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Emergency

Looming food crisis

Following the coronavirus crisis, the world
is now faced with a looming food crisis.
Heads of three global agencies have
warned of the risk of a worldwide "food
shortage" if authorities fail to manage the
ongoing coronavirus crisis properly.
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Economy: All is not lost
All international financial institutions have
painted a gloomy picture of Pakistan’s economy in the wake of the Covid-19 pandemic.
The country is projected to miss all targets and
needs to reset them in the next year. However,
there are still chances of recovery of the economy after stabilisation efforts and regulatory
measures yielded remarkable improvements
during the first half of fiscal year 2020.
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Economics

Uncertainties
deepen
Shahid Hussain

The corona virus has changed the world in three months. The global
growth is projected to fall to -3 percent in 2020, a downgrade of 6.3 percentage points from January 2020. The spread of Covid-19 has also
brought an exceptional set of challenges for Pakistan. It is walking a
tightrope to save its economy and lives from the pandemic.
The country was in the process of deep structural reforms to put the
economy on a firm path towards sustainable growth, when the pandemic
struck. Pakistan already faced huge challenges and the coronavirus has
compounded them. Moody’s Investors Service – one of the top three global
credit rating agencies – has anticipated that a drop in domestic consumption, halt in tourism – whose share in GDP stands at 2pc – and sluggish
exports would fuel a “moderate recession” in the economy. Pakistan will
see economic contraction for the first time in the past 68 years – after
1951-52. Pakistan’s growing need for funds to finance the fight against the
health crisis, address hunger and relief packages announced to support
industries, construction sector and daily-wage earners during the lockdown
would increase its fiscal deficit to 9.5-10pc of GDP. “We expect that Pakistan’s financing needs will rise because of coronavirus-related economic
effects and the government’s Rs1.2-trillion ($7 billion, 2.7pc of GDP) stimulus package, approved on March 30,” it noted. The country recorded
8.9pc fiscal deficit in the previous fiscal year ended June 30, 2019.
The global rating agency said the deficit would surge despite strong
growth in revenue collection, which narrowed the deficit in first half (JulDec 2019) of the current fiscal year. The nationwide lockdown from late
March to month-end (with a possible extension) to contain the spread of
the coronavirus would significantly curtail domestic consumption and pose
downside risks to economic growth, which threatens a wider fiscal deficit
and a higher government debt burden than current projections. General
government debt is expected rise to around 87pc of GDP by June 2020,
from around 83pc in June 2019, and gradually decline in subsequent
years. In fiscal 2021, it expects the deficit to narrow given the government’s
commitment to fiscal consolidation under its IMF programme, but remain
wide at 8-8.5pc of GDP.
On April 16, the IMF approved the disbursement of $1.4 billion (0.5pc
of GDP) to Pakistan under its Rapid Financing Instrument (RFI). The financing supplements the assistance of $588 million (0.2% of GDP) committed by the Asian Development Bank (ADB) and the International
Development Association (IDA) to support Pakistan’s response to the coronavirus outbreak. Additionally, G20 creditors offered Pakistan a bilateral
debt relief estimated at around $12 billion. The multilateral development
banks’ latest financial assistance augments their current funding to Pakistan in programmes including the IMF’s Extended Fund Facility and the
World Bank’s Revitalising, Innovating, Strengthening Education project.
“We expect the extra funding to cover the government’s additional external
financing needs in fiscal 2020,” Moody’s said.

04

Pakistan faces the 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. The World Bank has projected
that Pakistan may fall into a recession – for the first time in 68 years. Pakistan is among Maldives, Sri Lanka and Afghanistan whose GDP growth
forecast for the fiscal year is in negative territory. 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.
The International Monetary Fund (IMF) has projected that Pakistan
would miss all economic targets during the ongoing fiscal year as the country is facing unprecedented health and economic shocks from the outbreak. Pakistan’s economy could contract by 1.5pc in FY2020 (the first
full-year contraction since 1952), a downward revision of about 4 percentage points due to a decline in consumption, investment, international trade,
remittances, and private capital flows. In its latest report on Pakistan’s
economy, it noted that the budget deficit would swell to Rs4 trillion in the
current fiscal year (FY20) against an early projection of Rs3.2 trillion. The
primary deficit is now expected to deteriorate to 2.9pc of GDP in FY 2020
(from 0.8pc expected earlier) due to a 1.8 percentage point decline in tax
revenue relative to the pre-virus baseline, and the needed higher spending
to support the health response, social safety nets for the poor and unemployed.
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.
According to the State Bank of Pakistan (SBP), stabilization efforts and
regulatory measures yielded notable improvements during the first half of
fiscal year 2020, however, the global and domestic spread of Covid-19 has
brought exceptional challenges for the country. According to SBP's second
quarterly report on the state of economy, the current account deficit contracted to a six-year low, foreign exchange reserves increased, the primary
budget recorded a surplus, and core inflation eased. The spillovers from
the global economy and infection-containment measures in the country
are bound to weaken the economic activity and consumer demand and
adversely impact supply. The situation is uncertain in Pakistan and it will
become graver if the lockdown is extended after a possible spike in Covid19 cases.
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Emergency

Looming food crisis
Nasim Ahmed

Following the coronavirus crisis, the world is now faced
with a looming food crisis.
Heads of three global agencies have warned of the
risk of a worldwide "food shortage" if authorities fail to
manage the ongoing coronavirus crisis properly. Qu
Dongyu, head of the UN´s Food and Agriculture Organization (FAO), Tedros Adhanom Ghebreyesus, directorgeneral of the World Health Organization (WHO), and
Roberto Azevedo, director of the World Trade Organization (WTO), in a joint statement, said:"In the midst of the
Covid-19 lockdowns, every effort must be made to ensure
that trade flows as freely as possible, specially to avoid
food shortage from developing”.
Some of the world’s biggest food companies, including Unilever, Nestlé and PepsiCo, along with farmer organisations, the UN Foundation, academics, and civil
society groups, have written to world leaders, calling on
them to keep borders open to trade in order to help society’s most vulnerable sections of the population, and to
invest in environmentally sustainable food production. They have urged
governments to “take urgent coordinated action to prevent the Covid-19
pandemic turning into a global food and humanitarian crisis”.
According to the United Nations’ Food and Agriculture Organization
(FAO), the global coronavirus pandemic may trigger a worldwide shortage
of food. Although, there is no immediate threat, the global food system is
likely to be affected over the next several weeks by the impacts of the pandemic. To quote the FAO, “We risk a looming food crisis unless measures
are taken fast to protect the most vulnerable, keep global food supply
chains alive and mitigate the pandemic’s impacts across the food system.”
As per the latest media reports, border closures and disruptions to global
trade have given rise to logistical bottlenecks. Quarantines and lockdowns
are keeping farmers and food factors from processing agricultural products, particularly fruits and vegetables. There are also emerging shortages
of farming inputs, like fertilizers and veterinary medicines, which are impacting food production. Experts expect the factors to cause disruptions
in food supply chains in the next few months.
In the overall context, the situation could turn for the worse if the number of Covid-19 cases rapidly increases in the 53 countries that are home
to more than 113 million people who already face severe food insecurity.
It is feared that the pandemic could prove particularly catastrophic in the
areas that are already hit by other food-related crises, like the countries in
sub-Saharan Africa that are contending with vast swarms of desert locusts
that are devouring crops and threatening food security.
Another warning has come from the World Economic Forum, which
says that Covid-19’s spread through Africa has increased greatly over the
past few weeks and 41 African countries have recorded cases. In this connection, the Alliance for Science has quoted young scientists in Ghana
saying that the coronavirus is already putting a negative impact on food
security. As in many other countries around the world, worried citizens
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there have turned to panic buying, but the situation in Ghana has been
made worse by soaring food prices. A statement signed by three Ghanaian
scientists warned that the nation’s “food supply in these difficult times is in
trouble.”
This reading of the situation is supported by recent media reports that
Africa is virtually sitting on a food security time bomb. The FAO is not only
concerned about Covid-19’s impact on countries that have pre-existing
hunger problems but also about small farmers everywhere are particularly
vulnerable to the fallout from the pandemic, as they might be kept from
their land by quarantine or other movement restrictions and their access
to markets is also likely to be limited as long as the global food supply remains disrupted by the virus.
The US is agriculturally rich, but American farmers are also said to be
feeling the heat as they grapple with uncertainties around bringing in seasonal workers from Mexico to help get crops in the field and pick fruit ripening in the nation’s orchards. They are also trying to find new outlets in the
wake of widespread restaurant and school closures.
Despite the FAO’s warnings about a potential food security crisis,
knowledgeable quarters are of the view that there is no immediate threat
as worldwide cereal stocks are currently high. That is why many experts
say that they are not concerned about Covid-19 triggering a global food
crisis. According to reports from various sources, the world at present has
historically large grain stockpiles and also there are no current signs of a
bad harvest or dwindling stocks. All fundamental food market indicators
are in positive zone.
No doubt, worldwide grain prices have increased by 10-15 percent in
recent weeks but that is largely due to by panic buying and uncertainty. In
view of this, experts say that even if major grain-producing countries, like
Russia, were to limit exports, it would not significantly affect the global food
supply. However, the need to remain on high alert cannot be overstated.
The countries in sub-Sahara Africa are particularly at risk.
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Strategy

Saving lives, saving
economy
Nasim Ahmed

In a recent statement, World Health Organization (WHO) and International
Monetary Fund (IMF) chiefs said that saving lives was a "prerequisite" to
saving livelihoods in the coronavirus pandemic -- a crisis they called "one of
humanity's darkest hours". World Health Organization director-general
Tedros Ghebreyesus and International Monetary Fund managing director
Kristalina Georgieva said getting the virus under control first was necessary
to revive economic activity -- though they admitted it was difficult to strike
the right balance.
There is a needless controversy going on in the media and political circles
on the subject of saving lives vs saving the economy. We have to save both
lives and the economy and there can be no two opinions about it. In this
backdrop, what the government is trying to do is to strike a balance between
the two. As in the rest of the world, the government imposed a lockdown on
the country in the third week of March for 14 days and then further extended
it in order to control the infection.
However, an equally urgent need is to provide food and other relief goods
to people confined to their homes due to the lockdown. To discharge this responsibility, the government later decided to partially lift the lockdown for certain essential sectors of the economy. To this end, Prime Minister Imran Khan
announced the exemption of construction, chemical and export-oriented
“low-risk” industries from the ongoing coronavirus-related restrictions and an
extension in the nationwide partial lockdown for another two weeks.
Briefing the media after a meeting of the federal cabinet, which approved
the decisions of the National Coordination Committee which met earlier to
deal with the situation arising out of the coronavirus pandemic, the Prime
Minister said that although Pakistan recorded a far fewer number of cases
as compared to the global trend and local estimates, yet it would be unwise
to lower the guard against the contagious disease.
He pointed out that although restrictions would remain in place for educational institutions, sports activities, cinemas and other public places for the
next two weeks, yet the government had decided to open certain selected
industries after a detailed consultation with all four provinces. However, in a
wise move, showing flexibility, the federal government has allowed the
provinces to take their own decision in the matter.
The resumption of construction activities is of special importance as it is
the second biggest source of employment after agriculture. According to a
Moody’s report, construction is among the top “low-risk” industries when it
comes to the coronavirus threat. The industries which the government has
opened, besides construction, include chemical, glass, paper and packaging
units, e-commerce and software development, cement factories, fertilizer
plants, mines and minerals, and agriculture instrument manufacturing industries.
Essential services, like plumbers, carpenters, electricians, dry cleaners,
laundry, horticulture, veterinary services, software and programming, glass
manufacturing and books and stationery, have been opened, while the re-
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maining industries would be opened in phases. Agricultural activities have
also been allowed to facilitate wheat harvesting to ensure the sufficient availability of the staple crop in the country. Under the new directives, the takeaway service from restaurants would also remain closed, whereas home
delivery of food services would continue. Congregations and gatherings of
people at religious places have been disallowed during the current phase of
lockdown. All public transport would also remain shut during the period.
At the same time, the government has launched the Ehsaas programme
to mitigate the suffering of poor segments of society affected by lockdowns
and other virus restrictions. Under the cash relief initiative, millions of jobless
and needy families are being provided with emergency relief.
However, the government has clarified that as the threat of Covid-19
spread has not subsided, the opening up of different sectors and businesses
will be subject to strict adherence to safety protocols. The standard operating
procedures announced by the authorities include social distancing among
the employees, workplace cleanliness, regulations related to visitors and
customers, transportation of human resource, goods transportation and other
safeguards to minimise the risk of Covid-19 spread.
Needless to say, the government must keep refining its policies to strike
the right balance between containing the coronavirus from spreading and
ensuring economic activity, with a special focus on sections which are facing
hardships due to the lockdown. A welcome development is that the government is now better prepared to deal with the epidemic as it has mobilised all
its resources, including medical staff, equipment and essential medicine supplies.
As the pandemic is now receding in Italy, Spain and France, normal life
has begun to return in the countries. Given that in Pakistan, too, the situation
is by and large under control, the authorities concerned in their respective
domains should draw up short and medium-term plans to resume normal
life in a phased manner. But for the government plan to succeed, it is essential that members of the public too fully cooperate by strictly adhering to
safety measures until the virus threat is completely over.
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Covid-19: Hoping
against hope
Muhammad Hassan

The government has allowed mosques to arrange Taraweeh prayers in Ramazan under 20-point standard operating procedures to avoid the spread of
the coronavirus. The decision could compound the situation at a time when
the number of deaths has risen to over 300 and the cases have already exceeded 13,000. Though the fatality rate is low, yet it is feared Pakistan may
have to face the pandemic for a longer period than the rest of the world.
The government is also aware of the impending threat, though it has allowed mosques to hold congregational prayers in Ramazan, perhaps under
pressure from the powerful religious circles. The government has cautioned
people that the coronavirus can rapidly spread in Ramazan, leaving a frail
health system incapable of treating all patients. The warning came from Special Assistant to the Prime Minister on Health Dr Zafar Mirza hours after an
ENT surgeon in Peshawar died from the coronavirus amid doctors’ concerns
over the government measures to contain the local transmission of the contagion.
The government has allowed congregational prayers in mosques despite severe reservations by doctors and health experts. In a number of
press conferences, doctor organizations demanded the government enforce a strict lockdown and ensure the protection of frontline health professionals. Doctors and paramedics in Quetta, Karachi and Lahore also
protested against the non-provision of personal protective equipment to
them. Prominent health experts and representatives of major associations
of physicians and surgeons appealed to the federal and provincial governments to enforce strict measures for several more weeks, aimed at curbing
the spread of Covid-19, warning that the total number of Pakistanis testing
positive could top 70,000 by May 15. They said that up to 10pc of all Covid19 patients could require ventilators, but the country’s healthcare system
didn’t have the equipment in such high numbers. They also called for a ban
on all types of gatherings and congregations, including those at shopping
malls and mosques, saying people should not gather at any place over the
next one to two months so that the transmission of the virus could be
avoided as much as possible. They also urged ulema and people to offer
prayers at homes.
Their warning was based on latest figures, which show it took 46 days for
the first 5,000 cases of the virus to emerge in the country, but it took only 12
days for the cases to double. And, the number of deaths more than doubled
— from 86 on April 11 to 220 only 12 days later. It indicates an exponential
growth in the cases. The medical professionals had rightly advised the government against allowing gatherings at mosques, markets or at other places.
Ignoring their advice, the government allowed Taraweeh prayers at
mosques under 20-point SOPs, which say there will be no carpets in
mosques and Imambargahs; people will be encouraged to bring their own
prayer mats; social distancing will be observed; no discussions will be allowed; mosques which have compounds will hold prayers outside; elderly
and sick people will not come to mosques; Taraweeh preparations will be
made only on mosque premises, not on roads; people will be encouraged to
offer Taraweeh at home; mosque floors will be washed with chlorine disin-
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fectants; prayer mats will also be disinfected with chlorine mixture; congregational rows will be formed with a six-foot distance between worshippers;
committees will be formed to ensure preventive steps are followed; ablution
should be performed at home; mandatory wearing of masks at mosques; no
handshakes or hugs will be allowed; worshippers will refrain from touching
their faces; people will be encouraged to perform Aitekaf (prayers in isolation)
at home; no preparations for sehri and iftari will be made in mosques; mosque
administration will remain in contact with the local police and cooperate with
them; mosque administration and the police will ensure social distancing is
maintained during prayers; and the government can review and change any
part of its policy on mosques during Ramazan if the measures are not followed or the rise in Covid-19 cases is exponential. According to media reports, almost 80pc of mosques are not following the SOPs. It may lead to a
sharp rise in the cases.
As confirmed coronavirus cases jumped past 11,700 with 248 deaths, the
government decided to extend the lockdown till the middle of Ramazan (May
9), while cautioning the nation that the anti-virus fight had entered a decisive
phase that would set the future course of action regarding the restrictions.
The second extension in the lockdown was made with consensus, though
some provinces demanded longer and some shorter extension in the lockdown. In a bid to contain the virus, the government is using the track and
trace system of the Inter-Services Intelligence (ISI) to identify affected people
and areas.
It is feared the pandemic may persist in Pakistan till June while Europe
and America are likely to control it in May. In fact, the disease has spread
more rapidly in the past few weeks. Almost 80pc beds in isolation wards and
intensive care units of hospitals, where Covid-19 patients are being treated,
have already been occupied. It is feared there will be no space left for the
patients even in isolation wards while the country already lacks ventilators
for serious patients. However, despite the grim situation, it is hoped the death
toll from the virus will remain low, as has been the case since the first case
was detected in Pakistan in February despite serious warnings and gloomy
forecasts by health professionals and the government.
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Opinion

A permanent solution
to Pakistan’s problems
Muhammad Ali

Pakistan faces a long recessionary phase, bankruptcies, massive job losses
and rising poverty after the onset of the coronavirus and subsequent lockdowns in the country. It will need massive resources to rebuild its economy,
revive businesses, create jobs and improve social safety nets in years to
come. The job becomes more difficult in the wake of a large population, which
is still growing at a rate of 2.4pc. The smartest way for Pakistan to resolve its
longstanding issues is to check the population growth.
Though the death rate from the coronavirus is still low as compared to
other countries of the world, yet the World Health Organization (WHO) has
warned that the number of the cases in Pakistan could exceed 200,000 by
mid-July if the country does not take “effective interventions” to curb its spread.
It said the economic impact of the rapid spread of Covid-19 would be just as
devastating as easing restrictions to boost the economy. On the other hand,
Prime Minister Imran Khan believes that more people would die of hunger
than the pandemic if the government did not ease lockdowns.
The virus has already spread in more than 115 districts of Pakistan—
largely in the Punjab and Sindh provinces. The outbreak is creating significant
additional pressure on an already overburdened healthcare system, exacerbating the vulnerabilities of affected populations. Experts say the pandemic
poses a huge challenge to the government and people of Pakistan and the
most cost-effective and expeditious way to meet it is to slow the population
growth. It can help the country achieve Sustainable Development Goals
(SDGs) in order to attain universal healthcare and education standards and
pull people out of poverty.
The devastation caused by the pandemic is a rude reminder to countries,
like Pakistan, which have neglected social sector investments, particularly
health and education. Pakistan’s ranking on the UNDP’s Human Development
Index (HDI) stood last year at 152 out of 189 countries — 13pc below the average HDI of South Asia, including Bangladesh and India. India is ranked 129.
Pakistan spends only 1.12pc of GDP on health, well below the minimum required average of 4pc.
According to a recent report of the Population Council, a cut in the population growth could be the most cost-effective and expeditious intervention to
achieve Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) for Pakistan. “Increased investment in family planning programmes could accelerate Pakistan’s progress
across social, economic and environmental areas of sustainable development,” it said. In February 2015, the Pakistan government adopted the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) through a unanimous parliamentary
resolution. The strategic shift put considerable responsibility on the government and its development partners to address the unmet agenda of Millennium Development Goals (MDGs), while initiating the SDGs through
development cooperation for strengthening public institutions, social policies
and planning development programmes.
The current pace of the population growth at 2.4pc directly hampers Pakistan’s efforts to meet 12 out of 17 SDGs. “In Pakistan, every $1 spent on contraceptive services saves $2.50 in maternal and newborn healthcare. By
investing in robust family planning programmes, Pakistan can significantly pull
more people out of poverty by improving maternal and infant survival, nutrition,
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educational attainment and the status of girls and women. The rapid population growth, therefore, is one of the biggest challenges confronting Pakistan
that impedes achieving Sustainable Development Goals in the country,” the
report observed. Explaining the impact of the rapid population growth, the report reveals that Pakistan ranks 78th out of 113 countries on the Global Food
Security Index (2019). One out of three children is out of school in Pakistan.
Its population is growing so fast that it can’t achieve Universal Primary Education until 2075. It is one of the third most water-stressed countries in the
world. Per capita water availability in Pakistan has dropped from 5,600 cubic
meters at the time of independence to the current level of 861 cubic meters
and it is projected to decline further.
If the contraceptive prevalence rate rises from the current 34pc to 54pc, it
can save 4,900 mothers and 140,000 infants from dying every year. If Pakistan
is closer to the fertility levels of the rest of the region i.e. 2.1pc, a total of 40
million fewer Pakistanis would be living in poverty and only 1.6 million children
would be out of school. To harness its demographic dividends, Pakistan will
need to break out of stagflation and venture into sustained growth; creating
more and better jobs for women and men; and profiting from the “youth bulge”
by investing in them. By 2050, 224 million more people will be looking for jobs.
The level of urbanization in Pakistan is the highest in South Asia. The
urban population of Pakistan is likely to cross the proportion of the rural population by 2050. The report said that family planning is one of the smartest
SDG priorities, with sweeping social, economic, and environmental benefits.
“Socioeconomic reforms combined with family planning investment provide
the largest benefits to Pakistan,” it added. The report further said that one of
the SDGs pertaining to good health and well-being aims to ensure universal
access to reproductive healthcare services, including family planning—considered one of the most cost-effective targets. It suggests investing in family
planning as a necessary step for achieving many of the SDGs.
The pandemic poses a huge challenge to Pakistan. It has exposed all sectors of Pakistan, including its social safety nets, healthcare and education. Its
leadership will have to change its mindset and divert huge resources to human
development and improve the quality of life.
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Pollution

A blessing in disguise
Muhammad Zain

A video is doing the rounds on the social media of Lahore during a lockdown. It shows historical buildings, parks, roads and clear blue skies,
which are usually blanketed by thick smog and dust all the time except
after heavy rains. Like most of the world, big cities in Pakistan are breathing in the fresh air after unexpected relief from pollution in the wake of
coronavirus lockdowns.
Until recently, Lahore was one of most polluted cities of the world. Its
toxic smog and dust not only blurred its beauty, but also posed serious
health hazards to its population. However, it appears to be rehabilitating
from years of choking air pollution. With most factories shut and unnecessary movement of people stopped to prevent the spread of Covid-19,
it seems the provincial capital is finally making a recovery on the Air Quality Index (AQI). The city’s AQI has improved significantly since the government has limited economic activity and traffic. Its AQI readings vary
between 18 and 65 which are far below the hazardous range it has
crossed several times in the past. During the summer, the city routinely
crosses the pollution red line, with AQI readings higher than 300, which
is very unhealthy and hazardous for humans.
Besides factories which emit toxic fumes, Lahore also suffers due to
vehicular traffic. According to the Punjab Environment Department, the
emission of toxic fumes from vehicles accounts for 43pc of pollution in
the city. Rapid industrialisation, tree felling, and increased crop burning
and coal plant emissions from neighbouring India are other factors contributing to the elevated levels of pollution in the second largest city in
Pakistan, which is home to more than 11 million people.
In November last year, Amnesty International issued an “urgent action”
warning for hazardous smog in the Punjab’s capital, saying every resident
of the city was at risk due to the poor air quality. The unprecedented step
aimed at mobilising supporters around the world to campaign on behalf
of Lahore's population to seek relief from the authorities. “The government’s inadequate response to smog in Lahore raises significant human
rights concerns. The hazardous air is putting everyone’s right to health at
risk. The issue is so serious that we are calling on our members around
the world to write to the Pakistani authorities to tell them to stop downplaying the crisis and take urgent action to protect people’s health and
lives,” said Rimmel Mohydin, South Asia campaigner at Amnesty International. The organisation noted that for one in every two days in November, the air quality in Lahore was classified as “hazardous” by air quality
monitors installed by the United States Consulate and the Pakistan Air
Quality Initiative. The situation forced the provincial government to shut
schools three times in the month.
The situation in Karachi and other big cities is not much different
from that of Lahore. In 2019, Pakistan ranked second most polluted
country in the world. It is the sixth most populous country in the world
with 36.4pc of its population living in urban areas. The country also has
the highest urbanisation rate in South Asia. As a result, population density has increased and it has negatively impacted air quality, particularly
in the country's urban regions. According to the World Air Quality Report 2019, several cities in Pakistan, including Lahore, Karachi, Peshawar and Faisalabad, ranked prominently among the most polluted
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cities in the world.
Air pollution has the highest contribution to the environmental burden
of disease in Pakistan and is responsible for nearly 22pc of premature
deaths in the country. The World Bank estimates that 9pc of the country's
annual deaths are because of air pollution. The loss equivalent to 2pc
and 2.5pc of GDP annually in 2016, was accounted for the costs of illnesses and premature deaths from ambient air pollution and household
air pollution respectively. According to the World Health Organisation
(WHO), almost 60,000 Pakistanis died from a high level of fine particulate
matter in the air in 2015, making it the highest death tolls in the world from
air pollution.
However, lockdowns in Pakistan have come as a blessing in disguise
for the people. They are no longer complaining about the shortness of
breath, stinging eyes, and nausea from thick, acrid smog. In fact, the pandemic and lockdowns have transformed the whole world. Restrictions on
travel and industry have resulted in unprecedented reductions in deadly
air pollution around the world. Researchers from IQAir, a global air quality
information and tech company, saw significant improvements in air quality
in major cities of the world.
The study compared levels of harmful microscopic particulate matter
known as PM 2.5. The pollutant, which is smaller than 2.5 micrometers
in diameter, is considered particularly dangerous as it can lodge deep into
the lungs and pass into other organs and the bloodstream, causing serious health risks. Seven out of the 10 cities studied, including New Delhi,
Seoul, Wuhan and Mumbai, saw significant improvements in air quality.
Those with historically higher levels of PM2.5 pollution witnessed the most
substantial drops in pollution. The Indian capital New Delhi, which frequently tops the world's most polluted city lists, saw a 60pc reduction in
PM2.5 levels from March 23 to April 13 from the same period in 2019.
Both New Delhi and the country's commercial centre Mumbai experienced their best March air quality on record in 2020. During the initial
three-week lockdown period, the number of hours rated as "unhealthy" in
New Delhi dropped from 68pc in 2019 to 17pc in 2020. The South Korean
capital Seoul saw a 54pc drop in PM2.5 levels from February 26 to March
18 from the previous year. And the Chinese city of Wuhan, where the
deadly virus was first identified, saw a 44pc reduction in air pollution levels
from February 26 to March 18 from the same period last year. Elsewhere,
other major cities experienced cleaner air. Los Angeles saw its longest
stretch of clean air on record, over 18 days from March 7 to 28. PM2.5
concentration levels were down by 31pc from the same time last year,
and down 51pc from the average of the previous four years. In Europe,
London and Madrid both experienced reductions in their PM2.5 compared
to 2019 during their lockdown periods.
Despite the benefits, lockdowns cannot remain in place for months
and years. However, lessons can be learnt from the situation to minimize
pollution in the future. The environment remains one of the most important
issues on Prime Minister Imran Khan’s agenda. On his orders, Lahore recently conducted a survey to determine the sources that contribute to pollution. It is hoped he will take practical measure to improve the situation
in the country.
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Economy: All is not lost
Shahid Hussain

All international financial institutions have painted a gloomy picture of Pakistan’s economy in the wake of the Covid-19 pandemic. The country is projected to miss all targets and needs to reset them in the next year.
However, there are still chances of recovery of the economy after stabilisation efforts and regulatory measures yielded remarkable improvements
during the first half of fiscal year 2020.
Contrary to forecasts by the State Bank of Pakistan (SBP), the International Monetary Fund (IMF) and the World Bank (WB), a top international
credit rating agency has anticipated that Pakistan’s economic growth will
not shrink as much as it is being feared in response to the coronavirus
pandemic. Moody’s Investors Service has estimated Pakistan’s growth rate
could slide to two per cent during the current fiscal year owing to the Covid19 outbreak and believed recent steps by the State Bank of Pakistan (SBP)
would soften the impact of the pandemic on the country’s banks.
The forecast is in contrast to recent projections by international financial
institutions. The World Bank has forecast Pakistan to fall into a recession
– for the first time in 68 years. It has bracketed Pakistan with Maldives, Sri
Lanka and Afghanistan whose GDP growth forecast for the fiscal year will
remain negative. Earlier, it had estimated 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 would also hit personal incomes badly. With
1.8pc population growth, that would imply a painful decline in per capita
income, it warned. The International Monetary Fund (IMF) feared Pakistan
could miss all economic targets during the ongoing fiscal year as the country was facing unprecedented health and economic shocks from the outbreak. Pakistan’s economy could contract by 1.5pc in FY2020, a
downward revision of about 4 percentage points due to a decline in consumption, investment, international trade, remittances, and private capital
flows, it said. In its latest report on Pakistan’s economy, the IMF noted that
the budget deficit would swell to Rs4 trillion in the current fiscal year (FY20)
against an early projection of Rs3.2 trillion. The Asian Development Bank
(ADB) also projected Pakistan’s economic growth to shrink to 2.6pc in
2020 from 3.3pc in 2019. 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.
However, Moody’s has come up with latest estimates about Pakistan’s
economy after the pandemic. “We expect Pakistan’s real GDP growth to
slow to 2.0pc-2.5pc for fiscal 2020, lower than our earlier forecast of 2.9pc,
reflecting the impact of the coronavirus pandemic,” the agency said in a
statement. In March, it had formally reduced its forecast for Pakistan’s
GDP growth rate to 2.5pc from its earlier estimate of 2.9pc in December,
citing mostly external growth factors in the region. It said the consumption
of services, which had underpinned growth in recent years, would be adversely affected by the movement restrictions. The textile sector, the country’s key manufacturing sector which accounted for around 60pc of exports,
has also been hit by supply-chain disruptions and a decline or postponement of orders. Manufacturing loans (mainly to the textile and food sectors)
accounted for 62pc of private-sector loans as of end-February 2020.
The rating agency expected the recent policy actions by the central
bank to help top five Pakistani banks. On March 26, the State Bank of Pakistan (SBP) cut its policy rate 150 basis points to 11pc, reduced banks’
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capital conservation buffers 100 basis points to 1.5pc, relaxed terms for
new and existing loans and announced other forbearance measures to increase banks’ cushion against the economic impact of the coronavirus outbreak. “We expect the measures to mitigate banks’ asset-quality
deterioration amid less business generation and loan growth in an economic slowdown,” Moody’s noted.
The policy rate reduction of March 26 to 11pc on top of a 75-basispoint cut on March 17 will help maintain credit growth, which Mood’s expected to remain below nominal GDP growth. Lower interest rates on
loans will also improve borrowers’ repayment capacity. However, the
lower rates will reduce net interest margins and diminish banks’ earnings.
The SBP has offered cash-flow relief through loan refinancing schemes
and loan payment holidays to borrowers such as exporters and manufacturers affected by disruptions caused the coronavirus outbreak. The
central bank is allowing delayed principal payments (but not interest) for
up to one year at the discretion of the lender, but application for the delays must be by June 30, 2020. The grace period lowers the risk of asset
impairment and supports the value of securitised assets over the longer
term. The central bank is allowing banks to classify restructured loans
as performing unless the borrower has taken no action for 180 days after
the originally scheduled payment date. The agency expected gradual recovery in economic activities would help the national economy to grow
by more than 2pc in fiscal 2021.
The agency warned that Pakistan’s growing need for funds to finance
the fight against the health crisis, address hunger and relief packages announced to support industries, construction sector and daily-wage earners
during the lockdown would increase its fiscal deficit to 9.5-10pc of GDP.
“We expect that Pakistan’s financing needs will rise because of coronavirus-related economic effects and the government’s Rs1.2-trillion ($7 billion, 2.7pc of GDP) stimulus package, approved on March 30.” The country
recorded 8.9pc fiscal deficit in the previous fiscal year ended June 30,
2019. The global rating agency said the deficit would surge despite strong
growth in revenue collection, which narrowed the deficit in first half (JulDec 2019) of the current fiscal year. “We expect that general government
debt will rise to around 87pc of GDP by June 2020 from around 83pc in
June 2019 and gradually decline in subsequent years. In fiscal 2021, we
expect the deficit to narrow given the government’s commitment to fiscal
consolidation under its IMF programme, but remain wide at 8-8.5pc of
GDP,” it said.
The State Bank of Pakistan (SBP), in its second quarterly report on the
state of economy, has also noted some improvements. It said the current
account deficit contracted to a six-year low, foreign exchange reserves increased, the primary budget recorded a surplus, and core inflation eased.
Importantly, export-based manufacturing showed signs of traction and construction activities picked up, indicating that the economy was on the path
to recovery. Progress under the IMF program remained on track and the
credit rating agencies maintained their stable outlook for Pakistan during
the review period and further improvements would require deep structural
reforms to put the economy on a firm path towards sustainable growth.
It is clear that despite serious challenges, Pakistan can hope of a
better economy in few months. The next fiscal year will set the tone for
it. However, Pakistan will have to eliminate the pandemic as early as
possible.
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Economics

Pakistan’s poverty
quagmire
Husnain Shahid

About 12.3 million to 18.5 million people may lose their jobs in Pakistan
and the economy will suffer Rs2 trillion to Rs2.5 trillion losses in just
three months because of moderate to severe shocks from the coronavirus outbreak, according to the government’s own estimates. However,
independent-minded economists fear the situation could be even worse
and the national poverty ratio, which was 31.3pc in June 2018, could
jump to over 40pc this year and four out of every 10 Pakistanis will be
poor.
The government has assessed the losses on the basis of the impact
of the restrictions imposed to stop Covid-19 from spreading on business,
tax revenue, international trade and the cost of unemployment for three
months. The coronavirus is expected to take a heavy toll on the workforce, part of which was already struggling to make ends meet before
the spread of the pandemic, as the proportion of people living below the
poverty line is projected to double.
Wholesale and retail trade is expected to witness the highest layoffs
of 4.55 million people, thus, the poverty rate in Pakistan can increase
from 23.4pc to 44.2pc, says a report by Dun & Bradstreet Pakistan. According to the report, approximately 12.3 million people are likely to experience unemployment under moderate restrictions by the government,
similar to those implemented currently to combat the Covid-19 pandemic. This is approximately 46.3pc of the total vulnerable workforce
and 19.4pc of the total employed workforce in Pakistan, it said. The total
labour force of Pakistan consists of 63.4 million people, out of which vulnerable employees are 26.41 million or 41.6pc.
The report defined vulnerable employment as the proportion of ownaccount workers and contributing family workers in the total employment.
Poor workers generally depend on daily wages and they are likely to be
the most vulnerable individuals who could lose their jobs due to the
Covid-19 pandemic. Owing to a slowdown in economic activity and high
proportion of vulnerable employment in the country, Pakistan could see
a significant increase in poverty and unemployment in coming months,
the report warned. It underlined that wholesale and retail trade was the
second largest segment having vulnerable employment (6.49 million
people) but still it was expected to lose the highest number of workers.
The report, which provides data and insights for businesses, points
out that the agriculture sector has the highest number of vulnerable employees amongst all categories, at around 12.82 million. However, the
coronavirus threatened the employment of only 2.56 million or 20pc of
the vulnerable workforce in the segment. The transport and communication sector has 1.95 million vulnerable jobs where 1.76 million (almost
90pc) jobs can be lost. Similarly, the manufacturing sector has 2.16 million vulnerable jobs, out of which 1.51 million or 70pc can be laid off, it
estimates. Hotels and restaurants, which employ 600,000 vulnerable
workforce, are projected to lay off 540,000 or 90pc of it. Vendors provide
jobs to 790,000 vulnerable workers and they may sack 470,000 or 60pc
of them.
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Other community or social segments are expected to lose 380,000
workers, construction may lose 220,000 and public administration sections may lose 130,000 vulnerable people. Real estate and similar businesses are expected to lay off 100,000 workers in the vulnerable
segment. The education sector might lay off 60,000 or 66.67pc of vulnerable workers while the fishing sector is on the brink of losing 30,000
workers. On the other hand, the health and social work segment, having
190,000 vulnerable jobs, is not projected to lay off a single worker.
Workers in Pakistan, who mostly come from villages and towns to
work in big cities, are facing the worst situation due to countrywide lockdown. Out of around 8.51 million migrant workers in Pakistan, some 3.78
million are facing a 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.
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 UN labour agency said. The warning
comes weeks after the International Labour Organization (ILO) 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.
According to the World Bank, Pakistan may fall into a recession – for
the first time in 68 years – due to the severe impact of the deadly pandemic, the economy expected to be shrinking up to 2.2pc and a painful
decline in per capita income. Against its previous estimates of 1pc
growth in the current fiscal year 2019-20, the WB projected a decline in
Pakistan’s national output in the range of 2.2pc to 1.3pc, which will also
hit personal incomes badly.
Authentic data is not available but it is estimated that around one million people lost their jobs last year and 12.3 million to 18.5 million more
may lose their jobs this year because of the pandemic and a slowdown
in the economy. It will push more people below the poverty line. More
people may slip into abject poverty due to low economic growth and double-digit inflation.
Prime Minister Imran Khan came to power on the back of promises
to provide 10 million jobs and build five million houses for the underprivileged. Poverty alleviation was on top of his manifesto. He had announced the provision of cheap electricity, gas, fuel and essentials to
the people after coming to power. Instead, prices of all essentials have
doubled. Over one million people lost their jobs last year when there was
no Covid-19 in the country. Though the virus was a bolt from the blue
for Pakistan and the whole world, yet the PTI government cannot absolve itself of its responsibilities towards the common people. It will have
to find an out-of-the box solution to deal with the current situation and
stop people from slipping into poverty
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Covid-19, overpopulation
and futile social activities
Raza Khan

In the situation created by the spread of the novel coronavirus and the consequent lockdown across Pakistan, we are seeing that fewer people are on the
streets and roads with relatively serene environment all around, forcing one to
think the importance of a small population. For decades, Pakistan decisionmakers and policy formulators have been looking for ways and means to control the growth of population, which in Pakistan’s case has been explosive.
At the moment, Pakistan is the fifth most populous country in the world with
around 220 million people while the total volume of its economy is not more
than a few hundred billion dollars, making it very difficult to develop. It is important to note that the coronavirus and the ailment it causes, Covid-19, has struck
the United States and China as well as the United Kingdom, France, Spain,
Italy and Germany, the most developed countries of the world. All of them are
economically and infrastructure-wise quite developed states. However, a very
important variable which is common among nearly all of them is that China
and the US are among the most populous countries of the globe while the UK,
France, Germany, Spain and Italy are also among the most populous in Europe. This reveals a very important lesson that densely-populated states and
regions are at a greater risk of the spread of the coronavirus. By this logic, Pakistan and India, the two South Asian arch-rivals, are also facing a grave challenge of the possible spread of Covid-19. Although the figures of infection and
deaths from Covid-19 in Pakistan and India, the fifth and second most populous
states respectively in the world, are relatively low, yet it could be due to certain
other factors, like fewer tests conducted in the two countries. One hopes that
the number of infections and casualties from Covid-19 in Pakistan and India
would not increase much but the densely-populated countries are still at a
greater risk of the contagion.
It is important to note that most Covid-19 positive cases in Pakistan have
been discovered to be among pilgrims, missionaries or in localities with closelyknit social networking. It means that the religious and social groups have very
close relationship and a large number of their members contracted the disease
from each other. It makes one to realize that collectivism of such a high scale
and deep nature could be very much conducive to the spread of viruses. Here,
it is important to note that one could force them to abandon their religious rituals
and observances, which even Pakistanis are not ready to do, but it is very difficult to make them abandon their social groups and networks. Social groups
and networks of Pakistani society are not only extensive and large but also extremely strong. For instance, extended or joint families, biradaris (clans), tribes
and neighbourhoods with huge and ever-growing population. Optimistically
speaking, Pakistan may be able to control the spread of the coronavirus with
the help of international efforts but the hugeness and quality of its population
is such that if the virus strikes again or there are other such pandemics in the
future, the country’s population would be at a higher risk. So, the only way to
avoid a catastrophe for Pakistani state and society is to control its huge population. With so big a population we can never dream of having sustainable development, because whatever progress is made in different fields, like
education and health, is overshadowed by the unhindered and swift growth of
population. Pakistan would not only have to effectively control its growing population but also have to improve the quality of its existing population. It has to
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be done now, otherwise, it will pose a serious threat to the state and its security.
It is much obvious in the ongoing lockdowns during the coronavirus pandemic
across the country, where state authorities have been facing an uphill task to
enforce the law to keep the people indoors. Noticeably, the lockdown and efforts to keep the people indoors by state authorities is not due to some law and
order or security situation but to contain the spread of a deadly virus. In other
words, keeping the people inside their residences by the state is only and solely
aimed at saving their lives instead of fulfilling the nefarious design of some person, group or institution to have power. Despite it, the people are not paying
heed to state appeals to remain confined to their homes. In other words, the
intellectual quality of the population is so low that its members are unable or
unwilling to understand their own well-being and interest. It means that the
state has to make Herculean efforts to keep the people indoors and make them
understand why. Most people want to come out of their homes fundamentally
for two reasons. The first is economic compulsions and the second is their selfbelief of avoiding “social” activities. A deeper look into the two reasons would
reveal that both are triggered by a huge and dense population. With a very
large average household size, it is very difficult for people to remain out of work
for even a single day, what to say of months. Insofar as social activities are
concerned, it is also due to the huge population size and its members’ level of
intimacy. While economic compulsions are unavoidable in the current situation,
social activities, like weddings, gatherings, fairs, funerals etc, are very much
avoidable, not only in the current situation but also in the long run. However,
for this the state has to launch a big effort to change the way people think, so
that their worldview could be transformed positively and they take part in social
activities not for the sake of the activities but primarily for personal development
and grooming.
One must not be harsh but to argue that most of our social activities are
quite against individual development and grooming and had they been so
Pakistan would not have been such an underdeveloped state and society.
The key to making the people understand is to convince them of the futility of
big families and most of their social activities. It is important to note that insofar
as changing the thinking and the worldview and in this regard social discourse
is concerned, the state has never done it. The situation created by the spread
of the coronavirus must be exploited to the hilt by the state and its apparatus
to lay the foundation of a progressive society.
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Winds of change
Raza Khan

It appears the government of the Pakistan Tehreek-e-Insaf (PTI), for the
first time during its last 18 months in power, has indicated that it is serious
about putting an end to the control, if not rule, of Mafiosi over the state by
bringing to light reports of an inquiry commission probing a recent artificial
sugar and wheat crisis in the country.
If reports, in a number of Pakistani media outlets are to be believed, a
number of close aides to Prime Minister Imran Khan, including Jehangir
Tareen, and Ministers, like Khusro Bakhtiar, have been found involved in
the recent artificial sugar and wheat crisis in the country, spiraling up their
prices and making the lives of people miserable as they are key staples.
Jehangir Tareen has also publicly admitted that he did not have close
relations with PM Khan any longer while the latter has demonstrated his
resolve that anyone found involved, whether from his own government and
party, would not be spared and brought to justice. It means that winds of
change in the higher echelons of power have started to blow; however,
one is not sure if these are the winds of a “new Pakistan” promised unceasingly by Mr. Khan before the July 2018 national elections. Only time
would reveal. Nevertheless, the revelation of the wheat and sugar inquiry
commission report by the government, despite the alleged involvement of
the close advisers and ministers, is really an important development. It has
significant implications for the political system and the governance apparatus of Pakistan.
Noticeably, if Jehangir Tareen is found involved in the artificial sugar
and wheat crisis in the country along with certain ministers and then dealt
with according to the relevant laws, it would be a big success. Here, an
unrelated matter must also be brought to the fore and that is PM Khan’s
undue reliance on unelected and unaccountable advisers and Jehangir
Tareen is one of them. Another example is Zulfi Bukhari, a totally unknown
and inexperienced person, who allegedly mismanaged the matter of the
return of Pakistan pilgrims from Iran, which caused the spread of the coronavirus in the country. In the aftermath of the development, a shaking and
pruning of the federal cabinet by PM Khan was imminent. Here, it must be
recalled PM Imran Khan has replaced elected ministers with nominated
experts as advisers and handed them over the charge of different ministries. Important ministries, like finance, information and health, have been
placed under unelected advisers.
The appointment of unelected advisors as heads of different ministries
by PM Khan has put serious questions marks on the functionality and relevance of the political system as important parts of the system are being
run by people who are not part of it. Recently, during the hearing of a suo
motu case of the government’s strategy to deal with the coronavirus pandemic in the country, judges of the Supreme Court of Pakistan raised serious questions about the performance of Dr. Zafar Mirza, who has been
in-charge of the federal health ministry for around a year. Last year, the
Prime Minister had also made some important changes in his cabinet and
the most important of them was the change of his Finance Minister, Asad
Umar, National Health Services, Regulation and Coordination Minister,
Aamir Kiyani, as well as the Minister for Petroleum, Ghulam Sarwar Khan.
Now Asad Umar is back but with a new portfolio. Insofar as the political
merits of the recent and previous changes of ministers and advisers are
concerned, they were necessary due to a continued economic meltdown
in the country as well as the ever-rising prices of wheat, sugar, natural gas
and medicines. There are also other unelected advisers to the Prime Minister, like Dr. Ishrat Hussain and Abdul Razaaq Daud, who are looking after
important portfolios in the federal government but inconsequentially. PM
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Khan has withdrawn one portfolio from Daud recently and now he is only
looking after commerce.
As mentioned above, the appointment of unelected and inexperienced
advisers has put huge question marks over the feasibility and strength of
the entire parliamentary political system of the country. If a political system
cannot produce figures that can run important ministries, how could it be
called a relevant let alone an efficient system?
The political system of a country is crucially important for organizing
society and responding to needs of the people and the provision of an environment which is essential for social, economic and physical development of the country as well as the welfare of citizens and their personality
development. It is the structure and functions of the political system and
its institutions that condition policies and governance within the state.
Hence, the system of government or political system ought to be meticulously designed so that it is effective and efficient in achieving its objectives
that, inter alia, include the stability of society through ensuring social control, security of citizens, the provision of basic amenities and social services and guaranteeing the fundamental rights of the people and achieving
development in all spheres of human activity.
Our constitution provides for the parliamentary system of government
in the country. The country is once again at the crossroads of its largely
chequered history, whereas the political system, despite its relative continuity, has generally been unable to fulfill its basic functions and achieve
its fundamental objectives. It is up to the people to agree what kind of political system the country must have but a large majority of politicians and
political parties, who claim to be representatives of the people, for decades
have considered the parliamentary system the best option for the state
and its residents. They have been against any other political system,
specifically the alternative proportional representation and presidential system. The foremost criticism by the Pakistani political parties of the presidential system of government has been its “undemocratic” nature. The fact
of the matter is that generally the presidential system, which is in vogue in
many countries of the world, like the greatest democracy America, and extensively democratic Germany, has proved more democratic than the parliamentary system in place in many countries, like the largest democracy
India or the oldest democracy Great Britain.
PM Khan and his government have many flaws and shortcomings in
their policies and approach to put the economy on the right track and come
up with good governance strategies in other respects; however, if we look
deeper into our economic and financial woes the roots could be traced
back to the inception of a real parliamentary system in 1970s, when Prime
Minister Zulfikar Bhutto came up with his nationalization policies, followed
by pseudo “Islamization” of the economy by General Zia in 1980s, publicprivate partnership of Benazir Bhutto in late 80s and mid-90s and privatization and deregulation policies of Nawaz Sharif in 1990s. Importantly, in
all three dictatorial regimes of General Ayub Khan in 1960s, General Zia
and General Musharraf in 2000s, all of them led a fundamentally presidential system and the economy performed far better. However, the fundamental problem with the military regimes was their dictatorial character
due to which the structural and systemic flaws of the country could not be
addressed. The elected governments could also not fix the economy once
and for all due to myopic and self-centered policies of the rulers.
If the winds of change in the Pakistani political system have really
started blowing, then they must bring down and set up many other things
with them.
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Relief

IMF and G20 to
the rescue
Muhammad Jahangir

To cope with the economic crisis resulting from the coronavirus, various
international financial institutions have come up with aid packages for most
affected developing countries. For example, the International Monetary
Fund (IMF) has approved an emergency loan of $1.4 billion for Pakistan.
Islamabad is also expected to get around $1.5 billion relief in the shape of
delay in the repayment of loans to bilateral creditors.
However, Pakistan is not among the nations whose debts will be written
off by rich nations and multilateral institutions. But it has been offered
cheap financing by multilateral creditors and debt rollover by bilateral creditors. A statement issued by the IMF said: “The IMF Executive Board approved a purchase of Pakistan under the Rapid Financing Instrument (RFI)
equivalent to $1.386 billion (50 per cent of quota) to meet the urgent balance of payment needs stemming from the outbreak of the Covid-19 pandemic. While uncertainty remains high, the near-term economic impact of
Covid-19 is expected to be significant, giving rise to large fiscal and external financing needs.”
The IMF support comes handy at a time when international reserves
are depleting fast. The fund will provide financing to the budget for targeted
and temporary spending increases aimed at containing the pandemic and
mitigating its economic impact on the people. The IMF has clarified that it
will remain closely engaged with the Pakistani authorities and as the impact of the Covid-19 shock subsides, it would resume discussions as part
of the current Extended Fund Facility Programme.
Confirming the news, Dr Reza Baqir, the Governor of the State Bank
of Pakistan, has said that Pakistan will receive a significant boost to its foreign exchange reserves and fiscal space to combat Covid-19 through $1.4
billion Rapid Financing Instrument approval by the IMF as well as the debt
relief from official creditors approved by G20. It may be mentioned here
that the $1.4 billion RFI is not part of the ongoing IMF programme. The
IMF has already cancelled the approval of the second review of the programme that had been scheduled for early April.
Pakistan is also a beneficiary of the G20 states’ decision to freeze payments of developing countries. Latest reports confirm that G20 states –
the group of 20 rich economies of the world – has agreed to freeze bilateral
government loan repayments for 76 low-income countries until the end of
the year. According to preliminary estimates of the Ministry of Finance,
Pakistan may get relief on payments of around $1.5 billion official credit
extended by 12 members of the group. But Pakistan does not have financial relations with eight other member countries, like Argentina, Brazil, Indonesia, India, Mexico, Turkey and South Africa. The G20 states have
approved to defer the repayment of principal and interest on loans for a
period of eight months (May-December) 2020. More than half of the relief
will come from China on the guaranteed loans.
The $1.5 billion is exclusive of Chinese commercial loans, safe deposits
by China and the balance of payment support that China and Saudi Arabia
– another G20 member – have extended to Pakistan. The balance of pay-
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ments support loans and Chinese safe deposits cannot be repaid during
the tenure of the ongoing 39-month IMF programme, according to the Pakistan-IMF agreement signed in July 2019.
The group of developed and developing nations also called on private
creditors “to participate in the initiative on comparable terms” and asked
multilateral development banks, such as the IMF and the World Bank, “to
further explore the options for the suspension of debt service payments
over the suspension period”. Mohammed al-Jadaan, the finance minister
of Saudi Arabia who currently chairs G20, said the debt assistance to 76
countries involved could be worth more than $20 billion. The G20 also resolved to extend the relief period till June next year, if economic conditions
keep deteriorating due to Covid-19 spread.
For the next fiscal year 2020-21, starting from July, Pakistan is scheduled to make $2.2 billion to 12 G20 bilateral creditors. These are exclusive
of commercial and balance of payments support. Economic Affairs Ministry
estimates show that Pakistan will return $840 million to China in the next
fiscal year, $408 million to Japan, $200 million to France, $100 million to
Germany, $445 million to Saudi Arabia, $130 million to the United States
and $50 million to South Korea. Islamabad also owes small amounts to
Australia, Italy, Russia and the United Kingdom.
One can mention here the communique issued at the end of a meeting
of the International Monetary and Financial Committee (IMFC), which said:
“While the global outlook is subject to exceptionally high uncertainty, we
expect a recovery next year as we continue to employ all available policy
tools to defeat the pandemic, protect jobs, and restore growth.”
Pakistan’s business circles have reacted favourably to the debt relief
approved by the IMF and G20 as it is widely believed that the global sovereign debt will reach unsustainable levels after the crisis and some kind
of restructuring was needed. The State Bank’s downgrade of economic
growth to negative 1.5pc means that it expected the economy to decline
by almost 15pc in April and May. This is the prognosis that triggered the
2pc rate cut few weeks back. It is assumed that this will put pressure on
the rupee whose value against the dollar may decline further.
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Incentives

A welcome package for
the housing industry
Muhammad Jahangir

To get the wheels of the industry moving, the government has announced
a comprehensive relief package for the construction sector which has now
been given the status of an industry. The construction sector contributes
significantly to the GDP by employing a large number of skilled and unskilled workers and engaging many service providers from 70 other industries.
The relief package includes rationalization of the Capital Gains Tax
(CGT), a reduction in the rate of tax in accordance with the increase in the
valuation table, and a reduction in the CGT holding period for constructed
property from 4 years to 3 years. Further, the CGT holding period for real
estate/plots may remain eight years, but the rate of tax may be significantly
reduced on a sliding scale from the fourth year onwards. At the same time,
to bring down the cost of construction, the sales tax and excise duties
levied on construction material are to be reduced suitably.
To encourage investment, the source of financing for construction activities till December 31, 2020, will not be probed under the Section 111 of
the Income Tax Ordinance, 2001. Withholding of tax by constructors on all
construction-related material has also been waived, except on cement and
iron. Tax will be levied at fixed rates of Rs 50 per square foot for builders
and Rs 100 per square yard for developers. Those carrying out projects
under the Naya Pakistan Housing Scheme Authority (NAPHDA) for the
poor will only have to pay 10% of the fixed tax. The sales tax on construction services shall be exempted by all provinces, provided the builders and
developers are chargeable to the sales tax at fixed rates at the time of the
sale of property.
Low-cost housing schemes by NAPHDA provincial housing authorities
will be completely exempted from provincial sales taxes by all provinces.
All provincial, municipal taxes, duties, fees, levies, charges on transfer and
registration of urban properties are to be clubbed under one head and
charged at the rate of 2pc of valuation.
Another significant concession, the construction, purchase and sale of
the first house shall be exempted from all taxes, including the capital gains
tax. All provinces and development authorities are in the process of introducing fully automated window portals for processing approvals and all
other client services and facilitation. A major incentive is a subsidy of Rs
30 billion for projects of NAPHDA. In line with a 7pc interest rate offered to
industries for greenfield projects, subsidy/lower rates (preferably 6pc) will
be afforded for housing mortgage of one hundred thousand low-cost housing units, construction of which is planned to be initiated in the current year.
While announcing the concession package, Prime Minister Imran Khan
put special emphasis on boosting the construction sector “with a view to
keeping the wheels of economy moving, mitigating the impact of the lockdown on people and facilitating the daily wagers". He said that the government was also working out a strategy for those who cannot afford to
pay house rent. Clearly, the PTI government’s concern is to create a balance between maintaining a lockdown and keeping the construction sector
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running to save people from hunger.
The Association of Builders and Developers of Pakistan (ABAD) chairman has termed the tax incentives announced by the government “a historic package for the construction industry of Pakistan” which will prove a
turning point for the economy. In a statement, he said that ABAD had been
demanding incentives for the construction sector because more than 70
allied industries depended on the construction sector. There is a consensus of opinion among experts that in order to combat recession and reduce
the economic toll of the lockdown, a comprehensive relief plan for real estate, housing and construction sectors was the need of the hour.
However, an important point missing from the construction industry
package is a 10-year tax holiday to enable all stakeholders to make investment and prepare long-term plans. But those in the government, who
devised the package, failed to realise that long-term tax relaxation for the
real estate, housing and construction sectors will help around 70 industries
– a step which will not only avoid recession and revive the economy but
also provide employment to millions of people in the country. It needs to
be understood that the loss of revenue from tax concessions to the housing
and construction sector will be largely offset by higher turnovers of industries allied with it.
Needless to say, when a construction boom takes place in an economy,
demand for numerous industries supplying goods and services also increases, giving a strong impetus to employment generation and the service
sector. At the same time, while giving the construction sector the status of an
industry it is important to ensure that all employees and workers should be
allowed the benefits permissible under relevant labour laws such as Social
Security, Employees Old Age Benefits, Workers' Welfare Fund, etc. This will
make for stable growth of the construction industry on a long-term basis.
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Education

Education impact
rankings 2020 — a
wakeup call for authorities
Rasheed Ali

Mostly, a university is defined as “an institution at the highest
level of education where you can study for a degree or do research”. Some others may define it as “an institution of higher
learning providing facilities for teaching and research and authorised to grant academic degrees.”
However, in Pakistan, most universities are known for only
one purpose: fleecing students and providing them with some
pieces of coloured papers called “degrees”, in exchange for
their money. Later, university “graduates” are seen roaming
around one office and the other, with the pieces of coloured
papers in their hands, to get some job. When the products of
universities are put to some basic and simple tests, they fail to
get through, and one wonders what knowledge they gained
during their stay at the so-called centres of higher learning.
And when the universities, the so-called centres of higher
learning and excellence, are tried out to examine their efficacy
and productivity by some established world bodies through the
set criteria, they prove as hollow as their products. One such
test report was issued recently titled the Times Higher Education (THE) Impact Rankings 2020.
Regrettably, only 23 out of total 174 universities of the
country, registered with the Higher Education Commission of
Pakistan (HECP), could get a place in the list of 859 universities from 89 countries of the world. More unfortunate and worrying was the fact that none of them could secure a place in
the list of first 200 universities, except for one, the University
of Veterinary and Animal Sciences (UVAS) Lahore, which was
listed 195th.
The Impact Rankings highlight actions taken by the world’s
higher education institutions to realise the United Nations’ 17
Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs), thereby contributing
to the planet’s economic and social well-being. The SDGs are
the UN’s roadmap for building a better world – both for people
and the planet – by 2030.
Adopted by all UN member states in 2015, the goals are a
call to action for all nations to work together to end poverty and
hunger, while meeting a range of social needs, including universal access to education, healthcare and clean water. In
committing to the goals, both developed and developing countries recognise that strategies boosting economic growth and
prosperity must go hand-in-hand with developing a more equal
society that protects the environment.
The impact rankings are the only global performance table
to assess universities against the UN’s Sustainable Develop-
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ment Goals, and it looks at three broad areas of university activity: research,
outreach and stewardship.
The ranking claims to help measure “the real impact that universities are
making on their students and wider communities”, by assessing universities'
social and economic impact, using metrics based on the SDGs.
The initiative has created a visualisation mapping of all institutions in its
overall ranking. In addition to showing each university’s ranking, the map
benchmarks their performance against the SDGs, highlighting the ones with
which each institution is most closely aligned.
In fact, the rankings show how much the world higher education institutions are performing their real job of research for the benefit of human beings
and the planet at large. “We believe that universities are our greatest hope
of solving some of the world’s biggest challenges,” says Phil Baty, Chief
Knowledge Officer at Times Higher Education in his message. “These rankings prove that traditional barriers to success like wealth or research prestige
don’t matter when it comes to doing great things for sustainability. It’s clear
that universities give us a lot to be hopeful for,” he adds.
Times Higher Education’s second annual Impact Rankings, released on
April 22, show which institutions are contributing to the planet’s economic
and social well-being. An interactive map shows what the 100 top-ranked
universities are working on. The coronavirus pandemic represents a major
global threat currently, but other serious challenges remain. The second THE
Impact Rankings shed light on the vital research universities are conducting
to tackle the issues, which include climate change, pollution and water
scarcity, besides others.
Phil Baty says over the past 12 months alone, the world’s universities
have developed solutions ranging from life-preserving breathing aids for coronavirus patients, to unleashing the potential of clean fuel-cell energy technology. However, it must be a matter for soul-searching for the authorities

May 1-15, 2020

concerned what role our institutions of higher learning are playing in, at least,
the betterment of the motherland and its dwellers, leave alone the rest of the
world.
Before we discuss the local universities which remained lucky to wing a
place on this year’s impact list, let’s have a look at the world universities,
which are contributing the most to the well-being of human-beings and the
planet Earth.
The University of Auckland, New Zealand, topped the rankings for the
second consecutive year. It is one of the largest and most comprehensive
universities of the world, with six main campuses and 42,000 students, including 8,000 international students.
Australasian universities dominated the overall rankings, securing the top
four spots. Those were: University of Sydney, Western Sydney University,
and La Trobe University. The rest of the top 10 was made up of the United
State's Arizona State University (Tempe) (5), Italy's University of Bologna (6),
Canada's University of British Columbia (7), the United Kingdom's University
of Manchester (8) and King's College London (9), and Australia's RMIT University (10).
Universities from developed economies dominate the top 20, punctuated
by two newcomers: China’s Tongji University, in 13th place, just ahead of
Brazil’s University of São Paulo.
As far as Pakistan is concerned, its 23 universities have been included in
the Times Higher Education Impact Rankings 2020. This is up from the 10
varsities included in the inaugural rankings last year.
The University of Veterinary and Animal Sciences Lahore was the highest-ranked university this year, being placed at 195. Its overall score for SDGs
was 75.4-83.3 while it received scores of 68.8 for SDG 7 (affordable and
clean energy), 67.4-75.1 for SDG 3 (good health and well-being), 70.2 for
SDG 2 (zero hunger) and 70.7-80.6 for SDG 17 (partnerships for goals).
It was a rise of 100 places for the university from its 295
ranking last year. The Comsats University, Islamabad, finished
at 221 in the rankings, and second for Pakistan. Its SDG scores
were 68.2-75.3. Results for individual SDGs were 72.8 for SDG
8 (decent work and economic growth), 48.-/62.3 for SDG 7, 56
for SDG 6 (clean water), and 54.3-62.3 for SDG 17. This was
up by over a hundred places from last year’s ranking when it
finished at 332.
It was followed by the National University of Science and
Technology (NUST) with a ranking of 265. Its SDG scores were
68.2-75.3, including 71.7 for SDG 4 (quality education), 68.1
for SDG 12 (responsible consumption and production), 54.564.9 for SDG 8, 54.3-62.3 for SDG 17.
Other varsities which made it include the NED University of
Engineering and Technology, the Ghulam Ishaq Khan University of Engineering Sciences and Technology, King Edwards
Medical University, University of Lahore, University of
Malakand, University of Management and Technology, University of Peshawar, PMAS Arid Agriculture University, etc. A complete list is given below:
101-200: University of Veterinary and Animal Sciences, Lahore
201-300: Comsats University, Islamabad
201-300: National University of Sciences and Technology
301-400: University of Agriculture, Faisalabad
301-400: NED University, Karachi
401-600: Ghulam Ishaq Khan Institute of Engineering Sciences
and Technology
401-600: King Edward Medical University, Lahore
401-600: University of Lahore
401-600: University of Malakand
401-600: University of Management & Technology, Lahore
401-600: University of Peshawar
401-600: PMAS Arid Agriculture University, Rawalpindi
601+ : CECOS University of IT & Emerging Science, Peshawar
601+ : Dawood University of Engineering & Technology,
Karachi
601+ : Dow University of Health Sciences, Lahore
601+ : University of Education, Lahore
601+ : UET Lahore
601+ : Government College University Lahore
601+ : IQRA University, Karachi
601+ : Jinnah Sindh Medical University
601+ : Quaid-e-Azam University, Islamabad
601+ : University of Sargodha
601+ : The Women University Multan.
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Viewpoint

The psychological
trauma of Covid-19
Aqeel Malik

The start of year 2020 witnessed the beginning of the “Corona World
Order” with social distancing, isolations, quarantines and massive lockdowns. Covid-19, characterized by unique and devastating levels of stress
and anxieties, has so far put up an unattainable challenge to contemporary
medical science. Available data reveals that around one out of every six
people, who contract Covid-19, becomes seriously ill; whereas the psychological impact of the pandemic is much more colossal.
Doctors and paramedics confronting the pandemic on the frontline are
the first victim of the catastrophic strain. As one doctor told the BBC, “The
stress was intense; seeing people die is not the issue. We’re trained to
deal with deaths. The issue is giving up on people we wouldn’t normally
give up on.” Arthur Marksman, a professor in the Department of Psychology at the University of Texas, Austin, says: “Few people in healthcare
have had real-life experience with triage in which a significant number of
life-and-death decisions had to be made because of equipment shortages.
That increases the chances that they may experience moral injury as a result of their jobs”. The exceptional scenarios may lead to haunting states
of inner conflict and turmoil, particularly for paramedics facing the Covid19 outbreak on the frontlines.
The infotainment media, on the other hand, shapes the environment
that further amplifies the horrification of the disease, hence it acts as a
force multiplier under the current environment. A number of conspiracy theories, fake news, rumours and disinformation surrounding the pandemic
are scaremongering and aggravating the agony of already distressed people. Some people obsess about it which can result in mental saturation
and overload. Anxiety levels begin to rise with the uncertainty of it all.
Pakistan, a country of over 220 million people, with the Human Development Index (HDI) of 0.562, one of the lowest in the world, and about
25pc of the population living below poverty line, has also announced a partial lockdown since March 22, after a countrywide outbreak of the disease.
The pandemic is already fast draining the global and national economies
and has imposed a harsh reality of bereavement, ailment and unemployment across the globe. Prolong exposure to lockdowns; social distancing
and quarantines may render the world populace to complex psychological
disorders, including emotional disturbance, depression, stress, low mood,
irritability, avoidance, fear, insomnia along with post-traumatic stress symptoms. Society may also become more selfish while already existing religious, social, ethnic and political prejudices may aggravate to devastating
levels.
The world we live in today may appear entirely different in the postCovid-19 scenario where the psychological wellbeing of mentally-fatigued
communities with minimal hope, feeble conviction and damaged belief systems would be the real tough task. Post traumatic growth, therefore, must
be realized through a strong sense of meaning and purpose for overcoming major life events. We need to understand that the coronavirus is a stark
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reminder by the Creator that we are not individuals. We are interlinked, interconnected and dependent on each other. Empathy and care must be
shown, particularly for the vulnerable populations.
We need to be concerned, not panicked. Preventative, rather than reactionary measures, have to be implemented. A more stringent, focused
and uniformed approach both at conceptual and functional levels is, therefore, the way forward. Besides the provision of outright empathetic support,
it is imperative that health professionals on the frontlines must be trained
on stress management, to mitigate the fallout. Uninterrupted supply chains
of basic needs must be ensured with conservation and reallocation plans,
particularly during lockdowns; while ensuring dignity and honour of the
people. The concept of telemedicine is required to be evolved with the
availability of doctors and psychiatrists at a single click for immediate medical and mental healthcare. We may also be a little more cautious in discussing the pandemic-related issues in front of children.
To curb panic, people need to feel a sense of control. A sense must
also be promoted amongst the masses to obtain information from reliable
sources only to curb the tendency of rumours and fake news. Audiencespecific “objective infotainment” broadcast is needed to entertain and keep
their aesthetics intact. Public health officials must be encouraged to provide
rapid, clear messages delivered effectively for the entire affected population for the accurate understanding of the situation.
Psychological wellbeing in the post-Covid-19 scenario with society at
large showing post-traumatic stress disorders (PTSD) would, therefore, be
a challenge much larger than the pandemic itself. Cohesion, integration
and harmonization are the prescription. But are we capable of the sustainable behavioural change?
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Viewpoint

How the pandemic
endorsed leftist politics
Jana Tsoneva

The urge to predict the post-pandemic future is irresistible and it seems to
often accompany major outbreaks.
The genre of post-plague predictions may have shed some of its past dramatic expressions, but it persists. The vastly divergent scenarios put out there
all share the same realisation - that the world will not be the same. Most fear
it will change for the worse. For example, the Bulgarian philosopher Ognian
Kassabov fears that working from home will spell the end of the eight-hour
working day. Others, like British academic Philip Cunliffe, offer bleaker scenarios, as if taken from the typical dystopian anime about the world after thermonuclear war: a powerful corporation lords over an atomised citizenry which
works and communicates from home, while a wretched underclass staffs the
unvirtualisable professions (deliveries, farming ...) and exposes itself to contagion. Such an order precludes mass organising for progressive ends, cementing an alienated capitalist future infinitely worse than what neoliberalism
had on offer.
This hinges on an understanding of the lockdown and social distancing as
both temporally and spatially complete. Italian philosopher Giorgio Agamben
fears it will usher in a state of exception and permanent curtailment of rights.
Some authoritarian responses to the crisis certainly lend themselves to such
interpretation: Hungary, for one, just completed its transition to fascism. The
left worries that the consequences of the lockdown will extend far into the future. Leftist scholar Anton Jager augurs the postponement of history in words
connoting finality and death: "We will see little to no mobilization, and probably
no 'counter-hegemonic' subject. The death of face-to-face sociability is unlikely
to give a fresh impetus to new organizations".
I, however, beg to differ. It seems to me the "old normal" is very much still
present in various pleasant and unpleasant ways. It is also too early to despair
and conclude that the emergency will be a permanent fixture of our lives. The
lockdowns are neither so sweeping everywhere, nor do the ongoing mobilisations allow us to speak about the "death of face-to-face sociability" - for now.
Throughout March most countries in Europe enforced hasty and littlethought-out lockdowns, issued state of emergency declarations and closed
the borders. However, it quickly transpired that in some places the panicked
and supposedly draconian state of exceptions is less than exceptional. In my
native Bulgaria, the lockdown is enforced by exorbitant fines for smoking in
the park, but one can go to work, go shopping for food and stop by the pharmacy. As a friend of mine joked, "Isn't that where the majority of working people go during normal times anyway?"
In some German cities, park usage more than doubled since the introduction of the lockdown. In fact, Germany has already started relaxing restrictive
measures and so has Austria. Sweden, on the other hand, did not even impose a lockdown. In April, the pre-corona normality irrupted even more forcefully and demanded open borders for cheap labour. Harvest times approached
for asparagus and strawberries and Western European countries rushed to
break travel bans. On April 2, Germany announced it would fly in 80,000 agricultural labourers, mostly from Eastern Europe via emergency "green corridors". Shortly after thousands of Romanian workers from the country's
worst-hit regions crowded into buses and boarded charted flights for various
German states. Many had to face appalling work conditions and exploitative,
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sub-minimum wages, and little protection from the virus. At least one of them
has already died of a coronavirus infection.
The problem is that the East has haemorrhaged medical staff for so long
that its capacity to cope with the Covid-19 outbreak may be seriously diminished. In Bulgaria, where doctors and nurses receive their education for free
before they emigrate, the median age of the remaining medical staff is so high
that a large chunk of them falls within the "high-risk" category. Thus, these
very partial lockdowns, under relentless (and successful) attack from capitalists, have left enough space for exploitative practices from the status quo ante
to continue unabated. Radical changes after corona are not (yet) the problem;
the rapid return of pre-corona normality is.
Capitalism has never looked more vulnerable. A few weeks of work stoppages proved enough to trigger a crisis which makes the Great Depression
look like an economic upturn. Unemployment is at a historic high while the
price of oil has tanked into unprecedented negative realms. Capitalism is obviously ill-prepared to deal with external shocks which was hardly the case
with state socialist countries' efficient elimination of infectious disease. A temporary pause in a publicly owned economy could not trigger the cascading
crisis of credit crunch, stock market meltdown and historic unemployment.
Despite its monarchist name, this coronavirus is a rapidly growing argument for socialism. Meanwhile, the violence and inequality created by the capitalist system has transcended obscure social theory seminars to become a
major discussion in mainstream media and urban policy. The Bulgarian political scientist Ivan Krastev has argued that the crisis is wiping out nostalgic
populism and is forcing us to confront the future. It is ironic that at the precise
moment the neoliberal consensus takes a tumble globally, a leftist scholar like
Jager prophecies the non-return of history while the liberal political scientist
seems excited to see a crack through which history slips back.
I am tempted to indulge in the fantasy that the coronavirus "war economy"
could dethrone the citizen-consumer and "ordain" the warrior-citizen, and thus
embolden them to make demands on a state that explicitly admits how dependent it is on their labour and sacrifice. This is not to sugarcoat the ugly reality of heavily pro-business skewed stimulus packages across the world's
major and lesser economies. It is not to deny that the coronavirus response
can enormously buttress the repressive arm of the state. But alongside the
digital surveillance state arises the spectre of renewed class politics that puts
welfare and healthcare centre stage. I doubt that healthcare budget cutbacks
will be palatable any time soon. All told, some progressive solutions have become possible in the pandemic, even if to shore up capitalism. And these new
possibilities are the true exception in the state of exception. They are welcome
exceptions to neoliberalism, if even in potentia. Can the left seize and make
them more permanent? Can we radicalise them?
It is time to fight for food sovereignty which alone can loosen the chokehold
of multinational agricorporations on food production and supply, and simultaneously end their role in proliferating deadly zoonotic viruses in the process.
As Walter Benjamin said a propos fascism, "the 'state of emergency' in which
we live is not the exception but the rule. It is our task to bring about a real state
of emergency." In the mobilisation against Covid-19, Benjamin's injunction
has lost none of its relevance.

19

Opinion

Can drug cartels
survive Covid-19?
Nicola Morfini

The year 2020 has been terrible for people across the world, but it has been
particularly bad for Latin America. The ongoing Covid-19 crisis caused further
suffering in a region already plagued by political uncertainty, corruption, and
violence. The pandemic, coupled with sudden slumps in oil prices, significant
regional currencies, and imports from China and the United States, created
a perfect storm which devastated both the general population and the private
sector.
However, it is not just the legal businesses that are feeling the heat. The
pandemic has hit the illegal drug trade, too. But rather than allowing their industry to collapse, the drug cartels will likely do what they do best: adapt.
In Mexico, the biggest drug hub in the Americas, we know that some of
the most influential drug cartels are already experiencing problems in their
supply chains. The Cartel Jalisco Nueva Generacion, for example, is struggling to maintain its routes in the Pacific Ocean. The Union Tepito, meanwhile,
is having similar problems in the Gulf of Mexico. This is due to the reduction
of air and naval traffic, which makes it easier for the authorities to track illegal
cargo. On top of this, the Covid-19 lockdown measures implemented in the
US are hindering the cartels' ability to move drugs over the US-Mexico border.
The crisis is harming not only international drug smuggling but also other
sectors of the narco economy. As state-imposed lockdowns force people to
stay at home, the cartels will soon find themselves unable to stage kidnappings for ransom. Meanwhile, the fact that most businesses are shut will
mean they will not be able to make much money from extortion. Furthermore,
the declining oil and gas prices and the tanking economy will make petrol
smuggling, another important income source for the cartels, significantly less
profitable.
The question at this point is how drug cartels will react to this situation,
and how will this affect the already sky-high levels of criminal violence in the
region.
Big Mexican cartels, such as Jalisco Nueva Generacion, have the financial capacity to withstand this crisis, so they are unlikely to increase violence,
at least in the short term. At the moment, they are even distributing humanitarian aid packages to struggling civilians in an effort to increase their political
capital.
The situation, however, is different for smaller criminal groups, with fewer
resources, who depend mostly on extortion for their survival. These gangs,
which do not have the necessary capital to peacefully ride out the crisis, might
shift to other activities, such as cattle theft or looting of small companies, and
could become more violent as they try to make up for their lost income.
If the crisis endures over a long period, causing food shortages and
healthcare crises, criminal gangs can also exploit the population's collective
frustration and fan the flames of unrest for their own benefit. As they occasionally did in the past, they can orchestrate mob assaults on large private
companies in order to force these companies to seek their protection and
pay for it.
There are also concerns that the cartels will shift their focus to the medical
market, and start producing and smuggling medicines that are used in the
treatment of Covid-19 in an effort to turn crisis into opportunity. However, once
again, the cartels' ability to tap into the medical market depends a lot on their
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individual power and size. Stronger cartels, with better laboratories and technical skills, will be able to infiltrate the medical market, but smaller ones will
not be able to produce complex drugs and will instead try to survive by adopting more primitive and violent strategies.
Although it is impossible to foresee if the combination of a health crisis
and an economic downturn will lead to an immediate increase in generalised
violence, it is clear that if this situation continues, it will substantially shift the
existing balance between the cartels, creating brand-new criminal geographies and business models.
Today, a significant portion of Mexican cartels' revenue comes from the
US methamphetamine market, which is estimated to have an annual retail
value of approximately $5bn. In the last five years, Mexican cartels have increasingly upped the production of synthetic drugs and smuggling to the US
to keep up with the increased demand across the border.
Mexican cartels import ephedrine and benzyl methyl ketone (BMK) - precursors of crystal meth - from China, transform it into methamphetamine on
Mexican soil, and then ship the drug to the US. The coronavirus lockdown in
China, however, has caused Chinese companies to operate at 50 percent
capacity, severely affecting the cartels' ability to import the chemicals they
need to produce meth. This has led to an unprecedented increase in meth
prices. As prices skyrocket, Mexican and US meth users will likely look for
substitutes.
Crystal meth can be substituted with crack cocaine, which comes from
Colombia. Due to this shift, the logistics of the drug supply chain in South
America will play a fundamental role in sustaining Mexican cartels during the
current crisis.
In South America, the global lockdown is unlikely to affect the consolidated drug routes between Peru, Bolivia, and Colombia. The borders of these
countries are largely covered by jungle and are extremely porous. Drug couriers and laboratories should be able to continue with business as usual. In
the short term, the cartels will easily preserve their routes and providers in
South America, as these organisations are well-armed and well-equipped.
However, in the long run, cash shortages might compromise the capacity of
these cartels to maintain control over their territories and foot soldiers.
Drug smuggling in Venezuela is also unlikely to stop anytime soon. The
country is a huge drug hub, annually shipping an estimated 250 metric tonnes
of cocaine to North America, allegedly with the support of the Venezuelan
government. The already struggling Venezuelan regime is currently crumbling
due to increased pressure from the US, as well as the drop in oil prices
caused by the coronavirus pandemic.
While these problems may lead to the fall of the Chavista government,
they are unlikely to end drug smuggling through the country. In order to stop
it, Venezuela needs to go through a deep state-building process, and re-establish mechanisms of control and accountability, something that is unlikely
to happen in the short term.
As the drug supply chain in South America is unlikely to be disrupted by
the Covid-19 lockdowns, in the face of the ongoing crisis, the future of the
drug market in the Americas will depend on the capacity of the Mexican cartels to deliver the product across the northern border, and the demand of
drugs in the US.
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Privacy

Resistance to the new data
colonialism must start now
Ulises Ali Mejias & Nick Couldry

We are told this is a time of hard choices, a time when emergency tracking
measures via our digital devices are necessary if any return to normal life postCovid-19 is possible.
We are told that one part of the planet ("the East") had these surveillance
measures imposed on them by authoritarian states, while the other part ("the
West") has the chance to "opt in" to solutions which supposedly respect their
privacy.
Even if the East/West contrast were not already an oversimplification, it illuminates little, because the very same dynamic underlies both approaches: a
new colonial push to convert all of human life into streams of data for economic
value and political power. The real choice today is about whether to resist this
broader trend. But how can we think about resistance during a multi-layered
crisis that affects health, the economy and society all at once?
First, we should take a cool look at the proposed technological solutions.
Consider the recent proposal by Apple and Google for a new interface (or API)
that will facilitate contact tracing. The proposal is similar to other solutions already implemented in places like Singapore, and it may be adopted by public
health authorities all over the world, although some governments (like the UK's)
have already announced they are not interested. Regardless of who ends up
using it, while the solution is being lauded for its use of encryption to protect
privacy, many questions remain.
Like many encryption systems, the API is potentially vulnerable to interception, and there is an additional risk of false positives which hinder, rather than
help, the medical services. The API replies on the exchange of Bluetooth signals between phones to reveal recent proximity with phone owners who have
admitted having the virus. But proximity for the API's purposes may be very
different from medically relevant proximity: Bluetooth signals can reach across
several hundred feet and through walls: the virus cannot.
There are dangerous side-effects, too. The API and any public health app
built upon it will require people to carry their smartphone everywhere with Bluetooth switched on, exposing users to the risk of identifying themselves to other
tracking systems, such as those used by marketers. These privacy risks are
not entirely new, of course (many people already leave Bluetooth switched on),
but they risk becoming normalised, if this app is adopted.
We will become used to the idea that social order can only be maintained
when we have our phones switched on at all times (which many of us already
do) and logged to virus tracking apps. Corporations and governments will hope
through the app to have given the impression they are "doing something" while
creating another opportunity for the non-stop collection and extraction of data
in an emerging trend we call "data colonialism".
Data colonialism is the startling new social order based on continuous tracking of our devices and online lives that has created unprecedented opportunities for social discrimination and behavioural influence by corporations. It goes
well beyond the social media platforms and search engines that have attracted
most criticism, and comprises a complete reorganisation of everyday life and
business.
True, data colonialism may not have all the features for which historic colonialism is now most remembered (extreme physical violence, for instance). But
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if we think about the core function of colonialism in world history - to exploit the
world's resources on a completely new scale, redefining human relations to
economic production in the process - the parallel is clear.
Instead of land and labour, what this new colonialism appropriates is human
life itself, as captured by data. Health data is the "open frontier" for this new
"land grab", as initiatives such as Google's Project Nightingale made evident
last year.
The Covid-19 crisis is only exacerbating data colonialism. Many hi-tech solutions already implemented are less scrupulous than the Apple-Google proposal, as we can see in China. Thanks to its widespread surveillance
infrastructure, the Chinese Communist Party has been using a combination of
location data, contact data and AI-processed facial recognition to track the
movement of specific individuals.
Citizens themselves can use an app to see if they have been in contact
with an infected person, while another app assigns them a colour code determining their freedom to move about. In Hong Kong, wristbands are being used
to monitor the movement of individuals.
But concerns are not limited to authoritarian governments. For instance,
the UK has considered tracing measures that allow the removal of anonymity
at the government's option. To this end, Britain's National Health Service is
partnering with Big Tech giants Amazon, Microsoft and Palantir to help coordinate its coronavirus response. Some of these measures may be acceptable in
the short term, but what if they become permanent features of an expanded
corporate/state surveillance apparatus? Emergency measures always disproportionately endanger specific groups, converting a general suspension of liberties into something more targeted.
This happened post-9/11 with the aggressive US surveillance practices
codified in the name of homeland security. In the case of Covid-19, the targeted
group will not necessarily be Muslims, but those infected with the coronavirus.
While the disease itself does not discriminate, it is becoming increasingly
clear that in the US and India, for example, fear of contagion is being used to
target specific groups along racial or social class lines. Covid-19 has been
strategically labelled by US President Donald Trump as the "Chinese virus",
and the Department of Homeland Security is preparing to militarise the US borders to protect against immigrants' "potential to spread infectious disease".
In India, lockdown measures have had a disproportionate impact on the
poor, unleashing the greatest human exodus since that country's partition.
There is a historical connection here. The intersection of disease, data and
power long predates the current crisis. The colonisation of the American continent resulted in the death of 90 percent of the native population (more than
50 million people), of whom 95 percent died from diseases brought from Europe. The spread of disease was not part of the plan of the European invaders
of Latin America five centuries ago, but it created an unprecedented opportunity
for the conquerors. While we do not pretend for a moment that the fatality rate
for Covid-19 is itself comparable - the World Health Organization placed it at
3.4 percent on March 3, and other figures suggest a mortality rate of 6 percent
- the lesson that epidemics create opportunities for power to expand its reach
in drastic ways is clear.
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The pandemic as a war and
Trump, the ‘medic-in-chief’
Marwan Bishara

A few weeks after the outbreak of the coronavirus in Wuhan, Chinese
leader Xi Jinping vowed, with typical communist party bravado, to win the
"people's war" against the novel threat. A month later, Western leaders
began referring to the pandemic as a war, starting with French President
Emmanuel Macron and British Prime Minister Boris Johnson, followed by
America's Donald Trump, boasting of his new grand title, "war president",
fighting an "invisible enemy".
The war metaphor has a long history of rhetorical usage: the war on
women, the war on science, the war on religion and the war on graffiti, as
well as cultural wars and wars of ideas. But it is the articulation of the war
metaphor by governments, especially the US government, that has generated much controversy and even scorn, considering the abysmal results
of the US war on poverty, the war on cancer, various trade wars, as well
as the devastating war on drugs, the war on crime, and of course, the "war
on terror".
Both progressive and conservative critics of the pandemic framed as a
war reckon war metaphors allow leaders to do not only what they must,
but also whatever they want. President Trump, for example, is using the
war pretext to lift certain regulations, impose new restrictions on immigration, and even settle scores with the US Postal Service, which he would
like to see privatised. And Hungary's Prime Minister Victor Orban managed
to obtain new sweeping powers to "fight" the coronavirus.
Blaming an aggressive, offensive and unrelenting virus for starting the
war undermines accountability - as when President Trump claimed, falsely,
that no one knew the pandemic could happen on such a scale.
The president's rather disingenuous attempts at backtracking on some
of his bizarre medical predictions have not stopped him from making new
ones. But might there be a method to the madness, a plan behind the erratic
behaviour? Trump's political intrusion into the medical and scientific realm
may be overly theatrical and narcissistic, and somewhat dangerous, but it
is his underlying politicisation of the pandemic that is most disturbing.
Referring to COVID-19 first as the "Democrat's hoax" and later as the
"Chinese virus", and attacking the credibility of the World Health Organization, Trump is trying to score a point more than make one. Other leaders
have also politicised the pandemic, albeit more implicitly. The Chinese
leaders may not have created the virus, but they have contributed to the
spread of the contagion with their habitual secrecy, concealment, and prioritisation of politics over health.
Leaders know that their political futures are at stake and depend on
how they handle the pandemic's economic and social fallout, especially in
an election year, as is the case in the US. Likewise, the pandemic could
tip the balance of power in favour of one state over another. This is especially true for the world powers, considering the fact that the pandemic's
economic and geopolitical ramifications go beyond the realm of medicine
and science.
This is manifested in the international consensus that unless a solution
is found fast, the coronavirus pandemic will result in drastic economic and
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geopolitical changes comparable to those produced by World War I and
World War II.
This explains why major powers like China have come to see the pandemic as a potential game-changer and have kept an eye on its endgame
as the outbreak has gotten worse.
It is also the case for the US, the world's foremost superpower. Trump's
detractors see a future similar to that following World War I, where his administration's poor response to the pandemic accelerates the economic
and geopolitical decline of the US and the breakdown of global cooperation, leading to great-power discord and international upheavals.
Admirers of Trump's performance, on the other hand, see a post-WorldWar II scenario at play, with the US emerging strong and healthy, in contrast to a ravaged Europe, and leading an era of expanding not shrinking
liberal globalisation. This scenario also could mean the beginning of a new
Cold War between the US and China, albeit different from the one that
emerged after World War II.
Speaking of World War II, it is rather interesting that the leaders of Germany, Japan and Italy, the three instigators and losers of that horrific war,
have, from what I could gauge, steered away from referring to the pandemic as war.
Indeed, the German President Frank-Walter Steinmeier has insisted
this is not a war, but rather the "test of humanity", in an indirect response
to Macron's "we are at war" statement. But the French leader, it needs to
be said, has also emphasised solidarity, cooperation and the humanisation
of capitalism as ways forward for a post-pandemic world.
Indeed, this is not a war, even if it feels like one. Besides, viruses do
not surrender. Ever. They only mutate. And there is no way of knowing
how or when this pandemic will end.
We can only hope the scientists succeed soon, but that will not necessarily stop the politicians from failing. So, while we are succeeding brilliantly in killing and destroying each other in real wars, judging from the
historical record, we have largely failed to save one another in metaphorical wars.
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Immunisation week

New study on coronavirus
A recent Chinese research paper has analysed the data of 85 patients, who
died of Covid-19, with multiple organ failure, between Jan 9 and Feb 15. The
patients were admitted to Hanan Hospital and Wuhan Union Hospital in
Wuhan, China. The analysis, conducted by a team of researchers from eight
institutions in China and the United States, uncovered some startling aspects. The researchers found that the majority of the patients had a few consistent factors in common. The majority of the patients (73pc) were more
than 50 years old, with a median age of 65.8 years and, had underlying
chronic comorbid conditions, such as hypertension (high blood pressure),
coronary heart disease and diabetes. The team noted that, among the 85
patients whose records they analysed, the most common Covid-19 symptoms were fever, shortness of breath, and fatigue. The researchers found
that 81.2 per cent of the study individuals had very low eosinophil (a type of
white blood cells, which are specialised immune cells that help fight infection) counts on admission to the hospital. During hospitalisation, the patients
experienced complications — respiratory failure, shock, acute respiratory
distress syndrome, and cardiac arrhythmia, or irregular heartbeat. As part of
their treatment, the majority received antibiotics, anti-virals, and glucocorticoids, and some received intravenous immunoglobulins (also known as antibodies), or interferon alpha-2b, which is also a stimulant for the immune
response. The researchers noted that while respiratory symptoms may not
develop until a week after presentation, once they do there can be a rapid
decline, as indicated by the short duration between time of admission and
death (6.35 days on average). The researchers’ other observations were:

Immunisation week is observed every year all over the world from April 24 to
30. This year owing to the Covid-19 pandemic, essential immunisation has
taken a back seat. The people and authorities concerned need to remember
that even during a pandemic one should not forget that essential immunization is responsible for saving lives of millions of children around the world
from nine vaccine preventable diseases which includes diphtheria, whooping
cough, tetanus, Hep B, Hib, polio, rota and pneumococcal vaccine. These
vaccines are given at six, 10 and 14 weeks of age. In addition two doses of
measles are given at nine and 15 months of age. These vaccination are
given for free, although the calculated cost for one child’s vaccination is approximately Rs 30,000, which is paid by the government and international
donors. Fortunately less than five per cent of children are among the patients
who have tested positive for Covid-19 and most of them are not even symptomatic. Thus even in asymptomatic Covid-19 positive children, essential
routine vaccination should not be delayed. The Pakistan Pediatric Association urges parents to bring their children to the nearest EPI centers for essential routine vaccination. These centres are open throughout the country
even during lockdown. The PPA also urges the government to make feasible
the EPI vaccination centres with proper social distancing and all necessary
preventive measures so that children under two years can have an easy and
safe access to immunisation centres. This will prevent vaccine preventable
diseases which have much higher rates of death and complications in children when compared to Covid-19 infections. So please let us not forget the
routine primary care of children during this Covid-19 pandemic.
Dr Mumtaz Lakhani

the effectiveness of medications, such as antivirals or immunosuppressive

Karachi

agents, against Covid-19 is not completely known. Treatments, including
combinations of antimicrobial drugs, did not appear to have much of a positive effect. And, having abnormally low levels of eosinophils, a condition
known as eosinophilopenia, may correlate with a greater risk of severe out-

Smartphone tax

comes in people who have contracted Sars-CoV-2. These important obser-

The government is rightly busy helping the poor, the underprivileged and

vations should be of great interest to doctors and the public in Pakistan.

daily wage earners. I belong to none of these categories. I belong to the ha-

F. H. Mughal
Karachi

rassed, ignored and exploited middle class in these harrowing times. I, therefore, want to draw the government’s attention toward the worst hit class.
People belonging to the middle class cannot beg, cannot go to government
centres giving cash to the poor and cannot stand in line for receiving ration

Thar’s water problems

out of self-respect. Already I am overburdened by taxes. The latest is the tax

It seems that there will be no end to Tharparkar’s water-related woes

on smartphones. The smartphones we have are either bought by us or sent

until the construction of a water canal on an emergency basis.

to us by our loved ones abroad. But we have to pay a fee for smartphone,

Tharparkar is undergoing an unprecedented water crisis, the effects of

just as we have to on food. These smartphones are neither smuggled items

which might become more severe than the prevailing pandemic.

nor have they been stolen. Oversees Pakistanis work day and night to make

The people of the land are solely dependent on groundwater. This is

their families prosperous in Pakistan. Therefore, the government doesn’t

why they have a popular saying here: “when a well is dry we know the

have the right to snatch the right from hardworking Pakistanis. How much

worth of water.” For a decade, the groundwater table has depleted

does the government think it will earn from taxing smartphones sent to us

owing to less than normal rainfall. That’s why all RO plants which were

from Pakistanis abroad? The cumulative tax will be peanuts for the govern-

installed a few years ago are not operational in such conditions. The

ment, but for us the tax is a substantial amount of money and it robs us of

federal and Sindh governments are requested to look into the matter.

happiness. I request the government to abolish the tax.
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Shafique Rahumo

Muhammad Usman

Tharparkar

Sargodha
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Ancient recipes led scientists to a
long-lost natural blue

New fleets of private satellites are
clogging the night sky

Carolyn Wilke

Christopher Crockett

Scientists have resurrected a purple-blue hue
whose botanical origin
had been lost to time.
The pigment, called
folium, graced the pages
of medieval manuscripts.
But it fell out of use, and
the watercolor’s identity
has eluded scientists for decades. Now, after tracking down folium’s
source, researchers have mapped out the chemical structure for its
blue-producing molecule. Such chemical information can be key to art
conservation. “We want to mimic these ancient colors to know how to
… preserve them,” says Maria Melo, a conservation scientist at Universidade Nova de Lisboa in Caparica, Portugal. But to unmask folium’s
identity, Melo and her team first had to find where it came from.
The researchers turned to medieval texts that described the source
plant. With the help of a botanist, they discovered Chrozophora tinctoria,
a tiny herb with silvery-green foliage. In a village in the south of Portugal,
the team found the wild plant growing along the roadside and in fields
after harvest. Back in the lab, researchers extracted the pigment from
its pebble-sized fruits by following directions detailed in the medieval
manuscripts. “It was really great fun to recover these recipes,” Melo
says.
The team used a suite of analytical techniques to zero in on the dye
molecule’s structure. The scientists also simulated light’s interaction with
the candidate molecule, to check whether it would give them their desired blue. Long-lasting blues are relatively rare among dyes, and this
one is neither like the indigo used in denim jeans nor an anthocyanin,
such as those that show up in many flowers. This newfound hue is in
its own class of blues.

Astronomer Cliff Johnson was peering into
deep space before dawn
when something close to
Earth interrupted his
view.
He and colleagues were
searching for dwarf
galaxies snuggled up to
the Milky Way using the Victor M. Blanco 4-m Telescope in Chile. The
team was remotely operating the scope from a room at Fermilab in
Batavia, Ill., about 8,200 kilometers away. “We had a nice clear night,”
says Johnson, of Northwestern University in Evanston, Ill. Through outdoor webcams at the observatory, the team could spy on the scene in the
high Chilean desert. The sky was immaculate: inky black with dots of
white starlight.
“All of a sudden, through this webcam, we started seeing these streaks
popping through,” Johnson says. Dashes of white light shot across the
view, like laser fire from a sci-fi battle cruiser. The intruders flew right
across the telescope’s gaze: In a five-minute exposure with the scope’s
camera, 19 white lines defaced the picture. It didn’t take long to realize
the culprit. A week earlier, on November 11, 2019, the aerospace company SpaceX had launched 60 Starlink satellites to join its growing fleet
of satellites built for global broadband internet access. That flock of satellites in low Earth orbit had photobombed Johnson’s image.
SpaceX plans to send up more than a thousand satellites in its first round
of launches to provide near-continuous internet service to the United
States and Canada by the end of 2020 and to all corners of the globe in
2021. These “mega-constellations” of satellites have triggered alarm bells:
“Elon Musk’s satellites threaten to disrupt the night sky for all of us,”
warned the Washington Post, calling out SpaceX’s celebrity CEO.
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Paper towels beat air dryers against viruses
Steven Reinberg
Frequent hand-washing with soap and water is key to preventing the spread
of coronavirus, but what's the best way to dry your hands afterward?
In a new, small study, British researchers found paper towels were better
than the air dryers often found in public restrooms at getting rid of germs
that are still on your hands after you wash them. “Good hand-washing practice should be followed by proper hand-drying. Paper towels can help reduce the spread of microbes and should be a preferred method of
hand-drying, especially at a time when good hand hygiene is the most effective measure to prevent Covid-19," said study author Ines Moura, a research fellow at the University of Leeds.
The method used to dry hands can help reduce microbial contamination,
not just on hands but also on the body and the environment outside the
washroom, she explained. "Paper towels were more efficient in reducing
this contamination," Moura said. "This is particularly important in hospital
toilets because these facilities are used by patients, health care professionals and visitors, and increasingly only offer jet air dryers as an option for
hand-drying."
Proper hand-washing means vigorously washing your hand with soap and
water for at least 20 seconds. Dr. Miriam Smith, chief of infectious disease
at Long Island Jewish Forest Hills in New York City, said, "Jet drying appears to enhance the potential for aerosolizing and transmitting microbes.
In view of the outbreak, paper towel drying, rather than jet drying, should
be considered in public facilities in an effort to contain the spread of SARS
CoV-2."
For the study, four volunteers washed their hands after being contaminated
with a bacteriophage (a virus that infects bacteria and is harmless to hu-

mans). They dried their hands with either paper towels or an air dryer in a
hospital public washroom. All participants wore an apron. After drying, they
were asked to cross their arms with aprons on, then rest their hands on
armchairs. The researchers then took samples from surfaces they touched,
such as the armchairs, doors, stair rails, elevator buttons, chairs, phones
and intercoms, etc. Both paper towels and air dryers significantly reduced
the virus from contaminated hands, but on all the surfaces tested, more
contaminate was found after air drying than after using paper towels. In
fact, average surface contamination was more than 10 times higher after
air drying than after using paper towels, the researchers found.

New model shows Covid more widespread, less severe
Kathleen Doheny
Infection with SARS-CoV-2, the coronavirus that causes Covid-19, is already much more widespread in the U.S. than current testing data suggest, according to a new report.
The report, which uses CDC data of cases of influenza-like-illness, or ILI,
estimates that at least 8.7 million people were infected across the U.S.
during the 3-week period they studied in March. (Earlier, the researchers
had estimated it could be as many as 28 million, but revised it when they
re-examined the data after publication.) The research has not yet been
peer reviewed. In comparison, as of March 28, the CDC had reported
more than 122,000 confirmed cases.
The researchers say their findings are in line with another new study that
looked for Covid-19 antibodies in the blood of 3,300 Santa Clara County
residents. Based on their tests, researchers estimate that between 2.5%
and 4.2% of county residents have antibodies against the virus, a number
that translates into 48,000 to 81,000 infections, or 50 to 85 times as high
as the number of known cases. That study also has not been peer reviewed. For their study looking at ILI rates, the researchers looked at several sources of information to determine the infection rate: Every week,
about 2,600 U.S. health care providers report the numbers of patients
who have ILI to the CDC. These patients have a fever of at least 100 degrees, a sore throat or/or a cough, without a known cause other than flu.
Colds, flu, other respiratory viruses, and Covid-19 can all cause these
symptoms. The researchers then excluded people who were eventually
confirmed to have flu. Of the remaining group, they assumed that those
numbers above the season average of the nonflu cases could be attrib-
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uted to Covid-19.
Study co-author Justin Silverman, MD, PhD, assistant professor of information science and technology at Penn State University, cautions that
the data about infection rates needs to be verified yet by other methods,
such as testing blood samples and taking swabs. The findings point to
the need for more testing, and not just of those showing up at the doctor
with symptoms, says Alex Washburne, PhD, co-lead author of the study
and a research scientist at Montana State University. What's needed, he
says, is random population testing.
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Selah and the Spades

Trolls: World Tour

Beth Webb

Olly Richards

When comparing Selah and
the Spades to fellow highschool dramas, Tayarisha
Poe’s directorial debut leans
more towards Rian Johnson
than Ryan Murphy. Specifically Johnson’s own directorial debut, Brick, an
ambitious but rewarding teen noir that tracked a murder mystery up a finely
tuned high-school hierarchy. A similar system exists at Haldwell boarding
school, where Selah (Lovie Simone) is completing her final year. Five factions dominate the corridors, each providing shady services for their fellow
students. With the Spades, it’s “booze, pills, powder and fun”, all peddled
under the uncompromising gaze of Simone’s queen bee. A whistle-stop tour
of Selah’s pristine, strictly organised home confirms she’s not running the
Spades for profit; this is her direct line to power, and she’s not about to pass
her legacy on to just anyone. As new student and wannabe Spade Paloma,
Celeste O’Connor delivers a nuanced performance and enjoys solid chemistry with Simone — who lends her gravitational pull and a glassy stare to
this ruthless entrepreneur — but nonetheless her character serves as little
more than our entry into her mentor’s world. Alongside this finely cast pair,
When They See Us star Jharrel Jerome is likeable, but again, while his role
as Selah’s sidekick feels bursting with promise, it never manifests into anything significant. Writer-director Tayarisha Poe’s script feels easily distracted,
dropping one idea to jump to the next with little afterthought.

The Iron Mask
Al Horner
In their combined 108 years at
the peak of action cinema, it’s
possible neither Jackie Chan or
Arnold Schwarzenegger have
starred in a weirder film than this
Chinese-Russian historical fantasy. Pirates, sprites, wizards
and witches: they’re all stuffed into director Oleg Stepchenko’s follow-up
to 2014 romp The Forbidden Kingdom, making for an adventure that’s
big on scale and silliness, but let down by an impenetrable story. In 1700s
China, an ancient dragon lies trapped underground in a tangle of its own
eyelashes, the film’s exposition dump intro explains. The Iron Mask’s plot
threads end up in an even greater tangle.
The Forbidden Kingdom, loosely based on a Nikolai Gogol horror story,
broke domestic box office records in Russia on release. Its sequel swaps
the original’s philosophising about the nature of evil for broad comedy
and high-wire action, packing protagonist Jonathan Green (Jason Flemyng) off to the Far East, where he encounters Chen, a no-nonsense
princess played by Xingtong Yao. Chen’s village has been stolen by a
face-swapping sorceress. Reclaiming it requires the help of a band of
misfits, converging from all corners of the globe. There’s a hint of Game
of Thrones to the film’s fantastical continent-hopping (an influence underlined by the fleeting presence of Charles Dance as an ambassador),
that sits alongside a sea-salty splash of Pirates of the Caribbean’s humour and swashbuckling spectacle. Anyone tricked by trailers into expecting a Chan and Schwarzenegger-led epic will be disappointed.
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The sequel to the absolutely average 2016
Trolls movie is very
much more of the same,
with a greater sprinkling
of famous voices. After
finally getting everything
in Auto-Tuned harmony
at the end of the last film,
the Trolls are now threatened by a new foe. It turns out that the poploving trolls we know are not the only music lovers on the Troll planet.
There are different tribes – funk, classical, techno, etc. – and one of
those tribes, the rock Trolls, led by ever-angry Barb (Rachel Bloom),
wants to force the others to stop grooving and start moshing.
Poppy (Anna Kendrick), queen of the pop Trolls, and her pal Branch
(Justin Timberlake) head off on a world tour – in these no-contact
times, a concept almost as fanciful as the Trolls themselves – to save
the other tribes from being enslaved by Barb and to enjoy their musical
stylings. It’s all very episodic and predictable, building to the inevitable
genre mash-up singalong, but there’s a likeable simplicity to it.
Kendrick, even when present in voice only, is impossible not to like and
there are some very spirited performances in the support cast, particularly from Sam Rockwell as a centaur with a secret.
The Trolls series is not one you come to expecting originality or depth.
You get no sense this was created because someone had a compelling
idea they needed to realise.

Four Children and It
Anna Smith
Stumbling upon a magical
wish-granting creature is an
appealing notion, as the enduring popularity of E. Nesbit’s Five Children and It
showed. Jacqueline Wilson
gave the story a fun modern
spin in her 2012 tribute novel,
Four Children and It, but this adaptation doesn’t quite capture the
essence of either.
Perhaps trying to appeal to parents as well as kids, it spends too much
time on adults who are sketchy stereotypes. There are a few early
laughs courtesy of Matthew Goode’s divorced dad David, whose new
relationship status is suddenly apparent in his music choices. But a miscast Paula Patton — the American girlfriend in question — is given little
to do. Meanwhile, the introduction of Russell Brand as a new character,
eccentric landowner Tristan, results in tonal confusion. There’s potential
humour in his verbose archaic ramblings, but the only funny ones feel
like they were either written by or for him.
By rights, the stars of the show should be the kids and the Psammead,
the floppy, grumpy little monster who’s forced to give them wishes when
they find him in the sand. And all have their moments when they get the
chance. Voice actor Michael Caine strikes an appropriately vexed tone,
and both young female leads — Teddie-Rose Malleson-Allen and Ashley
Aufderheide — put in likeable performances.

May 1-15, 2020

04
Books

Economic Dignity

The Ice at the End of the World

Gene Sperling

Jon Gertner

From one of our wisest and most influential economic thinkers, the only person to serve as Director of the
National Economic Council under two
Presidents, a profound big-picture vision of why the promotion of dignity
should be the singular end goal by
which we chart America's economic
future. Economic Dignity is Sperling's
effort to frame our thinking about the
way forward in a time of wrenching
economic change. His argument combines moral and intellectual seriousness with actual high-level policy
experience. Economic dignity, Sperling maintains, can be seen as resting on three pillars. The first: the
capacity to care for family without economic deprivation denying people the capacity to experience its greatest joys - the birth of one's
children, the companionship of a loving partner, the love of family
and friends, the fulfillment that comes from providing. The second:
the right to the pursuit of potential and purpose, including the right
to first and second chances - the right to a life of active striving. The
third: economic participation with respect and without domination and
humiliation. All three pillars are rooted in the highest and most noble
values of the American project. But getting there is the rub, and in
Economic Dignity, Sperling offers paths that policymakers and citizens can follow for years to come. As he puts it, if you live in times
when major steps forward are needed, it is important to be clear on
your destination - or at least to know the North Star that is guiding
you. His answer, in two words, is economic dignity.

Greenland: a remote, mysterious island five times the size of California
but with a population of just 56,000.
The ice sheet that covers it is 700
miles wide and 1,500 miles long,
and is composed of nearly three
quadrillion tons of ice. For the last
150 years, explorers and scientists
have sought to understand Greenland—at first hoping that it would
serve as a gateway to the North
Pole, and later coming to realize
that it contained essential information about our climate. Locked
within this vast and frozen white desert are some of the most profound
secrets about our planet and its future. Greenland’s ice doesn’t just tell
us where we’ve been. More urgently, it tells us where we’re headed.
In The Ice at the End of the World, Jon Gertner explains how Greenland
has evolved from one of earth’s last frontiers to its largest scientific laboratory. The history of Greenland’s ice begins with the explorers who
arrived here at the turn of the twentieth century—first on foot, then on
skis, then on crude, motorized sleds—and embarked on grueling expeditions that took as long as a year and often ended in frostbitten
tragedy. Their original goal was simple: to conquer Greenland’s seemingly infinite interior. Yet their efforts eventually gave way to scientists
who built lonely encampments out on the ice and began drilling—one
mile, two miles down. Their aim was to pull up ice cores that could reveal the deepest mysteries of earth’s past, going back hundreds of
thousands of years.

Love, Teach
Kelly Treleaven
Every teacher will tell you the first years are
the hardest, and even the most confident of
the pack sometimes ask themselves, Am I
cut out for this? Kelly Treleaven, the teacher
and once-anonymous blogger behind
Love, Teach, wants you to know that you're
not alone, and that yes, she has cried under
her desk, too. Treleaven's blog has become
a sensation in the education world, known
for its heartfelt, high-spirited dispatches
straight from the trenches and its practical
advice. In Treleaven's debut book, she
gives rookie teachers the advice she
wishes she'd had when she started out in a
large district in Houston. From logistical
questions like how to prep and organize a classroom, to deeper issues like
how to build relationships with students, navigate administration, and avoid
burnout, Love, Teach is an essential book for anyone working in education
today or considering the profession. With raw feeling, humor, and a razorsharp perspective, Love, Teach supports teachers in their fight for a better future, and helps them celebrate the victories, large and small.
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The Vietnam War
Geoffrey Ward
The complete text of the bestselling
narrative history of the Vietnam War—
based on the celebrated PBS television series by Ken Burns and Lynn
Novick. More than forty years have
passed since the end of the Vietnam
War, but its memory continues to loom
large in the national psyche. In this intimate history, Geoffrey C. Ward and
Ken Burns have crafted a fresh and insightful account of the long and brutal
conflict that reunited Vietnam while dividing the United States as nothing
else had since the Civil War. From the
Gulf of Tonkin and the Tet Offensive to Hamburger Hill and the fall of
Saigon, Ward and Burns trace the conflict that dogged three American
presidents and their advisers. But most of the voices that echo from
these pages belong to less exalted men and women—those who fought
in the war as well as those who fought against it, both victims and victors—willing for the first time to share their memories of Vietnam as it
really was. A magisterial tour de force, The Vietnam War is an engrossing history of America’s least-understood conflict.
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