It is time to change the
definition of refugee
Bill Frelick

Despite recent and increasing efforts by the United States and other governments to narrow their interpretations of the refugee definition and to
shirk their protection responsibilities, the need to expand the grounds for
asylum is becoming increasingly urgent as the consequences of climate
change become more pronounced.
A desperate appeal for asylum by a family from a Pacific island may
have far-reaching implications for protecting people forcibly displaced by
the effects of climate change. It could cause countries around the world to
reconsider their laws and policies concerning refugees. The case involves
the Teitiota family, who fled the island of Tarawa in the Republic of Kiribati
in 2007 and sought asylum in New Zealand in 2013. Ms Teitiota told the
New Zealand court that she feared for her children's health and wellbeing,
that crops and coconut trees on the island were dying. She explained that
because of rising sea levels, people were moving from neighbouring atols
to Tarawa which led to overcrowding, frequent conflicts between residents
and the spread of disease. She shared stories about children getting diarrhoea and even dying because their already scarce drinking water had become contaminated.
Ultimately, the Supreme Court of New Zealand dismissed the case,
saying the family did not meet the standards required by the Refugee Convention and deported them in 2015. That same year, the father of the family
filed a complaint with the United Nations Human Rights Committee, an independent expert body that monitors government compliance with the International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights. He claimed that New
Zealand had violated his right to life under the covenant because the sea
level rise had shrunk habitable space in Kiribati, resulting in violent land
disputes and environmental degradation.
On January 7, the Committee issued its views, finding the threats to
life posed by rising sea levels and other effects of climate change necessitate a broadening of refugee law. "The obligation not to extradite, deport
or otherwise transfer pursuant to article 6 of the Covenant," the committee
said, citing its provision on the right to life, "may be broader than the scope
of non-refoulement under international refugee law, since it may also require the protection of aliens not entitled to refugee status." The principle
of non-refoulement is a cornerstone of international refugee law, barring
the return of refugees - defined as people with a well-founded fear of being
persecuted - to places where their lives or freedom would be threatened.
The committee noted that Kiribati will become uninhabitable within the
next 10 to 15 years because of rising sea levels. Both sudden events, like
storms, and slow processes, like salinisation and land degradation, the
committee said, "can propel cross-border movement of individuals seeking
protection from climate-change related harm thereby triggering the nonrefoulement obligations of sending states." Under a "moderate future scenario", scientists project that sea level rise in the next 30 years will put
about 150 million people permanently below the high tide line. Although
most of this displacement will not compel people to cross international borders, people living in countries like Kiribati, which are likely to become
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completely inundated, will have no choice but to seek asylum outside their
country.
But Pacific islands are not alone in facing such threats. In landlocked
countries like Chad, Ethiopia, South Sudan, and Zimbabwe, where populations are heavily reliant on agriculture and livestock, rising temperatures
have contributed to flooding, drought, famine and disease that erode not
only arable land but also the resilience of populations that have suffered
armed conflict and human rights violations. Whether environmental disasters are the direct cause of displacement or an aggravating factor in combination with violence, inequality, and poor governance, millions of people
on the African continent have already been displaced internally or forced
to seek refuge in neighbouring countries because they consider staying at
their homes a threat to their lives.
Because the committee held out hope that the government of Kiribati
still has time to intervene to protect its citizens through relocation and other
measures, it did not accept the family's claim that their rights had been violated, saying the risk to their lives was not imminent. One of the dissenting
committee members who ruled on this case, however, wrote that the family
would "have no access to safe drinking water, which poses an imminent
threat to their lives," while another said, "It would indeed be counterintuitive
to the protection of life, to wait for deaths to be very frequent and considerable; in order to consider the threshold of risk as met."
While there still may be room to argue whether life-threatening threats
are imminent in particular cases, the Human Rights Committee has
recognised that fundamental refugee-protection principles need to be
broadened now. This means not only that our common understanding of
what it means to be a refugee needs to change, but also that the 173
countries that are party to the International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights should ensure their asylum standards and procedures are
adapted to protect all who face existential threats if returned to home
countries that have become unlivable
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Your View
Torrid rain

A village story
At the time of partition, my village, Guff, was a remote area with no roads,
access to public transport or electricity. Our village was at the top of a hill
and it was extremely difficult to move from one place to another even on
foot. However, people used to cooperate with each other and managed
their daily chores. Around the village there were two ‘nullahs’ (steep rainwater passages) which used to be flooded during the monsoon season. A
man we all called Maulvi Bagga established a school in the village for children which lacked basic amenities. But it was a beginning and better than
nothing. It was situated across the rainwater passages. The school children including I had to walk along the nullah and cross it and then walk up
again. One day I told some of the village elders that in the absence of a
pathway, it was difficult and dangerous to walk down to the nullah bed and
then climb up all the way to the school as the passage was slippery with
no steps for a foothold. One of the elders promised that he would fix the
problem. He built steps all the way from the top of the hill to the river bed
and up to the school. He did this with his bare hands using stones, rocks
and whatever he could get hold of. Such efforts must be recognised and
honoured. I am personally indebted to the Maulvi sahib for taking the initiative to establish a school and the man who constructed the passage so
that children could reach the school safely. Those were the days when
people in villages did not wait for help to arrive from the government. They
cooperated and worked together to find solutions for whatever life sent
their way. Everyone worked hand-in-hand from sowing of crops to harvesting to building mud houses. The entire village would care for the elderly

I was greatly impressed by the frequent news reports and reviews in
the media regarding a dramatic improvement in the upkeep and operation of railway service in the country. Therefore, I decided to experience it first-hand and booked a two seater ACC sleeper coupe
on Shah Hussain Express from Karachi to Faisalabad departing on
Jan 15.
I received the first shock at the railway station. The train’s only ACC
coach seemed from a bygone era, probably from before partition. It
was extremely dirty as if it has not been washed for months. The
coupe reserved in my name was extremely dirty. We could not see
outside as the window had not been cleaned. The upper berth had
insecure hinges hanging from the sides thus making lying on it a
great risk to body and limb. The ladder to access the berth was
missing and the cupboard meant to store it could not be closed as
its locking mechanism was missing. The toilet was extremely filthy
and it was a challenge to use it. The basin was so filthy that I
avoided using it during the journey. The mirror had lots of grime on it
and was unusable.
Once the train started, the sound and vibration from underneath the
carriage were so terrifying that it kept me and my wife awake for
most of the night. This was the state of the most expensive class of
coupe for which Pakistan Railway had charged me a hefty amount.
After the almost 16-hour ordeal came to an end in Faisalabad, my
wife told me to forget about using the railways to return to Karachi
Shahid Sarwar

and the sick. Seventy years later, our village now has electricity and road

Karachi

access. Movement is easy and things are way better in terms of facilities,
but the spirit of cooperation and collaboration has disappeared. People
are now more self-focused and expect the government to do everything. I
wish we could have a fraction of the spirit our elders had to work hard and
find solutions collectively to solve problems.

Snowfall in GB

Raja Shafaatullah

This refers to the misery of the people of Gilgit-Baltistan owing to

Islamabad

heavy snowfall. More than two feet of snow was seen in Skardu,
while four to five feet of snow has been recorded in the upper villages of Skardu, including Siachen, the highest battlefield in the

Zainab Alert

world. Baltistan was disconnected with the rest of Pakistan. Thou-

The National Assembly passed the Zainab Alert Recovery and Response
Bill as a measure to prevent any more innocent minor children from dying at
the hand of predatory child molesters. Though, this is a really beneficial bill
for the innocent children, has it helped? No! Another incident was reported
recently when two men abused, brutally tortured and murdered seven-yearold Hooz Noor in Nowshera. Our parliamentarians need to tell the nation
why their lawmaking could not protect the life of the child who was ruthlessly

sands of travellers were stuck on the Gilgit-Skardu road. Food and
medicine supplies ran short and daily life came to a standstill. The
media failed to give proper coverage to the suffering of the people
living on high altitudes. There was no mobilisation of the rescue
machinery to make roads accessible. As people faced heavy snowfall and avalanche, bitter cold compounded the miseries of the people. Yet despite these trying times, no emergency was declared in

butchered. The federal and provincial governments and all segments of so-

the affected areas. This was sheer injustice. The meteorology de-

ciety need to act in unison against child molesters. Quick justice, stringent

partment has forecast another spell of heavy snowfall in GB. If

punishment and no mercy should be the prescription. And it should happen

measures are not taken to alleviate the pain and suffering of the

now. Please let there be no more Zainabs and Hooz Noors.

people, they will face a greater loss of property and lives.
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Zubair Ahmed

Ghulam Muhammad Balti

Nawabshah

Skardu
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Scientists discover four distinct
patterns of aging

Diamonds buried 400 miles below surface
could explain mysterious earthquakes

Nicoletta Lanese

Mindy Weisberger

Some people’s hearts stay strong well
into their 60s, but their kidneys begin
to fail. Others may have the kidneys of
a 30-year-old but fall victim to constant
infection. Now, scientists may be one
step closer to understanding why the
aging process varies so drastically between people. Even within a single
person, aging unfolds at different rates
in different tissues, sometimes striking the liver before the heart or kidney, for example. People fall into distinct categories depending on which
of their biological systems ages fastest, and someday, doctors could use
this information to recommend specific lifestyle changes and design personalized medical treatments, according to a new study, published in the
journal Nature Medicine. The research team behind the study sorted 43
people into aging categories, or "ageotypes," based on biological samples collected over the course of two years. The samples included blood,
inflammatory substances, microbes, genetic material, proteins and byproducts of metabolic processes. By tracking how the samples changed
over time, the team identified about 600 so-called markers of aging —
values that predict the functional capacity of a tissue and essentially estimate its "biological age." So far, the team has identified four distinct
ageotypes: Immune, kidney, liver and metabolic. Some people fit
squarely in one category, but others may meet the criteria for all four, depending on how their biological systems hold up with age. "Now, it's
going to be a lot more than just four categories," said senior author
Michael Snyder, a professor and the chair of genetics at the Stanford
University School of Medicine in California. For instance, one participant
in the study appeared to be a cardiovascular ager, meaning their cardiac
muscle accumulates wear-and-tear at a greater rate than other parts of
their body.

Deep under Earth's
surface, earthquakes
rumble in the mantle's
transition zone, the
area that divides the
upper mantle from the
lower. Liquid in the
mantle is thought to
play a part in driving
those deep earthquakes, but until now, no smoking gun could prove that
fluid was present at those depths.
Now, scientists think they may have found evidence of fluid in an unlikely
place: inside superdeep diamonds. While most diamonds crystallize at
depths of 87 to 124 miles (140 to 200 kilometers), superdeep diamonds
are found as far as 373 to 497 miles (600 to 800 km) below the surface.
Inside these gems forged at depth are tiny flaws, or inclusions, made by
fluids. These flaws reveal that liquid is likely flowing in the mantle layers
where the diamonds formed. It's this liquid that interests scientists studying the deep Earth, geochemist Steven Shirey, a senior research scientist
at the Carnegie Institution for Science in Washington, D.C., told Live Science at the annual meeting of the American Geophysical Union (AGU).
That's because the location and movement of these fluids might be the
key to understanding deep earthquakes, Shirey said.
In new research, presented at the AGU meeting, Shirey and his colleagues modeled the movement of fluid at depth using information about
the spots where these diamonds formed in the mantle. In creating these
models, the scientists are hoping to connect the dots among fluid movement into the deep mantle, diamond formation "and the physical rupture
properties of the rocks in that region" of the mantle-transition zone, Shirey
said. As a next step, researchers need to "relate the currents of those fluids to deep-focus earthquakes," he explained.
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Drink green tea, live longer
Amy Norton
People who love their green tea may also enjoy
longer, healthier lives, a large new study suggests. Researchers found that of more than
100,000 Chinese adults they tracked, those who
drank green tea at least three times a week
were less likely to suffer a heart attack or stroke
over the next seven years. Tea lovers also had
a slightly longer life expectancy. At age 50, they
could expect to live just over a year longer than
their counterparts who were not regular consumers of green tea. The study is the latest to
look at green tea's potential health effects.
Over the years, many studies have linked the
beverage to benefits like healthier cholesterol
levels and body weight, and lower risks of heart
disease and certain cancers. Those studies, like
the current one, were "observational" -- where
researchers ask people about their lifestyle
habits and other factors, then follow their health
outcomes. The limitation is they do not prove
that green tea, itself, provides any benefits.
Green-tea drinkers may differ from non-consumers in other ways. Research in the United
States has found that tea drinkers (all types of
tea) generally have healthier diets than nondrinkers, said Whitney Linsenmeyer, an assistant professor of nutrition at Saint Louis
University. Researchers do try to account for

such differences. In the current study, the investigators were able to weigh overall diet, exercise
habits, smoking and education level, among
other factors.
Still, it's impossible to control for everything, said
Linsenmeyer, who is also a spokesperson for
the Academy of Nutrition and Dietetics. That
said, a number of studies across different countries have now found health benefits among
green-tea drinkers, according to Linsenmeyer.

Plus, there's some evidence from clinical trials.
Linsenmeyer pointed to a recent trial of Iranian
women finding that those who drank three cups
of green tea a day saw improvements in weight,
blood pressure, blood sugar and cholesterol
over eight weeks. So if you're a green-tea fan,
drink up, advised Linsenmeyer. "Green tea is
calorie-free and antioxidant-rich," she said. "It's
a healthy beverage to include in your diet if you
like the taste."

Good news for people with persistent anxiety
Rich Holmes
A diagnosis of generalized anxiety disorder need not be a life sentence, a
large Canadian study suggests.
"It's so exciting," said lead author Esme Fuller-Thomson, director of the Institute for Life Course and Aging at the University of Toronto. People with
generalized anxiety disorder worry excessively for long periods, and most
days they struggle to control their discomfort, according to the Anxiety and
Depression Association of America. Anxiety affects an estimated 31% of
U.S. adults, is almost twice as common in women than men, and often goes
hand-in-hand with major depression. Fuller-Thomson's team combed data
from a 2012 Canadian mental health survey of just over 21,000 people in
search of factors associated with "complete mental health." Of those surveyed, about 2,100 had generalized anxiety disorders.
Researchers defined complete mental health as being free of current mental
illness, being able to function well and feeling good about oneself, relationships and community connections. Of those with a history of anxiety, 72%
were in remission; 58% were free of all mental illness for the past year; and
40% met the criteria for complete mental health. Among the larger group of
respondents who had never had a generalized anxiety disorder, 76% were
said to have complete mental health. "I didn't expect the numbers to be so
high," Fuller-Thomson said. "It did surprise me."
The study did not look at the types of treatment respondents tried -- that information wasn't available, Fuller-Thomson said -- so no conclusions could
be drawn about which might be most successful. Researchers did examine
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a host of variables that affected respondents, both positively and negatively.
These included race, age, education, income and marital status; presence
or history of physical abuse, domestic violence, substance abuse, insomnia
and debilitating pain; and use of religion as a coping mechanism. Dr. Ken
Duckworth is a psychiatrist and medical director of the National Alliance on
Mental Health who was not involved in the study. He called the findings "a
breath of fresh air."
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Bad Boys for Life

Weathering With You

Chris Hewitt

Dan Jolin

Danny Butterman, Nick
Frost’s character in Hot
Fuzz, convinced Simon
Pegg’s Nicholas Angel that
Bad Boys II is the pinnacle
of modern action cinema.
Sorry, Danny, but you were
miles off. Michael Bay’s
ballad of bombast is about as obnoxious, excessive, incoherent, and
excessively obnoxiously incoherent as action movies get. Less this shit
just got real, more this just got real shit. So, 17 years on, the prospect
of Will Smith and Martin Lawrence returning for one last go at loud cars
and even louder one-liners was a frankly unedifying one. However, with
Bay a (mostly) distant memory, replaced by hotshot Belgian directing
duo Adil El Arbi and Bilall Fallah, Bad Boys for Life is something of a
blast: funny, occasionally surprising, and self-aware enough to challenge the mindset of the first two movies. Perhaps reflecting their divergent statuses over the last decade (having moved away from acting
for a while, this is Lawrence’s first starring role since the third Big
Momma’s House film in 2011), the focus here is squarely on Smith’s
Mike Lowrey, who finds himself between the crosshairs of a genuinely
menacing villain (Jacob Scipio). Not only is Lowrey being challenged
physically, he’s constantly being challenged to do something about his
flashy, superficial, but ultimately empty lifestyle, and called out on his
(and, by extension, the franchise’s) toxic masculinity bullshit.

Just Mercy
Terri White
It’s said that the worst thing you
can give someone on death row
is hope. It’s a theory that drives
urgent legal drama Just Mercy,
the real-life story of crusading
civil rights defence attorney
Bryan Stevenson (Jordan) that
confronts the systemic racism at the heart of the American penal system.
1980s Alabama and ‘Johnny D’ McMillan (Foxx) is facing death by electric
chair after being wrongly convicted of the murder of a white woman. The
system that sent him to prison isn’t just corrupt on an individual level, but
riddled with a widespread corruption that actively works to end the lives of
innocent black men. Into this brutal landscape strides Harvard graduate
Bryan Stevenson, a full-hearted, righteous law graduate, who quickly has
chunks knocked out of his optimism by both the discrimination he sees
first-hand and McMillan’s rejection of his help. What the lawyer initially can’t
comprehend is that hope can destroy too. For it’s hope that is so often inevitably dashed. That each man who sits on death row has witnessed it
evaporate under the boots of the men who’ve taken the short walk to the
execution chamber.
The chemistry between Jordan and Foxx is by turns brittle, intimate and
warm — the two having known each other off screen since the former was
just a boy. Individually, they each put in arresting performances. Michael
B. Jordan carries Stevenson with a constantly shifting mix of pride, hope,
anger, fear — digging into a fairly by-the-numbers arc to unearth nuance
that other actors would likely have struggled to.
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In 2016, writer-director
Makoto Shinkai delivered a
stone-cold anime masterpiece with Your Name, a
soulful, witty body-swap romance that unfurled into
something far vaster and
more apocalyptic than we
could have imagined from its light-hearted set-up. It is the toughest of
acts to follow, and while Shinkai’s latest doesn’t quite reach Your Name’s
sublime heights, it’s likely to cheer those who fell hard for that film.
Weathering With You will also feel reassuringly familiar. Once again,
Shinkai immerses us in a Young Adult world, with all the emotional intensity and fevered inward focus you’d expect from a story about
teenagers forced by circumstance into taking on responsibilities too
heavy for their young shoulders. Protagonist Hodaka (Daigo) enters the
frame covered in cuts and bruises, never explained but presumably the
result of parental abuse, which has driven him to sleep rough in Tokyo.
Meanwhile, Hina (Mori), the object of his affection, is an orphan who
must care for her younger brother while contending with the potentially
catastrophic consequences of suddenly becoming a ‘weather maiden’
of ancient legend, who can magically banish rain. As with Your Name,
Shinkai’s style is closer to the magical realism of Haruki Murakami rather
than the full-blown fantasy of, say, Hayao Miyazaki (though Ghibli-heads
will spot a number of little visual tributes to Miyazaki’s work throughout
this film, from My Neighbour Totoro to Ponyo).

Waves
Alex Godfrey
The palpitations begin
soon enough. There’s harmony at first, serenity
even, as Waves introduces
us to South Floridian highschool wrestler Tyler (Harrison
Jr)
and
his
upper-middle-class
African-American family. Tyler is a young man with all the promise in the
world, but slowly and surely, he is coming undone. All misguided masculinity and pent-up frustrations, he’s a powder keg, a human wall-punch,
constantly on the verge of boiling over as his plans go awry. As the film
gathers pace, the intensity becomes all but unbearable — never have
the three bubbling dots on the phone as you await a response been so
dramatic. Waves — for a time, at least — is a cinematic panic attack.
Trey Edward Shults previously directed 2015’s much lauded but underseen Thanksgiving drama Krisha, and then, in 2017, subdued Joel
Edgerton thriller It Comes at Night. With Waves he seems to be laying
himself bare, emotions exploding all over the shop, with an aesthetic to
match. For the first half of the film there’s barely a frame that isn’t DayGlo. With cinematography from Drew Daniels, who worked on HBO’s
Euphoria, Waves makes the whole world its nightclub — it glows, the
camera swooping and swirling around its characters like it’s in love with
them, Trent Reznor and Atticus Ross’ foreboding but fuzzy score cocooning them.
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Imran Khan

Burying Jihadis

Christopher Sandford

Riva Kastoryano

The definitive biography of Imran
Khan, the former Pakistan cricket captain and all-rounder – the Oxbridge
graduate and vociferous campaigner;
the devout Muslim whose kaleidoscopic social life flooded the gossip
columns; the man who raised $60 million for cancer research and who is
now one of the most important political
figures in Pakistan.
On one thing, Imran Khan’s friends
and enemies agree: it all began with
the leopard print satin trousers. In November 1974, the Cricketer International published an article about the
new elite group of young talented
players, ‘into concepts like fashion and pop music’, and bent on challenging cricket’s eternal stereotypes. Of the five featured stars on the
cover, a superbly hirsute 21-year-old wearing a tight black shirt and
gaudy trousers, with a facial expression of supreme self-confidence,
stood out. Imran Khan has always been a controversial figure, a man
who gives rise to hot debate on account of his strong conviction and hard
line views. From his achievements on the cricket field as the Pakistan
captain who captured the World Cup and the game’s best all-rounder in
history, through to his racy social life – the practising Muslim boogieing
on the dancefloor of Annabel’s, ‘an astonishing lovemaker’, according to
one overnight partner, praised by Diana Princess of Wales, close friend
to his then wife Jemima Goldsmith, as a ‘devoted husband’ – the Imran
story is full of colour and contradictions.

What should states do with the
bodies of suicide bombers and
other jihadists who die while
perpetrating terrorist attacks?
This original and unsettling book
explores the host of ethical and
political questions raised by this
dilemma, from (non-) legitimisation of the 'enemy' and their
cause to the non-territorial identity of individuals who identified
in life with a global community of
believers. Because states do
not recognise suicide bombers
as enemy combatants, governments must decide individually
what to do with their remains.
Riva Kastoryano offers a window onto this challenging predicament through the responses of the
American, Spanish, British and French governments after the Al-Qaeda
suicide attacks in New York, Madrid and London, and Islamic State's attacks on Paris in 2015. Interviewing officials, religious and local leaders
and jihadists' families, both in their countries of origin and in the target
nations, she has traced the terrorists' travel history, discovering unexpected connections between their itineraries and the handling of their
burials. This fascinating book reveals how states' approaches to a
seemingly practical issue are closely shaped by territory, culture, globalisation and identity.

The Laws of Human Nature
Robert Greene
Robert Greene is a master guide for millions of readers, distilling ancient wisdom
and philosophy into essential texts for
seekers of power, understanding and
mastery. Now he turns to the most important subject of all - understanding people's
drives and motivations, even when they
are unconscious of them themselves.
We are social animals. Our very lives depend on our relationships with people.
Knowing why people do what they do is
the most important tool we can possess,
without which our other talents can only
take us so far. Drawing from the ideas and
examples of Pericles, Queen Elizabeth I,
Martin Luther King Jr, and many others, Greene teaches us how to detach
ourselves from our own emotions and master self-control, how to develop
the empathy that leads to insight, how to look behind people's masks, and
how to resist conformity to develop your singular sense of purpose. Whether
at work, in relationships, or in shaping the world around you, The Laws of
Human Nature offers brilliant tactics for success, self-improvement, and
self-defence.

February 1-15, 2020

21 Kesaris
Kiran Nirvan
10,000 Afghans. 21 Sikh soldiers.
One epic battle. On 12 September
1897, 21 soldiers of 36th Sikh regiment stood undeterred as they
guarded the post of Saragarhi
against the onslaught of almost
10,000 Afghan tribesmen a battle
for the ages that ended in them laying down their lives in a final
hand¬to¬hand combat. The unparalleled heroics of these 21 men
have, however, been long forgotten
by history. What led to the Battle of
Saragarhi? What was the socio-political scenario at the time? Who
were these tribesmen and why did
they attack an outpost in such great
numbers? Who were the 21 soldiers and how were they able to keep the enemy at bay against all odds?
Based on colonial era records and information provided by the 4th Sikh battalion, the legatee unit of 36th Sikhs, 21 Kesaris attempts to answer these
questions while paying homage to the brave soldiers who defended the kesari flag depicting their Khalsa heritage with their last breaths.
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