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Pandemic

Coronavirus: Fighting an
invisible enemy
We are in the midst of an unprecedented crisis. A tiny virus has locked down the whole
world. The mighty superpowers are helpless, on their knees. Thousands have died
in China, Europe and America. But the casualties are comparatively low in other
countries in Asia and Africa.
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Pakistan’s recession fears
International monetary organizations have
painted a gloomy picture of the global economy. Pakistan also faces worst recession of
its history over the severe impact of the
deadly pandemic, as its economy is expected to shrink up to 2.2pc and per capita
income will decline sharply.
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Economics

Coronavirus in
Pakistan: Soft on lives,
hard on livelihoods
Shahid Hussain

The coronavirus is still under control in Pakistan. Though the number of infected people is rising, yet the death rate from the pandemic is one of the lowest in the world. It may not be as harmful to Pakistani lives as it has been in
other countries but it is feared it can be more devastating for the economy
and livelihoods of people of the country than the rest of the world.
Calculating losses on the basis of the impact of the restrictions on business, tax revenue, international trade and the cost of unemployment for three
months, the Ministry of Planning has estimated that 12.3 million to 18.5 million
people in the country will lose their jobs and the economy may sustain Rs2
trillion to Rs2.5 trillion losses due to moderate to severe shocks from the coronavirus outbreak. The preliminary estimates, which are based on information
received from various government entities and initial research conducted by
the Pakistan Institute of Development Economics, show losses in a limited,
moderate and complete lockdown. The ministry has assessed losses at Rs1.2
trillion in a limited lockdown scenario, Rs1.96 trillion in moderate and Rs2.5
trillion in case of complete restrictions on movement.
According to government estimates, about 1.4 million jobs will be lost in
case of limited restrictions, which are equal to 2.2pc of the employed workforce. In monetary terms, the three-month wage loses will translate into Rs66
billion. In a moderate scenario where private offices and most shops are
closed, but essential shops are open, the government has worked out 12.3
million people becoming jobless. It will be around 20pc of the employed labour
force. In monetary terms, the loss of wages will be Rs561 billion for three
months alone. In case of a complete shutdown, the government has assessed
that 18.53 million people or 30pc of the labour force will be unemployed. These
people will sustain Rs783 billion losses. In the scenario, two-thirds of the workforce are daily wagers, 30pc working on the piece rate and the rest street vendors, according to the ministry. The government has assessed Rs9.3 billion
losses for the aviation sector, Rs250 billion initial loss in the stock market,
Rs30 million losses sustained by the Ministry of Maritime Affairs, Rs136 billion
by the Ministry of Energy, Rs55 billion by the agriculture sector and Rs8 billion
by the Ministry of Railways.
Over 10,000 Pakistanis have lost employment in the United Arab Emirates
after the outbreak. If the situation does not improve, most of over one million
Pakistanis will have to return home and the number of jobless people would
swell. Out of around 8.51 million migrant workers in Pakistan, some 3.78 million are facing direct threat of layoffs and the process has already kicked off
in major urban centers of the country, according to a report released by the
Pakistan Institute of Development Economics (PIDE) — an Islamabad-base
research institute.
The report highlights the plight of Pakistani workers who travel in the country, especially to big cities, to earn a living. “With the calls for social distancing
and lockdown, the Covid-19 outbreak has shut down business operations
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across the country. As projected, millions of people are facing potential layoffs
but the situation is doubly bad for internal migrant workers who are staying
away from homes to earn a livelihood,” the report noted.
According to official statistics, based on the Labor Force Survey 2017-18,
Pakistan has around 8.51 million migrant workers and 45pc of them are engaged in informal activities, including labour, construction work, domestic help
or factory work. More than 65pc live in 15 districts across Pakistan, with over
a million workers just in Karachi, followed by Lahore, Faisalabad, Rawalpindi
and Islamabad. It is feared the closure of business activities would force the
owners to lay off their employees. Informal workers, which comprise 45pc of
the total migrant labour force, would be the first to be laid off. It means around
3.78 million migrant workers would be left without their source of livelihood.
They also face eviction from their places of living. A large majority of them
work in wholesale and retail, manufacturing, construction, transport and communication sectors, which may be hit the hardest. Many of them live in factory
dormitories, which being shut now, leave them without a place to live. With
the bus and train services halted, they are left stranded with no place to go.
The International Labour Organization (ILO) has warned that the rapidly
intensifying economic effects of Covid-19 on the world of work are proving to
be far worse than the 2008-9 financial crisis, with cutbacks equivalent to nearly
200 million full-time workers expected in the next three months alone. The
warning came after the UN labour agency had predicted that 25 million jobs
were threatened by the new coronavirus. According to the agency, the latest
dire assessment reflects the full or partial lockdown measures affecting almost
2.7 billion workers – four in five of the world’s workforce. At the start of the
year – before the pandemic spread worldwide - global unemployment already
stood at around 190 million.
Workers in four sectors that have experienced the most drastic effects of
the disease and falling production are: food and accommodation (144 million
workers), retail and wholesale (482 million); business services and administration (157 million); and manufacturing (463 million). Together, they add up
to 37.5pc of global employment and this is where the sharp end of the impact
of the pandemic is being felt now.
The situation paints a gloomy picture for the world and Pakistan in no exception. It is feared the pandemic could be more harmful to it than the rest of
the world in terms of economic and job losses. The fatality rate from the virus
in Pakistan is less than 1pc so far, which is far better than the world average
of 3.4pc and unbelievable against Italy’s 20pc. Over three dozen patients die
daily from natural causes at Lahore’s Mayo Hospital alone. So, Pakistan’s
death toll from Covid-19 is less than the number of patients, who die from
complications at one hospital of the country in a week. The situation requires
the government to take urgent steps to save people from losing their jobs besides protecting them from the pandemic.
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Pandemic

Coronavirus: Fighting
an invisible enemy
Nasim Ahmed

We are in the midst of an unprecedented crisis. A tiny virus
has locked down the whole world. The mighty superpowers
are helpless, on their knees. Thousands have died in China,
Europe and America. But the casualties are comparatively
low in other countries in Asia and Africa.
We in Pakistan are also struggling to control the damage. Thank Allah, the number of the dead and infected are
still very low. With limited resources, the government is
doing its best to restrict the spread of the virus. All Pakistanis
returning from abroad have been identified and quarantined.
Entire cities have been locked down and social distancing
has been enforced. Testing kits, ventilators and other medical equipment are being imported to upgrade the health
sector’s capacity to fight the invisible enemy.
It is unfortunate that at this juncture a section of the
media is playing a negative role, spreading needless fear
and scare among the public and mounting uncalled for attacks and picking holes in various government measures to
tackle the menace. It is nothing but sensation-mongering to capture the audience’s attention. This is undermining the sense of national and social cohesion
badly needed in this hour of crisis. Not surprisingly, the WHO director general
has underlined the need for combating the “infodemic” alongside the epidemic.
The social media is flooded with fake news while newspapers run stories with
sensational headlines to attract reader traffic.
As pointed out by some experts, the worldwide media hype is out of all
proportion to the threat posed by the virus and the number of fatalities caused
by it. The dead count is still in thousands, but over the past few weeks the
world economy has lost trillions of dollars due to the collapse of export industries and vital services like air travel. Conspiracy theories apart, the real story
and players behind the coronavirus will be told someday in the future.
Truth to speak, Pakistan was among the countries least prepared to face
the pandemic. We reacted a little late and imposed a countrywide lockdown
in the third week of March. We are confronted with a wide range of problems,
including the shortage of doctors and paramedical staff, lack of a sufficient
number of ventilators and hospital beds.
The coronavirus crisis has exposed the inadequacy of Pakistan’s healthcare system. The crass neglect displayed by successive governments to the
health sector has left the country vulnerable to a situation like the one we are
facing today. Aside from the shortage of hospital beds, medical personnel,
testing facilities etc, there are in the entire country no more than 2,500 ventilators — equipment that could mean the difference between life and death in
severe cases of respiratory illness caused by Covid-19. Our budgetary allocation for the health sector is about 2 percent of GDP, far below 6 percent recommended by the WHO.
Since the infection curve has to be flattened, it's not possible to return to
normal life too soon. The lockdown period may be extended further. The sit-
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uation will hardly improve in the weeks ahead. Ramazan is around the corner
and the apprehension is that many sectors may remain shut till Eid.
The economy is in a lockdown situation. Industrial production has come
to a halt but the worst hit is said to be the retail and wholesale markets. Automobile, textile, electronics, light engineering are next in line. Exports are not
moving, while imports are also stalled. Public transport is at a standstill and
taxi and rickshaw drivers are out of job.
The informal sector is also hard hit, especially small manufacturing and
services units. There is widespread loss of employment and small business
owners are facing the shortage of liquidity. According to an estimate, not even
10 percent of SMEs are bankable. April is a wheat harvesting season during
which seasonal labour is deployed. Thereafter, preparations for the new crop
will be made. For this essential task, local authorities will have to ease restrictions on the movement of labourers from one place to another.
The government has done well to announce a multi-billion package involving relief for labour and underprivileged classes, the business community, industries and farmers. There is a separate package for people who have lost
their sources of livelihood due to the lockdown. A sum of Rs200 billion has
been approved for daily wagers, while Rs100 billion has been fixed for industries. Over Rs50 billion have been allocated for Utility Stores. Likewise, Rs70b
relief has been announced for petroleum products. Moreover, Rs 110 billion
will be provided for relief in electricity and gas bills, and Rs 100 billion for emergency relief funds.
In times of crisis, the mettle of a nation is tested. We must marshal all our
resources to ward off the threat to our society and economy by the coronavirus. We are fighting an invisible enemy. It is time to show grit and determination and maintain discipline in our ranks. China has shown the way. We
have to act likewise.
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Economics

The global economy
in deep recession
Nasim Ahmed

The World Bank, International Monetary Fund
(IMF) and other international research organisations have come out with their assessments and
estimates of the economic damage caused by the
coronavirus.
The world economy is in a state of shock. According to them, the poor will get poorer - and
there will be more of them - and even rich countries would struggle to keep businesses and
households afloat. In China, where the outbreak
began, the bank says the virus impact on the
economy will see growth slow to 2.3% this year
from 6.1% last year. But that's if the pandemic
doesn't get worse. If it does, growth could be just
0.1% this year. The bank's forecasts for other countries in East Asia are
similarly grim.
There is a consensus of opinion that there will be a serious impact on
poverty, both directly through illness and indirectly through lost incomes.
Those in the informal sector will be the hardest hit, and would need the
most help. Asia - and in particular China - has been the world's economic
engine for the past decade. The coronavirus pandemic has stopped the
growth in its tracks.
The challenges are many and mind-boggling. These include large supply and demand-side shocks, extreme dislocations to the free association
and movement of people, and significant upcoming hurdles to meet financial obligations across all sectors of the economy. Dislocations have
shaken the interconnected, global production and finance system to its
roots. All across the globe, production is impaired as workers are told to
stay home to stem the spread of Covid-19. Even businesses that are relatively unaffected may not be able to source inputs to their production.
On the other hand, we are also witnessing a demand shock occurring
due to lost household income, resulting from unemployment. Demand has
also weakened due to the measures taken to stem the rate of Covid-19 infection, such as the collapse in travel. As regards finance, the extreme dislocations caused by “social distancing” and rapidly falling private-sector
demand will inexorably lead to the inability of many households, businesses, non-business private entities, and local governments to meet their
obligations. However, hypothetically speaking, where all credit and payments flowed via a few large banks, it might be possible for policy makers
to intervene at the critical convergence point to prevent wholesale insolvency, financial disruption, and worse.
Expert opinion is that the global economic output will fall by at least a
fifth and perhaps by a third or more during the next few months. Rates of
unemployment will jump to between a quarter and a third of the labor force.
Although measures will be taken to prevent insolvency, yet business and
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household bankruptcy will spike and, in all probability, overwhelm the legal
system’s ability to process cases and claims. Moratoriums and suspensions on debt restructuring or liquidation would be necessary.
Nominal short and long-term interest rates will remain very low (in some
cases negative). The financial system is probably not able to withstand
deeply negative nominal interest rates—as seen in Europe or Japan—and
the Federal Reserve is reluctant to pursue the option. It means there is a
risk that real interest rates will rise if deflation expectations take root. As a
result, central banks will use all available tools, including asset purchases,
forward guidance, regulatory forbearance, and debt monetization to support growth and to lift inflation expectations. They will do so for as long as
may be necessary.
The world economy is in the midst of a deep recession, but the greater
risk is a longer-lasting one, compounded by the factors and the inability of
policy to respond expediently and effectively. It may be added here that
the size of the economic and financial losses corresponds to the speed
and effectiveness of controlling the pandemic. This is not just about flattening the curve, at least not in the way that expression is now commonly
understood.
The medical and even moral imperative to prevent an overload of the
healthcare system has become the short-term supply constraint on the
economy. But the length and severity of economic and financial losses depend on whether the pandemic curve can stay flat. The economy (and markets) will test new and deeper lows if rates of infection spike again after
restrictions on the movements of people are lifted in the first phase of
“curve flattening.”
It is crucial for the economy that durable pandemic curve flattening must
ultimately be achieved without the need for social distancing. Some other
solution—”herd immunity,” the development of effective vaccines or antivirals, or a different strategy altogether—will be required to end the economic
and financial crisis.

April 16-30, 2020

Misinformation

Fighting an infodemic
Muhammad Hassan

A global epidemic of misinformation about the coronavirus through social
media platforms and other outlets prompted World Health Organization Director-General Tedros Adhanom Ghebreyesus to warn, “We’re not just fighting
an epidemic; we’re fighting an infodemic.” In Pakistan, the spread of false information and news has proved more dangerous than the pandemic itself. It
has psychologically affected the people of the country.
The social media has never been credible but even the mainstream media
is not playing its role in disseminating correct information in the country. Instead of creating awareness, they are spreading confusion, fear and panic. A
leading anchor of the country claimed that thousands of people would be infected in few weeks and hospitals would run out of space. It was fake news.
He should have avoided creating panic even if the information had been correct. He only aimed to malign the government and incite people against it.
The opposition is also trying to gain political mileage from the situation.
In Pakistan, doctors and hakims are presenting dubious methods to people
to treat the virus. They said onion and garlic juice is the best prevention or
treatment for it. However, the Institute of Public Health Punjab warned there
was no scientific evidence to establish the role of onion and garlic juices in
the prevention or treatment. A social media post claimed that Punjab’s health
and food authorities have determined mutton as the carrier of the deadly virus
and recommended that it should be avoided. Later, the Punjab Food Authority
issued a denial.
One “expert” appears on a channel and says facemasks can save the
spread of the virus. Another says they are harmful for healthy people and only
infected people should use them. Citing the “successful” experience of Chinese, some experts suggest steam should be inhaled through the nose and
the throat. Others say it will kill beneficial bacteria in your body. Many religious
leaders believe the virus was created to keep Muslims away from praying at
mosques. Others say Muslims should not use sanitizer before prayers because it contains alcohol. Fake doctors and experts in their video and audio
messages on the social media present unverified facts and treatments.
The unconfirmed reports and news stories about the coronavirus have triggered unrest among the people, particularly old people. Since the outbreak
of the disease, so-called experts in almost every field of life have taken it upon
themselves to share their “research and theories” to viewers and readers to
“educate” them on various aspects of the pandemic. They consider themselves an authority on the subject and inform the people about the causes of
the outbreak and how people could protect themselves from it. It is pity that
ordinary people not only believe in the fabricated reports, but also forward
them to others, spreading disinformation and creating confusion and panic
among the public. Many people claim the government is following an antiIslam agenda to close mosques and force them to abandon Islamic teachings
and prayers.
The tsunami of misinformation reached such a level that the Sindh government had to seek help from the Federal Investigation Agency (FIA) to trace
those who are spreading “fake and unsubstantial news” through the social
media about “thousands” of positive cases of the virus in Karachi, triggering
panic and fear in the people. Earlier, a fake circular from the interior ministry
made rounds on the social media announcing the closure of all government
and private institutions as precautionary measure in the wake of the coronavirus. The notification was fake but it proved right in the end. People do not
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know what to believe and what not.
The same is the case in the whole world. Several Iraqi media outlets reported an Iraqi pharmaceutical company was close to releasing a drug that
could treat the deadly virus. However, the company issued a recorded video
statement the next morning to clarify that its initial statement had been misunderstood, highlighting that it never claimed to have found a treatment for
the virus, nor had it even attempted to do so. Other countries, including Iran which became the epicentre of the virus after China in February - also made
similar claims. More than 210 people died in Iran from drinking toxic alcohol
after claims circulated online that it could treat or ward off Covid-19, the official
IRNA news agency reported. Dangerous fake cures include consuming volcanic ash and fighting infection with UV lamps or chlorine disinfectants, which
can harm the body if used incorrectly.
Another remedy that “kills the coronavirus,” according to misleading social
media posts, is drinking silver particles in liquid, known as colloidal silver. The
side effects of taking colloidal silver can include a bluish-gray skin discoloration
and poor absorption of some medicines including antibiotics. Cocaine and
bleach-like solutions are also among risky fake cures touted online. As panic
buying leaves supermarket shelves empty around the world, some Indian
traders and farmers have had the opposite problem — people shunning their
products due to false information. Dozens of Hindu activists in India hosted a
cow urine-drinking party. Some members of Prime Minister Narendra Modi's
Hindu nationalist party have claimed that cow urine and dung can prevent and
cure Covid-19.
In Africa, rumours are rife that those with black skin cannot get the coronavirus. According to local Kenyan media reports, people received phone calls
advising them to drink tea to avoid the coronavirus - and that if they didn't they
might die from the illness. An old graphic created by the US health authorities
about facial hair and respirators has been used incorrectly to suggest men
should shave off their beards to avoid catching the coronavirus.
Research by Oxford’s Reuters Institute looking at the spread of 225 false
or misleading claims about the coronavirus found 88pc of the claims had appeared on social media platforms, compared with 9pc on television or 8pc in
news outlets. Nearly 30pc of US adults believe Covid-19 was developed in a
lab, according to a survey by Pew Research Center. A conspiracy theory
falsely linking 5G to the coronavirus pandemic has led to real-world consequences, including threats and harassment against telecom engineers and
petrol bomb attacks on telephone poles.
The situation demands people stop using the social media and watching
news channels to save themselves from psychological harm.
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Labour

Pakistan’s lockdown
dilemma
Muhammad Ali

Pakistan has enforced only a partial lockdown over the coronavirus pandemic in major cities to save its workforce from starvation but still daily wagers and low-income groups have started bearing the brunt. Pakistan fears
a sharp rise in cases if the present situation continues for few months. If
stricter restrictions are enforced, the suffering of the vulnerable groups will
worsen, though the pandemic would be effectively controlled.
Pakistan faced a dilemma when the first Covid-19 case was reported
on February 26. As Prime Minister Imran Khan pointed out, he would have
enforced a complete lockdown, like the US and Italy, if Pakistan’s economy
was strong enough to save weaker segments of society from its harmful
effects. In contrast, Pakistan had to make a difficult decision to create an
intricate balance amidst the lockdown and stop its poor from starving to
death. It was clear the government could not confine 220 million people to
their homes through a complete lockdown.
However, the partial lockdown has too made the lives of the poor miserable. People, who have to work daily to provide for their families, are the
most hit. Most of them are also ill. They have to earn daily to buy medicines
for themselves. The government and philanthropists can provide rations
to them but it is difficult for them to arrange for their medication. A large
number of labourers can be seen sitting along footpaths in all major cities
waiting for their potential employers. People, who worked at construction
sites, factories, houses or painted houses, have lost their livelihoods. Rickshaw drivers, mechanics, salesmen and people working in many other informal sectors are also without work. Most of them live on handouts now.
Some of them say they and their families had to spend early days of lockdown without eating. They live on ration, provided by philanthropists, while
the government is still in the process of fine-tuning its policy.
In a bid to offset the impact of the lockdown, the government has
granted the construction sector the status of an industry and announced
incentives for investors and businessmen. As all industries are connected
to construction, the government aimed to generate jobs for daily wage
workers. Furthermore, the government has allocated Rs200 billion to provide relief to people who have lost jobs or are earning less due to the lockdown.
On the other hand, the government expects the worst if the lockdown
continues. Recently, the federal health ministry informed the Supreme
Court that coronavirus infections in Pakistan may rise to 50,000 by April
25 – a projection based on the pandemic’s trends in other countries. In a
report submitted to the court, the government feared the tally of coronavirus infection may top 50,000 by April 25. Some 2,392 of the infected
might be in a critical condition; 7,024 in a severe condition and 41,482 facing mild infection. It said the mild cases required care at home and at isolation centres. In severe cases, hospitalization is required and intensive
care is mandatory for treating critical cases. However, the report noted the
projections might change as they were based on trends in other countries.
After 35 days, the number of confirmed cases in Pakistan was very low as
compared to European countries and Iran.
The lockdown has also provided an ideal environment to beggars to
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invade big cities. Hundreds of them are seen on every road and street.
They have made it difficult for the needy to receive help from those who
donate or want to help the deserving. Thousands of beggars, including
men, women and children, receive ration bags from philanthropists and
welfare organisations and sell them to shops to earn money. Few videos
of them have also emerged, in which they are seen robbing people who
are distributing ration among them. In a video recently recorded by a shopkeeper in Karachi, a beggar can be seen asking for cash and other luxury
items in return for flour, pulses, sugar and rice he had collected as donations by different philanthropists and welfare organisations. The government should take action against beggars so that relief could be provided
to the deserving.
The federal government has started disbursing cash assistance of
Rs12,000 per family under its special package to support the people badly
hit by the lockdown. Under the scheme, Rs144 billion is to be distributed
among 12 million families across the country. As per the PM’s announcement, every poor family will get Rs12,000 financial help for a month, which
translates into only Rs400 per day per family and if a normal family consists of six persons, it means every family member will get Rs66.66 a day.
Still the step will help mitigate the suffering of the vulnerable segments to
a certain extent. However, there are reports that members of the beggar
mafia have got themselves registered with the scheme in huge numbers.
The government needs to devise a foolproof distribution mechanism to
make sure that the taxpayer money doesn’t land into the pockets of the
mafia.
The crisis has exposed our system and inability to count our workforce
and help them in the testing time. Shutting down a country like us for longer
periods would be difficult, given the poverty levels prevalent across the
country. There is a big question that from where the government will get
money to handle the situation in case of an extension in the prevailing lockdown. It is important for the government to identify the hotspots during the
lockdown and reopen the remaining segments of the economy while finding ways to work within the pandemic.
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Package

Construction incentives
Muhammad Zain

The government has announced a package of incentives for the
construction sector to restart economic activities which have
come to a halt in efforts to contain the coronavirus pandemic.
However, the incentives are expected to largely remain
unutilised and unfruitful as a lockdown continues in the country.
It appears the construction package faces the fate of a move
taken a few months ago, under which taxes on main exports had
been slashed in hope to give the economy a boost and narrow
the trade deficit. At a time when the country is facing an increasing threat of the deadly coronavirus, Prime Minister Imran Khan
announced a set of incentives for people investing in the construction sector and promised to open allied industries to strike
a balance between economic activities and efforts to contain the
pandemic.
Giving the status of an “industry” to the construction sector,
Prime Minster Imran Khan unveiled the relief package, under
which those investing this year would not be asked about their
sources of income. A fixed tax would be levied on construction
activities under the package while 90pc taxes would be waived
on the construction of houses under the Naya Pakistan Housing
Programme. Also, the capital gain tax on the sale and purchase
of property has been withdrawn. All construction material, except steel and
cement, would be exempted from the withholding tax.
The incentives for the construction industry and allied industries have been
announced after consultation with all provinces and governments of Azad
Kashmir and Gilgit-Baltistan and all decided to curtail taxes on the industry.
The Punjab and Khyber Pakhtunkhwa have already consolidated their taxes
on the industry to 2pc only. The government will set up a Construction Industry
Development Board for the promotion of the construction industry and a subsidy of Rs30 billion would be given to those who get their houses built under
the Naya Pakistan Housing Programme.
On paper, the package is a welcome step to boost the economy at a time
when the adverse impact of the pandemic is affecting all sectors of society.
Construction, a term that encompasses activities related to the creation of
physical infrastructure and related activities, plays a crucial role in the economy of any country. Studies have suggested that more than 60 other associated industries form linkages with the construction and housing industry. It
makes the sector pivotal to economic development as it is crucial to providing
shelter, employment and infrastructure.
However, critics say it is a second tax amnesty scheme of the government
for the sector in less than a year, which will allow people to invest their black
money in the construction sector without disclosing their sources of income.
The immunity from declaring the source of income will be available only to
builders and developers of housing societies and projects and it has not been
extended to building own homes.
However, tax on gains on investment has been waived for all citizens who
sell their houses. Currently, the government charges 5pc to 20pc capital gains
tax on the sale of houses and open plots. Analysts say it may have implications in the longer run for the country due to its commitments to the Financial
Action Task Force (FATF) and the International Monetary Fund (IMF). They
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say Prime Minister Imran Khan was a staunch opponent of tax amnesty
schemes before coming to power, but he has announced two schemes in less
than a year now.
Analysts say the new scheme will allow people invest their black money
in the construction sector, depriving the country of much-needed taxes. It will
also discriminate against people who pay their taxes regularly and salaried
persons who are bound to pay up to 35pc of their gross income as tax. The
exemption to the construction sector from regular income tax regime and
charging fixed rates are also against the norms of taxing people on the basis
their real income.
Experts blame the government has exploited the coronavirus opportunity
to accommodate influential people who were pressurizing it to provide tax
amnesty to the sector. It is said the move has been made in a situation, when
the IMF would not object to it, keeping in view the ongoing adverse implications of Covid-19 on Pakistan’s economy and low-income groups.
The government aims to spur activity across a wide spectrum of sectors,
attract investment, generate jobs and provide economic sustenance to those
who need it most. However, the government will have to end the lockdown to
achieve its aims. The whole world is in a lockdown. It is tightening restrictions
to contain the spread of the virus. The situation in Pakistan is not good either.
If the lockdown is not lifted but all industries related to the construction industry
are allowed to work, it will lift restrictions on a large number of people and the
pandemic situation could worsen.
Despite some genuine reservations, the intention behind the package
is not bad because of the urgency to create employment for the lowest income groups and kick-start the economy once again in the time of Covid19, when the whole world is shut and all other sectors in the country have
come to a halt. However, the government must take solid steps to contain
the spread of the virus while allowing the construction industry and allied
industries to reopen.
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Pakistan’s
recession fears
Shahid Hussain

International monetary organizations have painted a gloomy picture of the
global economy. Pakistan also faces worst recession of its history over the severe impact of the deadly pandemic, as its economy is expected to shrink up
to 2.2pc and per capita income will decline sharply.
In its latest report, the World Bank has said that Pakistan may fall into a recession – for the first time in 68 years. The country was in such a bad economic
condition almost 68 years ago but even after the third India-Pakistan war that
led to the separation of East Pakistan, the country posted some growth. The
report titled “South Asia Economic Focus” anticipates a sharp economic slump
in each of the region’s eight countries, caused by halting economic activity, collapsing trade, and greater stress in the financial and banking sectors.
Pakistan is among Maldives, Sri Lanka and Afghanistan whose GDP
growth forecast for this fiscal year is in negative territory. In the worst case scenario, the whole region would experience a contraction of GDP. “South Asia is
in a perfect storm”, said Hans Timmer, World Bank Chief Economist for the
South Asia Region. Pakistan is already in a difficult fiscal situation so that
makes response more difficult, he added.
The latest report is in contrast to its estimates of 1pc growth in the current
fiscal year 2019-20. It projected a decline in Pakistan’s national output in the
range of 2.2pc to 1.3pc, which will also hit personal incomes badly. Pakistan,
which has already experienced low growth rates in recent years, could well fall
into a recession. With 1.8pc population growth, that would imply a painful decline in per capita income.
In the case of Pakistan, 54pc of manufacturing exports are related to the
textile and food, beverages, and tobacco sub-sectors. Bangladesh and Pakistan, the main exporters, will suffer disproportionately, in part because the
countries that suffered the largest outbreaks are also the largest buyers of garments from the two countries. Capital markets seem less vulnerable for the
time being, but declines in capital flows may impact India and Pakistan, according to the WB.
The entire region might well experience its worst economic performance in
40 years, with at least half of the countries falling in a deep recession. The
harsh reality of inequality in South Asia is that poor people are more likely to
become infected with the coronavirus, as social distancing is difficult to implement for them. If the coronavirus spreads further and lockdown measures remain in place for a long period, it will become more challenging to guarantee
food security, especially for the most vulnerable in the population, the WB
warned.
The report also blamed India, Bangladesh and Pakistan for mishandling
the lockdown issue. “In India, Bangladesh and Pakistan, the time between the
announcement of suspension of inland passenger transport and its enforcement was less than a day, which created chaos as migrants scrambled to get
back to their provinces, exacerbating the crowding and making enforcement
of social distancing impossible. In Pakistan, India, Nepal and Bangladesh, with
high levels of food insecurity and widespread malnutrition among children, the
consequences of the virus spreading widely could reverse the recent positive
trends in poverty and prove to be catastrophic and far reaching,” it added.
Overall, South Asia regional growth will fall to a range between 1.8pc and
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2.8pc in 2020, down from 6.3pc projected six months ago. It would be the region’s worst performance in the last 40 years, with temporary contractions in
all South Asian countries.
The International Monetary Fund (IMF) has also warned the year 2020
would see the worst global economic fallout since the Great Depression with
over 170 countries likely to experience negative per capita income growth due
to the coronavirus pandemic. It said just three months ago there were expectations of positive per capita income growth in over 160 of the member countries in 2020. “Today, that number has been turned on its head: we now project
that over 170 countries will experience negative per capita income growth this
year," IMF Managing Director Kristalina Georgieva said. The bleak outlook,
she said, applied to advanced and developing economies alike as the current
crisis knew no boundaries and hurt everybody. The IMF chief said emerging
markets and low-income nations across Africa, Latin America, and much of
Asia, were at high risk.
The Asian Development Bank (ADB) has also projected Pakistan’s economic growth to shrink to 2.6pc in 2020 from 3.3pc in 2019, while inflation will
remain around 11.5pc for 2020. In its latest report, it said the Covid-19 outbreak
would pose a downside risk to growth prospects as it further dampened consumer demand and as private businesses were temporarily shut down in efforts
to control the pandemic. It said weaker demand under Covid-19 could adversely affect exports. Economic growth in Pakistan is expected to slow down
to 2.6pc this year due to ongoing stabilisation efforts, slower growth in agriculture and the impact of the Covid-19 outbreak, before recovering to 3.2pc in
2021. The report said agriculture was expected to see slow growth in fiscal
year 2020 as the worst locust infestation in over two decades damages harvests of cotton, wheat, and other major crops.
All the reports have blamed the pandemic for the gloomy economic situation
in the world. Like the rest of the world, Pakistan will have to continue its efforts
to contain the virus and limit losses from it. Except the World Bank report, forecasts of other institutions for Pakistan are not much depressing. In fact, the
IMF has praised Pakistan for reform efforts to address it economic challenges.
Pakistan can hope for the best after controlling the pandemic. However, it may
take few months.

April 16-30, 2020

Investigation

Sugar millers’
double-edged sword
Husnain Shahid

Long-awaited inquiry reports on recent sugar and wheat crises in the country have identified flaws in the system, which favours the rich at the cost of
the poor.
The reports also point out the fact that powerful lobbies always remain
in power in every government in Pakistan and extracts benefits from it.
They expose ruling Pakistan Tehreek-i-Insaf’s former Secretary General
and a close aide to Prime Minister Imran Khan, Jahangir Tareen, Federal
Minister Khusro Bakhtiar, Moonis Elahi of the PML-Q, the Sharif family and
the Omni Group, which is closely linked to former President Asif Zardari.
The report on sugar revealed that two main groups had obtained maximum benefit during the crisis; one of the groups, JWD Group, belonging
to Jahangir Tareen, which has six sugar mills, obtained 12.28pc of the total
export subsidy amounting to Rs3.058 billion during 2015-18. Makhdoom
Ahmed Mehmood, the former Punjab Governor and PPP leader, is a partner in the group.
According to the investigation report, the production of sugar in 201617 and 2017-18 was more than the estimated domestic consumption,
hence, it was exported. The estimated domestic consumption of Pakistan
is around 5.2 million metric tonne (mmt) per year. In 2016-17, Pakistan had
a record 7.08mmt production of sugar while the production in 2017-18 was
6.63mmt.
The report also questioned the Pakistan Tehreek-e-Insaf government’s
decision to allow the export of sugar which caused the shortage of the commodity in the country and its prices increased by 30pc. “The exporters of
sugar gained benefit in two ways: first they were able to gain subsidy and
secondly, they made profit from the increasing sugar prices in the local
market,” the inquiry committee observed.
It revealed that PTI’s Jahangir Khan Tareen and Federal Minister
Khusro Bakhtiar were among the main beneficiaries. They received Rs1.03
billion subsidy on the export of sugar, paid out from the taxpayer money,
which was equal to 41pc of the total subsidy the Punjab government paid
to sugar barons. “Sugar mill owners, who availed maximum subsidy, had
political clout and influence in decision-making and they tried to gain maximum benefit in a very limited time,” the report revealed.
The PTI government’s decision to allow the export of sugar led to the
increase in the retail price. The federal and provincial governments ignored
the warnings of low sugar stocks and increase in prices. Before the decision to allow the export of 1 million metric tonne sugar, the per kilo sugar
price was Rs55 in December 2018, that jumped to Rs71.44 per kg in June
2019 – an increase of Rs16.47 per kg or 30pc, according to the findings.
The report said that despite the clear calculations of the stock position
after deducting the strategic reserves, the Sugar Advisory Board in its
meeting of June 2019, did not ban its export. There were signs of “cartelization and manipulation” by sugar mills and the ex-mill sugar price determination formula was also “unfair.” For concrete evidence, the inquiry
committee recommended forensic audit of the mills.
Six groups account for about 51pc of the production of sugar in Pakistan. JDW Group of Jahangir Tareen accounts for 19.97pc production,
RYK Group of Khusro Bakhtiar, 12.24pc, Al-Moiz Group 6.8pc, Tandlianwala Group 4.9pc, Omni Group 1.7pc and the Sharif family 4.5pc.
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The inquiry noted that many policies are conveyed to the sugar mills
from the platform of the Pakistan Sugar Mills Association. A strike call the
sugar mills gave to bring sugarcane prices down was observed by the mills
owned by Jahangir Tareen, the Sharif family and Khusro Bakhtiar’s sugar
mills along with others. The increase in the sales tax rate from 8pc for filers
and 11pc for non-filers to 17pc did not contribute much to the ex-mill price
increase, which was largely made before the budget. To the shock of the
inquiry committee, neither the provincial nor the federal government had
any clue how the ex-factory price of sugar was calculated. It added that
the ex-mill pricing formula was faulty and “unfair”. The assumptions to set
the ex-mill price were also wrong.
The committee also found fault with the federal government’s permission to build the GST into the ex-mill price. “The calculation of the ex-mill
price provided by the PSMA cannot be relied upon unless all determinants
of the ex-mill price are calculated in a financial audit,” it noted.
The Punjab government gave Rs3 billion subsidy on the export of sugar
at Rs5.35 per kg to the millers. The sugar mills owned by Jahangir Tareen
availed Rs561 million subsidy, which was equal to 22pc of the total subsidy.
The sugar mills owned by Khusro Bakhtiar availed Rs452.3 million subsidy,
which was 18.3pc of the subsidy. “The Punjab government was providing
the subsidy for the export of sugar at a time when the price of sugar was
increasing in the domestic market,” the inquiry observed.
The committee said it was of the considered opinion based on documentary evidence that the export of sugar was not justified as the sugarcane production was expected to be low in the upcoming harvesting
season. It observed that despite 2.7pc reduction in the cultivation area this
year the sugarcane production increased 1pc till February 5. The crushing
season continued in March as well. It noted that the sugar millers had purchased off the books sugarcane and its production was also kept off the
books to evade the general sales tax. The committee also found that the
Rs190 per 40 kg sugarcane support price was sufficient but the price increase was delayed, depriving the farmers of making a better decision.
The committee found that sugarcane was purchased at about 15pc higher
than the support price but it observed that the mill owners were also “larger
growers” of sugarcane, which could “potentially be a reason for higher than
the support price buying of sugarcane”.
The opposition is trying to mislead the nation on the inquiry report. It
has singled out Jahangir Tareen. It is silent even on Khusro Bakhtiar, because a PPP leader is his partner. It also has no issue with Moonis Elahi.
Pakistan Muslim League-Nawaz and Pakistan Peoples Party (PPP) leaders are behaving as if they are not involved in benefiting from the subsidy.
PML-N President Shahbaz Sharif demanded exemplary punishment for all
involved, without telling the nation that the sugar mills of the Sharif family
have also benefited from it.
The inquiry was ordered and its report was made public, it is to the
credit of Prime Minister Imran Khan. It has happened for the first time in
Pakistan’s history that the most power lobby faced a probe and its findings
were made public. It also shows Prime Minister Imran Khan’s rising confidence in running the affairs of the country. His action after the forensic
audit will fortify his position.
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Positives of lockdown
Raza Khan

As the ravages of the coronavirus continue in Pakistan and the world and
the almost entire globe is in lockdown, there are positive vibes of the situation, particularly for countries like Pakistan.
In the prevailing situation triggered by the continued spread of COVID19, the disease caused by the coronavirus, there has been a lockdown in
the length and breadth of the country. Although the lockdown has negatively
impacted the economy of Pakistan, yet it has put quite wholesome effects
on society, social etiquettes and the thinking process despite certain miniscule negative impacts. On the other hand, the wholesome effects which the
lockdown has put on the environment are ineffable and for the first time
people have come to realise how beautiful is their environment and country.
Therefore, the experiences of the people during the lockdown period would
have an extensive positive impact on social norms and the environment.
Insofar as the positive impact of the COVID-19-triggered lockdown is
concerned, there are multiple effects of the situation. The foremost is that
people have reluctantly developed a habit of staying at home. Otherwise,
in general it has been a long-standing habit of Pakistanis that most of them
do not spend time at home. This has been primarily due to the environment
prevailing at homes and squeezed social space available to the households, whether for males or females. However, as only males are at liberty
to go outside, they have been spending a considerable amount of their
time outside home. The negative impact of the practice has been that
males have not been taking much interest in improving the environment
and settings of their respective homes whereas females, who are quite
powerless, could not have the wherewithal to contribute positively to improving the environment at homes. Now when for the first time males have
been compelled to stay at home for long periods of time, they are coming
to realize the issues and problems of their homes and even unwillingly are
ready to address them.
The aimless wandering of a large number of males outside their homes
has been the cause of many problems. The problems range from overcrowding in bazaars and roads to harassing of women to environmental
degradation. The aimless wandering of a huge number of boys and men
outside their homes and their forced stay at home has made one feel that
even roads, markets and streets could be very serene places if the situation continues. Devoid of any skill and enterprising spirit, many males have
opted to establish shops as an easy way to earn little income and largely
to spend their daytime outside. Thus, the basic aim of a huge number of
shopkeepers in Pakistan’s every province has not been to have a business
and source of income but to have an escapist abode to kill time.
The situation has given rise to small and medium-sized shops instead
of properly-managed malls and shopping centres and it has made entire
society and the country look like a marketplace. The situation has its own
negative repercussions for society and people. The biggest impact of it is
extensive and voracious consumerism. This consumerism has made most
people downright materialist, devoid of human sensibilities like love, compassion and consideration for fellow humans. In a society where most of
the people immersed themselves or the environment compels them to become ultra-materialist, it is not at all conducive to human habitation. Now
when all shops around the country are closed, save which sell staples, the
people have started and should realize that their lives could very much be
good without all these unnecessary items. Although one could criticize the
statement on the basis that a large number of people’s livelihoods are
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linked to closed-down businesses, yet human lives and welfare is far more
important than businesses and livelihoods. When all these businesses of
unnecessary items were not there, the world was a far more secure, safe
and clean place.
In Pakistan, a very important social, economic and even political problem
is the huge population of the country. Apart from other key reasons, one
very important cause of the population explosion is that men have near-total
control over reproductive health and females have been quite powerless
while the latter have to bear the burden of rearing several children without
having the capacity to do so. So when for the first time, men are compelled
to stay at time for an extended time period, they must come to realize that
how difficult it is to spend time with many children. This must convince them
of the benefits of a few children and a small family. In other words, men must
share the feelings and problems of their wives with regard to children’s upbringing, which may make many men not to have several children.
A small family and a home with social space for all members, which
could only be possible with a lesser number of households, could be the
cause of multiple positive trends in society. These include children in such
households to be more intuitive, inquisitive and inventive. A society having
such children in a large number could only expect to have development in
various sectors. On the other hand, in Pakistan society where most children are reared in homes where they do not have social space so as to
be inventive and instead they are struck by multiple deprivations, develop
multiple frustrations which not only distort their personalities but also are
a source of many social conflicts.
The lockdown against our will has made almost all of us quite disciplined
in every way, right from personal hygiene to social distancing to participation
in unnecessary social activities. Such a disciplined life was much-needed
and long-required. As a people, Pakistanis could not develop disciplined
habits despite it is one of the main pillars of the national motto, Unity, Faith,
Discipline, because of total lack of direction and control from above. Now
when the direction and control from the state authorities is making the people develop and the fear of contagions is also playing a role in it, one hopes
the discipline would go along with many people in the rest of their lives
which would have wholesome effects on society. God-created nature has
a splendid balance and when human actions disturb the balance, the nature
responds to restore the equilibrium, so the coronavirus may be the result
of irreparable damage inflicted by humans on nature.
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Challenges

Absence of LG institutions in
ex-FATA in COVID-19 times
Raza Khan

The situation created by the gradual spread of the coronavirus in the country and the unpreparedness of state agencies to cope with it has once
again reminded the need of the presence of local government institutions
which could be better equipped to handle the situation.
While in the rest of Pakistan the absence of local government institutions has multiplied the miseries of the people, the hitherto non-existent of
the structures in the merged districts of Khyber Pakhtunkhwa, formerly
known as Federally Administered Tribal Areas (FATA), has taken its toll on
the residents of the region and may inflict huge damage to public health in
coming weeks.
The coronavirus is spreading like a silent killer in the world and Pakistan
is no exception unless some miracle happens soon. Around the world the
lesson which the spread of the coronavirus has taught us is that national,
state, provincial and local governments which were better equipped and
prepared to deal with the contagion, the infection rate and deaths remain
lower than places where the authorities were not as prepared or have been
caught napping, which resulted in a disastrous situation. The situation is
no different in Pakistan. The Sindh government took several measures and
it was the first to impose lockdown and the situation remained quite promising to control the contagion. Although other provinces, like the Punjab and
Khyber Pakhtunkhwa (KP), first shied from lockdown, yet they soon realised
its importance in the prevailing situation. However, apart from taking measures, it is significant to know that to what an extent these measures could
be effective which largely depend upon their enforceability, which in turn,
rest upon the availability of the structure and apparatus and its nature. Insofar as the merged districts of former FATA of KP are concerned, there is
no proper state apparatus or mechanism in place as the region has been
an administrative transition after its merger in May 2018. None of government administrative departments, whether the police or general administration, has been fully active in the region, resulting in massive issues and
conflicts. More importantly, the long promised and overdue local government institutions to be established in the region are yet to see the light of
the day. This is despite the fact that keeping in view the nature and remoteness of the former FATA region, the foremost step for the state was to establish local government structures there, which never existed there despite
their critical need. However, despite the passage of nearly two years, local
government institutions are still to be set up in the merged districts. Unfortunately, more than capacity issues, it has been the lack of will and vested
interests of individuals in federal and KP governments that have prevented
local government institutions from coming into existence in ex FATA.
In the first place, the region should not have been merged into KP. But
whatever happened is now history and, therefore, the tribal belt would
somehow to be subsumed into KP but there are numerous challenges to
it. It is evident from the fact that the government, when realized the problems in integration and resultant vacuum, which emerged after FATA’s
merger and with it the discontinuation of all regulations in vogue in the region and impediments to enforcing laws of KP in the former FATA, it enacted the FATA Interim Regulatory Framework. The interim arrangement
has replaced the Frontier Crimes Regulation (FCR).
Today, a far more important question regarding the merged districts of
KP is not their integration but putting in place normal and self-sustaining
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governing structures there. In this regard, the most important step is the
holding of local government elections in the region. The elections in the
region were promised by the previous PML-N government to be held by
October 2018. Afterwards, it was said that the elections would be held after
provincial assembly elections on 17 seats. But despite the elections took
place months back, there is no local government election. As the elections
could not take place, it has raised doubts about the government’s seriousness about the issue.
Prime Minister Imran Khan has some time back desired to come up
with a uniform local government system in the country. Moreover, he has
also directed to the quarters concerned that local government elections in
KP and former FATA should be held at once. While PM Khan desires to
install a uniform local government system in entire Pakistan, it may require
constitutional changes as presently every province is empowered to have
a local government system of its choice. However, making constitutional
amendments to bring a uniform LG system is not possible for the weak
federal government. Against this backdrop, holding municipal elections in
the region in the immediate future is not possible while it direly needs them.
Therefore, the PTI government and PM Khan have to come up with a
prompt solution as former FATA exigently needs local government councils
perhaps more direly than any other area of Pakistan. There are various
reasons for it.
So-called national and international Jihadist organizations and individuals find an extremely conducive environment in former FATA to make the
region their base for regional insurgency and international terrorism in the
name of Islam. All these negative developments in ex-FATA have their
roots in the long-existing political and legal vacuum in the areas, specifically due to the absence of local government structures. The long existing
political and legal vacuum in former FATA was also among other factors
due to the non-existence of any form of self-governing local government
institutions there. Due to which the establishment of the state write in the
region remains a huge challenge while the areas could not at all be developed when the provision of fundamental needs of the people were not ensured.
As profound social, political and economic changes have occurred over
decades, particularly in the 21st century, the legal and administrative structure of former FATA, which has its roots in colonial times, could not respond
to the complex problems and needs of the growing population. It slowly
and gradually made the existing administrative apparatus redundant,
which eroded whatever little state writ had been left in the tribal region.
Every kind of negative trend pervaded and thrived in the region as local,
national and international terrorist and militant groups took full advantage
of the situation and cultivated their bases in the region. Criminal gangs,
like kidnappers and extortionists, also used the territory for their activities.
There is little, if any, realization within Pakistan’s policymaking institutions
for formulating a new administrative system for the region. Even there was
no serious effort to introduce a local government or municipal councils system in ex-FATA to provide a rudimentary modern system of administration.
Thus, establishing the LG system is the cry of the time to restore order,
peace and then sustain the structures in ex-FATA and now, above all, to
prevent contagious diseases like COVID-19.
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Cushioning the economy
from coronavirus impact
Muhammad Jahangir

According to the Ministry of Planning, an estimated 15 million people in
the country will lose their jobs and the economy would sustain Rs 2 trillion
to Rs2.5 trillion losses in just three months due to the shocks from the coronavirus outbreak.
In making the assessment, experts have taken into account limited,
moderate and complete levels of lockdown. At present, the country is at
the moderate level in terms of restrictions on movement and may move
towards complete restrictions. In this context, the ministry has assessed
losses at Rs1.2 trillion in the case of a limited lockdown, Rs1.96 trillion in
moderate and Rs2.5 trillion in case of a complete lockdown.
The assessment is based on losses sustained in the areas of business,
tax revenue, international trade and the cost of unemployment for three
months. Initial estimates show that in case of limited restrictions, about 1.4
million jobs will be lost, which are equal to 2.2% of the employed workforce.
In monetary terms, the three-month wage losses will translate into Rs66 billion.
However, if private offices and most shops are closed, but essential shops
are open, the government thinks that about 12 million people will become jobless, accounting for around 20% of the employed labour force. In monetary
terms, the loss of wages will translate into Rs561 billion for three months alone.
In case of a complete shutdown, the government has assessed that
18.53 million people or 30% of the labour force will be unemployed. The
people will sustain a loss of Rs783 billion. In the scenario, two-thirds of
the workforce is daily wagers, 30% is working on the piece rate and the
rest are street vendors. The government has also assessed Rs9.3 billion
losses for the aviation sector, Rs250 billion initial loss in the stock market,
Rs30 million losses being sustained by the Ministry of Maritime Affairs,
Rs136 billion by the Ministry of Energy, Rs55 billion by the agriculture sector and Rs8 billion by the Ministry of Railways.
However, experts question the figure of losses being shown by the Ministry of Energy on account of circular debt, delay in tariff adjustments and
deferred electricity payments. The argument is that all the amounts will
eventually be recovered. Similarly, the loss figures of agriculture appear
exaggerated, as COVID-19 has not impacted the sector. On the government’s revenue side, it is expected that the Federal Board of Revenue
could see a decrease in revenue and cash outflow of around Rs600 billion
in the fourth quarter of the fiscal year.
Among various sectors, trade has suffered more. It is said that the government expects a sharp slowdown in trade activities. There is an expected sharp slowdown in imports from 35% up to 60%, depending upon
the severity of the crisis. According to one calculation, exports could potentially go down by up to 10% in dollar terms in the fourth quarter. It is
said that the impact of trade contraction only on the GDP could be up to
4.6% if combined imports and exports go down by 20%. The preliminary
estimates show that in case of a 2% decline in imports and no decrease
in exports, the fourth quarter GDP would be shaved off by 0.3% that will
translate into Rs45 billion. If both exports and imports decline by 10%
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each, the fourth quarter GDP would take a hit of 2.3% or Rs345 billion.
Similarly, a 20% decline in imports and exports in the fourth quarter would
cause losses of 4.7% of the GDP or Rs700 billion.
As we know, the national economy is inherently incapable of facing the
shock of negative global growth caused by the coronavirus. In recent
months there has already been a slowing down of the growth momentum.
The growth rate for 2019-20 was expected generally to be significantly
lower than that of 2018-19 and to come down to perhaps even below the
target of 2.4 percent. In fact, the large-scale manufacturing sector has
been exhibiting negative growth. Some of the major crops, especially cotton, are likely to see significant output declines and various service activities, like domestic trade and transport, are in a state of recession.
There is the risk of a further massive decline in domestic economic activity, especially in the industry which makes a major contribution to the
GDP growth. The conditions in the markets of developed countries are exerting a negative impact on our exports. The stock market continues to be
under pressure, partly because of the withdrawal of portfolio funds by foreign investors. There are reports of closures of a host of large and small
industries and commercial enterprises in a wide range of sectors and the
resulting heightening of risk perceptions. The large-scale outflow of “hot
money”, invested in government short-term treasury bills, has already contributed significantly to a perceptible decline in foreign exchange reserves
and an almost 7 percent depreciation in the value of the rupee. It is clear
that in the circumstances, a comprehensive strategy will have to be
adopted to sustain the economy and see it through before the situation
starts improving.
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Investigations

The ugly face
of sugar mafia
Muhammad Jahangir

A report by a committee set up to probe recent sugar and wheat crises has
been made public. In its 32-page report, the committee on sugar price hike
termed Pakistan Tehreek-i-Insaf (PTI) government’s decision to allow the
export of sugar unjustified as it caused a 30% increase in its price.
According to the report, exporters gained benefit in two ways: first they
were able to gain subsidy and secondly, they made profit from increasing
sugar prices in the local market. In February this year, Prime Minister Imran
Khan had set up the committee to probe the sugar crisis after its price increased abnormally despite the availability of surplus stocks. The director
general of the Federal Investigation Agency (FIA) was the convener of the
committee, who was assisted by senior representatives of the Intelligence
Bureau and the Punjab Anti-Corruption Establishment. The committee was
also mandated to review the pricing structure, possibility of cartelization, impact of tax increase, justification for export of sugar and the role of government agencies in preventing the crisis.
The report revealed that PTI’s former secretary general Jahangir Khan
Tareen and Federal Minister for National Food Security Makhdoom Khusro
Bakhtiar were among the main beneficiaries of the price hike. Both got away
with Rs1.03 billion subsidy on the export of sugar, paid out from taxpayer
money, which was equal to 41% of the total subsidy the government of the
Punjab paid to sugar barons. The federal and provincial governments ignored the warnings of low sugar stocks and increase in prices. Before the
decision to allow the export of 1 million metric ton sugar, its per kilo price
was Rs55 in December 2018, but it jumped to Rs71.44 per kg in June 2019
– an increase of Rs16.47 per kg or 30%, according to the findings.
The report points out that despite the clear calculations of the stock position after deducting the strategic reserves, the Sugar Advisory Board in its
meeting on June 2019, did not ban the export. There were signs of
“cartelization and manipulation” by the sugar mills and the ex-mill sugar price
determination formula was also “unfair”. According to the inquiry report, six
groups control about 51% of the production of sugar in Pakistan. Jahangir
Tareen’s JDW Group accounts for 19.97% production, the RYK Group of
Khusro Bakhtiar 12.24%, Al-Moiz Group 6.8%, Tandlianwala Group 4.9%,
Omni Group 1.7% and the Sharif family 4.5% of the production.
Among the many findings of the report one is that the Pakistan Sugar
Mills Association dictates the policies of the industry. The strike call that the
sugar mills gave to bring sugarcane prices down was planned by the mills
owned by Jahangir Khan Tareen, the Sharif family, Khusro Bakhtiar and others. Also, the increase in the sales tax rate from 8% for filers and 11% for
non-filers to 17% did not contribute much to the ex-mill price increase, which
was largely made before the budget.
The inquiry committee has noted that neither the provincial government
nor the Centre had any clue how the ex-factory price of sugar is calculated.
It says that the ex-mill pricing formula was flawed and unfair. The assumptions to set the ex-mill price were also wrong. The federal government allowed the GST into the ex-mill price which was not fair.
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The Punjab government gave Rs3 billion subsidy on the export of sugar
at Rs5.35 per kg to the millers. The sugar mills owned by Jahangir Tareen
availed Rs561 million subsidy, which was equal to 22% of the total subsidy.
The sugar mills owned by Food Minister Khusro Bakhtiar availed Rs452.3
million subsidy, which was 18.3% of the subsidy. What is more, the Punjab
government was providing the subsidy for the export of sugar at a time when
its price was already increasing in the domestic market.
An interesting finding is that despite a 2.7% reduction in the cultivation
area this year, the sugarcane production increased 1% till February 25. The
crushing season continued in March as well. The committee has pointed
out that the sugar millers purchased sugarcane off the books and its production was also kept off the books to evade the general sales tax.
According to the inquiry report, the quantity of sugar produced is sufficient
for annual national consumption. The retail price increased from Rs55 in
December 2018 to Rs74.64 per kg in January 2020 and the major increase
was enforced much before the start of the new crushing season. The committee also found that the Rs190 per 40 kg sugarcane support price was
sufficient but the price increase was delayed, depriving the farmers of making a timely decision. The committee found that sugarcane was purchased
at about 15% higher than the support price but it observed that the mill owners were also “larger growers” of sugarcane, which could “potentially be a
reason for higher than the support price buying of sugarcane”. The committee has also warned about further increase in sugar prices before Ramazan,
recommending an immediate crackdown on the major players to keep prices
in check.
On the recommendations of the committee, an inquiry commission has
been established by Prime Minister Imran Khan under the Commission of
Inquiry Act of 2017. The commission has already started its work and nine
teams are doing forensic audit, including the sugar mills owned by Jahangir
Tareen. The commission will complete its work in 40 days. The people expect the government to complete the inquiry speedily and punish the guilty.
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Education

The PMDC saga! Is
it over really?
Rasheed Ali

The country at large and the health sector in particular are facing one
of the worst health-related crises currently in the face of the novel coronavirus pandemic. However, a series of dramatic occurrences at the
health education scene have also attracted the attention of all concerned lately. The Pakistan Medical and Dental Council (PMDC), the
statutory regulatory authority that oversees medical and dental colleges, medical education and professionals in the country, remained at
the heart of some activities during the past six months. The body was
dissolved about five months ago through a Presidential ordinance, and
then restored by the Islamabad High Court on March 30, 2020. However, the issue is too large to be summed up in only a paragraph, hence
some digging into the crisis and some further details.
Pakistan has produced great health professionals due
to its medical colleges and universities, being run under
the supervision of the PMDC. The professionals are not
only running the national healthcare system successfully
but also bringing name and fame to the country through
their competence and services abroad. Even in developed
countries, like the US, the UK, Germany etc., Pakistani
medical professionals have their own standing, and they
are recognised as competent professionals by the governments as well as people of the countries.
However, medical education and institutions have
started becoming the centre stage of controversies, serious allegations, rifts and tussles for the last decade or so.
Behind the scene, a tug-of-war amongst various players
must have been going on for long, but the first surprising
episode coming to the fore on October 20, 2019, was the
dissolution of almost half-a-century old PMDC by the
President of Pakistan through an ordinance, paving the
way for the establishment of the proposed Pakistan Medical Commission (PMC).
The reaction from the medical fraternity, especially
PMDC employees, was swift and strong. A writ petition
was filed in the Islamabad High Court (IHC) against the
action and discussions started on the social media, particularly Twitter and Facebook, and PMDC employees as
well as Young Doctors Association (YDA) members
started holding protest demonstrations in various cities of
the country.
A member of the council believes that a deep conspiracy against the PMDC was hatched by vested interests,
including the owners of private medical colleges in the
country, to get rid of the council. He says fears were rife
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among medical professionals that the new body could give in to pressure from private medical universities, which make up a powerful lobby
and agree to fee increases, which the PMDC had been opposing.
The PMDC has also been cracking down on medical colleges in the
private sector which were not properly equipped with laboratories and
other facilities. Therefore, he adds, owners of private colleges saw the
PMDC as a big hurdle to the way of their money-making plans, and
therefore, its dissolution had become crucial for them. He relates a specific incident of October 2019, the month the council was sent packing
through an ordinance. “An unspecified number of representatives of private colleges met in Lahore to discus the idea of bringing in a new body
to regulate medical colleges in Pakistan, and a personality from the
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United States participated in it through Skype,” he told Cutting Edge.
The meeting decided, in principle, that soon a new ordinance would
be promulgated to place the PMDC under a new regulatory body for
medical colleges. The new body would not have powers to decide about
private medical colleges’ fee or faculty strength and the colleges would
be free to set their own criterion of admission and every college would
be allowed to choose the university of its choice, etc.
And only after a few weeks, the President of Pakistan signed the ordinance titled “Pakistan Medical Commission Ordinance, 2019.” The
ordinance was aimed at regulating and controlling the medical profession by establishing uniform minimum standards of medical education
and training and recognising qualifications in medicine and dentistry.
“The implementation of the new ordinance requires dissolution of
the current PMDC. The government of Pakistan hence directed the temporary shutting down of the offices of the council,” an official order from
the Ministry of National Health Services said. “The PMC shall be a body
corporate consisting of (1) The Medical and Dental Council; (2) The National Medical and Dental Academic Board; and (3) The National Medical Authority, which will act as a Secretariat of the Commission,” the
notification said. Following the issuance of the ordinance on Sunday,
the weekly day-off, the PMDC offices were shut down on the same day
in a coup-like situation. The government said the move was aimed to
ensure the safety and security of the council’s record.
PMDC Registrar Brig (retired) Dr Hafizuddin Ahmed Siddiqui, who
was appointed in July last year for a term of three years, said that even
he was not aware that the ministry had decided to take over the building. “I am very much concerned about the secrecy and protection of the
record of the council. Moreover, I am also concerned about the future
of 220 employees of the council as they earn bread and butter for their
families from the institution and I suggest that employees should not
be sacked,” he said.
However, Special Assistant to the Prime Minister on Health Dr Zafar
Mirza termed the new ordinance the need of the hour. “The world has
progressed but we are still following decades-old methods for our medical education. We need to liberalise our medical education and for it
practices of other countries would be followed,” he told the media.
An influential health practitioner from Khyber Pakhtunkhwa also has
a complete charge-sheet against the PMDC. In a telephonic talk with
Cutting Edge, he vociferously rejected the charge that the council was
dissolved on the pressure of private colleges. He said in fact the case
was vice versa and the PMDC had been very lenient with a number of
private colleges. “The colleges had been overcharging students under
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Special Assistant to the Prime
Minister on Health Dr Zafar
Mirza termed the new ordinance the need of the hour.
“The world has progressed but
we are still following decadesold methods for our medical education. We need to liberalise
our medical education and for it
practices of other countries
would be followed
the nose of the council, and it took no action against them,” he alleged.
Requesting anonymity, he said that commercial interests of the
PMDC led the body to recognise low-standard colleges without an attached teaching hospital or properly qualified staff and standardised
laboratories. Reports of double shifts in private colleges to increase enrolment of students surfaced, but no action was taken against them at
all, he alleged. However, all the blames and counter-blames aside, the
PMC Ordinance was among 11 Presidential ordinances, which the government passed in the form of bills from the National Assembly in a
controversial manner, amid ruckus by the opposition members on November 7, 2019.
Later, the bill was introduced in the Senate, and referred to the
standing committee. Meanwhile, the Senate sub-committee on health
met on August 9, 2019, and took serious notice of the interference of
the College of Physicians & Surgeons Pakistan (CPSP) in the working
of the PMDC. The committee held that the PMDC had been hijacked
by the CPSP through its president, Dr Zafarullah Chaudhry, member
from Khyber Pakhtunkhwa, Prof. Dr. Amer Bilal, and member on the
seat of philanthropy, Ali Raza. Both members are close associates of
National Health Task Force Chairman Dr. Nausherwan K. Burki, a
cousin of Prime Minister Imran Khan.
Finally on August 26, the standing committee passed
the bill. However, Pakistan People’s Party parliamentary
leader Sherry Rehman, on August 29, tabled a resolution
for the disapproval of the “PMDC Bill 2019” which was
passed.
Meanwhile, The Islamabad High Court, after almost five
months’ hearing of the case, ordered the federal government on March 30, 2020, to restore the PMDC immediately
by opening its offices, and declared the formation of the
Pakistan Medical Commission illegal. The court noted that
the manner the PMDC was dissolved was illegal, and took
note of the fears expressed by the petitioners that the new
body could induct people into contractual positions, making
it impossible for previous PMDC employees with years of
experience to serve the council. The court stopped the
PMC from registering new doctors and allowed PMDC
Registrar Brig (retd) Dr Hafizuddin Ahmed Siddiqui to sit
in his office. The court remarked that the registrar could
approve the new registration of doctors which were still
pending.
In a telephonic conversation with Cutting Edge on April
10, 2020, an official in the PMDC registrar office said that
despite the court order, working could not be resumed fully
at the council. Besides, because of the lockdown in the
wake of the Covid-19 pandemic, the council was still to restore the database to its original form as the proposed
PMC had taken it over earlier. He hoped that the council
would be able to resume work soon.
However, it is hard to believe that the powers that have
made so many efforts to get the PMDC dissolved will accept the court decision with an open heart and would not
make another attempt to achieve their goals.
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Healthcare

In the age of coronavirus
Dr. Zeeshan Khan

In recent times, life has changed dramatically but whenever a person faces
tough times, there are always two ways to confront the situation, either you
face it with resilience or accept your failure. We have no option to fail in
the situation.
In this time of crisis, responsibility also lies on the masses to follow precautions. The message is very simple and that is to stay at home. Social
responsibility is foremost. When the situation is not under control, then wise
and careful measures are needed. In this early phase of the coronavirus
pandemic, with undetected cases accelerating transmission even as testing
ramps up, that is critical. Most obviously, we need health workers to care
for the sick, even though their jobs carry the greatest risk of exposure and
they are doing it in the best way but their safety is also very important.
In Wuhan, 1,300 health workers became infected with the virus; their
likelihood of infection was more than three times as high as the general
population. But the methods which were established there were very hard
and unable to be implemented in countries like Pakistan. Yet there are lessons to be learnt from two places that saw the new coronavirus before we
did and that have had success in controlling its spread. Hong Kong and
Singapore, both detected their first cases in late January, and the number
of cases escalated rapidly. Officials banned large gatherings, directed people to work from home, and encouraged social distancing. Testing was
ramped up as quickly as possible. But even the measures were never
going to be enough if the virus kept propagating among health workers
and facilities. Primary care clinics and hospitals in the two countries, like
in the U.S., didn’t have enough gowns and N95 masks, and at first, tests
weren’t widely available. After six weeks, they started controlling the outbreak. Hospitals weren’t overrun with patients.
All healthcare workers are expected to wear regular surgical masks for
all patient interactions, use gloves and proper hand hygiene, and to disinfect all surfaces in between patient consults. Patients with suspicious
symptoms (a low-grade fever coupled with a cough, respiratory complaints,
fatigue, or muscle aches) or exposures (travel to places with viral spread
or contact with someone who tested positive) are separated from the rest
of the patient population, and treated—wherever possible—in separate
respiratory wards and clinics, in separate locations, with separate teams.
Social distancing is practiced within clinics and hospitals: waiting-room
chairs are placed six feet apart; direct interactions among staff members
are conducted at a distance; doctors and patients stay six feet apart except
during examinations.
What’s equally interesting is what they don’t do. The use of N95 masks,
face-protectors, goggles, and gowns are reserved for procedures where
respiratory secretions can be aerosolized (for example, intubating a patient
for anesthesia) and for known or suspected cases of Covid-19. The fact
that these measures have succeeded in flattening the covid-19 curve carries some hopeful implications. But we now seem to be moving in the right
direction, and the experience in Asia suggests that extraordinary precautions don’t seem to be required to stop it.
The Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, in the face of limited
information, recommended stricter precautions than have been employed
in Asia. The WHO also recommends testing, testing and only testing to
tackle the pandemic. In South Korea, the success of mass testing in containing the spread of the disease has raised the possibility that asympto-

18

matic carriers were causing the outbreak.
According to the IMF, more than $83 billion has flown out of Third World
countries since the beginning of the pandemic. It is “recorded as the largest
capital outflow ever” and Bloomberg Economics says it is more than $2.7
trillion across the world. Imperial College London reports that there is a
danger of 40 million deaths due to the crisis. According to the White House
Task Force on Coronavirus, 100,000 to 200,000 Americans can die from
Covid-19. When you have no choice but to leave home and go to work
while the case counts rise around you, it is hard not to panic. It is high time
for the whole world to focus on the health sector and education than on
weapons. Climate change and wet markets are pondering points. The pandemic is global; its lessons are too. The coronavirus is likely to spread for
more than a year before a vaccine could be widely available.
Although the most severe situation can be turned around, yet the experience of cities and countries that have pushed back the virus gives hope
and courage to the rest of the world. During this difficult time, it’s important
to continue looking after your physical and mental health. It will help you
in the long term. Firstly, eat a healthy and nutritious diet, which helps your
immune system to function properly. Secondly, limit meat consumption and
sugary diets. Thirdly, don’t smoke, smoking can increase your risk of developing severe disease, if you become infected with Covid-19. Fourthly,
exercise. The WHO recommends 30 minutes of physical activity a day for
adults, and one hour a day for children. You can walk, run, ride, do some
yoga or walk up and down the stairs in your home or at a place near your
home observing social distancing. If you are working at home, make sure
you don’t sit in the same position for long periods. Get up and take a threeminute break every 30 minutes. Fifth, look after your mental health. It’s
normal to feel stress, become confused and scared during a crisis. Talking
to people you know and trust can help. Supporting other people in your
community can help you as much as it does them. Check on neighbors,
family and friends. Read your favorite book or watch a movie. Be hopeful,
things will be good soon.
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Opinion

The world after Covid-19
Sehar Kamran

“Public health is really closely tied to the social, political and economic issues of the world. Where they go awry, public health can quickly go
awry.”–Michael Osterholm
The world is currently grappling with the yet untamable monster of
Covid-19, as the global tally of people infected is on an upward march.
Until April 6, more than 1,274,923 have been tested positive for the virus
globally; with more than 69,000 dead, and 260,484 recovered. As clichéd
as it sounds, the world as we knew has completely changed. Undoubtedly,
the post-Covid-19 world will have a different reality, as compared to the
one we were living in.
From increased distrust of global institutions set up post-World War-II
(especially financial ones), to a growing international skepticism and waning trust among states, rise of authoritarianism, and a surging state surveillance impinging upon citizens’ privacy are some of the long-term
impacts of the pandemic, which are going to reshape the world.
According to the International Monetary Fund, the world is officially in
a global recession. It stated that the recession would be worse than the
one following the 2008 economic crisis with no respite in sight. Undeniably, the pandemic has injected a lot of economic uncertainty across the
globe with almost the entire world in a shutdown mode. In the first three
months of 2020, the global stock markets have crashed around by 30 percent. The longer the lockdown lasts, the worse the economic conditions
will get. The global supply chains have been upended, and it will take time
for them to become functional again. An unprecedented level of unemployment is on the rise globally, with no clarity on when businesses will
open and normal life would resume. Though researchers are on task to
find a vaccine and treatments for the virus but it will take time, from some
months to a year or more, until then social distancing and lockdown is the
only way forward to break the transmission chain and contain the spread
of the pandemic.
The Third World countries will be hit the hardest. As per the UN Conference on Trade and Development (UNCTAD), “Developing countries,
including Pakistan, will be hit hardest by the economic shockwaves
caused by the novel coronavirus crisis that has shaken the world and will
need a support package of up to $2.5 trillion to cope with the damage.”
The wave of economic distress across the globe will further erode the
perception of international organizations, like the UN, IMF, and WTO, etc.,
which have already been under severe criticism from different quarters.
The states will adopt more inward policies in order to protect their interests
and it would have a negative impact on global trade and cooperation.
The bilateral cooperation among states, which was already under
strain prior to the pandemic, will further weaken. The countries will view
each other with more skepticism and the transparency in relations would
further erode. The US intelligence has alleged that China hid the extent
of the Covid-19 outbreak which aggravated the situation globally and is
not revealing the real number of pandemic casualties, so much so that
the US President went ahead and termed the novel coronavirus as the
“Chinese virus.” Moreover, the allegations against China now echo in the
rest of the world as well, as they hold Beijing’s silence complicit in the
spread of the virus. China has rejected the accusations.
One of the after-effects of the pandemic is going to be the undermining
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of democracy as an institution and an increase in authoritarianism around
the world. A glimpse of this has been seen already in the form of Hungary’s new “Corona Virus laws”, which give the country’s Prime Minister
Viktor Orban sweeping new powers, without any time limit. Although the
EU and others have criticized the move, it is worrying that other states
are considering implementing similar measures. Authoritarianism is
creeping slowly and steadily into the power capitals of Europe and other
regions, where populist leaders are “‘using the pandemic as an excuse
to tighten control over their countries.”
Another victim of the post Covid-19 world will be the civil liberties and
privacy of citizens. Currently, several states, like Iran, China and Israel,
have launched coronavirus applications to monitor the location of its citizens. The measures can continue after the pandemic, with states making
news laws infringing upon citizens’ privacy with an increased electronic
surveillance in the name of protection.
One of the positive impacts amidst all this, which has already been
announced, is the ban on the consumption and farming of wild animals
by China. The step will help curtail any future epidemic or disease which
might spread from the eating or trading of wild animals.
In order to prevent a future epidemic or pandemic, developed countries, multinational corporations and conglomerates will now invest more
in research and development, because the novel coronavirus has shaken
the foundations of the global economic system and exposed the world’s
lack of preparedness to fight the deadly disease. It is hoped that in the
post Covid-19 world, states would review their strategies, and give scientists and healthcare professionals their due in protecting the people.
History is witnessing that humanity has overcome a number of deadly
pandemics and epidemics over centuries. Undoubtedly, the world will
come out of the pandemic albeit shaken but not broken. The human spirit
will prevail. The complete financial and political repercussions of the pandemic will only come to the forefront after it is over, but it must not stop
the cooperation among states because only by working together, we can
achieve milestones and miracles.
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Opinion

How Trump is failing
successfully
Marwan Bishara

A lot of clever people have been predicting that the coronavirus pandemic
will be a turning point for anything from globalisation, statehood, liberalism,
economic and social systems to the environment, economic and cultural
habits and even music.
But US President Donald Trump is failing to turn. In fact, he refuses to
turn. Instead, he insists on sticking to the same trajectory that helped him
win the last elections, disregarding what damage it may inflict on America
and Americans amid the coronavirus outbreak. In the deepening health
and socioeconomic crisis, he sees an opportunity to project himself as the
indispensable leader of a vulnerable nation.
To quote a line from Aaron Sorkin's film classic, The American President: "People want leadership, and in the absence of genuine leadership,
they'll listen to anyone who steps up to the microphone. They want leadership. They're so thirsty for it they'll crawl through the desert toward a mirage, and when they discover there's no water, they'll drink the sand."
And sand is basically all it has been ever since Trump embarked on
using the coronavirus crisis to dominate the national debate, rise in the
polls, and make his way towards a second term. From the outset, Trump
misled the nation about the imminent danger of a coronavirus outbreak.
In February, a month into the epidemic, he was reassuring the public that
there was nothing to worry about, that all was under control. And although
he now denies it, Trump is on the record repeatedly underestimating the
virus's contagion, deadliness and disruption.
The question is, why? Why did he insist that the pandemic was under
"tremendous control" and that the number of those infected would be
brought down to zero? Judging by his usual erratic behaviour, it is more
likely he was driven by sheer ignorance and arrogance than by wise statesmanship - by his eagerness to save the stock market rather than his concern with saving lives. Needless to say, arrogance breeds ignorance, just
as ignorance breeds arrogance, and both spell danger.
As the infections grew in number, Trump decided to personally dominate the evening news with his regular prime-time press conferences, and
succeeded in dictating the news agenda despite his mixed messages,
mumbled utterances, falsehoods, and overall poor performance. With an
eager, anxious nation, seeking guidance and comfort from its leader, he
quickly gained the upper hand, racking up high TV ratings and even
claimed (falsely) that he was "number one" on Facebook.
And to the astonishment of his detractors, his own ratings also went up
five points in the polls by the end of March. In other words, Trump was
being rewarded for his failure to fully understand the implications of the
coronavirus outbreak and prepare the country early on to reduce the damage. While this bump in the polls was still lower than the double-digit
bumps gained by other Western leaders, which is expected in a time of
crisis, it was more than sufficient to overshadow the Democrats' presumptive presidential nominee, Joe Biden, who by mid-March had gone into a
self-imposed quarantine.
Trump did not stem the spread of the virus as hundreds of thousands
became infected, but he was able to shape the news vibe. When asked
on March 16 to rate his performance on the job, Trump did not hesitate. It
was a 10, he insisted. That is - 10 out of 10. But if he was so brilliant and
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successful, who was then to blame for the unfolding epidemic, the ill-preparedness, the mounting fatalities, the rising unemployment and the looming economic recession?
As the crisis deepened, America's commander-in-chief morphed into
the blamer-in-chief, projecting his failures on anyone but himself or his administration, as any self-respecting populist leader would. The first to be
blamed were those journalists sitting in front of him and the "fake news"
outlets they represent. The national press conferences that were meant
to inform and clarify have turned into theatres of the absurd, as a conceited
president faced off with constipated journalists. Trump humiliated senior
White House correspondents, criticised their questions, and questioned
their motives.
He also blamed his predecessor, President Barack Obama and the "donothing Democrats" for the lack of protective medical gear and equipment
and many governors who complained about the administration's incompetence. Trump also went on a global blaming campaign, accusing Beijing
of being responsible for the pandemic, his European allies of failing to stop
the outbreak early, and more recently, the World Health Organization
(WHO), of acting late and spreading wrong information. Any suggestions
that he may have gravely erred, especially by closing the White House
pandemic office set up by his predecessor in 2016, were immediately deflected and disparaged.
While dodging blame for the looming public health disaster in the US,
Trump also sought to rally the nation behind his presidency by declaring
himself a "war president". The media had been quick to draw parallels between the pandemic and the Pearl Harbor attack in 1941 or the 9/11 attacks in 2001, so the incumbent jumped at the opportunity, hoping to
replicate the success of his predecessors, Franklyn D Roosevelt and
George W Bush, who won, respectively, a fourth and a second term by
mobilising the nation under a war flag. If Trump is to secure re-election,
however, he will need to stay on the offensive into the summer and beyond
in order to maintain the momentum. So, even if the curve of coronavirus
infections flattens in the next few months, the US president will likely double down on his inflammatory language, incitement and his America First
doctrine as the only way forward for the country.
He will continue to ride the nationalistic wave, by advocating for closed
borders and travel bans, reminding everyone it was he, against the advice
of most, who shut down travel from China before the coronavirus outbreak
became a pandemic, and only he could be trusted with containing China's
economic and military power. Will his strategy work, or will Americans insist
on assigning responsibility for their misfortunes?
Since President Harry Truman popularised the phrase, "the buck stops
here", meaning, it is the president who is responsible for his decisions,
Americans have not taken kindly to leaders who have tried to "pass the
buck". When the nation emerges from the tragedy of the pandemic amid
distressing human loss and an economy in ruins, it will seek to blame
someone for the devastation. The performance of the Trump administration
will be the first to be dissected. The mainstream liberal media will readily
investigate, scrutinise and ultimately provide enough dirt on the president
for some of it to actually stick before the November elections.

April 16-30, 2020

Viewpoint

Africa does not need saving
during this pandemic
Robtel Neajai Pailey

It was inevitable that racism would rear its ugly head. Having previously documented the long and shameful history of unethical drug testing on communities of colour across the globe, I was not surprised earlier this month when
two French doctors proclaimed on national television that Africa would be the
most appropriate location for a coronavirus vaccine trial. Never mind that this
continent has the lowest recorded number of cases regionally.
For bigots who operate under the appalling assumption that black, brown,
and other non-white bodies are easily expendable during times of crisis,
Covid-19 presents the perfect storm. Yet, instead of expending energy on
denouncing the doctors' asinine comments, as so many have already done,
we should be reflecting on what Africa and other regions of the so-called
Global South have to teach the world in this collective moment of reckoning.
Call me naive in the heyday of apocalyptic projections about infections
and deaths to come, but I prefer to focus on the silver lining. This is in some
ways why I have been rolling my eyes at countless doomsday commentaries
published by Western media outlets in which so-called Global North "experts"
have argued that Africa, a continent of 54 diverse countries rumoured to be
the final frontier of coronavirus, desperately needs saving. My response?
Puh-lease!
Ordinary Africans, and their counterparts in Asia, Latin America and the
Caribbean, are not navel-gazing or waiting around for the "mighty" Global
North - itself in the bullseye of the virus - to come to the rescue. Even in the
midst of constraints unheard of in Europe and North America, Global South
folks are exemplifying the kind of ingenuity, generosity, solidarity, empathy
and civility from which we all must learn. We should be borrowing from this
playbook, not casting it aside.
Let's start with my own country, Liberia, once destabilised by a 14-year
intermittent armed conflict in the late 20th and early 21st centuries. During
the deadliest ever Ebola outbreak of 2014-2016, which produced more than
11,000 infections in West Africa alone, 22-year-old Liberian student nurse
Fatu Kekula single-handedly treated three family members at home when
they fell ill. She transformed rubbish bags into aprons, gloves and masks
which became her very own retrofitted personal protective equipment (PPE)
- a technique that resource-strapped healthcare workers in Europe and North
America are now replicating.
Indeed, the Global South has both exported innovation and disseminated
much needed "staff, stuff and systems". While critiques abound, Cuba's late
March deployment of 52 medical workers to Italy was a stark and important
exemplar of "South to North" medical humanitarianism. Once vilified for its
socialist leadership and harshly sanctioned by the West, this island nation
has a long history of dispatching health missions in times of calamity and
tranquillity.
In keeping with Cuba's efforts in Italy, Somalia followed suit by sending
20 doctors to aid the southern European country. Lest we forget, this Horn of
Africa nation is recovering from protracted warfare, including current threats
from al-Shabab armed fighters, which makes its intervention all the more admirable.
Though the United States has tightened sanctions against conflict-af-
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fected Iran and slammed crisis-prone Venezuela with narcoterrorism charges,
countries across the Southern hemisphere have extended olive branches of
support while the pandemic nears its peak. Having faced virulent forms of
Sinophobia as the initial epicentre of coronavirus, China has begun a global
campaign to distribute medical supplies and expertise to African countries
such as Algeria and Nigeria, with plans to deploy personnel to Europe, the
Middle East and the Gulf in due course. Although not without controversy,
such is the beauty of "South-South" cooperation.
Whereas others parroted early on the racist edict that Covid-19 was exclusively a Wuhan epidemic, Chinese philanthrocapitalist Jack Ma, of tech
giant Alibaba fame, was one of the first billionaires to spring into action when
he pledged $14m in late January to develop a vaccine to tame the virus. Regional heavyweight South Korea also proved its mettle by getting ahead of
the curve with nation-wide testing and quarantining, earning international
plaudits in the process.
In the likeness of South Korea's proactive approach to virus prevention,
Zimbabwe's universities have shown that necessity is the mother of all inventions. As the country battles a chronic economic recession, including hyperinflation, with healthcare workers striking across the country, universities
are manufacturing gloves, masks and hand sanitizers amidst a 21-day lockdown. Farther east, a factory in Kenya now produces 30,000 surgical masks
a day to meet heightened national demand.
South Africa also has important lessons to impart. Because of the country's experience researching and testing for HIV/AIDS and other communicable diseases, it has started developing locally-made Covid-19 tests and
will embark shortly on a clinical trial for a vaccine.
It has been said a disease transported by upwardly mobile jet-setters who have the wherewithal to huddle at homes and the resources to practice
physical distancing when necessary - is now killing the poor and sedentary,
who do not.
Yet, Global South traders in the so-called "informal sector" have defiantly
dictated that one-size-fits-all coronavirus prevention measures will not work
everywhere, that they hurt vulnerable populations in low-income countries,
and that "top-down", militarised lockdowns cannot be imposed on poor people without advanced warning or social protection schemes.
While some leaders in the Global South have unleashed physical brutality
against their citizens under the guise of battling Covid-19, or blindly borrowed
protocols from the North without understanding that context must drive policymaking, others, like Nigeria's senators or senior members of Rwanda's executive branch of government, have donated portions of their salaries for
relief to poor households.
As Global North leaders jockey for power, undercutting each other in a
bidding war over respirators, the Global South is unassuming in its instructions about the necessity of civility. Because whether rich or poor, black,
brown, or white, young or old, man or woman, we are all in this existential
catastrophe together. And while some of us may be more equipped than others to tackle it, the virus' visa-free obliteration of borders and orders proves
that no one is exempt from its ferocity.
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Discrimination

Anti-Asian racism must be
stopped before it is normalised
Sahar Aziz

The scapegoating of an ethnic group during a national
emergency has begun.
Rumours are circulating that Chinese people are
spreading the coronavirus in America. School children are
bullied for being of Chinese origin. Racial slurs are hurled
at people who "look Chinese". Chinese culture is increasingly represented as backward and as a threat to America.
The predictable consequence is an upsurge in racial violence. In the most egregious hate crime thus far, an Asian
American family, including a two-year-old girl, was stabbed
at a Sam's Club Store in Midland, Texas. The attacker admitted to police that he tried to kill them because he believed they were Chinese people infecting Americans with
the coronavirus. We have seen this script before.
Almost two decades ago, Muslims and Arabs were
blamed for the worst terrorist attacks on US soil. In those
early months of the national crisis, we failed to thwart antiMuslim racism before it became mainstream. During the subsequent "war
on terror", Muslim doctors and small business owners who had served
their communities for years became targets of boycott campaigns and vandalism. Students whose names were Mohamed, Osama, Hussain, etc
were physically assaulted and taunted for months. Women wearing headscarves became afraid of being in public spaces as hate crimes against
Muslims skyrocketed. Cab drivers and gas station owners were murdered,
some of whom were Sikhs mistaken for being Muslim.
Some Americans either joined in blaming Muslims or excused Islamophobia as a rational response to a national emergency. Too many remained silent. The few who condemned anti-Muslim bigotry mistakenly
believed it was a temporary backlash that would eventually wane.
It was not until January 2017 when Trump issued the Muslim Ban that
a critical mass of Americans finally rose up at airports across the country
to protest against anti-Muslim racism. But by then, Islamophobia had been
normalised.
Just as Muslim and Arab Americans were scapegoated for 9/11, Chinese and Asian Americans are being collectively blamed for the coronavirus pandemic.
As early as February, Asian Americans started reporting an increasing
number of hate crimes. On February 1, a man in Los Angeles verbally accosted a Thai American woman, calling Chinese people "disgusting".
On February 14, a 16-year-old boy in San Fernando Valley in California
was physically assaulted by other teenagers who accused him of having
the coronavirus solely on account of his Asian American identity. By the
end of March, xenophobic incidents had occurred across the country, according to a report by the Asian Pacific Policy and Planning Council. Of
the 673 cases of anti-Asian discrimination reported on its website between
March 19 and 25, 67 percent were in the form of verbal harassment, 23
percent were shunning, and 10 percent were physical assaults.
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A Korean American standing in line at a local grocery store, for instance, heard a shopper tell her child they had to move to another line, or
they would get sick. A 51-year-old Asian woman at a bus stop in the Bronx
was verbally assaulted and hit in the head with an umbrella by three
teenage girls as they allegedly shouted: "You caused the coronavirus."
Sadly, blaming Asians for public health crises has a long history in the
US. The undercurrent of anti-Asian racism has always lingered in the backdrop of US national security practices.
Referred to as the "yellow peril", Chinese and other Asians were lawfully excluded from entering the United States starting with the 1872 Chinese Exclusion Act. Asians living in the US could not naturalise as US
citizens until 1943.
When the Trump administration refers to Covid-19 as the Chinese
Virus, Wuhan Coronavirus, or Kung Flu, these racist framings are not accidental. They aim to distract us from the federal government's failures to
prepare for and mitigate this pandemic.
The same happened after 9/11 when the Bush administration's portrayal of Muslims as terrorists redirected the public's anger at a vulnerable
minority rather than a government whose foreign policy had produced instability and violence in the Middle East and Central Asia.
Americans after the 9/11 terrorist attacks were scared. They sought an
easy scapegoat to make sense of an unprecedented national crisis; as
they do today.
If the months following the attacks are to teach us anything, it is that
anti-Chinese racism and xenophobia will increase with time if we do not
confront it head on now.
We must immediately adopt a no-tolerance policy. Not after a few
months or a year as the hate crimes escalate, but today.
Just like we have to act early to fight the spread of the coronavirus, we
must act now to fight anti-Asian hate before it can no longer be contained.
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Your View
Our fascination for gold

In the age of pandemics
In 2020, our world is vastly different from that in the twentieth century. The
end of WWII not only changed the world map; it also gave birth to new paradigms -- liberal internationalism, economic interdependence and globalization. This made the world in the late twentieth onwards a global village, where
everything — from ideologies to cultures, politics to economies, peace to terrorism and technologies to pandemics — were shared. We have endured
pandemics like Spanish flu of 1918-20, Asian flu-1957-58, AIDS and H1N1
Swine Flu 2009-10. But these pandemics did not result in any major shifts in
the elements of international political and economic power. But Covid-19 is
entirely a different case. It has closed borders and confined the people of
earth into their homes. Within the two months of the outbreak of coronavirus,
half of the world’s population is under a lockdown or curfew. Unlike the globalised world, where a cross-border flow of people, goods, technologies, information and opportunities was taken for granted, the pandemic has changed
the order in a way that there is a strict inter- and intra-state ban on the movement of people, goods and opportunities. It has broadly affected the world’s
social and economic interdependence. Of course, restrictions would be eased
after the extermination of the virus. But it would leave its deep and dark trails
on the globe. Since governments have responded vigorously to coronavirus
and restricted the movement of people around the globe, the post-pandemic
world would surely encourage governments to devise new border strategies,
business and leisure plans. It also seems possible that there may be a shift in
economic and geopolitical power from the West to the East. Besides, globalisation wouldn’t be its predominant feature, and populism and nationalism

Pakistanis have a strange fascination for gold and consider it
safe investment. In our culture gold is a must-have especially for
the growing middle class. The price of gold in Pakistan has increased drastically in the past few years as the rupee has fallen
steeply against the dollar. Since gold is traded in the international market in dollars, the rupee’s depreciation results in a corresponding increase in the price of gold. Thus individuals who
possess gold automatically see their wealth increase significantly. The Covid-19 pandemic, however, has become a game
changer in the world’s economy. The effects of the coronavirus
on the West and the G-20 countries have forced their respective
governments to provide stimuli to ensure that their economies
stay on track. Interest rates have been slashed to promote consumerism and business activity, particularly on the stock markets. Most Pakistanis tend to stay clear of the bourse and prefer
instead to invest in real estate, foreign currency and gold. While
real estate in the country is stagnant owing to a host of reasons,
gold seems poised to rise significantly because of international
factors like — countries printing currency to assist consumers
and lowering interest rates to encourage borrowing. This will
lead to gold prices rising in the short to medium-term. The rupee
is facing significant pressure against the dollar and likely to fall
further. This is a rare opportunity for risk-averse Pakistanis to
save for their bright future.
Muhammad Umar Farooq

would replace the liberal ideas of a global village. The rise of populism and

Saskatoon, Canada

nationalism was very much there even before corona. In Europe, Brexit made
it clear that nations are going back to preserve their national identities.
Trump’s America first policy and rise of nationalism with fascist trends in Asia
are already pointing to a different world. In brief, corona has made almost all

Genome sequencing

statesmen think of more closed national borders, a limited scope of social ac-

Recently, we read headlines regarding the dissimilarity of

tivities around the globe, and a greater dependence on national resources.

genomes of the coronavirus from Chinese and Pakistani pa-

Mamoona Mahmood
Islamabad

tients. This information is technically flawed.
The facts show that more than 2,000 coronavirus genomes
have been sequenced globally and all of them showed 99.5
per cent to 99.9pc identity with the original Wuhan coron-

Sialkot quarantine

avirus. The first coronavirus genome sequence from Pakistan

Amidst the coronavirus pandemic, the Sialkot administration has taken

was reported by researchers of National University of Science

steps and ordered numerous houses to be quarantined. The occupants of

and Technology (NUST), Islamabad. Our analysis revealed

these houses have family members with a travel history abroad, with some

that coronavirus genome from Pakistani patient is 99.7pc

of them having returned as recently as early March. I want to point out the

identical to Wuhan coronavirus genome. These findings

carelessness of the administration in selecting government school teachers

clearly indicated that coronavirus has a low mutation rate.

to guard the houses. Many teachers are older than 50 years and guarding

Hence without doing further experiments, it is impossible to

the quarantined houses 24/7 in eight hour shifts. The teachers are told to

state that coronavirus in Pakistan (or in Karachi) is different

stand at the entrance of the houses without any protective kits. Agreed this

from that found in China. The scientific community must take

is an emergency situation but protection and safety should be paramount.

caution when communicating technical aspects of Covid-19

But we should respect human lives especially senior citizens.

infection to the public.
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Roughly 90 million years ago, a
rainforest grew near the South Pole

If Pluto has a subsurface ocean, it may
be old and deep

Carolyn Gramling

Lisa Grossman

Once upon a time, there
was a swampy rainforest
near the bottom of the
world.
Buried sediment extracted from the seafloor
off West Antarctica contains ancient pollen, fossilized roots and other
chemical evidence of a diverse forest that flourished millions of years ago,
less than a thousand kilometers from the South Pole. The sediment offers
the southernmost glimpse yet into just how warm Earth was during the midCretaceous Period, between 92 million and 83 million years ago. By analyzing traces of vegetation in the sediment, researchers reconstructed
climate conditions at the site. Average annual temperatures in the forest
were about 13° Celsius, with summertime temperatures reaching as high
as 20° or 25° C, the team reports. The mid-Cretaceous is known to have
been one of the warmest periods on Earth in the last 140 million years,
based on analyses of fossils and sediment collected from the seafloor
closer to the equator. Atmospheric carbon dioxide levels are thought to
have been at least 1,000 parts per million. (Today’s atmospheric carbon
dioxide levels average around 407 ppm, the highest in the last 800,000
years.) But for a forest to thrive so far south, even more potent greenhouse
conditions must have existed than previously thought, with atmospheric
carbon dioxide levels between 1,120 and 1,680 ppm, says marine geologist
Johann Klages. “It shows us the extreme potency of carbon dioxide — what
carbon dioxide can really do,” says Klages, of the Alfred Wegener Institute
in Bremerhaven, Germany. “Even without light for four months, (Antarctica)
could still have a temperate climate.” The team retrieved the 30-meter-long
core from within the Amundsen Sea Embayment, where today fast-melting
Thwaites and Pine Island glaciers drain into the sea.

A suspected subsurface
ocean on Pluto might be old
and deep.
New analyses of images
from NASA’s New Horizons
spacecraft suggest that the
dwarf planet has had an underground ocean since
shortly after Pluto formed 4.5 billion years ago, and that the ocean may
surround and interact with the rocky core.
If so, oceans could be common at the solar system’s edge — and may
even be able to support life. That possibly “transforms the way we think
about the Kuiper Belt,” the region of icy objects beyond the orbit of Neptune, says planetary scientist Adeene Denton of Purdue University in
West Lafayette, Ind. On its pass through the Kuiper Belt in 2015, New
Horizons revealed that despite the dwarf planet’s location nearly 6 billion
kilometers from the sun, Pluto showed signs of hosting an ocean of liquid
water beneath an icy shell.
How much liquid may lie beneath Pluto’s ground, how long it’s been there,
and how much the water may have partially frozen over time is hard to
tell from the surface. “If there’s an ocean today, it raises the question of,
when did that ocean get there?” says planetary scientist Carver Bierson
of the University of California, Santa Cruz. Bierson considered two possible histories for Pluto’s potential ocean. If the dwarf planet had a “cold
start,” any subsurface water would first have been frozen before melting
under heat from decaying radioactive elements in the dwarf planet’s core,
only to partially freeze again over time. In that scenario, Bierson expected
to see cracks and ripples across Pluto’s icy shell from the orb’s contraction as the ice melted and then expansion as water refroze. Contracting
would make the ice crumple into mountainlike features, while expanding
would stretch the ice and create faults and graben.
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If we use masks, COVID deaths could fall 10pc
Brenda Goodman
The CDC and White House have been mulling for days whether they should
recommend that everyone wear cloth masks when going out in public. Now
a team of researchers at Yale University has weighed in. They looked at
the growth of COVID-19 cases and deaths in countries where it is common
for people to wear masks, such as South Korea and Japan, and compared
those rates to countries where wearing masks is not the norm, such as Italy.
The results were striking. Masks cut the growth rate in both cases and
deaths by as much as 10pc. That was above and beyond the impact of
other policies like closings schools and workplaces and issuing stay-athome orders. The economic benefit was estimated to be $3,000-$6,000 for
every additional mask worn in public, due to their slowing the spread of the
virus. That’s a conservative estimate because it doesn’t take into account
the financial benefits of getting the country back to work faster. The researchers write that their findings make this a no-brainer: “We find that this
policy could have very large benefits, but that it should be coupled with policies that protect and increase the availability of medical masks for frontline
healthcare workers,” such as invoking the Defense Production Act to spur
the production of medical masks.
President Donald Trump and his advisors discussed facial masks as a way
to curb the spread of the coronavirus at the daily White House Coronavirus
Task Force briefing, but stopped short of calling for all Americans to wear
them in public. Trump said Americans could go ahead and wear coverings
like scarves or bandanas -- if they want to. "A recommendation is coming out,
but I'll say this: They [Americans] can pretty much decide for themselves.”
Rochelle Walensky, MD, MPH, chair of the Infectious Disease Division at
Massachusetts General Hospital, said in a press briefing hosted by the In-

fectious Diseases Society of America that it’s important people understand
that wearing a mask doesn’t get you out of social distancing. “The mask
would be in addition. If you are going to do an essential activity -- go get
your prescriptions from the drugstore -- then in that case one would put on
a mask,” she said. “I also want to remind people, masks are acts of altruism.
You are not protecting yourself by wearing a mask from someone else. You
are protecting someone else from something you might transmit to them,
asymptomatically and unknowingly,” she said.

How silent spreaders may be infecting others
Kathleen Doheny
We’ve been told to avoid people who are obviously sick, coughing, and
sneezing to prevent us from getting the new coronavirus.
But up to 25% of people infected may never have symptoms. And in others, their symptoms may not show up until 48 hours after being infected,
according to new evidence. Yet researchers have said people in both
groups may be “silent spreaders” of the virus. Several recent studies
have backed this up. One that studied transmission in Singapore and
China found infection was transmitted between 2.55 and 2.89 days, respectively, before symptoms started.
Another that identified seven clusters of COVID-19 cases in which transmission likely occurred before symptoms found that 6.4% of cases were
attributed to transmission before there were symptoms. Another study in
China found that 12.6% of the transmissions could have occurred before
symptoms began in the "source" patient. "The initial epidemiologic (research) suggests that asymptomatic spreading is happening," says Timothy Schacker, MD, a vice dean for research and professor of medicine
at the University of Minnesota Medical School.
"People think, 'If I don't feel bad, I don’t have it and can't give it to anyone,' and that is now misguided thinking," says Chad Petit, PhD, an assistant professor in the department of biochemistry and molecular
genetics at the University of Alabama at Birmingham School of Medicine, who studies viruses. Researchers don’t yet have all the answers.
But an expert panel from the National Academy of Sciences told White
House officials that the virus can possibly be spread through talking or
just breathing. A letter from the Academy reads in part: "Currently avail-
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able research supports the possibility that SARS-CoV-2 could be
spread via bioaerosols generated directly by patients' exhalation."
Robert Mason, MD, at National Jewish Hospital in Denver, says it's little
things like touching your nose or touching your eyes, then touching a
doorknob or other common surface, that can help spread it, or clearing
your throat. "If you have a large number of people doing little things,"
that's a problem, he says. After a person is exposed, "the virus is propagating in your body, but your immune system has not recognized that
something is going on systemically," says Petit. "That's why you don't
get a fever right away. Just because you don't have symptoms doesn't
mean you don't have the virus."
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The Platform

Extra Ordinary

Olly Richards

Al Horner

An accidentally perfect
parable for current times,
The Platform has an ingeniously simple premise:
Goreng (Iván Massagué)
wakes up in a concrete
room. In the centre of the
floor and ceiling are large,
rectangular holes, through which he can see other identical rooms
stretching above and below across innumerable storeys. Each room contains two people. Goreng’s only companion is Trimagasi (Zorion
Eguileor), a smirkingly cruel old man who explains what’s happening
here. Every day, a platform covered in food is presented to Floor 1. Once
Floor 1’s inhabitants have eaten their fill, the platform is lowered to Floor
2. They eat their fill, and the platform is lowered again, and so on and so
on, down who knows how many floors. Each floor can only eat what the
floor above leaves. Goreng is on Floor 48. He is nowhere near the bottom. Galder Gaztelu-Urrutia’s film makes no attempts to hide its social
metaphor in a broader story. The metaphor is the story. If every floor
chose only to eat what they need there would be food for everybody, but
nobody does. The inhabitants are sent to a new floor each month, so they
may be feasting one month, starving the next. They have short memories.
Those who find themselves suddenly elevated start gorging themselves,
making up for previous starvation. They loudly complain about “those
bastards” who left them with nothing, while doing the same.

Elephant
Ian Freer
For years, Disney True Life Adventures — nature flicks for kids
— were fixtures at cinemas,
pretty much always featuring images of scorpions cut to squaredance-calling. Continuing this
tradition on Disney+, Elephant
trades in a likeable but lightweight vein. It’s USP is that it is narrated by
Suits actor Meghan Markle (here credited as Meghan, Duchess of Sussex), her excitable tones a perfect fit for the natural-history-with-theedges-shaved off remit. Structurally, it’s a bit like Mad Max: Fury Road
— albeit a million times slower — as the elephants wander out into the
desert and then wander all the way back again. The action starts in the
Okavango Delta in Botswana, a lush paradise that once a year turns to
dust, forcing the herd to traverse the Kalahari drinking from one water
hole to the other. The journey is being led by 50-year old matriarch Gaia,
an old hand at this (Meghan) malarkey, whose sister Shani, a spring
chicken at 40, has her trunk full with one-year-old Jomo.
As the trek unfolds, there are moments of drama (a baby Elephant is
stuck in the mud, the shortcut home crosses lion country), scares (they
find an elephant skull) and fun (warthog shenanigans) but the overall effect is an uneventful, repetitive sortie. Most of the memorable moments
come from the supporting players; Carmine Bee-Eater birds, who in such
bright colours are the RuPaul of the Kalahari, and the stunningly textured
Mopane Worms, a species of Emperor Moth who, like Sam Rockwell, effortlessly steal scenes from the lead characters.
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There are more examples of exorcisms in
horror-movie history
than you can shake a
projectile-vomiting infant at. Ex-wife-orcisms, on the other
hand, are rarer in the
horror canon. Extra
Ordinary, a devilishly Garth Marenghi’s Darkplace-esque romcom courtesy of first-time writer-directors Mike Ahern and Enda Loughman, delights in exactly this kind of invention.
The film centres on Rose (a sensational Maeve Higgins), a small-town
ghostbuster whose love life is destined to remain as dead as the ghouls
she converses with unless she can rid recent widower Martin (Barry
Ward) of the poltergeist-y presence of his no-nonsense late wife. We
never see the dearly departed Bonnie but she controls every element
of Martin’s life – his shirt selection, his toaster settings, you name it.
When Martin reaches out to Rose for help, at the behest of his teenage
daughter, the pair hit it off. Which cheers Rose, but sends Bonnie into
a rage from beyond the grave.
The duo’s budding romance is derailed by the discovery of a local
singer-songwriter’s plan to sacrifice a virgin to a demon in exchange
for a hit album. Which explains Ed Sheeran, sure, but pulls the film
away from its finest material – the phantasmal love triangle at Extra
Ordinary’s core.

Timmy Failure
James Dyer
Belatedly following 2017 Oscar
darling Spotlight, Tom McCarthy
takes a slightly different tack
with this Disney+ original.
Based on the first of Stephan
Pastis’ book series, Timmy Failure is a sweet, surreal dive into
the life of an oddball 11 year-old, wrapped in the trappings of classic film
noir. Unlike, say, Rian Johnson’s Brick, the gumshoe tropes aren’t allegorical here, so much as pure internal fantasy. Timmy runs his own ‘detective agency’ from his mum’s attic with the aid of an imaginary polar
bear called Total (naturally), taking on such cases as a missing school
backpack or a suspiciously deceased hamster.
Winslow Fegley delivers his performance through a deliberate monotone
steeped in verbose PI lingo, leaning into the detective archetype and resisting any attempts to ‘act like a normal kid’. The results are mixed:
making him at once hard to warm to but, in time, impossible not to root
for as he sniffs out imaginary Russian operatives while being roped into
a rally for animal rights awareness and struggling to accept his mother’s
well-meaning boyfriend.
There’s no compelling central mystery to Timmy’s investigations here.
Rather, the question hanging over the story is whether he can be persuaded to give up his all-consuming fantasy life and focus on his schooling, which is falling behind as his long-suffering mother (Ophelia
Lovibond) struggles to pay the rent.
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The Strange Death of Europe

When Life Gives You Lululemons

Douglas Murray

Lauren Weisberger

The Strange Death of Europe is a
highly personal account of a continent
and culture caught in the act of suicide. Declining birth-rates, mass immigration and cultivated self-distrust and
self-hatred have come together to
make Europeans unable to argue for
themselves and incapable of resisting
their own comprehensive change as a
society. This book is not only an analysis of demographic and political realities, but also an eyewitness account
of a continent in self-destruct mode. It
includes reporting from across the entire continent, from the places where
migrants land to the places they end up, from the people who appear
to welcome them in to the places which cannot accept them. Told
from this first-hand perspective, and backed with impressive research
and evidence, the book addresses the disappointing failure of multiculturalism, Angela Merkel's U-turn on migration, the lack of repatriation and the Western fixation on guilt. Murray travels to Berlin, Paris,
Scandinavia, Lampedusa and Greece to uncover the malaise at the
very heart of the European culture, and to hear the stories of those
who have arrived in Europe from far away. In each chapter he also
takes a step back to look at the bigger issues which lie behind a continent's death-wish, answering the question of why anyone, let alone
an entire civilisation, would do this to themselves? He ends with two
visions of Europe - one hopeful, one pessimistic - which paint a picture of Europe in crisis and offer a choice as to what, if anything, we
can do next.

Welcome to Greenwich, CT, where
the lawns and the women are perfectly manicured, the Tito’s and
sodas are extra strong, and everyone has something to say about the
infamous new neighbor.
Let’s be clear: Emily Charlton, Miranda Priestly’s ex-assistant, does
not do the suburbs. She’s working
in Hollywood as an image consultant to the stars, but recently, Emily’s
lost a few clients. She’s hopeless
with social media. The new guard is
nipping at her heels. She needs a
big opportunity, and she needs it now. Karolina Hartwell is as A-list as
they come. She’s the former face of L’Oreal. A mega-supermodel recognized the world over. And now, the gorgeous wife of the newly elected
senator from New York, Graham, who also has his eye on the presidency. It’s all very Kennedy-esque, right down to the public philandering
and Karolina’s arrest for a DUI—with a Suburban full of other people’s
children. Miriam is the link between them. Until recently she was a partner at one of Manhattan’s most prestigious law firms. But when Miriam
moves to Greenwich and takes time off to spend with her children, she
never could have predicted that being stay-at-home mom in an uberwealthy town could have more pitfalls than a stressful legal career.
Emily, Karolina, and Miriam make an unlikely trio, but they desperately
need each other. Together, they’ll navigate the social landmines of life
in America’s favorite suburb on steroids, revealing the truths—and the
lies—that simmer just below the glittering surface.

This Too Shall Pass
Julia Samuel
We live in a culture of limitless choice and life is now more complex than ever.
In This Too Shall Pass, acclaimed psychotherapist Julia Samuel draws on
hours of conversations with her patients
to show how we can learn to adapt and
thrive during our most difficult and transformative experiences. Illuminated by
the latest social and psychological research, this book unflinchingly deals with
the hard times in family, love, work,
health and identity. From a woman deciding whether to leave her husband for
a younger lover, to a father handling a
serious medical diagnosis. And from a
new mother struggling with the decision
to return to work, to a young man dealing with the aftermath of coming out,
and a woman starting over after losing her job. These powerful, unforgettable and deeply intimate stories about everyday people will inform our understanding of our own unique response to change and enlighten the way
we approach challenges at every stage of life.
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Lockdown
Peter May
London, the epicenter of a global
pandemic, is a city in lockdown. Violence and civil disorder simmer. Martial law has been imposed. No-one is
safe from the deadly virus that has already claimed thousands of victims.
Health and emergency services are
overwhelmed.At a building site for a
temporary hospital, construction
workers find a bag containing the rendered bones of a murdered child. A
remorseless killer has been unleashed on the city; his mission is to
take all measures necessary to prevent the bones from being identified. D.I. Jack MacNeil, counting
down the hours on his final day with the Met, is sent to investigate.
His career is in ruins, his marriage over and his own family touched
by the virus. Sinister forces are tracking his every move, prepared to
kill again to conceal the truth. Which will stop him first - the virus or
the killers? Written over fifteen years ago, this prescient, suspenseful
thriller is set against a backdrop of a capital city in quarantine, and
explores human experience in the grip of a killer virus.
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