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Coronavirus: The economic fallout
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Bank has projected that Pakistan's economy may face $16 to $61 million losses due
to the coronavirus outbreak. According to
the report, in a moderate case scenario, the
projected losses to be faced by Pakistan are
$34.2 million. In the worst case scenario,
the projected losses to be faced by Pakistan
are $60.8 million.
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Economics

Coronavirus: Challenges
and opportunities
Shahid Hussain

The coronavirus poses huge challenges to the government and people
of Pakistan in terms of human and economic costs. It has already
claimed at least 10 lives and the national economy may lose 1.67pc
of its gross domestic product. However, it also provides an opportunity
to the government of Prime Minister Imran Khan to concentrate on governance issues as the opposition is in disarray and conditions are not
suitable for it to launch a movement against him in the near future.
A sharp dip in oil prices could help Pakistan save around $4-$5 billion in oil imports. As global oil prices are down due to the virus and
geopolitical circumstances, the government can pass on the benefit to
the public and reduce prices. It will also reduce the high rate of inflation
in the country. However, the pandemic has exposed Pakistan’s fragile
health system. It ranks 105th amongst 195 countries on the Economist’s Global Health Security Index, reflecting the country’s poor capacity for rapid response and mitigation of the spread of an epidemic,
for treating the sick and protecting the health workers.
All public and private hospitals put together have a total of 1,700
ventilators, and the government is finding it hard to even ensure the
availability of safety kits for health workers or facemasks and hand
sanitiser for citizens. Poorly-equipped government hospitals lack the
capacity to screen the large number of suspected cases. Another challenge is quarantining and isolating the patients. Doctors are reluctant
to treat patients over lack of personal protection equipment. In
Balochistan, disciplinary action was taken against 13 doctors for staying away from a quarantine centre in Mastung. A doctor treating the
patients has already died from the disease in Gilgit-Baltistan.
Besides it, the virus poses a serious threat to the economy, which
the government believes is recovering fast. However, Moody’s Investor
Service has lowered its forecast for Pakistan growth rate at 2.5pc for
the current fiscal year owing to Covid-19 even though it said risks for
the entire Asia-Pacific (APAC) region were generally on the downside.
In December 2019, the New York-based rating agency had projected
Pakistan’s growth rate at 2.9pc for the current year. It coincides with
the State Bank of Pakistan (SBP) estimating the GDP growth rate for
the current year at 3pc, down from its earlier projection of 3.5pc. In its
latest “Regional Credit Outlook Update on Evolving Coronavirus Impact” report, Moody’s forecast 4.8pc growth rate for China, down from
5pc earlier, on assumptions of slow resumption of economic activity
and weak export demand. At the same time, Moody’s noted significant
economic fallout from more rapid and wider spread of the coronavirus
as dampening domestic consumption demand in affected countries exacerbates disruptions to supply chains and cross-border trade of
goods and services.
The International Monetary Fund (IMF) has agreed to relax budget
deficit ceiling aimed at allowing Pakistan to meet emergency fiscal
needs to fight the coronavirus contagion that has started spreading
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rapidly. The Ministry of Finance has so far sanctioned over Rs5.4 billion including Rs5 billion for the National Disaster Management Authority (NDMA) for emergency response purposes. The IMF decision
to relax the deficit condition will ease restrictions on Pakistan that
under the $6 billion deal is bound to keep the primary budget deficit
limited to only Rs264 billion in the current fiscal year. The IMF has also
announced a $50 billion emergency financing facility to fight the coronavirus across the globe. The IMF says efforts to contain the spread
of the disease have resulted in severe shocks to both supply and demand around the world, rippling through to the financial sector. Commodity prices, especially the sharp drop in oil prices, posed a further
challenge for many countries, while aiding those countries that imported commodities.
J.P Morgan economists’ views on the economic consequences of
the virus shock have evolved dramatically in recent weeks with respect
to the severity and duration of the outbreak. J.P. Morgan Global Economics Research now expects the global economy to experience an
unprecedented contraction during the first half of the year as containment measures are driving deep collapses in monthly economic activity. According to World Economic Forum, success in containing the
virus comes at the price of slowing economic activity, no matter
whether social distancing and reduced mobility are voluntary or enforced. In China’s case, policymakers implemented strict mobility constraints, both at the national and local level—for example, at the height
of the outbreak, many cities enforced strict curfews on their citizens.
But the tradeoff was nowhere as devastating as in Hubei province,
which, despite much help from the rest of China, suffered heavily while
helping to slow down the spread of the disease across the nation.
Pakistan’s textile export sector relies on China for the bulk of its
capital goods inputs, so there will be an impact if there is a protracted
closedown of the Chinese economy. In the wake of the Covid-19 outbreak and the associated measures taken by the respective governments, the Chinese authorities are forced to slow down their rollout
plans for the China-Pakistan Economic Corridor and the development
of the Gwadar international deep water port and its associated infrastructure.
The tough times have thrown up both challenges and opportunities
for Pakistan. The pandemic has exposed weaknesses in its economy
and healthcare system. Though health and education have become
provincial subjects after the passage of the 18th Amendment, yet the
Centre can help the provinces improve the sectors by providing huge
funds to them. Prime Minister Imran Khan’s ambition to alleviate
poverty in the country is also not possible without better earnings of
the country. It is time he learnt his lessons and moved prudently to
pave the way for a new Pakistan, which is self-reliant and able to meet
all requirements of its people independently.
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Economics

Coronavirus: The
economic fallout
Nasim Ahmed

In its latest report, the Asian Development Bank has projected that Pakistan's economy may face $16 to $61 million losses due to the coronavirus
outbreak. According to the report, in a moderate case scenario, the projected
losses to be faced by Pakistan are $34.2 million. In the worst case scenario,
the projected losses to be faced by Pakistan are $60.8 million.
The ADB also painted a hypothetical worst case scenario that shows
Pakistan's economy sustaining a staggering $5 billion loss due to the spread
of the virus. In the case, Pakistan's GDP will lose 1.57 per cent and 946,000
people would be unemployed.
A detailed analysis shows that in the best case scenario, Pakistan's agriculture and mining sector could sustain a loss of $5.5 million; business trade,
personal and public service $5.54 million; hotels and restaurants $0.67 million; light and heavy manufacturing $3.6 million and transport services $0.92
million.
In the worst case scenario, Pakistan's agriculture and mining sector will
face $21.7 million losses; business and trade $18.8 million losses; hotel and
restaurants $2.4 million losses; light and heavy engineering $14.6 million
losses; and transport services $3.4 million.
The report showed that the global GDP will also be affected from $77
billion in the best case scenario to $347 billion in the worst case scenario,
with China affected the most. The lockdown has slowed down the pace of
the Chinese economy, if compared to the last 30 years.
In addition to the global slowdown, the fear caused by the COVID-19 is
going to cause an estimated loss of $1.5 trillion across the globe in the hypothetical worst case scenario. Coronavirus losses will depend on the magnitude of the problem and the scale of the underlying uncertainties in
countries which have strong trade and production linkages with China.
Pakistan, already facing a range of economic troubles, is now faced with
the challenge of the coronavirus threat. Needless to say, the government
will have to take urgent measures to deal with the economic impact of the
virus. The Covid-19 pandemic has drastically curtailed global demand and
governments around the world are scrambling to provide fiscal stimulus and
monetary easing to arrest the economic downturn. According to the Advisor
to the Prime Minister on Finance, Prime Minister Imran Khan has entrusted
him with the responsibility of dealing with the economic fallout of the epidemic. In this connection, significant concessions in terms of relaxation of
time-bound structural benchmarks to the ongoing International Monetary
Fund (IMF) programme have been secured by way of an agreement not to
include any expenditure allocation for dealing with the threat of the coronavirus in the budget or fiscal deficit.
It may be added here that the agreed budget deficit during the IMF programme for the current year was 7.2 percent, based on the economic team
leaders' claim when the staff-level agreement was reached on May 12, 2019,
that the deficit for the outgoing year 2018-19 was 7.2 percent. By August
2019, when actual expenditure and revenue figures were tallied, the budget
deficit for the previous year was estimated at 8.9 percent. Subsequent to

April 1-15, 2020

the first IMF review report, the revenue shortfall led to downgrading the projected revenue collection for the year to Rs5.23 trillion rupees against the
programme target of Rs5.5 trillion and lower than budget expenditure, with
releases under the Public Sector Development Programme no more than 8
percent of the total amount budgeted while social sector development disbursement was under one percent of what was budgeted for the entire year.
The government needs to develop strategies with the objective of ensuring that coronavirus will not adversely affect economic activity. Strategies
will have to be developed to ensure that economic activity, which is already
severely impacted by the ongoing IMF programme, is not further compromised because of the pandemic. It is reported that the government will
strategize to ensure that there are no shortages or increase in prices of essential food items. This is a praiseworthy goal and the need of the hour because essential food items must be freely available. While in urban centres
the government can ensure adequate stocks in the Utility Stores Corporation
stores, yet areas, especially rural areas, where these stores are scarce, a
greater effort on the part of the provincial governments would be required to
ensure that each district is adequately stocked with essentials. It is indeed
unfortunate that these efforts will be hampered by the lack of local governments because they are the best medium to ensure the provision of essentials to all.
On the other hand, Prime Minister Imran Khan has tasked Economic Affairs Minister Hammad Azhar to try to access part of the one trillion dollars
earmarked for the pandemic and it is unclear yet how much would be accessible to the country. It is true that some measures have been taken by
the government, though initially the measures reflected a lack of understanding of what quarantine entails, an example being the returning pilgrims from
Iran; but the government's focus is now required to educate the public on
the critical need for social distancing by avoiding congregations, develop a
network of home delivery of essentials, and formulate a policy of paid sick
leave, including the number of days for those in self-isolation. The new discipline to be effective must be strongly enforced.
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Strategy

Combating the
corona crisis
Nasim Ahmed

Like the rest of the world, Pakistan faces a grim challenge of fighting off
the threat of the coronavirus pandemic. The scourge has devastated large
parts of the world, including Europe, Asia, America, Africa and Australia.
Infections and death rates have been rising and whole populations have
been locked down to control the spread of the virus. But the situation is not
yet under control.
Mercifully, Pakistan is still safe from the kind of a severe viral attack that
killed thousands in China and Italy. But we cannot be complacent. With a
few infected people detected about a month ago, the numbers have continuously been rising as new diagnostic tests are being made. In a situation
like this, statistics become outdated by the time they reach the public.
The name of the game is prevention and control, because there is no
specific medicine to cure the affliction. Beginning in February, thousands
returning from Iran and other countries were not screened and as such
there is no knowing how many of them were infected. All the returnees
must be tracked down, tested and, if need be, isolated.
Although a bit late, yet in mid-March, Pakistan’s National Security Committee (NSC) meeting was held to discuss the looming healthcare crisis
following which a National Coordination Committee for Covid-19 was established to monitor the situation and take necessary decisions on a daily
basis. The National Disaster Management Authority (NDMA) was tasked
with the responsibility of coordinating all operations for the implementation
of the preventive and curative actions.
All educational institutions, including schools, colleges, universities and
madrassas, both public and private, across the country were ordered shut
until April 5, 2020. Pakistan’s border with Afghanistan and Iran were closed
for two weeks for both travel and trade to prevent the spread of the pandemic. To effectively screen travellers, the arrival and departure of international flights were restricted to only three airports – Karachi, Lahore, and
Islamabad – with enhanced safety measures.
At the same time, all public gatherings and large conferences have
been banned with immediate effect. Wedding halls and cinemas have also
been closed for two weeks. Screenings of travellers at all points of entry to
the country are being done, while checkpoints have been established for
those entering from neighbouring Afghanistan or Iran at Gwadar, Taftan
and Chaman ground-crossing points.
The World Health Organisation (WHO) has appreciated the measures
taken by the government of Pakistan to deal with the coronavirus outbreak
as a health emergency and treating the patients as per standardised clinical protocols. It has also announced the provision of immediate support
to the government so that preparedness and response measures were in
place to handle the situation as it developed. The WHO representative in
Pakistan, Dr Palitha Mahipala, said, “I am impressed by the swift and diligent way the government has handled the crisis so far and WHO is committed to supporting them every step of the way.”
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Within our limited resources we have come up with a strong response
to the virus outbreak, but the truth is that our existing medical infrastructure
is too weak and inadequate to tackle a major health crisis. Our per capita
expenditure on health is one of the lowest in the world and hospitals lack
basic equipment and supplies. The doctor-patient ratio is extremely low in
far-flung areas.
A booming population and poor health literacy among the public make
matters worse. Even in normal times, hospitals, short of doctors and beds,
cannot cope with the rush of patients. Dengue outbreaks during the past
few years have fully exposed the inadequacies of our medical system, especially highlighting the lack of collaboration between health administrators
and environmental, sanitation or public works departments. In other words,
the healthcare system is too disjointed to make a coordinated response if
the coronavirus infection curve suddenly curls upwards.
The immediate challenge is to break the chains of infection transmission
and hunt down those with primary and secondary infections. Lockdown is
an obvious answer to the problem but such a drastic step may not be possible in a country like ours where millions are daily wage earners and lack
means to buy supplies in bulk. In such a situation, what we can do is to go
for partial and targeted lockdown.
To break the chains of transmission, we will need to trace all those with
a foreign travel history over the past couple of months and also those with
whom they have lived and interacted with since their return. This operation
should be coupled with the setting up of testing and quarantine centres in
all districts. At the same time, in all cities and major urban clusters, rapid
response teams should be formed to support the medical staff and distribute informative material to raise public awareness about the issue.
The coronavirus constitutes an existential threat to the nation and calls
for a total war on all fronts.
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Price hike

Lockdown fears
Muhammad Hassan

The provision of smooth food supplies and a check on their prices will be
a big challenge for the government during a countrywide lockdown over
the coronavirus pandemic. The prices have not increased yet but fears are
growing if the situation worsens and a curfew is imposed.
People are worried about the possible shortage of essentials and their
rising prices after they had to face the ordeal a few months ago. A recent
flour crisis has already eroded the credibility of the government among 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 its 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 rates of essentials, clothes and footwear have already doubled in the PTI tenure. The
common people are facing the toughest time of their lives in terms of rising
living costs fuelled by record-high food inflation.
Inflation has already risen to the highest level in nine years and the
central bank has warned that it could rise beyond the target set for the current fiscal year. 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.
Experts say trust should be built among people about unhindered supplies, so that essentials are freely available and panic buying could be
stopped. The government will also have to take extraordinary measures
to check hoarding and overpricing as the holy month of Ramazan starts in
few weeks. In fact, a vicious cycle of price hike starts before the holy month
in Pakistan. It is a common phenomenon in the country that prices of all
essentials increase before Ramazan and they do not come down throughout the year despite so-called raids by price control magistrates. However,
the start of Ramazan this year could even be harsher if the government
remained inactive, like its past practice.
Unlike other countries, where prices are reduced on festive occasions,
the people of Pakistan face the ordeal of soaring prices ahead of Ramazan
every year. In the absence of an effective price control mechanism, rates
of all essential commodities, including fruit and vegetables, are jacked up
and the government’s threats of crackdown on profiteers prove hollow
claims.
Pakistan faces the new challenges while it already ranks 94th on the
Global Hunger Index. In the 2019 index, Pakistan’s score was 28.5, which
means it suffers from a level of hunger that is serious. Pakistan’s ranking
on the Global Hunger Index is constantly on the decline with scores of 38.3
in 2000, 37 in 2005, 36 in 2010 and 32.6 in 2018. Latest poverty estimates
show that 24pc of Pakistan’s population lives below the poverty line. If the
rot is not stopped, Pakistan will face serious challenges to feed its growing
population in future.
In a report, the Asian Development Bank (ADB) said Pakistan was
among three Asian countries where the rate of undernourishment due to
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poverty was the highest. The highest rates of undernourishment in 2017
were observed in Afghanistan (29.8pc), Timor-Leste (24.9pc), and Pakistan (20.3pc), the ADB reported in the 50th edition of its annual statistical
report, “Key Indicators for Asia and the Pacific 2019.” It said the prevalence
of undernourishment in the total population was below 10pc in 26 of the
37 reporting economies, compared with only 14 of 37 in 2000.
According to a report of United Nations’ Food and Agricultural Organization (FAO), the rates of reducing undernourishment in Asia and the Pacific have slowed significantly in recent years, risking progress toward the
SDG target to eradicate hunger by 2030. The prevalence of stunting in
Pakistan witnessed a meager improvement since 2000 as the rate of stunting among children under the age of five years has fallen from 42pc in
2000 to 37pc in 2017. In Asia, the prevalence of stunting has fallen since
2000 in more than 85pc of developing member economies for which data
are available. Poor food security and severe malnutrition have led to millions of Asian and Pacific islander children being stunted (i.e., too short
for their age). The prevalence of stunting in children below the age of 5
years exceeded 25pc in 15 of the 30 developing member economies with
available data for 2016.
Almost half of Balochistan’s households face mild to severe food insecurity, according to a report released by the State Bank of Pakistan (SBP).
Alarmingly, of the 36.9pc food insecure households in the country, 18.3pc
face severe food insecurity. According to the SBP, almost a quarter of Pakistan’s population lives below the poverty line, set at Rs3,030.3 per adult
equivalent per month. It means that around 50 million people in the country
are unable to meet their basic needs. Most of these people live in rural
areas where the poverty rate is 30.7pc. The central bank noted provincial
disparities in terms of food security in Pakistan. In Balochistan, at least
30pc households experience hunger on a chronic basis. On the other
hand, Gilgit-Baltistan has the most food secure households, nearly 80pc
in the region, followed by Khyber Pakhtunkhwa (70pc). Only 63.1pc of the
country’s households are “food secure” despite the fact that Pakistan is
self-sufficient in major staples.
Experts say a high population growth rate and unfavourable water and
climatic conditions in the country mean that concerns about food security
may increase manifold over the next two to three decades. The coronavirus epidemic poses challenges which require short-term solutions. Pakistan will have to look beyond it.
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Crisis

Uncommon wealth
Muhammad Ali

World Water Day went largely unnoticed this year as the world faces the
coronavirus challenge. Observed on March 22 every year, the day reminds the world and Pakistan about the grim reality of soaring demand
and decreasing supply of water for agriculture, energy and food production, healthy ecosystems and human survival itself.
The water crisis is deepening in Pakistan with every passing day. It
is not that Pakistan does not have the resources. Of the total 145 million
acre foot (MAF) water that flows annually through Pakistan, up to only
14 MAF can now be stored by its two reservoirs. Experts say Pakistan is
throwing 21 MAF water into the sea every year which can fill three reservoirs of the size of the Mangla Dam. The level of underground water is
also continuously dropping in Pakistan. According to estimates, the underground water plunges in Islamabad by one metre, in Lahore half
metre and in Balochistan six metres every year.
The International Monetary Fund (IMF) has placed Pakistan on third
position in the context of the looming water crisis. It is despite the fact
that no country in the world has more glaciers than Pakistan but it still
ranks as the 14th most water stressed country. The Pakistan Council Research in Water Resources (PCRWR) has warned that Pakistan may run
out of water by 2025.
Today, some 2.2 billion people lack safe drinking water and 4.2 billion
people live without access to adequate sanitation, says a latest United
Nations report which calls for reducing both impacts and drivers of climate change and major shifts in the way we use and reuse the Earth's
limited water resources. The new global report calls, among others, for
concrete efforts to address rising water stress and improve the efficiency
of water use in agriculture and industry, and it outlines actions in three
areas: first, enabling people to adapt to the impacts of climate change;
second, improving the resilience of livelihoods; and, third, reducing the
drivers of climate change.
The 2020 UN World Water Development Report, compiled by the UN
Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization (UNESCO), in collaboration with UN-Water, provides decision-makers with knowledge and
tools to craft sustainable water policies, and calls for scaling up investment to put them into practice. Tackling water insecurity and climate
change, two of the most critical crises the world will continue facing over
the next several decades.
The 2020 World Water Development Report reveals that water use
has increased six-fold over the past century and is rising by about one
per cent a year. However, it is estimated that climate change, along with
the increasing frequency and intensity of extreme events, storms, floods
and droughts, will aggravate the situation in countries already currently
experiencing “water stress” and generate similar problems in areas that
have not been severely affected.
Furthermore, the report highlights the fact that poor water management tends to exacerbate the impacts of climate change, not only on
water resources but on society as a whole. By limiting global heating to
1.5 degrees Celsius, the world will be in a much better position to manage and solve the water crisis. Water is the primary medium through
which we perceive the effects of climate disruption, from extreme weather
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events, such as droughts and floods, to glacial melting, saltwater intrusion and sea level rise. This will negatively affect health and productivity
and act as a threat multiplier for instability and conflict.
UNESCO said that with four billion people worldwide forced to contend with water scarcity, without sustainable access to water, the world
will be unable to achieve goals such as quality education or the development of more prosperous, fairer societies. It calls on countries to make
more concrete commitments to address the challenge, and warned that
climate change would affect the availability, quality and quantity of water
needed for basic human needs, thus undermining enjoyment of the basic
rights to safe drinking water and sanitation for billions of people.
Such a deterioration of the situation would only hinder achievement
of Sustainable Development Goal 6 (SDG6), which is part of the 2030
Agenda for Sustainable Development, according to which access to safe
drinking water and sanitation must be guaranteed for all within 10 years.
This will be a considerable challenge: 2.2 billion people currently do not
have access to safely managed drinking water, and 4.2 billion, or 55 per
cent of the world's population, are without safely managed sanitation.
UNESCO said that the critical need to substantially improve access to
clean water for drinking and hygiene for billions of the world's people has
been further thrown into stark relief by the current deadly outbreak of
COVID-19.
International estimates say water scarcity is particularly acute in Asia
as rapid population growth, industrial development and urbanisation
heightens the water crisis in the largest and most populous continent.
Home to 4.5 billion people, the Asian population uses around 65 per cent
of the world’s water supply. Agriculture accounts for the largest use of
water, followed by industrial and municipal uses. According to research
from the International Institute for Applied Systems Analysis’ (IIASA)
Water Program, water scarcity will increase in 74-86 per cent of regions
in Asia, with about 40 per cent of the continent’s population facing severe
water scarcity by 2050.
In Pakistan, the per capita availability of water has dipped below the
minimum level of 1,000 cubic metres per year. At least 14.2pc increase
in water availability is required to meet the needs of Pakistan's ballooning
population by 2025. Over 27 million Pakistanis lack access to potable
water and almost 70pc water is unfit for human consumption. According
to estimates, over 80pc population of the rural areas is getting contaminated water. Almost 250,000 children under the age of five die every year
of waterborne disease, costing the economy around $1.3 billion. Fourfifths of all diseases in Pakistan, such as cholera, diarrhea, typhoid and
hepatitis, are caused by contaminated water.
Experts say the country gets 84pc water in the monsoon season
and arrangements should be made to store it. One dam should be built
after every 10 years. Pakistan has already wasted time and not a new
dam has been built in decades. On the other hand, Pakistan’s capacity
to store water has reduced by 12pc due to silting in the dams. Some
experts claim Pakistan still has sufficient water for its needs but it will
have to use the precious resource judiciously to save future generations from crisis.
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Viewpoint

In defiance of COVID-19
Muhammad Zain

Countries around the world have gone into lockdown or imposed severe
curbs to restrict the spread of the coronavirus. Religious activities have suffered too all over the world, but people and religious leaders in Pakistan
have refused to heed the government’s advice to offer prayers at home.
The defiance has raised serious concerns about the virus spread in the
country and some experts fear the government will have to impose a countrywide curfew to tackle the situation in the end. President Arif Alvi requested
Pakistani ulema to advise people across the country to offer prayers at home
as the coronavirus continues to infect people. The President held a meeting
via video conference with religious scholars and governors of all provinces.
The meeting was held a day before Friday as millions of people across the
country offer congregational prayers in mosques. The ulema assured the
President of their complete cooperation in battling the COVID-19 pandemic,
but refused to bar people from coming to mosques and attend Friday congregations.
The situation in Pakistan is in contrast to measures adopted by Muslims
and their governments the world over. Religious authorities across the Middle East have moved to cancel or limit weekly prayer gatherings to help prevent the spread of the coronavirus. Saudi Arabia locked down its capital
Riyadh and holy cities of Makkah and Madina to prevent the spread of the
virus. It also imposed further travel restrictions on 13 regions. It had to impose a three-week curfew after the situation worsened. In addition to closing
mosques, it has halted international flights, suspended the Umrah, shut
down schools, malls and restaurants, and asked people to stop going to
work. It is feared it may restrict gatherings for Hajj this year. These are drastic
steps taken under an extraordinary situation to save people.
Iran also shut down it holy shrines in the wake of the pandemic. The police had to use force to disperse crowds who forced their way into two popular shrines soon after they were closed because of the threat. Health
officials had told pilgrims that kissing and touching the shrines could spread
the virus, and urged clergy to close them for weeks. In a statement, religious
leaders urged the pilgrims to rely on wisdom and patience during the crisis.
In a significant development, Al-Azhar, the Muslim world’s prestigious institution in Egypt, allowed the suspension of mass prayers at mosques. The
Fatwa stressed that public gatherings, including congregational prayers at
mosques, can result in the spread of the coronavirus and the governments
of Muslim countries have complete jurisdiction to cancel the events. It also
emphasized amending Azaan (call to prayer) with words “Salaat Fi Buyute-Kum”, meaning “pray at your home”, instead of the usual “come to prayer”.
Also, families within their homes can arrange group prayers. The edict says
it is obligatory for Muslims to abide by the health instructions of the state in
case of crisis and avoid following unofficial information and rumours. “As
per credible medical reports, the coronavirus spreads very easily and
quickly. In the situation, saving human lives and protecting them from all
risks and threats is in line with the great concept of Islam,” the Fatwa said.
However, most Pakistani people and religious leaders are not impressed
by such decrees or the threat. It is despite the fact that pilgrims returning
from Iran are blamed for the spread of the virus in Pakistan. Over 78pc of
the 892 officially confirmed cases of COVID-19 in Pakistan have a history
of travel to Iran, according to the government. However, the pilgrims were
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not at fault. It was the government’s inability to screen them for the virus,
which spread the disease in the country. Two people returning from a religious gathering in Lahore were accused of carrying the virus to Palestine.
About 250,000 people had congregated in camps near Lahore for the annual five-day congregation, ignoring government warnings that such events
could propagate the pandemic.
Malaysian authorities also linked most of its 428 cases to a religious
gathering in the country. The authorities said participants in the gathering
— from February 27 to March 1 — came from Bangladesh, Brunei, the
Philippines, Singapore, and Thailand. Around 14,500 of the participants
were Malaysian. Brunei and Singapore have also linked a spike in the coronavirus cases in their countries to the event.
A large number of Muslim countries have banned religious congregations
and collective prayers to save the population from the pandemic. However,
the government in Pakistan is not in a position to take strict actions on the
pattern of most Muslim countries. It requested religious and prayer leaders
to shorten Friday prayers as well as daily prayers, advising the public to go
to mosques only for Farz prayers. Critics say if Muslim holiest places in
Saudi Arabia can be closed down, why not mosques in other parts of the
world? Unlike the Saudi authorities, no provincial or federal government in
Pakistan can force the clerics to close mosques or ban large gatherings.
The government also cannot impose a curfew to save its marginalised sections of society. It can only request religious leaders to enforce the restrictions. It appears religious leaders and the common people are not ready to
listen to the request of the government. Health experts fear the next few
weeks could see a sharp spike in the cases because of gatherings at
masques. In view of the situation, the clerics should ask people, especially
old and sick, to offer their prayers at home. If the practice continues, it is
feared the government will have to impose a countrywide curfew to tackle
the situation.

09

Incentives

The relief package
Shahid Hussain

Prime Minister Imran Khan has announced a Rs1.13 trillion package to
support various sectors of society and the economy to offset the adverse
impacts of the coronavirus. The incentives are welcome but their fair distribution will be a huge challenge for the government.
There are many loopholes in the package under the circumstance it
was announced. Prime Minister Imran Khan said he would have imposed
a curfew if Pakistan’s economy would have been as strong as that of the
US or Italy. He rightly said that Pakistan cannot afford to implement the
anti-coronavirus lockdowns seen in China and the West because large
numbers of the poor will starve to death. Ironically, lockdown restrictions
were intensified soon after the announcement of the package. It has already started hitting daily wagers in the country. They cannot reach their
points to assemble, let alone find some work. They have generally huge
families to support and have already been without work for many weeks.
The government has allocated Rs200 billion for the labour force and
the provincial governments will also pool their resources. The funds aim
to provide relief to workers, who are regular employees, and largely ignore
workers who have to find work daily to support their families. To protect
the export sector from global challenges, the government has allocated
Rs100b payment of refunds immediately to improve cash flows for payments to the labour force. Another Rs100b was approved for deferred payment of loans for small and medium enterprises (SMEs) and agriculture
and concessional loans to ensure their input costs do not go up. Also,
Rs150b was earmarked to support vulnerable families by increasing their
stipend from Rs2,000 to Rs3,000 per month for four months.
The Centre has also asked the provinces to come up with their support
plans so that weak segments of society could be helped out. The network
of panagahs (shelter homes) for the jobless and poor is being expanded
so that the unemployed and weak could have meal and shelter. The Utility
Stores Corporation would get additional Rs50b to ensure smooth supplies
of essential commodities at affordable rates. However, their limited number
leaves them inaccessible to a large number of people. Passing on the benefit of plunging international oil prices, the government has announced
Rs15 per litre reduction in the prices of petrol, diesel and kerosene. The
government has assured the people of more reductions in coming weeks.
The payment of electricity and gas bills can also be made in three installments. The facility would be limited to those with monthly electricity
consumption of less than 300 units and less than Rs2,000 per month of
gas bills. The facility covers about 75pc of power consumers and 81pc of
gas consumers.
The prime minister said Rs50b had been set aside to provide financial
support to medical staff and to hire more staff. In addition, taxes on imported essential food items, like pulses, have also been waived or cut. An
additional amount of Rs25b has been given to the National Disaster Management Authority to beef up medical and rescue equipment, like testing
kits and ventilators. About Rs100b would be set aside for a fund aimed to
make arrangements for future emergencies.
The government calls it an “unprecedented package” because it believes it would not only mitigate the suffering of the people in hard times,
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but also create job opportunities and boost the economy. It is despite the
fact Pakistan still has one of the highest interest rates in the world while
other countries have significantly reduces it to offset the virus effects. According to the government, the key objective of the package was to overcome the challenge caused by the coronavirus, make health and food
facilities available to the people and address cash problems of the people
and the businesses despite limited resources. The government also reminded critics that out of Rs4t resources, it had only Rs1.6t at its disposal
after transferring provincial shares to take care of Rs5t loans in two years.
The government may financial constraints but it would have come up
with a better plan. The reduction in fuel prices will not benefit the people
in the lockdown. They cannot benefit from the relief sitting home after travel
restrictions.
Public gatherings are banned, schools are closed and all shops other
than those selling groceries or medicines have been shut down in the
whole country. For daily wagers, it is already a curfew and they do not
know for how long it will last. With the current level of restrictions, work
has already dried up for people who have to work daily to eke out a living.
Moreover, a Rs 3,000 subsistence monthly allowance announced for dailywage workers is a joke. The government has announced the allowance
for three months. The first question is: whether the meager amount will
reach the deserving people or not? Then, the government must also have
devised a strategy for the poor families to survive with Rs3,000 for a
month. It could have been at least Rs20,000 a month for each family for
three months. The government could have provided loans instead of a
meagre subsistence allowance for workers, to be returned in instalments.
Despite the loopholes, it is a good effort under the circumstances. The
relief package, reduction in fuel prices and interest rates are appreciable.
The economy is not strong enough to support the people in a better way.
The government cannot alone cope with the situation. It is time the rich
join in and support the government efforts to alleviate the suffering of the
vulnerable segments of society.
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Economics

New threats to
Pakistan’s economy
Husnain Shahid

The coronavirus has seriously hit Pakistan’s efforts to improve its economy.
Pakistan fears for the worst economic recession, like most countries of the
world and region. Despite new challenges, Pakistan can hope for better
as it has timely taken harsh measure to improve its fundamentals.
It is a fact that financial indicators of the country had started improving
when the pandemic struck Pakistan. The Swiss financial services firm,
Credit Suisse, in its latest report noted that Pakistan’s fundamentals have
improved significantly but warned of challenges that lie ahead. Titled “Pakistan: On the path to recovery”, the firm credited the assistance from the
International Monetary Fund (IMF), fiscal consolidation, and much needed
reforms for the improvement in country’s economic condition. “Near term,
we expect equities to remain range-bound after a strong rally, but the longterm upside potential remains significant,” the Zurich-based firm said. It
also pinned hope on IMF-backed reforms saying that they were injecting a
dose of stability into the battered rupee that resiliently recovered four percent following the loan program. “We expect the rupee to remain stable
going forward, supported by Pakistan’s commitment to the EFF (extended
fund facility) program,” it said in the report.
It said the rupee had become extremely overvalued and the policy to
weaken it aggressively erased the overvaluation completely and in fact left
the currency looking historically cheap. The appreciation since then has
neutralised the rupee’s valuation. It was devalued by around 33 per cent
from December 2017 to July 2019, in parallel with the sharp increase in
base rates. “Most of the devaluations were undertaken in a series of 5–6
per cent steps and occurred against the backdrop of the government’s negotiations with international donors to bridge its estimated $12 billion financing gap. The rupee has stabilised after a lengthy period of
depreciation and foreign investors have started to take notice, with portfolio
inflows sharply accelerating over the past six months,” it noted.
The financial services firm further said equities were likely to remain
range-bound after a strong rally, but the long-term upside potential remains
significant. “The primary risk for investors is the potential for a renewed
devaluation. However, with Pakistan still at the early stages of an IMF program, and the build-up in reserves ahead of expectations, we believe this
risk is low. Indeed, we see the potential for a further modest revaluation in
the rupee.”
However, Moody’s Investor Service lowered its forecast for Pakistan’s
growth rate at 2.5pc for the current fiscal year owing to Covid-19 even
though it said risks for the entire Asia-Pacific (APAC) region were generally
on the downside. It forecast 4.8pc growth rate for China, down from 5pc
earlier, on assumptions of slow resumption of economic activity and weak
export demand. It said the revised forecasts for the APAC region were
based on coronavirus implications, incorporating ongoing travel restrictions
and heightened containment measures, as well as the recent oil price
shocks.
Rising infection rates would further impede global sentiment, heightening asset price volatility and tightening financing conditions, which could
snowball into a deeper economic contraction. A number of governments
have already announced measures to cope with the impact of the coronavirus, and Moody’s expects there will be more fiscal stimulus as the extent
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of the economic fallout becomes clearer. However, some governments —
mainly frontier markets — may be constrained by their high indebtedness
and limited access to funding. Pakistan is among them owing to more than
80pc of GDP debt burden and weaker fiscal balances, it noted.
At the same time, Moody’s noted significant economic fallout from more
rapid and wider spread of the coronavirus as dampening domestic consumption demand in affected countries exacerbates disruptions to supply
chains and cross-border trade of goods and services. “The longer the disruptions last, the greater the risk of global recession becomes”, Moody’s
said, adding risks were skewed to the downside.
In recent months, international financial institutions have recognised
Pakistan’s financial progress. Moody’s Investor Service had upgraded Pakistan’s economy outlook from negative to stable in December. The World
Bank also acknowledged Pakistan as one of the top 10 “most improved”
countries in the Ease of Doing Business Index. Pakistan’s current account
deficit narrowed 75pc to $2.153 billion in the first six months of the current
fiscal year of 2020 as imports of goods declined sharply. According to the
State Bank of Pakistan, the deficit was around $8.614 billion in the corresponding period of the last fiscal year. The current account deficit, which
measures the flow of goods, services and investments into and out of the
country, stood at $367 million in December, compared with $364 million in
the previous month. Higher foreign investment and increased remittances
from Pakistani workers abroad also contributed to the improvement in the
current account balance. Trade data, released earlier, showed exports increased by 4.5pc to $12.391b in July-December FY20, while imports fell
by 20.9pc to $22.2b in the six months of the current fiscal year.
Foreign direct investment into Pakistan surged by 68.3pc to $1.340b in
July-December FY20. Foreign investment in government securities such
as market treasury bills and Pakistan Investment Bonds reached $452.2
million in six months of FY20, compared with $0.1 million a year ago. The
SBP, in its first quarterly report, expected the current account deficit to be
1.5 – 2.5pc of GDP in FY20, largely due to increasing benefits from import
compression. “Most of the improvement in the current account has come
from a reduction in the country’s import bill; exports have yet to contribute
significantly, as healthy quantum gains are not supported by price trends,”
the report said.
In September last year, Pakistan’s current account deficit dropped by
80pc to a 41-month low of $259 million, with a 111.5pc rise in foreign direct
investment (FDI) and 194pc increase in private investment. With FDI of
$1.34 billion during the first half of the current fiscal year, a 68.3pc increase
was registered in January, compared to $796.8 million of the same period
of the previous fiscal year. In February, the reserves of the State Bank of
Pakistan (SBP) also hit a 21-month high at $11.586 billion. The economic
positivity was also reflected by the Karachi Stock Exchange (KSE), which
registered a 16-month high in February, crossing the 42,000 point mark
after a cumulative increase of 13,000 points in four months.
Inflation is a serious cause of concern for the masses and the government. January saw a 12-year high inflation rate of 14.6. It is expected to
increase further in the current situation. If the crisis is handled prudently,
Pakistan will emerge as a better country.
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Viewpoint

An opportunity to cleanse
the Augean stables
Raza Khan

The coronavirus pandemic has posed a serious threat to public life and
health in Pakistan, but it has also provided one-in-a-life-time opportunity
to the state and society to fix many things and improve the quality of governance and standard of life.
The virus has not only claimed several lives but is spreading steadily
in the country. As there is no cure for the virus and the only way is to improve the quality of life, governance and transform life-long habits particularly of hygiene, there is a lot what could be done at the individual,
community, societal and state level to ward off the threat, not only of the
coronavirus but also of many other diseases and conflicts that presently
are faced by the people, society and the country.
The foremost opportunity which the pandemic has created for the people, communities and the government is to improve the standards of hygiene and cleanliness. There is no denying the fact that as a people,
society and country, Pakistanis have been quite unhygienic. This is despite
the fact that water, the main source of cleanliness, has been available in
abundance in Pakistan. Moreover, Pakistanis have been ruthlessly wasting
away the precious resource, not for hygiene and cleanliness but absurd
purposes, like sprinkling streets to temporarily suppress the dirt and dust.
Resultantly, we have lost a lot of our water resources and this is evident
from the ever-receding water table across Pakistan. Now, there is an opportunity for Pakistanis to understand how to preserve water and how to
make the best use of the resource by adroitly using it for personal and environmental cleanliness.
What the coronavirus pandemic has shown us is that there must be a
considerable level of social distancing in order to avoid the risk of getting
affected by the disease. Here, it is important to note that whether Pakistani
cities or villages almost everywhere one could see dense overcrowding.
The overcrowding is the result of overpopulation. Overcrowding is not only
the source of many contagious diseases but also many conflicts and feuds,
whether at the community or family levels. So, overcrowding needs to be
avoided and this is even enjoined by our great religion, Islam. According
to Prophet Muhammad (SAW) there should be a limit to the size of a community and if it gets oversized a new town shall be founded.
Overcrowding denies not only social space to individuals but also results in a number of diseases. The denial of social space and risk of contracting diseases warrant that there should not be any overcrowding.
However, as pointed out, overcrowding is largely the result of overpopulation, therefore, now as a society and a people we must think that to what
an extent we could increase the number of children when the situation is
not at all conducive for their safety and security. It may also be mentioned
that overcrowding is also the result of an archaic social system of communities in Pakistan. In the social system, most people wish to live in their respective tribal and local communities. It discourages social and economic
mobility in many respects, which impedes development as a whole. Therefore, the people must also think over the pitfalls of overcrowding as a result
of the conservative and archaic social system.
Social distancing has much to do with the social concept or idea of individualism. Pakistan, as a society, has a collectivist culture where individual interests and rights are of least importance. An individual is dominated
by collectivistic values and institutions, like living and dining at once. Like-
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wise, families, communities, tribes and the nation are considered more important than individuals and their interests. In the situation, social distancing is well-nigh impossible, as historically and culturally, individuals are not
considered or they do not deem themselves as powerful enough to alone
pass their time or carry out routine affairs. Although Islam calls for the unity
of Muslims, yet it is not at all against individualism as is generally perceived. Welfare, development and the care of individuals are considered
prime important in our religion. However, there is large-scale misperception
about individualism as this is something totally Western. In fact, individualism does not mean to be selfish or self-centred and not to be considerate
towards others or altruistic. So, there is a need that people must develop
the capacity of individualism which is indeed a very positive energy and
makes the people to be independent and self-confident in the hour of need.
Another important aspect of the situation created by the coronavirus
pandemic is Pakistan’s healthcare. Whether in the public sector or the private sector, the health system of Pakistan was quite exposed by the pandemic. It could be gauged from the fact that even an entire province could
not properly quarantine a few hundred people on their return from a foreign
land. If, God forbid, the number of coronavirus patients increases, our
healthcare system would be highly stressed. Given the huge population
of Pakistan, the country needs a large number of hospitals and healthcare
units and that too with state-of-the-art facilities. There is every possibility
that in future more such diseases would surface. For it, short, long and
medium-term planning is necessary.
The role of citizens in the context of the coronavirus pandemic has also
been quite important. However, one observed that citizens largely behaved
very callously and insensitively to what the situation demanded. They
seemed to be unaware of their safety and rights on one hand, and their duties
as responsible members of society, on the other. Repeated appeals from the
government and authorities to remain in self-confinement and isolation all fell
on deaf ears. A state and its people could only have multidimensional security
if a majority, if not all the citizens, know their rights and responsibilities. It may
be understandable if the majority of Pakistanis have not been paying their
taxes as they have had legitimate demands from the government, which have
always remained unaddressed. However, when it comes to personal safety
and health, the citizens should have behaved very responsibly.
There is a need to create awareness among the people about their
civic rights and responsibilities and in this connection our educational system as well as all traditional sources of authorities have to play their critical
role. However, one has been seeing that clerics, who have considerable
social influence, have been advising the people otherwise and asked them
to defy government orders.
So there is a host of opportunities in the situation created by the coronavirus to improve and fix matters by transforming our values, institutions,
technology and traditions. However, it would not happen itself and the governments at the federal, provincial and authorities at the local level have
to play a critical role in this regard. The panacea is good governance and
this is really not as easy as it sounds but a lot of homework and policy
planning and implementation on the part of governments could lead the
way after support from civil society, academia, media and other important
social stakeholders.
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Balancing the
state structure
Raza Khan

The federal government of the Pakistan Tehreek-e-Insaf (PTI) has finally decided to move ahead with the much-delayed and much-demanded bifurcation of the Punjab province and creation of the South Punjab province. In
this regard, PTI Vice Chairman and Foreign Minister of Pakistan, Shah Mahmood Qureshi, has announced tabling a move for the creation of the
province in the Punjab Assembly, to be followed in the National Assembly
and Senate of Pakistan.
The creation of a new province is part of the PTI government’s election
manifesto upon which the party won considerable support from the region.
It means that the creation of a new province in the south of the Punjab has
been a very popular demand of the residents of the region. It is important to
note that all mainstream political parties of Pakistan acknowledge the right
of the residents of the southern parts of the Punjab to have their own
province as well as its need. The parties include the Pakistan People’s Party
(PPP) and more importantly, the Pakistan Muslim League-Nawaz (PML-N),
whose bastion has been the entire Punjab province. However, the PML-N’s
words to support the creation of the South Punjab province by bifurcating
the province, has never been matched by its action. The party has always
run away from the genuine moves to create the new province. This is part
of a well thought out strategy of the PML-N, because it knows the sentiments
of the people of the South Punjab, which it in no way wants to hurt, fearing
to lose a crucial electoral constituency. On the other hand, the PML-N knows
that in the northern and central parts of the Punjab the people are against
the creation of the South Punjab province while creating a new province
would also be tantamount to dividing its political base without which it may
not able to win a national or provincial election. This the PTI bigwigs know
quite well, therefore, PTI Vice Chairman Qureshi has placed a political trap
by asking the PML-N to support the party’s move to create the South Punjab
province by voting for it in the National and Punjab assemblies. Passing a
resolution for the creation of a new province first needs the nod of the provincial assembly, where the new province has to be created and it has to be
passed by the National Assembly and the Senate of Pakistan in order to
complete the process.
The PTI is playing politics as the time is quite important to launch the action for the creation of the new province. The PTI government, both at the
Centre and the Punjab, what to say of the Khyber Pakhtunkhwa province,
has largely failed to improve the socioeconomic conditions and set a model
of good governance. In the situation, raising the voice for the creation of the
new province in the Punjab becomes important. Honestly, the PTI bagged
a lot of votes on the slogan in the South Punjab region and if it further delays
the process it is feared it would further lose the support of the locals.
Now the question remains: Whether the PTI’s renewed move to create
the South Punjab province would see the light of the day? It is very much
debatable and a lot would depend upon the respective interests of the mainstream political parties. At the moment, the two parties which matter in the
creation of the South Punjab province, are the PTI and the PML-N. Both together have a two-thirds majority in the Punjab and National assemblies.
Therefore, if they agree to create the new province, there could be no hurdles, whether the PPP, which has a good number of MPs in both National
Assembly and Senate, opposes it or not. But the PPP has traditionally been
quite supportive of the idea. In the situation, the PML-N does not seem to
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be quite interested in supporting the efforts of the PTI. The reasons have
been explained but in the particularly temporal context, the PML-N would
also not support the PTI to carve out a new province from the existing Punjab
province for the basic reason that the credit would go to the PTI.
The PTI, on its part, has set the trap for the PML-N. Now if the PML-N
supports the move, the PTI would get the lion’s share of the credit. On the
other hand, if the PML-N refuses to support it, which most likely it would, the
PTI would have the justification to tell the people in the South Punjab that it
is basically the PML-N that does not want to create their province in a bid to
secure political support from the region in the next election.
Without indulging into party interests, the creation of a new province in
the Punjab has been very critically needed for a host of reasons. The foremost reason which, political observers across Pakistan have been pointing
out for the bifurcating of the Punjab, has been to create a balance in the
Pakistani federation. The Pakistani federation has always been the focus of
debate because of its weird structure. Observers and researchers have
pointed that the failure of governance in Pakistan at all levels and within all
state institutions has fundamentally been due to the strange structure of the
federation. The monstrous edifice of the Pakistani federation has been the
relative sizes of the federating units and then the distribution of all state resources, jobs in civilian and military bureaucracies and the rest of state services on the basis of the population.
The demand for the creation of a South Punjab province is quite old and
it was spearheaded by the Pakistan Seraiki Party, once led by the articulate
and vocal politician Taj Muhammad Langa. The proposal to create a new
province was also made by ex-Prime Minister Mir Zafar Ullah Jamali. He
called for making three provinces in the Punjab in order to “save” the country.
Again, Jamali made the suggestion after being shown the door ignominiously by his party, the PML-Q. He might also have realized that being the
Prime Minister he could do nothing as he came from Balochistan, while his
strings and the party’s leadership were in the hands of the Chaudhrys of the
Punjab.
Even noted constitutional expert and lawyer, SM Zafar, favoured the idea
and suggested doing homework on it. However, he had also advocated the
division of all provinces into manageable units. If people, like Zafar, who during his lifetime was an icon of the dominance of the Punjab in Pakistan, supported the idea of dividing the Punjab province in the best interest of
Pakistan, then the idea has a lot of substance. Earlier, the proposal of making more provinces in the country, especially in the most populated Punjab,
came from former Prime Minister Malik Meraj Khalid, who also hailed from
the province. People, like Meraj Khalid, were visionaries and they thought
that the country could not be run through a highly lopsided power and resources distribution formula tilted highly in favour of one federating unit. They
had felt that sham federalism and the highly centralized state structure would
not work. But there earnest suggestions always fell on the deaf ears. The
state institutions degenerated and became corrupt to a point where their
rectification became almost impossible.
Now it is high time that the political leadership of the country realized its
past mistakes and attempted to create a balance in the federation. Already,
the political leadership has committed a grave mistake by merging the former FATA with the KP province, disturbing the balance in the federation.
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Economy

Containing the budget
deficit: a review
Muhammad Jahangir

The government recently presented the mid-term budget review of 201920 in the National Assembly. The document contained many anomalies
and contradictions, highlighting the mismatch between the figures officially quoted and the realities on the ground.
For example, it has been claimed that in the first six months, success
has been achieved in limiting the primary deficit as agreed with the International Monetary Fund (IMF). The question is: How the target for
deficit reduction can be achieved when there has been a significant
shortfall in tax revenues?
To put the whole thing in context, it needs to be added here that the
performance criterion on the ceiling to the size of the primary deficit for
December 2019 was met by a big jump in the profits of the State Bank
of Pakistan (SBP) to Rs 426 billion, equivalent to over 104 percent of
the projected annual profits. Secondly, development spending was restricted to 35 percent of the annual budgeted amount.
However, there are a number of risks in meeting the annual target
for the fiscal deficit of 7.5 percent of the GDP in 2019-20 and the primary
deficit target of 0.6 percent of the GDP agreed with the IMF. These include a substantial shortfall in tax revenue, volatility in the exchange
rate, the losses and circular debt in the energy sector, unexpected increase in the public debt and problems in the financing of the fiscal
deficit.
Indirectly, the government has conveyed the message to the National
Assembly and the IMF that the primary deficit is likely to rise above the
ceiling imposed in the performance criterion of 0.6 percent of the GDP
for 2019-20.
Let us now analyse how the economic situation will shape up by the
end of the year. According to the latest figures of eight months, July 19
to February 2020, federal revenues have reached Rs 2,702 billion,
demonstrating a growth rate of 16 percent. If this growth is maintained
over the next four months, then the full-year revenues could reach Rs
4,400 billion.
However, the revenues could get a boost from other developments.
One is the steep fall in the price of oil. If half of the benefit is retained by
the government in the form of a higher petroleum levy, then additional
revenues of Rs 90 billion could accrue in the last quarter of 2019-20.
Second, if the recent decline in the value of the rupee persists, then import-based revenues could be higher by Rs 30 billion. As such, the level
of federal tax revenues, including other taxes, could be Rs 4,745 billion
in 2019-20.
But given the fact that the revised target for overall tax revenues is
Rs 5,505 billion, the shortfall is likely to be as large as Rs 748 billion equivalent to 1.7 percent of the expected GDP in 2019-20 and will be
the largest shortfall ever. It alone will take up the fiscal deficit to 9.2 percent of the GDP.
One way out of the situation will be to cut expenditure. There are re-
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ports that the public sector development programme (PSDP) will be cut
back by Rs 100 billion. Also, the outlay on social protection and on the
Benazir Income Support Programme (BISP) may be lower due to implementation capacity constraints by Rs 150 billion. These will add up to
Rs 250 billion, equivalent to 0.6 percent of the GDP.
The first estimate of the budget deficit in 2019-20 is 8.6 percent of
the GDP. The corresponding estimate of the primary deficit is 2.1 percent of the GDP. This is 1.5 percent of the GDP, above the target agreed
with the IMF. Therefore, the prospect is that from the third quarterly review onwards by the IMF staff, there will be a violation of a key performance criterion and a need for a waiver will arise.
But some other risks face the economy. The biggest risk relates to
the large and growing circular debt of the power sector. There will be a
need to inject liquidity into the sector. The other area of concern is the
financing of the deficit and the magnitude of debt service payments. The
budget had targeted for 58 percent of the financing of the budget deficit
with relatively low-cost external borrowing. During the first six months,
the contribution of external financing has been 52 percent. Further, the
larger deficit will imply more interest payments. The additional burden
of debt servicing in 2019-20 can only be countered by a significant drop
in the policy rate in the monetary policy.
All said, it seems that the federal budget deficit could be significantly
higher than the targeted level of 8.1 percent of the GDP. Experts say
that the consolidated budget deficit could reach 9 percent of the GDP in
2019-20. This may result in higher taxes to be imposed in the next
budget, putting the average household under greater pressure.
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Economic revival:
digitalisation is the only way
Muhammad Jahangir

There is a close link between GDP growth and employment generation.
We need faster economic growth for providing jobs to the youth. But we
are facing a range of economic challenges, including rising prices and
shrinking demand. Last year, GDP grew by around 3 percent amid the declining growth of agriculture (0.85%), industry (1.4 %), and services (4.7%)
sectors. All sectors of the economy are suffering due to double digit inflation (14.56%) and a high monetary policy rate.
Given the employment elasticity of 0.46 and last year's GDP growth,
the employment growth in the current year will probably be only 1.52 percent, providing new jobs to roughly 1 million people, which is far below the
promised and required number of jobs. The present government is aware
of its responsibility and trying its best in the given circumstances. Weeks
back, the Ministry of Planning, Development and Special Initiatives organized a discussion on “Creating gainful employment opportunities" in which
renowned academicians, an ILO representative, and experts from government departments participated and put forward their analyses and recommendations.
A number of useful ideas were discussed to mobilise the energy of
youths by engaging them in gainful economic activities. Some speakers
suggested making cities the engine of growth, allowing street vendors,
hawkers wider space, making effective use of data, evidence-based policy
making, encouraging capital venture, adoption and adaptation of technology, promotion of self-employment, start-ups, regularization of jobs in the
informal economy, etc.
While discussing the current challenges posed by Pakistan's youths,
one of the panelists rightly said that we are still using the obsolete means
of work and unable to adapt ourselves to today's technology-oriented work
delivery – the blend of digital, biological and physical worlds. As a result,
our productivity is at the lowest levels.
Everywhere, the private sector plays an important role in job creation.
But this is not the case here in Pakistan. The capacity of the private sector
in Pakistan is limited and it cannot absorb 60% of young people under 30
years of age. In these circumstances, the main responsibility for employment generation is on the shoulders of the government.
As experts have been suggesting, we need to think in terms of a new
growth paradigm. The way forward is the digitalization of the economy. All
economic sectors will have to be digitilised to fully utilise their potential to
meet the requirements of a competitive world. The two most important sectors of the economy with the highest employment generation capability are
agriculture and manufacturing. But their employment structure has seen
no transformation in the last few decades.
The agricultural sector's contribution to growth has been fluctuating
around 18 to 22% for the past 30 years. The sector’s employment contribution is 38 to 41%, but with a very low labour productivity. On the other
hand, manufacturing sector's contribution is 18 to 22%. The services sector has recently touched the level of 61%, but its output is not adequate.
Within many sub-sectors, the digital economy contributes only 0.5% to the
employment generation.
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As in the rest of the world, the future of work lies in technology-driven
employment opportunities. For the purpose, the policy makers need to pay
special attention to the digitalization of the economy while designing the
upcoming macroeconomic growth framework. The world’s renowned economists advocate structural transformation for sustained economic growth
which could absorb surplus labour. Unfortunately, Pakistan, like many
African countries, could not expand its production base and diversify away
from agricultural dominance.
It has been observed in many countries that structural change in overall
labour productivity along with technological advancement helps improve
the economic growth. South Korea and Singapore are among the most
celebrated examples in this context. Some of the steps that the government can immediately take include bridging the gap between skilled labour
and industrial needs. Apparently, there seems to be no policy in vogue by
the government in managing labour demand and supply.
A considerable lot of trained manpower is being produced with skill
training (Kamyab Jawan is the recent example) but they are left at the
mercy of the market. The government should also consider facilitating and
supporting the relevant industries through incentivizing tax, technology
adaptation etc. where the skilled youth could be utilized.
Secondly, the government needs to improve agricultural productivity
through new technology, irrigation development, market channel improvement and shifting to higher value-added cash crops. Thirdly, in order to
engage youths, a new advocacy campaign under a “Skills for All" scheme
may be conducted, especially in rural high schools and colleges and motivate and support the students for self-employment and entrepreneurship.
The general public awareness pertaining to skill development is also required for rural parents who want their children to leave education at an
early age. As now is the time for budget making, the policy makers must
make digitalisation the top priority in every sector of the economy.
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Education

Education and our fight
against coronavirus
Rasheed Ali
Mohammad Ali Khawaja, an O-Level student, was directed to get ready for
becoming part of the Home Learning Plan (HLP) of the school system the
day the Pakistani government announced the detection of the first coronavirus patient in the country. Keeping in view the expected closure of educational institutions in the country, he was asked to install software, developed
by the school administration to help the students participate in lectures, to be
delivered by their teachers from homes.
A detailed schedule and a set of comprehensive instructions were issued
for the student, their parents and teachers. According to the school administration, all classes in all grades and in all subjects had been set up on the
Phoenix Classroom platform. The teaching staff would be actively online and
available to the students as per their usual timetable from 8am until 2:15pm
every day. The students would be able to communicate with their teachers
via the “Chatter box” in the “Phoenix classroom” and official email addresses.
The announcement said the teachers would be following the regular school
timetable and set work via the platform.
The students were advised to connect to the subject in the classroom app
during their lesson time as per their school timetable. An interactive session
would be conducted through “Microsoft Team.” The students would be expected to return completed classwork to the teachers by the deadline set by
them. The students would be tested online to measure their progress from
time to time. The students were required to log in at least 5 minutes before
each session. Attendance would be marked for each session. Classes would
start at 8am. So on and so forth.
In the detailed instructions, even parents were advised about their children’s study from home. They were requested to set aside a quiet and clear
learning space for their children. They should have all required resources accessible such as Post-It, index cards, notebooks, writing tools, etc, the device
or laptop charged to avoid disruption in learning, avoid clutter and keep the
learning surfaces safe and sanitized. Most importantly, it should be a space
where parents/caretakers are present and able to monitor their children’s
learning.
This is the story of a student studying at a reputable private school system
in Lahore. But what about those large number of students who are studying
at government schools, colleges or universities, or low-fee private institutions.
How are they going to spend the unexpected vacation from schools? Nobody
knows for how long the holidays would continue at public sector educational
institutions.
Dr. Ayesha Razzaque, an educationist, says she has been hearing about
an education emergency in Pakistan for at least a decade. “We have seen
various awareness campaigns, development projects, pilot projects leveraging ed-tech and e-learning. There have been extensive discussions about
the adoption of technology to reach out to more children with the limited resources we have. But what’s the ground situation is anybody’s guess,” she
tells Cutting Edge.
Dr. Ayesha, a PhD in Education from Michigan State University, the USA,
says she has been in the education sector for over a decade, “but if you ask
me to identify any e-learning project that has been attempted at scale, I could
not name anything substantial”.
She says that with the emergence of the pandemic COVID-19, the country seems abuzz with a flurry of overdue announcements from various government departments – ordering the suspension of PSL matches, closing
schools, universities, large gatherings, and other measures. The Higher Education Commission has given faculty a two-week period to adapt to their
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courses for online delivery. The notice is silent what resources the HEC was
providing to the universities for the purpose. Given that many universities do
not even have a basic Learning Management System (LMS) in place, it remains to be seen how successful Pakistani universities will be in the endeavour.
Besides the equipment, gadgets and the expertise to use them, there are
some others factors which play a crucial role in adoption of distance learning
at public sector universities in the country. Dr. Fouzia Naz, chairperson of Dr.
Feroze Ahmed Institute of Mass Communication, University of Karachi, says
a large majority of the faculty is ill-prepared to adopt the e-learning system.
“We don’t have enough facilities and required system even at my own department, though all faculty members are ready to deliver lectures from
home,” she tells Cutting Edge.
The media department chief says that at least 40 per cent students don’t
have equipment to attend the lectures from their homes. She believes Pakistan’s challenges to adoption of e-learning at mass scale are a lot more
basic. For a start, any e-learning solution will assume that every student at
least: a) owns a computer; and b) has a broadband Internet connection. But
only private schools catering to the upper middle class can make such assumptions, she adds.
Dr. Ayesha Razzaque regrets that even in year 2020, 25 years after the
Internet came to Pakistan, those are two awfully big assumptions to make
for most Pakistanis. And so it seems that, unfortunately, Covid-19 will force
our schools to short change students on their education this year.
The crisis is gigantic and prevalent almost across the world. Unesco announced recently that more than 850 million young people, or about half the
world’s student population, are barred from their campuses because of the
novel coronavirus pandemic.
Calling it an "unprecedented challenge," Unesco said schools had been
closed in 102 countries, with partial closures in 11 more – with more closures
to come. "Over 850 million children and youth -- roughly half of the world’s
student population – had to stay away from schools and universities," the UN
educational organisation said in a statement.
"This represents more than a doubling in four days in the number of learners prohibited from going to educational institutions," it added. The scale and
speed of the school and university closures represents an unprecedented
challenge for the education sector. The countries worldwide are rushing to
fill the void by offering real-time video classes and other high-tech solutions.
Some countries are offering classes over television or radio. The organisation
said it was holding regular virtual meetings with education ministers around
the world to find the best solutions and determine priorities. "The current situation imposes immense challenges for countries to be able to provide uninterrupted learning for all children and youth in an equitable manner," it said.
However, it seems, the authorities in Pakistan are least bothered about
finding a solution to the crisis. On March 25, an official at the School Education Department told Cutting Edge that schools in the province may remain
closed for a longer period, even till May 31, 2020, if the coronavirus issue
was not resolved.
However, Punjab Schools Minister Dr Murad Raas said no final decision
had been made in that regard thus far. But he too has no solution in sight to
save students precious time by launching some learning from home programme. He said the government was seriously considering utilising summer
vacation for academic activities to meet the requirement of the academic calendar and to cover up the academic loss of students.
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Opinion

The power of darkness
Fakir Syed Ayazuddin

Sifting through the mountain of garbage routinely on offer on daily television shows, one was struck by a chance remark by two senior anchors in a talk show. They said that on his return from the White
House, Prime Minister Imran Khan had not yet issued any instructions
for the removal of air-conditioners from former Prime Minister Nawaz
Sharif’s cell, when by accident there was a power failure and the prison
block lunged into darkness for two days in a row.
Immediately, Nawaz Sharif contacted the authorities and begged
for a meeting, saying that he was prepared to make a “deal”. This
proves the thin veneer of the resistance possessed by the Sharifs to
any pressure. Just two nights without lights and Nawaz Sharif was prepared for a deal. Of such mettle is the modicum of the Sharif ability to
withstand pressures and the weakness therein.
What is not understandable is the manner of protection that has
been accorded to the Sharifs by the entire setup. Coupled with loopholes in the judicial system, Nawaz Sharif is indeed enjoying a blessed
live now free from any restrictions that should be his due. The manner
in which Prime Minister Imran Khan is being hamstrung and is unable
to carry out any meaningful reforms clearly shows that he is not in
charge of the affairs and the forces of sabotage are succeeding in their
designs.
This sabotage is also used in damaging the credibility of Imran
Khan, creating an impression of his inaptitude. So far, the Pakistan
Muslim League-Nawaz machine is highly successful and the whole
setup appears to be in the grip of Nawaz Sharif and his party.
Imran Khan must recognise his power and act accordingly. He cannot wait for long. His enemy is clever. He needs to understand its tactics and act immediately now, or the evil will survive and multiply,
becoming more dangerous and difficult to conquer.
This is a sad reflection of the failure to address and correct the lopsided and weird system that is running the country. The distortions are
worse than the looking glass of “Alice in Wonderland,” all images are
not what they seem and abrasions are the norm. It is hard to believe
that charges of transporting heroin against former Punjab Law Minister
Rana Sanaullah flopped for lack of evidence. It is a truly remarkable
achievement for someone whose exoneration was managed while in
custody on a charge of transporting a large amount of heroin. The vanishing of the evidence from the police custody is a truly remarkable example of the system still under the control of Sanaullah in his jail cell.
Imran Khan can never hope to achieve a satisfactory level of governance unless he destroys the present system for it cannot be fixed
and must be destroyed. This system is working to destabilise and
handicap him. The nights of darkness which resulted in the “deal” were
a Godsend for Pakistani politics. For it is the solution to the return of
the looted money. Knowing the shallow threshold of Nawaz Sharif’s
resistance, he should be given an ultimatum to return the looted
wealth. No torture will be necessary. Just the resolve of Imran Khan
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will be enough.
If all the PML-N support is taken away, then Nawaz Sharif himself,
once convinced of the resolve, will return the loot. There will be no
need for torture. The grandson of Gama Pehlwan could not withstand
two nights in the dark.
Imran Khan must realise the efficiency of his government will only
improve if he stamps his authority on the system. If his orders are not
carried out, then the officers concerned should be made OSD. This
was Bhutto’s answer to any civil servant that did not obey his orders.
An officer could not be punished because the rules protected him. But
the suspension of his perks was enough to bring him to heal. Imran
Khan should go this route.
All the senior bureaucrats would fall over themselves in a rush to
demonstrate who would be the most efficient and most loyal. Mr Imran,
this is the way to go. The money will only come back if Nawaz Sharif
is convinced of your resolve.
Another aspect to be examined carefully is the allowance of residency of Nawaz Sharif in the UK, who is allegedly under investigation
in a huge amount of money stolen from the people of Pakistan. What
should be realised by the British government is that Her Majesty’s Government has zero tolerance for even a mundane crime of shoplifting.
The perpetrator would be immediately caught and punished before he
had taken ten steps away from the shop door.
In Nawaz Sharif, they are giving shelter to a family that has stolen
billions from the poor people of Pakistan. This analogy should be important to a nation of shopkeepers.
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Opinion

Modi’s message!
Fakir Syed Ayazuddin

It is so obvious that Hamid Karzai, the ex-President of Afghanistan, came to visit former Pakistan
Prime Minister Nawaz Sharif in his London flats,
bearing a message from his ally, Narendra Modi,
the butcher of Muslims in Gujarat and now India.
The poor Kashmiris are an example of a tortured nation of 12.5 million people suffering the
longest curfew in the world. The lockdown imposed by the Indian government in occupied
Kashmir on August 5, 2019, continues for over
seven months now. With international pressure
mounting to restore freedoms, the Indian authorities claim they have “eased” some restrictions,
such as lifting roadblocks and restoring landlines
and some mobile phone services. However, the
situation for the Kashmiris is far from normal. God
has, in His wisdom through the coronavirus,
shown the world a curfew which is now being selfinflicted on most parts of the world, courtesy the
coronavirus.
This punishment on the world is a fraction of
what the Kashmiri Muslims are suffering on a daily
basis. The expected lockdown in India and the
dreadful hygiene of most Indians will cause a
spread more devastating than that of any war. The evil that Modi wishes
upon the Muslims of Kashmir and India is now a threat to his hallowed holy
Hindus.
The untouchables are a caste condemned to a life of misery by an accident of birth. The imposition of their cruel fate held in place by the cruelty of
self-seeking Brahmins retaining their supremacy over the other castes but
namely exacerbating the plight of the poor untouchable who is beaten to
death for drinking from a communal tap, is in itself against the law of nature.
In a jungle, all animals are allowed to share water from a communal
pond. Thirsty lions can be seen drinking with deer, who are safe and unmolested. This is not just a miracle of nature but shows the power of thirst
over hunger. The deer will quench its thirst and go its way unmolested. But
in India, the untouchable can be beaten to death for touching the communal tap.
Indian Prime Minister Narendra Modi now wants to spread this inequality throughout his country. The minorities of India will be crushed by Hindus,
who are using their numbers by force. These numbers may be fallacious
when the Hindus are confronted by the combination of the other minorities.
The Muslims and Sikhs together are more than a match for the docile Hindus and will batter them on the streets.
Modi may have chosen the fight but unwisely, if the numbers are added
up. The Sikhs, Muslims and Christians are all being lumped together by
Modi, and this may be his undoing.
Modi has not factored in the power of the pen which is a powerful
weapon that has been honed for hundreds of years, creating Nobel Prize
winners, poets and writers adding to the glory of India.
These intellectuals, who cast a long shadow over the world, do not ascribe to the wishes of a cruel despot. They have already spoken out and
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added their weight against cruel Modi. It is a group whose power is well
above its number by its achievements. Their position in the Fortune 500
companies is a testament to their prominence.
They will never jeopardise this position to the machinations of a cruel
political charlatan whose designs are ubiquitous and fraught with ill-will toward others. This ill-will is an anathema and contrary to other religions
which preach goodwill toward others. These are gentle folks and have always opposed cruelty in any form. They have always valued intellectual
power over the sword and will continue to do so. Modi had certainly miscalculated.
It was a clear message from Hamid Karzai to appear at Avenfield
House inquiring about the health of Nawaz Sharif and carrying a message
from his partner, Modi. The message of support and the huge investment
by Modi in Nawaz was so transparent and visible in the reaction of Shahbaz Sharif, who seems to shrivel into his Pink Panther look. Shahbaz
wanted no part of this exchange, he wished it away.
The message from Modi carried by Karzai is a sure kiss of death which
will not be lost on the PML-N stalwart, who sees himself abandoned by
Nawaz Sharif. This is the death knell for Nawaz Sharif. It is now time for
the establishment to speak out for Pakistan as the hypocrisy of the Sharifs
has been exposed completely.
The Pakistan Army will do well to take notice of the nexus of Karzai,
Modi and Sharif. Nawaz has painted himself into an anti-Pakistan corner,
and should be dealt with accordingly.
The incredible luck of Prime Minister Imran Khan is equal by the stupidity of his opponent. The Karzai visit carrying the Modi message is
the latest and could prove to be the most damaging, certainly the most
foolish.
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Pandemic

The global
lockdown
M Fazal Elahi

Nerve-racking indeed! The virulent coronavirus disease is affecting over
162 countries and territories around the world. It wouldn’t be inappropriate
to say that the pandemic has sent shivers down the spines of millions of
people across the globe.
People are getting affected by the day. They are dying every day. Those
at the helm of governance in countries across the world, including Pakistan, are relentlessly engaged to not only control the deadly disease but
also find effective ways and means to eradicate it. What does COVID-19
mean? It is a highly infectious respiratory disease caused by a new virus.
The disease was discovered in China in December 2019, and has since
spread around the world. May Allah Almighty bestow His mercy on all the
people across the world, irrespective of their caste, creed and religion. The
pace at which the deadly disease is spreading and taking its toll on human
lives across the globe leaves the world community totally perplexed to understand how to grapple with it. According to latest figures quoted by “Worldometer,” 183,047 people stand affected by the coronavirus across the
world. Roughly 7,175 people have lost their lives to the disease. The number of people who have recovered so far stands at 79,890. The number of
active cases the worldwide stands at 95,982. Reported serious and critical
cases are 6,163. However, a fact that cannot be overlooked is that while
China remains the worst affected country of the world, the recovery rate
vis-à-vis COVID-19 (68,694) is indeed very encouraging.
According to latest figures furnished by “Worldometer” among some of
the badly affected affluent countries of the world China ranks number 1
vis-à-vis COVID-19 with the number of affected people standing at 80,902,
followed by Italy 27,980,Iran 14,991, South Korea 8,404, Spain 9,942,
France 6,633, Germany 7,272, USA 4,803,Switzerland 2,353, UK 1,543,
Norway 1,348, Netherlands 1,413 and Sweden 1,121.Predictably, in terms
of deaths that have occurred so far among the countries due to COVID19, China, yet again, ranks number 1 with 3,226 fatalities followed by Italy
2,158, Iran 853, South Korea 81, Spain 342, France 148,Germany 17,
USA 93, Switzerland 19, UK 55, Norway 3, Netherland 24,Sweden 7. Pakistan too stands affected, though not seriously, by the deadly pandemic.
According to latest updates, the number of people affected by the disease
in Pakistan stands at over 1,000.
No matter whatever the statistics depict, one is compelled to acknowledge that the pandemic has affected the entire world with varying intensity.
The unparalleled magnitude with which the disease has struck communities across the world is compelling all, the affluent and the poor alike, to
realize that mankind is extremely vulnerable to natural calamities, and that
the only superpower who can provide relief from such calamities is none
but Allah (God) Almighty. In this era of phenomenal scientific advancement, people, particularly those belonging to the affluent societies of the
world, may consider this belief a little too orthodox to appreciate. Some
may also find it amusing. They may think the way they want. But as an enlightened Muslim our conviction vis-à-vis the supremacy of Allah Almighty
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stands unshakable. He is the most beneficent and the most merciful. Regardless of our caste, creed or religion we all belong to Allah Almighty and
to Him we will return. He is the only power, rather the super power, which
has a hold over our destiny, and it is only He who can provide relief to
mankind from all sorts of calamities. We, human beings, have crossed all
bounds of graciousness and brazenly defied all His commandments. We
have challenged His patience endlessly and what we all have got in return
is the agony of the virus. Unambiguously, the magnitude of the crisis that
confronts the world today is gargantuan. The crisis cannot be effectively
resolved unless collective endeavors are made to address it. The time has
come for the world to stand united against the deadly virus. The affluent
countries of the world must come forward and extend every possible support, technical and monetary, to the less privileged nations of the world to
come to grips with the life-threatening disease with unwavering fortitude
and endurance. The failure to do so may, God forbid, make the world confront a catastrophe of unfathomable magnitude. It is an impassioned appeal to the world community that parallel to the relentless worldly
endeavors that we continue to make to fight this nerve-racking virus let us
all raise our hands in prayers and bow our heads in reverence before Allah
Almighty and sincerely seek His forgiveness for all our wrongdoings. Beg
Him to pardon all our sins, bestow His benevolence on us, and provide relief to us from the lethal virus. He will certainly listen to the suffering
mankind for whom He has unparalleled love. However, once He does let
us all vow to ourselves that we will all abide by His commandments in letter
and spirit; sincerely respect each other’s existence and rights, bring an
end to the conflicts we continue to wage against each other across the
world and endeavour to make the world a bastion of peace.
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Viewpoint

From Shirazi to Boccaccio: The
literary legacy of pandemics
Hamid Dabashi

As the cases and casualties of COVID-19 increase globally, medical professionals are deeply concerned not just about the virus itself, but also about the
increasing anxiety and sheer fear people are experiencing as they try to deal
with the pandemic.
As people around the globe are asked to self-isolate, practice social distancing, and altogether lead a hermetic life to help "flatten the curve" of human
catastrophe, there is no doubt something in the very texture and disposition
of the global village is changing, and changing rapidly.
A key question today is how to survive not just the pandemic itself, but to
do so with a healthy and robust constellation of our mental, moral, creative
and critical faculties. Recently I read a delightful piece by Andre Spicer in the
New Statesman about Giovanni Boccaccio's 14th-century book The Decameron and how it can show us how to survive coronavirus.
Boccaccio wrote The Decameron in the wake of the plague outbreak in
Florence in 1348 to guide fellow Italians on "how to maintain mental wellbeing
in times of epidemics and isolation". The racy stories in the book are allusions
to the power of storytelling to maintain robust mental health in a time of overwhelming anxieties.
"That meant protecting yourself with stories," Spicer tells us, "Boccaccio
suggested you could save yourself by fleeing towns, surrounding yourself with
pleasant company and telling amusing stories to keep spirits up. Through a
mixture of social isolation and pleasant activities, it was possible to survive
the worst days of an epidemic." That sounds like a perfect recipe these days,
too.
Boccaccio's novel has served other purposes in more recent years. The
1971 film The Decameron, based on Boccaccio's 14th-century masterpiece,
was the first movie of Italian director Pier Paolo Pasolini's Trilogy of Life, which
also included The Canterbury Tales and Arabian Nights. In his rendering, Pasolini remained fixated on the plight of humanity in the course of fascism and
all its pathologies of power.
Later, in another deeply disturbing masterpiece, Salo, or the 120 Days of
Sodom (1975), Pasolini carried the same fears to their even more degenerate
ends. Fascism and plague, or fascism as a plague, equally resonates with
our age of xenophobic racism exemplified by United States President Donald
Trump referring to COVID-19 as the "Chinese virus".
Even before Pasolini, similar themes preoccupied Albert Camus in his enduring 1947 masterpiece The Plague, where the Algerian city of Oran becomes the setting of his existential reflections on the effects of an allegorical
pandemic on the human soul. Camus brought together two disparate events,
the cholera epidemic in Algeria in 1849 and the rise of European fascism, to
reflect on the fragility of our lived experiences in times of collective frenzy. As
a compelling allegory of the Nazi occupation of France and beyond, Camus
used references to mass burials as an allusion to the concentration and extermination camps in Nazi Germany. There was, and there remains a powerful
allegorical potency to the very idea of a plague.
Even earlier, in 1882, Norwegian playwright Henrik Ibsen also explored
similar sentiments in his play An Enemy of the People. Something in the power
of storytelling or staging at one and the same time alerts and frightens and
yet paradoxically comforts and reassures. Were such temptations not behind
Gabriel Garcia Marquez's 1985 novel Love in the Time of Cholera, too?
In the time of Covid-19, all such metaphors have morphed into reality.

20

Films such as Wolfgang Petersen's Outbreak (1995) and Steven Soderbergh's Contagion (2011) have now become prophetic if not apocalyptic.
But more than Pasolini taking Bocaccio's The Decameron to fascist ends,
or Camus or Ibsen, it was to a poem of Sa'di Shirazi coming about a century
before Boccaccio that the piece in New Statesman drew my mind.
Every Iranian schoolchild of my generation knows these powerful opening
lines of this major poem by heart: A famine of such devastation one year happened in Damascus, That lovers forget all about love. The rest of the poem
describes in exquisite detail the calamity that had befallen Syria where it had
not rained for a long time, gushing springs had all dried out, no kitchen emitted
any smoke of cooking, old widows were in despair, surrounding hills were
dried of all vegetation, orchards bore no fruits, the locusts were eating the
crops and people were eating the locusts.
The poetic persona of Sa'di then comes across a friend who has lost much
weight. He asks him why is he so weak, as he is a wealthy man and should
have weathered the famine much better. Then comes the most memorable
punchline of the poem: The wise man looked at me visibly hurt, With the look
of a wise man upon an ignoramus: I am not weak because I don't have food
to eat, I am saddened because of the sufferings of the poor!
We read this poem of Sa'di today with two immediate feelings: first the
beauty and elegance of his poetic diction, the power of his imageries, the
brevity with which he conveys so much across generations and worlds, and
second, the towering moral voice that he sustains about the social duties of
the mighty and powerful. Empty shelves, fear of fear itself.
I whisper this poem of Sa'di to myself as I venture out to do a bit of shopping for my family in New York, where we are asked to self-isolate as much
as possible, facing row after row of empty shelves, looted by a frightened and
cruel population that lacks the slightest sense of civic duty towards their elders
and more vulnerable neighbours, let alone able to fathom the vision and the
wisdom of a "democratic socialism" that Bernie Sanders is offering them.
But how precisely are we to survive this pandemic with a sense of common
decency? Long before this pandemic began, in 2012, Jonathan Jones wrote
a cogent piece for The Guardian, Brush with the Black Death: how artists
painted through the plague, in which he explains how "from 1347 to the late
17th century, Europe was stalked by the Black Death, yet art not only survived,
it flourished." Towards the end of his essay, Jones concludes: "Human beings
have a shocking resilience. They also have the power to rise above self-pity.
If that does not seem obvious today, just consider St Paul's, serene in the
London sky, a message to us from an age of everyday heroism."
But do we? One silver lining of the coronavirus pandemic our planet faces
today is that all the dividing lines of East and West, South and North, rich and
poor, powerful and powerless, are erased. Donald Trump is today as scared
of a handshake as those brave physicians at the front line of fighting the virus
are vulnerable. And physicians are not even the only heroes of this human
tragedy. Even more courageous than them all is a single mother in New York
whose child's public school has been closed down and who has to send her
beloved baby to the wilderness of the infested subways and streets to collect
a bag of lunch if they are not to starve to death before coronavirus gets them.
Surviving this pandemic is urgent but not sufficient, surviving it with a sense
of common decency, collective reasoning, and public purpose is equally important.
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Appreciated or exploited? Key
workers in a coronavirus world
Anthony Pahnke

Around the world, workers in what have been deemed "essential services" are tirelessly trying to keep the coronavirus pandemic in check
and to keep us all going in the meantime.
These are the nurses, farmworkers, grocery clerks, truck drivers
and teachers, whose backs many of us stand on so that we can engage in our "social distancing". And guess what - an eight or, perhaps,
10-hour shift in a grocery store, whether stocking shelves in France or
working the cash register in the United States, was not a particularly
pleasant experience before the coronavirus shocked the world into realising that these essential workers exist.
The question is, will this global health emergency wake us up to
the need to change our global economy to more fairly benefit the many
who keep it afloat? Or, will we merely recognise the workers in essential services now with a grin when we see them at the store (where you
can still shop in stores) or the clinic, or a "thank you" post on Facebook, only to forget about them tomorrow?
The definition of essential services varies by country but, typically,
the same occupations tend to make the list. For instance, when California established its "shelter in place" order, which calls upon the
state's residents to stay at home when at all possible and to refrain
from public gatherings, it explicitly exempted professions in what the
US federal government deems the "critical infrastructure sector".
This sector includes people who work in agriculture, healthcare,
water and waste management, education and public security, including
specific professions such as police officers, firefighters, first-responders, cable installation workers and journalists. Let us start with agriculture - what has been going on in food production while so many of
us have been staying at home and keeping a safe distance from our
neighbours? In California - Monterey county specifically - farmworkers
have been told that they are exempt from the shelter-in-place order
and are expected to continue working in the fields.
This means there is no social distancing for farmworkers - that is,
unless the space that counts is the one between the people who eat
California lettuce from the safety of their homes and the workers who
risk their health when picking it. The message is clear - if you are
labouring in the fields in California, where most of the US's fruits and
vegetables originate, then you have to go to work, no matter if a virus
infects thousands, daily.
To make matters worse, some estimate that between 50 percent
and 75 percent of the close-to-three-million people who work in the
fields are undocumented immigrants, which makes them subject to detention and possible deportation. Their labour is also poorly paid, with
an average salary between $15,000 and $18,000 a year.
In France, President Emmanuel Macron declared those who work
in the food industry - grocery store workers included - to be essential.
Thanks to this, the French people can rest assured that when they go
out and do their shopping, the coronavirus will not shutter the places
where they buy their daily necessities. Were these workers similarly
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appreciated by the government before the coronavirus came to
France? Not really - Macron orchestrated a labour reform that took a
knife to the industry, leading stores such as the supermarket chain,
Carrefour, to lay off thousands of people just a couple of years ago.
Those still working, because they are expected to do so, are doing
so for longer periods of time than before because, during his tenure,
their president has given companies greater powers to dismiss workers
and to set the payments in cases of unfair dismissal. The situation is
similar in the United Kingdom. There, it is the workers in the "key industries" who keep the economy going. Looking at healthcare especially, the country's already understaffed National Health Service - as
a result of 10 years of government austerity policies - is being forced
by the coronavirus outbreak to take on thousands of unexpected patients.
And in the UK, more than 13 percent of people working in healthcare are foreign nationals. To add insult to injury, these are people who
have had to endure arguably racist remarks by the country's prime
minister which have mocked darker-skinned, foreign-born, working
people.
Across these many countries, it is unclear what would happen if essential workers decide that they do not want to work and stay at home
like the rest of us, as well as for how long they will continue to labour
under extreme conditions. If history is any guide then it indicates that
the exploitation of essential workers can go on almost without end.
Remember the Braceros, the farmworkers of Mexican origin who
were recruited during World War II to labour in the US. This programme was initially crafted as an emergency measure, which began
in 1942, to ensure the supply of food to the American population during
wartime. Wages were set prior to the workers' arrival, as was their
lodging and labour conditions, essentially ensuring that they had no
representation and no way to voice complaints.
For this reason, taking both the present situation and our history
into consideration, we must make this latest crisis into an opportunity.
This is the precise moment to demand not only progressive policies living wages for everyone, full citizenship for undocumented workers,
extensive and fully-funded social services such as healthcare - but
also that our global economy change course.
The people ensuring our survival now need to have more power
when dealing with political and economic elites in the future, whether
through unions or civil society organisations, so that future crises never
compel so many to risk so much again.
The stakes are too high, for everyone. What if workers get sick, or
after working under extreme duress, they simply cannot keep up? Or
if, when their labour conditions worsen in hospitals, in grocery stores
and in the fields, they decide now is the time to protest and demand
changes? What then?
We can do our social distancing all we want. But without food, we
will see how long that lasts.
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Your View
Psychological impacts

Different views
Hysteria, hoax, fear, biological warfare and conspiracies. These are
the many facets of the embers of frenzy being fanned in the midst of
this corona pandemic. Every Tom, Dick and Harry has become a
self-proclaimed doctor.In the current scenario, hats off to those on
the frontline: the medical practitioners, the quarantine-imposers and
the sincere policy-makers. As for those that actively violate quarantine, must realize that they are not only risking their ignorant lives,
but also putting the lives of their family members and society at
large, at stake. Strikingly, to limit the contagion of the Covid-19,
Saudi Arabia has emptied Makkah’s holiest site of Kaaba to sterilize
it and CAIE O/A Levels have been postponed for now. Yet, violations can be seen as a few in our country ironically still congregate

Sindh is the worst affected province in the country in the Covid-19 outbreak.
Thankfully, the chief minister, Murad Ali Shah, has taken laudable steps towards
isolation to stop it from spreading. However, he should think ahead on how to
deal the shortcomings that have sprung up. There are many quarantine facilities
in Balochistan and Sindh, but they are not properly equipped. The people who
were placed in isolation have complained about the health workers’ behaviour,
while the health workers held a protest demonstration complaining of being illequipped. Many people –including myself-- are willing to volunteer their services.
The Sindh administration should avail this offer. The Sindh government also
needs to consider the psychological impact. Forced restriction of movement can
cause psychological problems including anger, fear, annoyance, frustration, helplessness, guilt, isolation, sadness, etc,.
Fayyaz Salih Hussain

at mosques to pray for safety against this disease. This is truly a

Karachi

‘plague’ wreaking havoc on all of us, indiscriminately. The ‘voluntary’
quarantine must now be replaced with an ‘effective’ one that is overseen by army rangers, as our public doesn’t seem to get enticed by
the sanctity of their good health, alone. The statistics and informa-

Labour crisis

tion on this virus are in constant flux, and are being polluted with

As the Covid-19 pandemic has afflicted more than 180 countries and the world

faulty facts propagating: unfiltered and unregulated on social media.

will also face a serious economic crisis. The effects will still be around long after

It is crucial to understand that the number of cases are a product of

the virus disappears. An initial assessment of the impact that Covid-19 will have

the availability of kits. For e.g. having 20 cases globally by a country

has been carried out by the International Labour Organisation. According to the

is not a grim figure; but realizing that 20 positives out of 20 test kits

ILO assessment, almost 25 million jobs could be lost worldwide because of a

in a country, shows a 100% infection rate. We need to acknowledge

decline in economic activity. It estimates between 8.8 million and 35 million ad-

the denominator to know the gravity of the situation. We must be

ditional people worldwide will be pushed below the poverty line if the current sit-

vigilant, effective and quick in devising solutions to this menace, be-

uation persists. One shudders even at the thought about the ravages this

cause unlike the rest of the world, we specifically have a relatively

pandemic will cause. Pakistan’s economy will also be affected by Covid-19.

larger population, limited health care facilities, and so much to lose.

The signs are already there for all to see as major cities have ground to a halt

This is a race that we have to catch up with supersonic speed to

because of near lockdown situation. It is the federal and provincial govern-

stay in. Otherwise - there will be no otherwise.

ments’ responsibility to come up with plans to deal with the situation. As things

M. Abdullah Qureshi

stand, our economy was not as healthy as others in the region. The pandemic

Karachi

is a testing time for the country’s leadership. One prays they have the foresight
and wisdom to steer the nation safely out of these troubling times.
Abdul Khalique Panhyar

Covid-19 nationality

Karachi

US President Donald Trump calling coronavirus a “Chinese
virus” has sent a chill down the world’s spine and invoked a great
deal of anger. Officials and commentators worldwide slammed
the president for such “xenophobic” and “racist” behaviour and

Campuses closure

described it as an attempt to cover up his own incompetence

The government’s decision to close schools and other educational institutions

and shift the blame to China for the pandemic. UNICEF via its

owing to the risk posed by coronavirus is a sagacious one. It is in the country’s in-

twitter account declared that “virus has no nationality, and the

terests while the people seem ambivalent and unsure about it. The students are

fight against corona virus needs science not stigma.” Beijing re-

elated that schools are closed and the exams postponed while their parents feel

sponded befittingly and said that Washington must put its own

that the authorities have over-reacted. They say that closing schools isn’t going to

house in order instead of stigmatising others. The tussle be-

prevent the spread as children are going out with their friends and meeting in public

tween the two giant economies poses a serious threat to the fu-

places and malls. In my opinion the parents’ concerns are valid. However, it is the

ture of globalisation. A sense of responsibility must prevail.

parents’ responsibility to ensure that their children restrict their outdoor activities.
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Legos may take hundreds of years to
break down in the ocean

New telescopes could help spot photon
ring of the first black hole ever imaged

Maria Temming

Emily Conover

If you’ve ever had the
misfortune of stepping
on a Lego, you know the
plastic building blocks
have absolutely no give.
Now, scientists have discovered another unpleasant consequence of
the toys’ indestructibility:
A single Lego could take hundreds of years to break down in the ocean.
Earth’s oceans are littered with plastic of all kinds. But estimating how
long that trash takes to disintegrate in seawater is often a challenge, because it’s difficult to date fragments of debris with unknown origin. But
it’s fairly easy to identify a piece of Lego by its distinct shape, says Andrew Turner, an environmental scientist at the University of Plymouth in
England. And because the chemical additives used to make Legos have
changed over time, the composition of each brick contains clues about
when it was made.
Turner and colleagues used an X-ray fluorescence spectrometer to
measure the chemical compositions of washed-up Lego blocks, which
had been collected by beach cleanup volunteers in Cornwall, England,
since 2010. Using the blocks’ chemical fingerprints, the team identified
bricks manufactured around the 1970s. One key chemical indicator was
cadmium, used to make bright yellow and red pigments from the early
1970s until the early 1980s, when it was phased out due to toxicity.
The researchers assume the beached Legos were lost to sea around
the time of their purchase. To gauge how worn down the beached Legos
got during 30 to 40 years at sea — due to factors like abrasive sediment
and exposure to sunlight — the researchers used their X-ray fluorescence measurements to match weathered Legos with pristine versions
of the same bricks kept in collections since the 1970s.

Faint rings of light surrounding enormous black holes
could be spotted with the
help of a future generation of
telescopes in space.
The doughnut-shaped glow
spotted in the first image of a
black hole, released by the
Event Horizon Telescope collaboration, is more complex than the worldwide network of radio telescopes could discern. The black hole’s gravity
is so intense that some particles of light, called photons, can circle the
black hole partway — or once, twice or multiple times — before escaping
to be picked up by telescopes. Those orbiting photons produce a “photon
ring,” made up of a series of subrings — circles of light that appear successively thinner and harder for telescopes to pick out.
“It’s sort of like a hall of mirrors, where we’re getting an infinite series of
images,” says astrophysicist Michael Johnson of the Harvard-Smithsonian Center for Astrophysics in Cambridge, Mass. Now, Johnson and colleagues calculate that, with the help of new telescopes in space, the
photon subrings theoretically could be observed around the supermassive
black hole at the center of the galaxy M87, the subject of that first black
hole snapshot.
The Event Horizon Telescope, or EHT, combines the powers of telescopes across the world, via a technique called very long baseline interferometry, so that they operate like one, larger telescope. But to tease
out more details, such as black hole subrings, researchers would need
to add telescopes separated by even larger distances. A radio telescope
orbiting Earth could capture the first subring, the team reports in Science
Advances. But observing the second subring would require an even more
distant telescope — on the moon. The third subring could be detected
with a telescope even farther out, 150 million kilometers from Earth.
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Health

Who’s most at risk from coronavirus?
Serena Gordon
As the coronavirus pandemic continues its relentless spread around the
world, the greatest worry has been for older people. But experts stress that
age is not the sole determinant of risk for severe illness or death.
“The elderly and people with chronic diseases have the highest risk. If
you're not sure if you're at a higher risk, talk to your doctor," said Dr. Susan
Bleasdale, a spokesperson for the Infectious Diseases Society of America.
Even then, not everyone within a high-risk category faces the same level
of risk. Dr. Eduardo Sanchez, chief medical officer for prevention at the
American Heart Association, said the risk exists on "a continuum."
For example, having heart disease is often cited as a risk factor. Heart disease encompasses a lot of conditions, including having a past history of
heart attack, heart failure, irregular heart rhythms, peripheral artery disease,
and even high blood pressure. So, while people with any of those conditions
has an elevated risk, typically, someone who's older and has severe heart
failure is at a much higher risk of developing complications from a COVID19 infection than a middle-aged person with high blood pressure. Sanchez
said he would even recommend that people who have conditions that increase the risk of heart and blood vessel disease -- such as high cholesterol, diabetes or even prediabetes -- "be more careful."
Dr. Lindsey Gottlieb, director of infection prevention at Mount Sinai Morningside in New York City, said, "Age seems to be the greatest consideration
when considering who gets most sick from this virus." She said that the risk
appears to start going up around age 50 and just goes up from there, with
the oldest people facing the highest risk. Bleasdale explained that, "as we
age, our immune system is altered, so it's important to stay as healthy as
you can. Someone who's 70 and very active and healthy is probably at a

lower risk than a less active person that age, but will still be at a higher risk
than someone who is 45 years old." But, that doesn't mean people who are
younger aren't increasing their risk with unhealthy behaviors. For example,
a 45-year-old chain smoker likely has a much higher risk of coronavirus
complications than a healthier peer does.

Obesity might be 'contagious' among teens
Steven Reinberg
Teens who live around lots of obese or overweight kids come to see their
body types as ideal, a new study suggests.
As a result, these teens tend to be obese or overweight themselves, researchers say. “Higher obesity rates may normalize unhealthy weight in
teens and make obesity prevention harder," said lead researcher Ashlesha Datar. She's a senior economist at the Center for Economic and Social Research at the University of Southern California, in Los Angeles.
For the study, Datar's team collected data on 401 teens who took part in
a study of U.S. Army families between December 2017 and July 2018.
Young people and their parents completed online surveys about teens'
height, weight and other factors. The young people were presented a set
of human figures of varying sizes and asked to choose which was closest
to their ideal. "Teens who were located in counties with higher obesity
rates were more likely to choose a figure that reflected a larger body size,
compared to teens who were located in counties with lower obesity
rates," Datar said.
She said a key strength of the study is that teens were exposed to counties with higher or lower obesity rates due to their parent's military assignment, creating a natural experiment to see how exposure to obese
communities influences body size norms and obesity risk. Datar said
she's not sure what can be done to compensate for teens' environment
and get them to model healthier body types. "Perhaps educating teens
about unhealthy weight and ways to deal with social pressure and norms
surrounding body size can help," she suggested.
Dr. David Katz is president of the True Health Initiative, which promotes
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healthy lifestyles. He was not involved with the study, but he reviewed
the findings. "There is both comfort and discomfort in the idea that seeing
a lot of obesity among those all around you effectively “normalizes” the
appearance of overweight for young people," Katz said. The comfort is
that young people may feel more comfortable with the skin they're in and
less prone to harsh self-judgment and adverse effects of obesity on selfesteem, he said.
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Misbehaviour

My Spy

Beth Webb

Ben Travis

Keira Knightley has developed a taste for troublemaking. In recent
roles the actress has
challenged
gender
norms as controversial
author Sidonie-Gabrielle
Colette
in
Colette,
leaked illegal information
to the press as a whistleblower in Official Secrets and muddied her
marital vows in The Aftermath.
In Misbehaviour, Knightley’s appetite for anarchy sees her storming
the stage of the Miss World pageant — an event watched by 100 million people the world over — in a successful protest against patriarchal
values. It’s 1970 and the first ripples of the Women’s Liberation Movement are beginning to form, and the opportunity for Knightley’s Sally
to commandeer a contest that objectified women in the name of family
entertainment is simply too perfect to pass up.
Knightley leads a robust line-up of British talent: Wild Rose’s Jessie
Buckley plays a rowdy, lawbreaking fellow feminist, Lesley Manville is
the long-suffering spouse of contest host Bob Hope (played with oily
charm by Greg Kinnear), while Gugu Mbatha-Raw drives the story from
within the pageant as Jennifer Hosten, aka Miss Grenada, the first
black woman to win the contest. Hosten’s narrative is by far the most
important of the film.

The Hunt
Joshua Rothkopf
In the spirit of John Waters, we’ll
say that no film deserves to be
banned, least of all by a disgruntled Twitter critic (or American
President) who hasn’t even
seen the darn thing. In the case
of Blumhouse’s The Hunt,
shelved by distributor Universal last August in the wake of the Dayton
and El Paso mass shootings, the controversy turns out to be more sizzle
than steak. A Most Dangerous Game-style thriller that puts red-state “deplorables” — yep, that’s what they’re actually called — in the crosshairs
of trigger-happy liberals, the film is head-splatteringly violent. But if any
on-screen crime is committed, it’s one of being both glib and boring,
weighing down a perfectly trashy concept with half-smart, self-satisfied
zingers. Do you enjoy being lectured by a 12-year-old? Your poundingly
obvious political satire is here.
These particular 12-year-olds ought to know better. Co-writers Damon
Lindelof and Nick Cuse are renowned for their spooky, silent moods, while
director Craig Zobel once transformed down-market desperation into pure
poetry with 2012’s Compliance. Here, the vibe is slicker. En route to a
secret woodsy playground, jet-travelling snobs scarf caviar and champagne while one of their groggy targets — why isn’t he still in his drugged
stupor in the back? — wanders into first class, only to be stabbed in the
neck. Problem solved. Don’t get too familiar with these denim-clad unfortunates; The Hunt brings on its exploding blood mists and spike pits
suddenly, like a latter-day Rambo sequel.
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There comes a
point in the career
of every Hollywood hardman
when they swap
bruising action for
family-friendly
fish-out-of-water
comedy,
inevitably sharing
the screen with a cutesy kid sure to run rings around them. Arnie had
Kindergarten Cop and Jingle All The Way. Dwayne Johnson had The
Game Plan. Vin Diesel had The Pacifier. Now it’s the turn of Dave
Bautista in My Spy, playing a CIA agent whose undercover mission to
surveil a mother and daughter (in some ways as creepy as it sounds)
will, of course, end up teaching him some valuable lessons about love,
friendship, and family values along the way.
Bautista has long proved talented at delivering laughs as Guardians
of the Galaxy’s deadpan Drax – which makes it all the more disappointing that My Spy largely fails to flex his comic muscles. Here he’s JJ, a
spy who can take out a room of Russian goons single-handedly, but
whose personal relationships extend as far as a beloved fish called
Blueberry. When Sophie (Coleman), the young girl he’s spying on –
her uncle is a criminal wrapped up in some dodgy dealings – immediately rumbles his efforts, she turns the tables and forces him to become
her new playground muscle, personal chauffeur, and spy teacher.

Radioactive
Ella Kemp
Excessive exposure to radioactivity can infect the mind and
body, as the singular power of
such atoms can spiral out of
control. The proven dangers of
radium, the element discovered
by Marie and Pierre Curie in
1898, seem to have set a blueprint for the direction of Persepolis director
Marjane Satrapi’s Radioactive — a biopic which is far from formulaic,
but somewhat overwhelmed by its source material.
Satrapi adapts Lauren Redniss’ graphic novel Radioactive: Marie &
Pierre Curie: A Tale of Love and Fallout, which makes sense considering
the director’s experience with animation, but also makes you wonder
whether this really translates into live-action storytelling. Rosamumd Pike
plays Marie Curie with spirited, stubborn authority, but feels like a struggling anchor in a film plagued by too many unstable elements. The design of Radioactive favours high frame rates, evoking nature
documentaries and solemn TV dramas, while simultaneously leaning
into hallucinatory montages and woozy facial distortions. Dialogue
sounds like it was clumsily inserted in the edit, rather than naturally interacting with the music (itself excessively bathetic) or seeming as if spoken by credible human beings. What remains is a squeaky-clean,
artificial sense of reality. The film aims for immersion into Marie’s psyche:
her independence; her ambition; her love for her husband; her frustration
at the world’s dismissal of her worth.
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The Mamba Mentality

Channel Kindness

Kobe Bryant

Lady Gaga

In the wake of his retirement from professional basketball, Kobe “The Black
Mamba” Bryant decided to share his
vast knowledge and understanding of
the game to take readers on an unprecedented journey to the core of the
legendary “Mamba mentality.” Citing
an obligation and an opportunity to
teach young players, hardcore fans,
and devoted students of the game
how to play it “the right way,” The
Mamba Mentality takes us inside the
mind of one of the most intelligent, analytical, and creative basketball players ever. In his own words, Bryant
reveals his famously detailed approach and the steps he took to prepare mentally and physically to not just succeed at the game, but to
excel. Readers will learn how Bryant studied an opponent, how he
channeled his passion for the game, how he played through injuries.
They’ll also get fascinating granular detail as he breaks down specific
plays and match-ups from throughout his career. Bryant’s detailed
accounts are paired with stunning photographs by the Hall of Fame
photographer Andrew D. Bernstein. Bernstein, long the Lakers and
NBA official photographer, captured Bryant’s very first NBA photo in
1996 and his last in 2016―and hundreds of thousands in between,
the record of a unique, twenty-year relationship between one athlete
and one photographer.

For Lady Gaga, kindness is the driving
force behind everything she says and
does. The quiet power of kindness can
change the way we view one another, our
communities, and even ourselves. She
embodies this mission, and through her
work, brings more kindness into our
world every single day.
Lady Gaga has always believed in the
importance of being yourself, being kind
to yourself and others, no matter who
they are or where they come from. With
that sentiment in mind, she and her mother, Cynthia Germanotta,
founded Born This Way Foundation, a nonprofit organization dedicated
to making the world a kinder and braver place. Through the years,
they’ve collected stories of kindness, bravery, and resilience from
young people all over the world, proving that kindness truly is the universal language. And now, we invite you to read these stories and follow along as each and every young author finds their voice, just as
Lady Gaga has found hers. Within these pages, you’ll meet young
changemakers who found their inner strength, who prevailed in the face
of bullies, who started their own social movements, who decided to
break through the mental health stigma and share how they felt, who
created safe spaces for LGBTQ+ youth, and who have embraced kindness with every fiber of their being by helping others without the expectation of anything in return. Individually and collectively, these stories
prove that kindness not only saves lives but builds community. Kindness
is inclusion, it is pride, it is empathy, it is compassion, it is self-respect
and it is the guiding light to love.

Putin’s People
Catherine Belton

End of Days

This rigorous and revelatory book explains how this happened, Putin’s rise to
power, and how Russian black cash is
subverting the world. In Putin’s People,
former Moscow correspondent and investigative journalist Catherine Belton
tells the untold story of the rise of
Vladimir Putin and the small group of
KGB men surrounding him. Delving
deep into the workings of Putin’s Kremlin, Belton accesses key inside players
to reveal how Putin replaced the freewheeling tycoons of the Yeltsin era with
a new generation of loyal oligarchs, who
in turn subverted their country’s economy and legal system and expanded its
influence in the West. The result is a chilling and revelatory expose of the
KGB’s renaissance – a story that began long ago in the murk of the Soviet
collapse when networks of operatives were able to siphon billions of dollars
out of Russia and into the West. After Putin’s takeover of the economy,
some of these networks acquired new flows of cash to realise their goals.
Based on many years of research, Belton charts the relentless seizure of
private companies and the installation of those closest to Putin into the
richest, highest seats of power.

Sylvia Browne
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The world has become a
scary place - religious wars,
global terrorism, genocide.
The Information Age has
transported us into the Anxiety Age. Everyone is on edge,
wondering what is coming
next. People want answers to
the questions: Was the 2020
worldwide Coronavirus outbreak foretold? What do all
the great prophecies mean Nostradamus and the Book of
Revelation among them?
What will happen in the next
50 years? The next 100
years? If the world is going to
end - what happens then? If
there is anyone who knows what is going to happen, it is Sylvia
Browne. There is no one better placed to lead us through the myriad
prophecies, beliefs, portents and signs about the end of the world. All
the answers will be revealed in End of Days.
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Horoscope

Aries (Mar 21-Apr 19)

Leo (Jul 23-Aug 22)

Sagittarius (Nov 22-Dec 21)

You should channel your efforts into getting
rid of bad habits. If you go shopping, only
take what you can afford to part with. Put in
some extra hours and finish those careful
jobs before you move on to some fun and
games. Try not to get involved in other people's problems. Your lucky day this week
will be Friday.

Sort situations out as best you can. Watch
your spending habits. Your depressed
mood has been hard to shake. Try not to
lend or borrow money this week. Your interest in helping others may take you back
to school. Your lucky day this week will be
Sunday.

Large organizations may try to talk you out
of your hard-earned cash. You should get involved in competitive sports this week. Minor
health problems will flare up if you don't take
care of yourself. Involve yourself in group
endeavors. Your lucky day this week will be
Thursday.

Taurus (Apr 20-May 20)

Virgo (Aug 23-Sep 22)

Capricorn (Dec 22-Jan 19)

You can make positive changes in your
home. Unfortunately, your personal life
may suffer from a lack spare time. Good
day for romance. You will find that unfinished projects at home will be most satisfying. Your lucky day this week will be
Wednesday.

Stay mellow. Don't let your partner get you
going. You are best to travel or attend lectures or seminars. Talk to superiors about
problems that you feel are getting out of
hand. Your high energy must be directed into
productive goals, or frustrations will occur
Your lucky day this week will be Thursday.

You may want to get involved in some kind of
creative group. Catch up on your correspondence and reading. Make sure that you make
reservations early. Your ability to charm others
will bring added popularity. Your lucky day this
week will be Thursday.

Gemini (May 21-June 20)

Libra (Sep 23-Oct 22)

Aquarius (Jan 20-Feb 18)

Romance will be on your mind, and chances
for ideal connections are in the works. You
may win favors if you present your ideas and
include your family. Travel will result in new
romantic attractions. You won't get the reaction you want from your mate this week.
Your lucky day this week will be Monday.

Do not let lovers cost you money or take advantage of you. You will be emotional when
dealing with coworkers or employers. You're
on the right track and you can make money
if you are willing to go out on a limb. Uncertainty regarding your mate may emerge;
reevaluate what you see in each other. Your
lucky day this week will be Monday.

Your emotional partner may make you angry this
week. Sooner or later your partner will have had
enough. Dead end projects could plague you.
This is not the day to be extravagant Your lucky
day this week will be Sunday.

Cancer (Jun 21-Jul 22)

Scorpio (Oct 23-Nov 23)

Pisces (Feb 19-Mar 20)

A need to express yourself may come out in
creative ways. You may find it impossible to get
the rest you require. Emotional deception will
cause friction on the home front. Your involvement in interest groups may bring you popularity. Your lucky day this week will be Sunday.

You can receive recognition for the work you've
done. You are best not to say too much to colleagues. Use your creative flair. You will be
prone to carelessness that could result in accidents. Your lucky day this week will be Wednesday.

Emotionally, things may not run so smoothly.
Your intellectual wit will bring greater popularity
with your peers. Rest and relaxation will be
more favorable than you think. Develop some
of your good ideas. Your lucky day this week
will be Wednesday.
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