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Conflict

The lockdown controversy

Unlike other parts of the world, the issue of
coronavirus lockdown has become a matter of
controversy in our country. From day one Prime
Minister (PM) Imran Khan has taken the stand
that in view of the problems faced by the poor
daily-wage earners and other deprived sections
of society without the means to sustain themselves during the kind of an economic shutdown we are currently experiencing, we cannot
impose a total or overly strict lockdown.
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Economics

Pakistan’s
snowballing debt
Shahid Hussain

Pakistan’s public debt has risen by Rs2.3 trillion in the first nine months of
the current fiscal year as the gap between its budget financing needs and
revenue shortfall continues to widen. It stood at Rs34.1 trillion at the end
of March 2020, up by 7.4pc from Rs31.7 trillion by the end of June 2019.
The coronavirus threatens to exacerbate the country’s debt crisis as it
needs funds to fight the pandemic, address hunger and provide relief packages to the poor and unemployed.
Pakistan’s general government debt is forecast to rise to around 87pc
of the GDP by June 2020, from around 83pc in June 2019 and the fiscal
deficit is expected to increase to 9.5-10pc of the GDP. Weaker tax revenues and higher interest payments incurred by the government amid tight
monetary policy also led to the surge in domestic debt. Domestic debt was
Rs22.4 trillion at the end of March, 8.422pc more from Rs20.731 trillion in
June last year. Foreign debt rose by 5.45pc to Rs11.658 trillion, according
to the State Bank of Pakistan. External debt increased on account of fresh
borrowing from multilateral and commercial sources and a fall in the rupee
value contributed to it.
According to government’s own estimates, the fiscal deficit could surge
to 9pc of the GDP while it is certain to miss the tax revenue target which
has been revised downward to Rs3.9 trillion. The International Monetary
Fund (IMF) has forecast the country’s public finances to come under significant pressure. The primary deficit is expected to deteriorate to 2.9pc of
the 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. “Pakistan’s public debt is assessed to be
sustainable, but risks have increased. The Covid-19 shock will unfortunately reverse the decline in public debt in recent months on the back of
the authorities’ fiscal consolidation efforts,” it said in a recent report.
A drop in domestic consumption, halt in tourism – whose share in the
GDP stands at 2pc – and sluggish exports would fuel a “moderate recession”
in the economy, Moody’s Investors Service – one of the top three global credit
rating agencies – has said. 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 the GDP, it forecast.
“We expect that Pakistan’s financing needs will rise because of coronavirusrelated economic effects and the government’s Rs1.2-trillion ($7 billion, 2.7pc
of the GDP) stimulus package, approved on March 30,” it noted.
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. Government’s revenue in the first half
rose almost 40pc from a year earlier, with tax revenue up 18pc and nontax revenue more than doubling in part because of higher profit from the
central bank. “We expect that general government debt will rise to around
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87pc of the 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 the GDP,” it said.
In view of the pandemic, Pakistan’s GDP is going to contract by 1.6pc
in the ongoing fiscal 2019-20 and will grow to 2.9pc in the next financial
year 2020-21, the UK-based Economist Intelligence Unit (EIU) said in its
latest report. The current account will remain in deficit in 2020-24. The
rupee will depreciate against the US dollar by Rs17.7 from an annual average of Rs160.8: US$1 in 2020 to Rs178.5: US$1 in 2024. Overseas
workers' remittances will fall sharply in 2020 owing to the pandemic-induced global economic slowdown. The unemployment rate is projected to
increase from 3.9pc to 14.7pc in FY2019-2020 from 10.8 in 2018-19. A
think tank of Pakistan has painted even a gloomier picture. In a worst-case
scenario, experts at Lahore School of Economics (LSE) have estimated
that Pakistan may post a GDP loss of 5.5pc, if the lockdown continues for
nine months. Utilising a general equilibrium macro model, they found that
as a result of a three-month lockdown (March to May), Pakistan’s GDP
growth may contract by 2.9pc in 2020.
Pakistan’s debt crisis will worsen after the government’s increasing liabilities after the onset of Covid-19 and a steep reduction in revenues. It may
force the government to borrow more. The PTI government has already received record loans in one year in Pakistan’s history. The $16 billion worth
of foreign loans obtained during fiscal year 2018-19 included 11 months of
the PTI government, according to official documents. Out of the $16 billion,
the PTI government took $13.6 billion loans – the highest ever by any government in a single year. The remaining $2.4 billion had been received in
July 2018, during the tenure of the caretaker setup. Loans of $16 billion in
FY19 were the highest ever external borrowing in a fiscal year since Pakistan’s creation. This is the third time in Pakistan’s history that a government
has taken over $10 billion in fresh foreign loans in a single year. The $16
billion in loans were 71pc or $6.7 billion higher than the government’s own
estimates. According to the government, the loans aimed at avoiding default on international debt obligations and financing its imports.
The PML-N had added Rs15 trillion to public debt and liabilities in five
years, while the PTI increased total debt and liabilities by Rs11 trillion in
one year. More than 80pc loan was piled up by the PTI in one year in comparison with five years of the PML-N. However, the government has retired
record foreign loans worth $9.5 billion in the last fiscal year, which is also
unprecedented in Pakistan’s history.
Though the IMF and Moody’s have forecast Pakistan’s external debtto-GDP rate to steadily decline after peaking in FY-2021 due to smaller
current account deficits, capital inflows, and flexible market-determined
exchange rates, yet the pandemic could prove more harmful than feared
in terms of financial costs.

May 16-31, 2020

Conflict

The lockdown controversy
Nasim Ahmed

Unlike other parts of the world, the issue of
coronavirus lockdown has become a matter of
controversy in our country.
From day one Prime Minister (PM) Imran
Khan has taken the stand that in view of the
problems faced by the poor daily-wage earners
and other deprived sections of society without
the means to sustain themselves during the
kind of an economic shutdown we are currently
experiencing, we cannot impose a total or
overly strict lockdown. The argument makes a
lot of sense.
Our situation is different from other countries where the economy is formal and properly
organised. Here, a large section of our labour
force works in the informal sectors of the economy. There are daily-wage earners as well as
contract workers, vegetable sellers, pushcart
vendors and a host of others who have to earn
their bread daily. Pakistan has no social security system to help citizens in times of an economic crisis. There is also no
reliable database to identify those in need of food and other essential supplies in times like this.
So, in the PM’s view, instead of a total lockdown we should go for a
smart lockdown, allowing for controlled movement of people and goods.
Working on the concept the government, in the first phase of almost a complete lockdown, drew up a detailed plan for cash disbursement among the
poor and deprived sections of society, who were identified through the
NADRA database.
By contrast, the Sindh government adopted a different approach and
slapped a total lockdown, saying that it was necessary to avoid the kind of
an exponential increase in the number of coronavirus cases seen in some
European countries. But the policy also created serious hardships for the
general public. The matter of a complete or partial lockdown thus became
a bone of contention between Islamabad and Karachi, both defending their
policies and blaming each other for the confusion in the public mind.
But as things played out, it became clear that the policy of a complete
lockdown was neither affordable nor possible and acceptable to the public.
People poured out into the streets and visited bazaars to fulfil their everyday needs, rendering the strict lockdown infructuous. Yet the Sindh government refused to toe the line of the Centre and continued to issue
politically motivated statements designed to paint the federal government
as incompetent and incoherent.
On April 30, 2020, while addressing a ceremony in Islamabad regarding the production of ventilators, sanitizers, safety kits, testing kits and
masks, PM Imran Khan again articulated his government’s policy, holding
the elite responsible for the decision to impose the lockdown without a
thought for the poor. It drew a lot of flak from the opposition parties which
failed to appreciate the point that he made: the insensitivity of the rich to
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the needs of the poor.
An interesting aspect is that the results of conflicting policies – a strict
lockdown in Sindh and a partial lockdown in the Punjab and other parts of
the country - have not turned out differently. Both in Sindh and the Punjab
the number of infections and fatalities has grown by almost the same ratio.
The position as of now is that with the locked down people becoming increasingly restive, the government has to find ways to ease the restrictions
on the movement of people and goods, while fighting the coronavirus menace. The objective should be to save both lives and livelihoods.
The federal cabinet has now approved a multi-layer policy to ease lockdown restrictions in the country gradually in order to provide earning facilities to workers and daily-wage earners on the condition of the strict
implementation of the coronavirus-related preventive measures suggested
by the government. In the coming days, the Centre and provinces will also
decide which businesses and industries are to be reopened in phases during the easing of restrictions.
However, it must be kept in mind that the threat from the coronavirus
is not over and the epidemic could strike again if people do not take proper
care. To this end it is important that the standard operating procedures
(SOPs) regarding leaving home only for essential chores, keeping social
distancing, wearing facemasks, etc., are strictly followed. Any violation of
the rules must be dealt with sternly.
The battle against the coronavirus is not over. Experts in Western countries have been warning that although the threat has been receding, yet
there is a distinct danger of the epidemic hitting us again in the coming
days. This emphasizes the need for us to be on constant guard both at individual and collective levels. The government too needs to increase budgetary allocations for the health sector, with special focus on areas where
we were found lacking during the coronavirus attack.
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Opinion

Shrinking space for
press freedom
Nasim Ahmed

World Press Freedom Day is observed all over the world on May 3 every
year. The day was proclaimed by the UN General Assembly in December
1993, following the recommendation of UNESCO's General Conference.
Since then the day is celebrated every year through special seminars and
conferences to highlight its significance.
The day is celebrated to raise awareness of the importance of freedom
of the press. The day also allows media professionals to discuss issues of
press freedom and professional ethics. It is also a day of remembrance for
journalists who have lost their lives in the pursuit of their duties. World
Press Freedom Day also acts as a reminder to governments of the need
to respect their commitment to press freedom.
The theme of World Press Freedom Day 2020 is "Journalism without
Fear or Favour" and the sub-themes for the year are: safety of journalists
and media workers, independent and professional journalism, free from
political and commercial influence and gender equality in all aspects of the
media.
In a statement on Press Freedom Day, the Pakistan Press Foundation
said that the media in Pakistan is operating under a new and challenging
environment as the spread of Covid-19 has created an alarming situation
for it. According to its report, most media organisations as well as the government have neither ensured the effective implementation of safety protocols nor the timely provision of personal protective equipment (PPE) to
media workers.
In this context, the report has called on Pakistan’s media associations,
including the Pakistan Broadcasters Association (PBA), All Pakistan Newspapers Society (APNS) and Council of Pakistan Newspaper Editors
(CPNE), to develop detailed workable guidelines for all media workers on
how to cover the coronavirus safely and monitor their implementation by
their member organisations. The foundation has also urged the government to provide support to the media in ensuring the safety of the workers.
It may be added here that at least 38 cases of coronavirus infection
have been confirmed among media workers, but the actual figures could
be much higher as only a small number of journalists have been tested for
the virus.
In addition to the protection of media workers, the coronavirus has also
created new challenges for the media regarding how best to cover the pandemic. The most important job at present is to ensure the provision of accurate information in the face of fake news circulating on social media
platforms as well as to analyse the data on virus infections and testing provided by the government and other sources.
The foundation has emphasised on the government to recognise the
need for free flow of information, respect the right to freedom of expression
and to release all journalists who have been arrested recently on flimsy
grounds. The PPF report has rightly pointed out that year 2019-20 has
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seen increasing pressure on the freedom of expression in the country. It is
true that during the year under review journalists in Pakistan worked under
severe stress with little accountability of those who continue to crimp the
space for journalists by placing financial constraints on media outlets as a
pressure tactic. In some cases, pressmen have also come under physical
attacks, abducted and harassed. In recent years, threats to journalists and
their harassment were extended to social media platforms as well. Smear
campaigns are common on Facebook and Twitter and no notice is taken
of cases of cyber threats and blackmail.
While Prime Minister Imran Khan in a recent statement dismissed reports of curbs on press freedom in Pakistan as a “joke”, experts say that
the policies and proposals of the present government, including media
courts and social media regulations, indicate a trend in the wrong direction.
There have been constant direct and indirect attempts by government bodies to control the media.
According to the PPF, the Pakistan Electronic Media Regulatory Authority (PEMRA), on numerous instances, provided “advice” on what the
media can cover and what could be unacceptable. During this time period,
on numerous occasions, television channels or shows have been taken
off-air during interviews with opposition politicians.
In the meantime, there have been proposals to regulate social media
content. It led various social media companies threatening to leave Pakistan and creating a grim picture for the opportunity for free expression online. So, the authorities had to hold their hand. In a situation where
journalists are the target of government and non-government bodies and
are often threatened for their work — both verbally and physically — it becomes increasingly difficult for them to pursue their professional duties.
A major issue that has come to the fore over the last two years is increasing joblessness among journalists. On the flimsy grounds of declining
advertisement revenue, a large number of working journalists have been
laid off without paying any compensation. All major media groups and TV
channels are guilty of it. The media owners’ plea of dwindling incomes is
patently false as all major media owners have become billionaires due to
the hard work put in by their employees. The Pakistan Federal Union of
Journalists should take up the case of sacked journalists with the government on an urgent basis.
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Environment

Bracing for a serious
climate crisis
Muhammad Hassan

The world braces itself for a more serious climate crisis after pandemic
lockdowns have eased and economic activity begins. In fact, climate
change and its catastrophic effects could be even worse when life returns
to normalcy after Covid-19 passes.
Besides claiming almost 300,000 lives in the world, Covid-19 also hampered global efforts to address climate change, which is feared to be more
difficult to tackle after the pandemic ends. Global warming has already
made parts of the world hotter than the human body can withstand,
decades earlier than climate models expected. Measurements at Jacobabad in Pakistan and Ras al Khaimah in the United Arab Emirates have
both repeatedly spent at least 1 or 2 hours over a deadly threshold, an
analysis of weather station data has found. Wet bulb temperature (TW) is
a measure of heat and humidity, taken from a thermometer covered in a
water-soaked cloth. Beyond a TW threshold of 35 C, the body is unable
to cool itself by sweating. Lower levels can also be deadly, as was seen in
the 2003 European heatwave, which killed thousands of people without
passing a TW of 28 C.
Tom Matthews at Loughborough University, UK, and his colleagues
analysed weather station data from around the world, and found that the
frequency of wet bulb temperatures exceeding a series of temperature intervals between 27 C and 35 C had all doubled since 1979. Most frequency increases were in the Gulf, India, Pakistan, the US and Mexico.
But at Jacobabad and Ras al Khaimah, a TW of 35 C appears to have
been passed, the first time the breach has been reported in scientific literature. An analysis of that data set suggested several wider areas of the
Gulf, not just a few hotspots, will see the possibility of a TW of 35 C happening once every 30 years at around 2.3 C of global warming. The world
has already warmed about 1 C. The report warns that with continued climate change, the extremes will affect more areas in Pakistan, as well as
India, which may not have the capacity to adapt. Even if they could, it
would require huge amounts of energy for cooling, possibly further exacerbating climate change.
The most recent data from the United States National Oceanic and Atmospheric Association (NOAA) shows global carbon dioxide (CO2) levels
rising sharply despite lockdowns in the world. In April 2020, the average
concentration of CO2 in the atmosphere was the highest since measurements began in Hawaii in 1958. Furthermore, ice core records indicate that
such levels have not been seen in the last 800,000 years.
While it is true that vehicular and air traffic, as well as industrial activity,
has reduced sharply in most parts of the world since January 2020, this is
not the case with the electricity supply: 64 per cent of the global electricity
energy mix comes from fossil fuels (coal: 38 per cent, gas: 23 per cent,
oil: 3 per cent), according to the World Energy Outlook 2019. Heating systems have been functioning as before Covid-19. None of the fundamentals
have changed (such as the shift to renewable energy, public transport, deforestation). Forest fires and wildfires that are increasing in likelihood and
severity due to climate change continue to affect swathes of Brazil, Hon-

May 16-31, 2020

duras, Myanmar, Thailand, and Venezuela, each fire emitting large
amounts of additional CO2.
Experts warn that humanity’s “promiscuous treatment of nature” needs
to change or there will be more deadly pandemics such as Covid-19. Deforestation and other forms of land conversion are driving exotic species
out of their evolutionary niches and into manmade environments, where
they interact and breed new strains of disease. Three-quarters of new or
emerging diseases that infect humans originate in animals, according to
the US Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, but it is human activity
that multiplies the risks of contagion.
Water shortages may loom in the future of 1.3 billion people living downstream from the Himalayas in Nepal, due to climate change, says new research from Ball State University. A four-year analysis by faculty and
students from Ball State and Kathmandu University in Nepal found that retreating glaciers and snowpack loss threaten the area that relies upon seasonal melt for domestic water resources. “As the glaciers continue to shrink,
not only will the local communities face water shortages during the Winter
dry season and the Spring/Summer during the pre-monsoon season, but
continued melting will impact the major rivers which supply over 1 billion
people downstream. Ten major rivers, including the Indus, Ganges,
Brahmaputra, Yangtze, and Yellow rivers, originate in the Himalaya and
supply freshwater to 1.3 billion people living in its watershed,” it warned.
More than three billion people will be living in places with "near unliveable" temperatures by 2070, according to a new study. Unless greenhouse
gas emissions fall, large numbers of people will experience average temperatures hotter than 29C, reported the BBC. This is considered outside the
climate "niche" in which humans have thrived for the past 6,000 years. Researchers used data from United Nations population projections and a 3C
warming scenario based on the expected global rise in temperature. A UN
report found that even with countries keeping to the Paris climate agreement, the world was on course for a 3C rise. According to the study, human
populations are concentrated into narrow climate bands with most people
residing in places where the average temperature is about 11-15C. A smaller
number of people live in areas with an average temperature of 20-25C.
People have mostly lived in these climate conditions for thousands of
years. However should, global warming cause temperatures to rise by
three degrees, a vast number of people are going to be living in temperatures considered outside the "climate niche". The study raises concerns
about those in poorer areas who will be unable to shelter from the heat.
Experts say environmental degradation now affects our lives in ways
that are becoming impossible to ignore, from food to jobs to security. The
irony is that most countries, which are worst affected by climate change,
like Pakistan, have not contributed to the problem. They are paying the
price for the greed and reckless policies of the advanced countries. Leading climate scientists have warned that our current actions are not enough
to meet our target of 1.5C of warming. We need to do more to save the
planet and ourselves.
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Crisis

The hunger pandemic
Muhammad Ali

The coronavirus crisis poses a serious threat to human life. Besides claiming hundreds of thousands of lives and inflicting psychological trauma on
millions of people, it threatens to create a serious worldwide food shortage
and push millions of people into extreme poverty.
The pandemic has also exposed the hunger crisis in the US. Images
of thousands of cars, lined up bumper-to-bumper for hours to receive meal
boxes from a food bank, shocked the whole world. As of early May, more
than 30 million people have filed for unemployment in just six weeks. Since
the onset of the Covid-19 pandemic, food insecurity has increased in the
United States. This is particularly true for households with young children,
according to the Brookings Institution.
The Covid-19 lockdown and containment measures threaten to increase relative poverty levels among the world's informal-economy workers by as much as 56 percentage points in low-income countries,
according to the International Labour Organisation (ILO). In high-income
countries, relative poverty levels among informal workers are estimated to
increase by 52 percentage points, while in upper middle-income countries
the increase is estimated to be 21 percentage points. Over 1.6 billion of
the world’s two billion informal-economy workers are affected by lockdown
and containment measures.
The coronavirus crisis will push more than a quarter of a billion people
to the brink of starvation unless swift action is taken to provide food and
humanitarian relief to the most at-risk regions, the UN and other experts
have warned. About 265 million people around the world are forecast to
be facing acute food insecurity by the end of this year, a doubling of the
130 million estimated to suffer severe food shortages last year.
Global hunger could become the next big impact of the pandemic,
warns the Global Report on Food Crises, by the UN Food and Agriculture
Organisation, the World Food Programme and 14 other organisations.
Some of the poorest countries may face the choice of trying to save people
stricken by the virus only for them to fall prey to hunger. The report bolsters
warnings that the world could face a repeat of the 2007-08 food price rises
that sparked widespread political upheaval, the impacts of which are still
being felt across the Middle East and from Asia to Latin America. The report finds that already stretched health services in developing countries
are likely to be overwhelmed, while a global recession will disrupt food
supply chains. There are particular concerns for people working in the informal economy, and the world’s 79 million refugees and displaced people.
Labour shortages as people fall ill may put further strain on food production, protectionist measures may increase food prices, and rising unemployment will reduce people’s purchasing power, driving more into
hunger. Poorer countries are bracing for the full impact of Covid-19 on their
health systems, and are already seeing the effects of the economic shutdown that has sent the world spiralling into recession.
Some of the poorest nations “may face an excruciating trade-off between saving lives or livelihoods or, in a worst-case scenario, saving people from the coronavirus to have them die from hunger”, the report warned.
Even without the impact of coronavirus, the outlook for many countries –
such as Yemen, where conflict has led to millions facing starvation, and in
east Africa, where locusts are posing a famine threat – was already dire.
Despite good recent harvests in many parts of the world, the extra
stress of the pandemic will take many other nations riven by conflict or political unrest beyond breaking point. Extreme weather driven by climate
breakdown is also likely to add to the toll, as it did last year. Last year, of
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the 130 million people suffering acute food insecurity, the majority (77 million) were in countries afflicted by conflict, 34 million were hit by the climate
crisis, and 24 million were in areas where there was an economic crisis.
Multinational food companies also recently warned that the number of
people in chronic hunger could double to more than 1.6 billion as a result
of the pandemic, and urged world leaders to take action. Nobel prize-winning economists have warned that developed nations will increase the
threat of damaging recurrences of the virus in their own countries if they
fail to fund measures in the poor world.
Around 135 million people across 44 countries experienced acute food
insecurity at the close of 2019, said the Global Report on Food Crises
2020. The report, jointly published by an international alliance of UN, governmental and non-governmental agencies, said a total of 183m people
were living in stressed condition at the cusp of acute hunger and at risk of
slipping into crisis or worse if faced with a shock or stressor, such as the
Covid-19 pandemic.
The food crises, as well as lack of access to dietary energy and diversity, safe water, sanitation and health care will continue to create high levels of child malnutrition, while the pandemic is likely to overburden health
systems in these countries. The key drivers behind the food crises as
analysed by the report include conflict, extreme weather and economic
turbulence. Around 43m people were estimated to be acutely food insecure and in need of urgent assistance across ten countries in the Middle
East and South and South East Asia, including Pakistan.
Pakistan’s Ministry of Planning has estimated that 12.3 million to 18.5
million people in the country will lose their jobs and the economy will sustain Rs2 trillion to Rs2.5 trillion losses in just three months due to “moderate to severe shocks from the coronavirus outbreak”. Initial estimates show
that in case of limited restrictions, about 1.4 million jobs will be lost, which
are equal to 2.2% of the employed workforce. In monetary terms, the threemonth wage loses will translate into Rs66 billion.
A high population growth and unfavourable water and climatic conditions in the country mean that concerns about food security may increase
manifold in the future. According to a report by the State Bank of Pakistan
(SBP), almost half of Balochistan’s households face mild to severe food
insecurity. Of the 36.9pc food insecure households in the country, 18.3pc
face severe food insecurity.
Pakistan is ranked 106th among 119 countries surveyed for the Global
Hunger Index, and has been characterised as facing a “serious” level of
hunger. It is among seven countries that cumulatively account for twothirds of the world’s undernourished population along with Bangladesh,
China, Congo, Ethiopia, India and Indonesia.
It is alarming that only 63pc of Pakistan’s households are food secure,
which is despite the fact that the country is self-sufficient in major foods.
The fact that one-third of all households are not food secure in a country
which produces almost all of its food means that the problem lies in the
mechanism for distribution as well as the low rate of compensating rural
labour.
The bottom 60pc of households in the country spend a substantial part
of their incomes (45pc on average) on food, which compromises their nutritional security. Even if prices are relatively low and stable, the poorest
of the poor still lack the purchasing power to buy food. Thus, like other developing countries, Pakistan also has to resort to in-kind and cash transfers
to stabilise and increase the real incomes of the poor. It will also have to
expedite its efforts to check population growth.
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Disparity

Rising inequality
in the world
Muhammad Zain
Income inequality is increasing in the world. Nearly half of the world’s population
lives on less than $2.50 a day. Over 1.3 billion live in extreme poverty — less
than $1.25 a day while the combined wealth of the world's top ten billionaires
is greater than the total GDP of the 85 poorest countries on Earth. The world's
three richest people have a combined net worth of $858billion.
On the other hand, over 1.6 billion of the world’s two billion informal economy workers are affected by Covid-19 lockdown and containment measures,
a new briefing paper issued by the International Labour Organisation (ILO)
said. Most are working in the hardest-hit sectors or in small units more vulnerable to shocks including workers in accommodation and food services, manufacturing, wholesale and retail, and the more than 500 million farmers
producing for the urban market. Women are particularly affected in high-risk
sectors. The Covid-19 lockdown and containment measures threaten to increase relative poverty levels among the world’s informal economy workers by
as much as 56 percentage points in low-income countries. In high-income
countries, relative poverty levels among informal workers is estimated to increase by 52 percentage points, while in upper middle-income countries the
increase is estimated to be 21 percentage points.
Besides, with these workers needing to work to feed their families, Covid19 containment measures in many countries cannot be implemented successfully. This is endangering governments’ efforts to protect the population and
fight the pandemic. It may become a source of social tension in countries with
large informal economies. More than 75pc of total informal employment takes
place in businesses of fewer than ten workers, including 45pc of independent
workers without employees. With most informal workers having no other
means of support, they face an almost unsolvable dilemma: to die from hunger
or from the virus, the briefing says. It has been exacerbated by disruptions in
food supplies, which has particularly affected those in the informal economy.
For the world’s 67 million domestic workers, 75pc of whom are informal workers, unemployment has become as threatening as the virus itself. Many have
not been able to work, whether at the request of their employers or in compliance with lockdowns. Those who do continue to go to work face a high risk of
contagion, caring for families in private households. For the 11 million migrant
domestic workers the situation is even worse.
The countries with the largest informal economies, where full lockdowns
have been adopted, are suffering the most from the consequences of the pandemic. Informal economy workers significantly impacted by lockdown vary from
89pc in Latin America and the Arab states to 83pc in Africa, 73pc in Asia and
the Pacific, and 64pc in Europe and Central Asia.
Before the pandemic struck, global spending on defence rose by four per
cent in 2019, the largest growth in 10 years. The increase alone in US spending
from 2018 to 2019, $53.4 billion, was almost as big as Britain’s entire defence
budget. The International Institute for Strategic Studies (IISS) said the rise was
fuelled by growing rivalries between big powers, new military technologies and
rumbling conflicts from Ukraine to Libya. Beijing’s military modernisation programme, which includes developing new hard-to-detect hypersonic missiles,
is alarming Washington and helping drive US defence spending. Its annual
“Military Balance” report said both the US and China had increased spending
by 6.6pc, to $684.6 billion and $181.1 billion respectively. Europe — driven by
ongoing concerns about Russia — stepped up by 4.2pc, but this only brought
the continent’s defence spending back to 2008 levels, before the global finan-
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cial crisis saw budgets slashed. Elsewhere, spending in Asia is booming —
growing more than 50pc in a decade, rising from $275 billion in 2010 to $423b
in 2019 in real terms as the continent’s economic success has allowed countries to invest more in their militaries.
On the other hand, more than 3 billion people live on less than $2.50 a day
while over 1.3 billion live in extreme poverty. Over 80pc of the world population
lives on less than $10 a day. One billion children worldwide live in poverty. According to UNICEF, 22,000 children die each day due to poverty. Over 805 million people worldwide do not have enough food to eat. More than 750 million
people lack adequate access to clean drinking water. Diarrhea caused by inadequate drinking water, sanitation, and hand hygiene kills an estimated
842,000 people every year globally, or approximately 2,300 people per day. In
2011, 165 million children under the age 5 were stunted (reduced rate of growth
and development) due to chronic malnutrition. Oxfam estimates that it would
take $60 billion annually to end extreme global poverty--that's less than 1/4 the
income of the top 100 richest billionaires.
According to the Daily Mail, the combined wealth of the world's top ten billionaires is greater than the total GDP of the 85 poorest countries on Earth.
The world's richest individuals including Jeff Bezos, Bill Gates and Mark
Zuckerberg have a combined net worth of $858 billion. Meanwhile, the 85
smallest economies in the world have a combined GDP of just $814 billion, far
behind a small handful of rich businessmen. Their cumulative wealth is even
higher than the GDP of developed countries, such as Sweden and Belgium,
and the oil-exporting powerhouse of Saudi Arabia. If converted to GDP, the top
ten billionaires' combined $858 billion wealth would make them the 18th richest
country in the world. The elite club would be wealthier than large regional powers such as Saudi Arabia, Turkey and Iran and Western nations including Austria, Sweden and Belgium.
The World Social Report 2020, published by the UN Department of Economic and Social Affairs, shows that income inequality has increased in most
developed countries, and some middle-income countries - including China,
which has the world’s fastest growing economy. The study shows that the richest one per cent of the population are the big winners in the changing global
economy, increasing their share of income between 1990 and 2015, while at
the other end of the scale, the bottom 40pc earned less than a quarter of income in all countries surveyed.
One of the consequences of inequality within societies, notes the report, is
slower economic growth. In unequal societies, with wide disparities in areas
such as health care and education, people are more likely to remain trapped
in poverty, across several generations. As the UN’s 2020 report on the global
economy showed, the climate crisis is negatively impacting the quality of life,
and vulnerable populations are bearing the brunt of environmental degradation
and extreme weather events. Climate change, according to the World Social
Report, is making the world’s poorest countries even poorer, and could reverse
progress made in reducing inequality among countries.
Income disparities and a lack of opportunities are creating a vicious cycle
of inequality, frustration and discontent among people across the globe. Governments and international organisations have a role to play in leveling the
playing field and creating a fairer world for all. They will have to find a solution
to sharpening inequalities, otherwise disgruntlement and conflict will rise and
affect all of them.
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Hopes and fears
Shahid Hussain

Pakistan is optimistic about achieving 2pc growth in the upcoming fiscal
year despite gloomy projections by international financial institutions after
the onset of the coronavirus. If achieved, it would be much lower than Pakistan’s initially estimate of around 3pc growth during the current fiscal year,
but far greater than the forecasts of -1.5 growth after the pandemic struck.
With an improvement in the Covid-19 situation and loosened lockdown,
Pakistan’s GDP rate is expected to grow by 2pc in the next year. However,
for it Pakistan will have to wipe out the virus as quickly as possible. Contraction in the global economy is badly affecting Pakistani exports, as witnessed in April, when exports declined by 40pc as compared to the same
month last year. The World Bank and the IMF have projected a negative
economic growth rate for the country in the range of 1.3pc to 1.5pc, respectively. According to the IMF, the world economy would contract by 3pc
this year – the most severe downturn since the Great Depression in 1930s.
The situation could get much worse if the pandemic lingers into the second
half of the year or resurges.
The IMF has projected Pakistan’s economy to shrink by 1.5pc during
the current fiscal year, compared to 3.3pc growth in 2018-19. “As a result
of the pandemic, the global economy is projected to contract sharply by
3pc in 2020, much worse than during the 2008–09 financial crisis,” said
the IMF in its annual flagship World Economic Outlook (WEO). “It is very
likely that this year the global economy will experience its worst recession
since the Great Depression, surpassing that seen during the global financial crisis a decade ago. The Great Lockdown is projected to shrink global
growth dramatically,” it said, adding the output loss associated with this
health emergency and related containment measures likely dwarfs the
losses that triggered the 2008-09 crash. The estimates suggested almost
all major economies and regions plunging into the negative zone with few
exceptions, like China and India, which would grow by 1.2pc and 1.9pc
this year respectively, despite facing massive setbacks. It estimated the
economies of the United States and European Union, the big trade partners of Pakistan, to suffer the most among the developed nations, shrinking by a massive 5.9pc and 7.5pc respectively compared to 1.7pc and
1.2pc growth posted last year. In a baseline scenario, which assumes that
the pandemic fades in the second half of 2020 and containment efforts
can be gradually unwound, the global economy is projected to grow by
5.8pc in 2021 as economic activity normalises, helped by policy support.
The World Bank warned Pakistan might 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. In its latest report, the World Bank noted Pakistan was
in such a bad economic condition almost 68 years ago but even after the
third India-Pakistan war that led to the separation of East Pakistan, the
country posted some growth. The report anticipates a sharp economic
slump in each of the region’s eight countries, caused by halting economic
activity, collapsing trade, and greater stress in the financial and banking
sectors. “Pakistan, 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,” it added. Pakistan
is among Maldives, Sri Lanka and Afghanistan whose GDP growth forecast for the fiscal year is in negative territory. South Asia might well experience its worst economic performance in 40 years, with at least half of the
countries falling in a deep recession. Overall South Asia regional growth
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will fall to a range between 1.8pc and 2.8pc in 2020, down from 6.3pc projected six months ago, according to the WB. In case of prolonged and
broad national lockdowns, the report warns of a worst-case scenario in
which the entire region would experience a negative growth rate this year.
The deteriorated forecast will linger in 2021, with growth projected to hover
between 3.1pc and 4pc, down from the previous 6.7pc estimate.
Public debt is already high in most countries and the pandemic is expected to slash growth and tax revenues, which creates particularly serious
problems for Pakistan and Sri Lanka, already vulnerable countries that had
embarked on IMF programs in the last years. India, Bangladesh Pakistan
and Sri Lanka are expected to see deficits rise to between 7pc and 10pc
of GDP in the baseline.
In contrast to the IMF and WB reports, Moody’s Investors Service anticipated that Pakistan’s economic growth would shrink much less than
what is feared. “We expect Pakistan’s real GDP to contract modestly by
0.1-0.5pc in fiscal 2020,” the US-based firm said. A gradual recovery in
economic activities would help the national economy to grow by more than
2pc in fiscal 2021, it said.
The Economist Intelligence Unit has painter a rosier picture. It said Pakistan’s GDP could contract by 1.6pc in the ongoing fiscal 2019-20 but
would grow to 2.9pc in the next financial year 2020-21 and the loans from
IMF and other multilateral and bilateral donors would help ease the balance-of-payments pressures in 2020 and over the next few years. "The
slowdown will be due primarily to the economic effects of the shutdown
measures taken by the government to slow the spread of the coronavirus.
And the slowdown is expected to be concentrated in the fourth quarter of
2019-20, when the measures will be at their strictest. The economic impact
of the measures will spill into 2020-21. Private consumption growth in the
year will suffer from soured consumer confidence and a lingering increase
in unemployment caused by the shutdown. Monetary and fiscal stimulus
will begin to feed into the economy in the year, but it will not be enough to
prop up growth,” it noted. It projected the economic growth in 2020-21 to
stand at 2.9pc, mainly because of a lower base of comparison from 201920, rather than any genuine improvement in underlying economic fundamentals. “Economic growth will recover at a gradual pace from 2021-22
onwards, averaging 3.4pc annually on the back of a recovery in private
consumption and fixed investment. Nevertheless, growth will continue to
be hobbled by the government,” it observed.
The Moody’s Investors Service and Economist Intelligence Unit reports offer hope to the government and people of Pakistan. Luckily, Pakistan has not suffered much loss of life from the pandemic as compared
to the world. Its economy can bounce back in few months after the pandemic ends.
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Pakistan ready for
take-off?
Husnain Shahid

Recent reports by two reputable international financial institutions have projected Pakistan’s economy to grow faster than what was expected after the
Codid-19 pandemic. The virus has seriously hit Pakistan’s efforts to improve
its economy and it still fears the worst economic recession, like most countries
of the world and region, if the situation persists. However, Pakistan can hope
for better as it has timely taken harsh measure to improve its fundamentals.
In fact, Pakistan’s economy had started showing signs of improvement
before the virus hit, with foreign exchange reserves growing steadily, fiscal
and current account deficits coming under control, encouraging progress on
Financial Action Task Force (FATF) conditions, a stable outlook from global
credit rating agencies and confidence provided by an IMF loan programme.
“However, the optimism is now subject to risks arising from the global and
domestic spread of Covid-19,” the State Bank of Pakistan (SBP) said in its
second quarterly report for fiscal year 2019-20 on the state of Pakistan’s
economy. The SBP had revised down its projection for economic growth by
half a percentage point to 3pc for the current year after infection cases started
rising slowly in the country in the second half of March. “The projections are
now likely to be revised downward further,” the central bank said.
The economy was poised to take off after three years of slowdown but
the pandemic hit people and businesses hard from mid-March. “On the positive side, as a net oil importer, Pakistan would benefit from a substantial decline in global oil prices. Apart from contributing to the SBP’s disinflation
efforts, this will further reduce the import bill and the current account deficit.
On the negative side, however, the outbreak of the virus in Europe and North
America and the ensuing lockdowns may have an adverse impact on Pakistan’s exports,” it added.
The SBP said domestic economic activity and consumer demand were
all set to weaken in response to the measures to contain the pandemic, including suspension of domestic and international flight operations and strictly
tightened cross-border movement. Domestic exporters have already warned
of cancellation of orders as retail sales in foreign markets weaken and port
and shipping activities are restricted. Under the circumstances, exporters may
face a cash crunch for some time. Remittances from major destinations may
decline temporarily in the coming months, with some short-lived downward
impact on domestic consumption. Financial markets too have come under
severe pressure. The stock market was the hardest hit as domestic investors
grew wary of the pandemic’s trajectory.
On the other hand, international financial institutions, like the World Bank,
have recently anticipated negative growth of 1.3pc in Pakistan’s economy for
the first time in the past 68 years – since 1951-52. While, Moody’s Investors
Service – one of the top three global credit rating agencies –anticipated that
Pakistan’s economic growth will shrink much less than what the country’s
central bank, International Monetary Fund (IMF) and World Bank have projected in response to the coronavirus pandemic. “We expect Pakistan’s real
GDP to contract modestly by 0.1-0.5% in fiscal 2020,” said the US-based firm
in its latest report. Despite the health challenge, it projected Pakistan’s economy to grow by more than 2pc in fiscal 2021. Forecasting its fiscal deficit to
increase by 9.5-10pc of the GDP, it expected general government debt to rise
to around 87pc of the GDP by June 2020 from around 83pc in June 2019,
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but 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 the GDP,” it observed.
The UK-based Economist Intelligence Unit (EIU) has projected Pakistan’s
GDP to grow by 2.9pc in 2020-21 and noted that loans from the IMF and
other multilateral and bilateral donors would help ease the balance-of-payments pressures in 2020 and over the next few years. In its latest report, it
projected unemployment in Pakistan to come down to 11.8pc in 2020-21.
“The unemployment rate will further go down to 9.4pc in 2021-22 and stay at
the same in 2022-23 and is projected to further decrease to 8.4pc in 202324,” it noted. It also forecast inflation to come down to average 7.4pc in 2020,
from 9.4pc in 2019. The overall consumer price inflation is expected 6.2pc in
2021-24. The forecast for employment and inflation are really encouraging
signs for the people of Pakistan.
Pakistan’s financial indicators had started improving when the pandemic
struck. The Swiss financial services firm, Credit Suisse, in its latest report
noted that Pakistan’s fundamentals have improved significantly but warned
of challenges that lie ahead. Titled “Pakistan: On the path to recovery”, the
firm credited the assistance from the International Monetary Fund (IMF), fiscal
consolidation, and much needed reforms for the improvement in country’s
economic condition. In recent months, international financial institutions
recognised Pakistan’s financial progress. Moody’s Investor Service had upgraded Pakistan’s economy outlook from negative to stable in December.
The World Bank also acknowledged Pakistan as one of the top 10 “most improved” countries in the Ease of Doing Business Index. Pakistan’s current
account deficit had narrowed 75pc to $2.153 billion in the first six months of
the current fiscal year as imports of goods declined sharply. Higher foreign
investment and increased remittances from Pakistani workers abroad also
contributed to the improvement in the current account balance. Exports had
increased by 4.5pc to $12.391b in July-December FY20, while imports fell
by 20.9pc to $22.2b in the six months of the current fiscal year. Foreign direct
investment into Pakistan surged by 68.3pc to $1.340b in July-December
FY20. Foreign investment in government securities such as market treasury
bills and Pakistan Investment Bonds reached $452.2 million in six months of
FY20, compared with $0.1 million a year ago.
In September last year, Pakistan’s current account deficit dropped by 80pc
to a 41-month low of $259 million, with a 111.5pc rise in foreign direct investment (FDI) and 194pc increase in private investment. With FDI of $1.34 billion
during the first half of the current fiscal year, a 68.3pc increase was registered
in January, compared to $796.8 million of the same period of the previous
fiscal year. In February, the reserves of the State Bank of Pakistan (SBP) also
hit a 21-month high at $11.586 billion. The economic positivity was also reflected by the Karachi Stock Exchange (KSE), which registered a 16-month
high in February, crossing the 42,000 point mark after a cumulative increase
of 13,000 points in four months.
The fiscal indicators prove that Pakistan was moving ahead with a rapid
pace when the pandemic stalled its progress. It is hoped the economy will
take off as soon as the situation improves.
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The emerging political
situation in Pakistan
Raza Khan

While governments at each level in Pakistan are engaged in fighting over
a strategy to ward off the coronavirus, important political changes, mostly
imperceptible but potentially highly consequential, are also taking place in
the country. Some of the changes are taking place behind the scenes while
others are quite explicit. Of the political changes, the most important is the
admission by one of the closest confidantes of Prime Minister Imran Khan,
Jehangir Tareen, who recently said that his relations with the former were
no longer warm. The acknowledgement on part of Tareen came as a big
surprise to many people in the political circles of the country as he has always been considered as the mainstay of PM Khan’s government.
The second most vivid political development is the removal of Special
Assistant to Prime Minister on Information and Broadcasting Firdous Ashiq
Awan. She has been replaced by a full-fledged federal minister for information, Senator Shibli Faraz. More intriguingly, a recently-retired lieutenant
general of the Pakistan Army, Asim Bajwa, has been appointment prime
minister’s adviser on information. It is indeed something unprecedented
in the history of Pakistan during normal democratic times. Why the information and media team of the government has been changed is best
known to Prime Minister Khan but it means that Ms. Awan was not truly
representing the government. However, the former adviser pointed fingers
at PM Khan’s Principal Secretary Azam Khan for her ouster. She claimed
that Azam Khan was meddling into the affairs of her ministry and, therefore, she had no option but to resign. Why did she not submit her resignation is anybody’s guess?
The third important political development that has taken place is that
the federal government has quite openly said that it may attempt to revise
the 18th Constitutional Amendment of 2010. The amendment was made
by consensus of all political parties that were part of the parliament and
then through which the Concurrent Legislative List of the original constitution was abolished and some departments were handed over to the
provincial governments. Two important federal ministers, including Planning and Development Minister Asad Umar and Railway Minister Sheikh
Rashid Ahmed, stated that the 18th Constitutional Amendment needed
changes as it had curtailed the capacity of the federal government to deal
with financial and administrative problems of the state. They argued that
the 18th Amendment needed to be revised as the provincial governments
could not increase their capacities to deal with the departments devolved
to them, particularly raising revenue while simultaneously asking the federal government to provide them with financial bailouts which is not possible anymore.
The fourth important development is the revelation by Leader of the Opposition Shahbaz Sharif that he had discussed his cabinet members and
plans with officials from the establishment before the July 2018 national elections as he was pretty sure to win the polls. The reported revelation to a journalist, which has not been denied by Sharif, has raised serious question
marks on the existing democratic dispensation. Importantly, Sharif has divulged “facts” at a time when he faces investigations by the National Accountability Commission (NAB) for alleged money laundering and financial
corruption. The revelation is so important that even senior leaders of the
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PML-N, like former Prime Minister Shahid Khaqan Abbasi, have asked him
to make a clarification.
Insofar as the admission by Jehangir Tareen that he is no longer close
to PM Khan is concerned, it is very important. Tareen is the main accused
behind a recent sugar and wheat crisis in the country, as discovered by a
special commission formed to probe the issue. The commission, which was
supposed to furnish its final report to the government by April 25, could not
complete its task and sought more time to finalise its inquiry report. The
delay in the submission of the report smells fishy as behind the scenes a lot
of developments are taking place. One important development related to
Jehangir Tareen’s alleged involvement in the sugar and wheat price hike
and his admission to be no longer on friendly terms with PM Khan is the reported indication by at least 24 Members of National and Punjab Assembly,
closed to Tareen, to submit resignation as and when desired. The legislative
assembly members think that if Tareen is officially found guilty of wrongdoing, their political career would also be at stake. Indubitably, Tareen sensing
that the noose is being tightened around his neck, would do his utmost to
destabilize the government, which he clobbered painstakingly after the 2018
national elections. It must be remembered that the Pakistan Tehreek-e-Insaf
(PTI) governments at the Centre and the Punjab have a razor-thin majority
and if the close confidantes of Tareen tender resignation, it would be impossible for PM Khan and Chief Minister Buzdar to survive. The development
has been largely ignored by the mainstream and even social media but could
be greatly consequential not only for the political future of the PTI and PM
Khan but also the entire political system of the country. This also shows how
feeble is the political structure of the country that even a handful of parliamentarians having a special vested interest could shake up the entire federal
and provincial setups.
Although there have been reports making the rounds of the formation of
a national government as well as an in-house political change, short of new
elections for some time now, yet it would be very difficult to manage. But at
the same time, the country cannot afford to go to polls, which is the other
constitutional way to come out of the political chaos and crisis. The situation
raises several questions in the minds of political observers and analysts.
Whether the country is heading for another military rule or some sort of a
“technocratic government” could be formed to oversee the situation?
So now when the existing political system is not working and there are
no remedies within, another option for the country is to go for a new social
contract. The social contract could be made among all constituent classes,
social groups and civil society, keeping in view the objective realities of the
state and society. It is the option that has seldom been discussed or dilated
upon by the media and other public forums but is indeed the cry of the hour.
If extra-constitutional measures are adopted to manage the affairs, like the
installation of a technocratic government, it would only bring about a cosmetic change. The issues and problems of Pakistan are such that no technocratic or bureaucratic regime could address them. While the political
parties and leaders of Pakistan are arguably not fully representative of society and communities forming Pakistan, the only way out is new constitutional arrangement with a system change.
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Revisiting the 18th
Amendment or
out-of-box thinking
Raza Khan
Of late, there are indications from the Pakistan Tehreek-e-Insaf-led federal
government that it may attempt to revisit the 18th Constitutional Amendment as its provisions have made it quite difficult for the central authority
to function properly due to multiple reasons.
The PTI’s coalition government does not have a majority in the parliament to make changes in the 18th Constitutional Amendment or revoke it
altogether on its own. However, the main opposition party, the Pakistan
Muslim League-Nawaz (PML-N), may somehow be convinced of the importance of revisiting the 18th Constitutional Amendment and in the case
both parties could easily change or revoke it.
It is important to note that Leader of the Opposition, Shahbaz Sharif,
has already divulged that he had been contacted by PTI government ministers for his support on changes in the 18th Constitutional Amendment.
Whether he is telling the truth or otherwise in anybody’s guess but the government ministers themselves have pointed to the difficulties faced by the
federal government in dealing with multiple crises facing the state. The
basic premise of the government ministers is that in the presence of the
18th Constitutional Amendment the federal government is straitjacketed
to concentrate on its work, because under its provisions the provinces or
the federating units have more financial and administrative powers regarding key ministries and departments. Although the ministers have not said
that the 18th Constitutional Amendment has been a bad constitutional provision, yet the provinces do not have the capacity to run the departments
devolved to them under the amendment. Therefore, the provinces look towards the federal government for financial help and administrative support
which the latter may not be able to provide due to squeezed fiscal space
and lack of administrative capacity. In other words, the provinces do not
have financial and administrative capacities to manage the ministries and
departments handed over to them through the 18th Constitutional Amendment.
It may be mentioned that the 18th Constitutional Amendment was
made by consensus of all political parties of the country. Under the amendment, the Concurrent Legislative List of the Constitution, upon which both
federal and provincial governments could legislate and develop administrative infrastructure, was abolished and the departments contained in the
list were devolved to the provinces. It was the longstanding desire of the
provinces, specifically the so-called nationalist ethno-linguistic groups to
abolish the Concurrent Legislative List of the Constitution of 1973, as
promised by the framers to be done after 10 years of the promulgation of
the state constitution. Therefore, when the amendment was made it was
highly appreciated by ethno-linguistic groups of Pakistan. In fact, the 18th
Constitutional Amendment is referred to be the single most significant
achievement of the groups in the history of the country. The credit is also
given to the then President of Pakistan and Pakistan Peoples Party (PPP)
Co-chairman, Asif Ali Zardari, for making it possible.
Insofar as the importance of the 18th Constitutional Amendment is concerned, beyond any doubt it was historic and the provinces rightly got their
due financial and administrative powers under the federation. Although
ethno-linguistic groups may have been celebrating the passage of the
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amendment as their biggest ever victory, yet the real victory was of the
state of Pakistan. Because the non-provision of political, constitutional,
economic and cultural rights of the provinces, mostly representing ethnolinguistic groups, have always been exploited by the same ethno-linguistic
groups to launch a tirade against the state and the federation. There has
been a lot of substance in the argument of the groups and it was used as
a pretext to launch an armed struggle by Bengali nationalists under the
founder of Bangladesh (then East Pakistan), Sheikh Mujbeeur Rahman,
to dismember Pakistan.
Now when the federal government is trying to build a case for revisiting
or possible revocation of the amendment, the ethno-linguistic groups would
react strongly to it and they have already started reacting to the government plans. In the process it would be the federation and the state that
would suffer because it has been for decades that we in Pakistan have
been enjoying a consensus of all political parties to continue with the political system and constitutional arrangements. It is despite the fact that
the parliamentary political system has not been delivering to the masses
and addressing their issues. The fact of the matter is that the entire political
structure of the country has become totally corrupt and, if one is not wrong,
irreparable. So making amendments or revoking the 18th Constitutional
Amendment would not serve any purpose. If the state has to continue with
the extant political system, then it must not touch the 18th Constitutional
Amendment at all as it would open a Pandora’s Box which the federal government could not be able handle as it does not have the capacity,
whereas state institutions have also suffered immensely in the process.
There is an alternative and if the government is really interested in discovering solutions for all issues facing the state, it must demonstrate its
political will. One thinks that Prime Minister Khan does have the courage
and conviction but has been cowed down by the circumstances and propaganda to demonstrate the required political acumen and will to convince
the people and entire political leadership of the need for a change of the
political structure of the state. It would require the start of a nuanced debate in the country, among social groups, civil society, the media, academia and intelligentsia that how to set up a new political system which is
reflective of the needs of society and address its issues. The economic
and administrative situation of the governmental structures in Pakistan has
come to a point where most ministries and departments have become nonfunctional, notwithstanding claims by ministers and governmental officials.
Some sensible among them are warning that the things are not moving in
the right direction. Nothing is going to the appropriate direction in the country and there is a need to put it back on track but within the existing political
structures it is not possible at all. The solution is to think out of the box,
whether the box is the constitution or something else.
Regarding the 18th Constitutional Amendment, for the moment the government should forget about changing and revoking it and instead build
the capacity of the provincial governments to raise revenues and increase
their administrative capacities. For it, the provincial governments have to
rely upon independent experts instead of the civilian bureaucracy as it has
a deep vested interest to keep the corrupt status quo intact.
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Moody’s projects a
hopeful picture
Muhammad Jahangir

Amidst predictions of a sharp downturn, Moody’s Investors Service – one
of the world’s top three credit rating agencies – has come out with a hopeful projection about Pakistan’s economy. It has forecast that Pakistan’s
economic growth will shrink much less than what the country’s central
bank, the International Monetary Fund (IMF) and the World Bank have projected in response to the coronavirus pandemic. To quote Moody’s, “We
expect Pakistan’s real GDP (gross domestic product) to contract modestly
by 0.1-0.5% in fiscal 2020.”
It may be added here that earlier the State Bank of Pakistan, the IMF
and the World Bank had anticipated the country’s growth contraction to be
in the range of 1.3-1.5% for the year ending June 30, 2020. However, despite a month-long lockdown, the government allowed labour-intensive industries, such as agriculture, construction and textile, to resume operations
on April 15, which, according to the US rating agency, “should aid a gradual
recovery in domestic consumption.”
As underlined by Moody’s, the measures taken by the State Bank of
Pakistan helped ease the situation. The central bank has cumulatively cut
the benchmark interest rate by 425 basis points since March to a 17-month
low at 9%, and came up with schemes to ease the liquidity crunch for businesses and provide cheap loans to industrial and construction sectors. In
Moody’s view, all this would “further buffer the economic shock related to
the coronavirus.”
Recessionary pressure will come from a drop in domestic consumption,
halt in tourism – whose share in the GDP stands at 2% – and sluggish exports, but it would be manageable. Pakistan will see economic contraction
for the first time in the past 68 years – after 1951-52. However, a gradual
recovery in economic activities would help the national economy to grow
by more than 2% in fiscal 2021.
On the negative side, Pakistan’s growing need for funds to finance the
fight against the health crisis, address hunger and a relief packages announced to support industries, the construction sector and daily-wage
earners during the lockdown would increase its fiscal deficit to 9.5-10% of
the GDP. As we know, Pakistan’s financing needs have become urgent
because of coronavirus-related economic effects and the government’s
Rs1.2-trillion ($7 billion, 2.7% of GDP) stimulus package, approved in
March.
Moody’s has pointed out that the deficit would surge despite strong
growth in revenue collection, which had narrowed the deficit in the first half
(Jul-Dec 2019) of the current fiscal year. The government’s revenue in the
first half rose almost 40% from a year earlier, with tax revenue up 18% and
non-tax revenue more than doubled in part because of higher State Bank
of Pakistan profits. But tax revenue is likely to contract in the second half,
although higher-than-budgeted central bank profits, lower-than-budgeted
interest payments and fiscal savings from lower oil prices will mitigate the
effect of the contraction on the deficit,” Moody’s said.
On the other hand, the nationwide lockdown significantly curtailed do-
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mestic consumption and posed downside risks to economic growth, which
threatened a wider fiscal deficit and a higher government debt burden than
currently projected. According to the rating agency, government debt will
rise to around 87% of the GDP by June 2020, from around 83% in June
2019, and gradually decline in subsequent years. In fiscal 2021, the deficit
is likely to narrow because of the government’s commitment to fiscal consolidation under its IMF programme but remain wide at 8-8.5pc of the GDP.
Last month, the IMF approved the disbursement of $1.4 billion (0.5%
of the GDP) to Pakistan under its Rapid Financing Instrument (RFI). The
financing supplements the assistance of $588 million (0.2% of the GDP)
committed by the Asian Development Bank (ADB) and the International
Development Association (IDA) to support Pakistan’s response to the coronavirus outbreak.
At the same time, G20 creditors have offered Pakistan a bilateral debt
relief estimated at around $12 billion. The multilateral development banks’
(MDBs) latest financial assistance augments their current funding to Pakistan in various programmes, including the IMF’s Extended Fund Facility
and the World Bank’s Revitalising, Innovating, Strengthening Education
project. The G20’s recent offer of debt relief to low-income countries will
also support Pakistan by deferring principal and interest payments on bilateral debt due between May and December.
It is likely that the deferrals may be extended and involve other creditors. Debt relief by official-sector creditors would provide additional spending capacity for Pakistan, whose interest payments on foreign-currency
debt are around 0.6% of the GDP for fiscal 2021. Although the official-sector debt relief would provide some additional fiscal capacity, yet the G20
has also called on private sector creditors to offer comparable relief on a
voluntary basis.
All said, Pakistan’s economy is not in such a bad shape as is generally
perceived. We are sure to come out of the crisis but much will depend on
our capacity to manage our expenditures and stimulate the economy
through appropriate fiscal and other measures.
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Economics

Incentives to revive
the economy
Muhammad Jahangir

Unsure about the future course of the coronavirus pandemic, the government
is trying to mobilise its resources to revive the economy and bring muchneeded relief to the common people, who have lost their sources of income
due to the lockdown, which continues despite ease in restrictions. In this regard,
Prime Minister Imran Khan has repeatedly said that while saving lives from the
coronavirus, we must also save people from hunger.
Among other measures, the government has introduced an amnesty
scheme for the construction industry and cut the interest rate to the single digit.
Besides, the banks and financial institutions have relaxed paying off loan to
borrowers. The federal cabinet in mid-April approved an incentive package for
the construction industry after making amendments to the Income Tax Ordinance, 2001, which allows people to invest in the sector without disclosing their
source of income.
Importantly, the incentive package has fulfilled the longstanding demand of
builders and developers for fixed income tax and declaration of the construction
sector an industry. With the declaration of the construction sector an industry,
the import of plants and machinery used in the sector would have the same incentives as enjoyed by other industries.
According to the package, the fixed tax regime would be enforced where
taxes are based on per square feet/yard, zero withholding tax on all material
except cement and steel, exemption of tax on services and a facility of 10 times
credit on income and profit for which tax has been paid. The tax ratio on lowcost housing units to be built by the Naya Pakistan Housing and Development
Authority has been reduced by up to 90%. The regime would be applicable to
projects initiated before December 31, 2020, and the current incomplete projects that are registered under the scheme.
Under the package, provisions of the Section 111 (unexplained income
source) of the Income Tax Ordinance, 2001, will not be applicable to capital investments on land and cash if the cash investment is deposited in a new bank
account on or before December 31, 2020, and if the investor has legal ownership title of the land at the time of the promulgation of the scheme.
Exemption from the Section 111 will only be provided for projects that are
commenced by December 31, 2020, and completed till September 30, 2022.
A project will only be considered to be completed only if the builder has completed the grey structure till September 30, 2022, and the developer has completed landscaping by the time, and constructed 50% sub-grade level roads
on the project site.
The PTI government, in order to stabilize the depleting foreign reserves,
has increased the interest rate. Subsequently, foreign investors invested over
US$3 billion in the banking sector and stocks of Pakistan. The amount injected
in the economy is called hot money. However, with the pandemic worsening in
the developed and Western countries, the investors started pulling out hot
money.
Technically speaking, the rapidly accelerating departure of so-called hot
money that came pouring into government debt from last July onwards is now
going to test the State Bank’s commitment to a “market-determined exchange
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rate”. In the first 12 days of March, for example, close to $600m left Pakistani
markets, primarily from debt securities, as foreign investors and carry traders
rushed for safety with the rising economic impact from the fight against the
pandemic.
In the days to come, the exodus is likely to grow, especially since it has induced exchange rate volatility which is the biggest source of uncertainty in the
eyes of the carry traders behind the inflows. Just in a week, the rupee touched
160 to a dollar, and then saw a mysterious dive back to 156.5 in a move that
looked suspiciously, like intervention from the central bank. If so, we can be
certain that the outflows have already given the central bank cold feet, after its
young governor had gone to some lengths to play down the risks of a sudden
outflow.
The financial markets will be the first to be tested by the growing clouds of
uncertainty that are engulfing the country and the world economy these days.
Pressure to reduce interest rates is now higher than it has ever been through
the cycle of monetary tightening, and not a single voice is left in the public domain to make the case for continuing with high interest rates.
Another problem is that the government is in no position to afford the kind
of stimulus measures that other economies are announcing to compensate for
the slowdowns that the fight against the virus necessarily brings. Because of
higher interest rates, the local businessmen were reluctant to secure loan from
the banks in order to revive or expand their business. Likewise, the banking
sector has also been at stake since the popular scheme related to car leasing
and home loans lost interest among the potential buyers. Moreover, the car
manufacturers had also increased the prices of vehicles and with the higher
interest rates it was next to impossible for a client to buy a leased car through
a bank. However, the International Monitory Fund (IMF) has assured some relief for Pakistan as well as some developing countries. Pakistan has received
an emergency loan of $1.39 billion from it to cope with the coronavirus pandemic that raised the country's foreign reserves to about US$12billion. Earlier,
the foreign currency reserves had dropped to a four-month low at $10.97 billion
on April 10, 2020, according to the SBP's weekly update. The reserves had
partly depleted due to capital pullout worth around $2.69 billion by short-term
foreign investors.
The government has tried to make the best of a bad situation and it has
partially succeeded in its efforts to contain the damage to the economy as recently noted by some foreign financial institutions. But the task ahead is daunting and calls for constant monitoring of the situation and prompt remedial
measures where needed.
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Education

TeleSchool —
a blessing for students
during pandemic
Rasheed Ali

The lockdown, imposed by the government in the wake of the novel coronavirus pandemic, has brought few opportunities for Abdul Subhan. He
was rendered jobless and forced to stay at home, which was the biggest
problem, and an issue of survival for him and his family. However, opportunities which came as a “windfall” for his family need a detailed account.
Abdul Subhan lives in a two-room rented house in Muhammadi Colony,
a slum in the Sabzazar area of Lahore,
along with his wife and five children. Being
a salesman at a readymade garments shop
for over a decade with a meagre monthly income, it had always been hard for him to fulfil financial needs of his family. Though
himself an illiterate, yet he is fully convinced
of the importance of an education for his
children in the present-day age. But in his
Rs18,000 to Rs20,000 per month earning,
he had never been able to provide his four
daughters and a son with an enabling environment for a better education and good
grades in their exams. His children are
studying at government schools, where private tuition is considered almost a must, but
he has never been able to provide them with
it.
His eldest daughter, Mahwish Subhan,
passed her matriculation examination from
the Lahore board two years back. But she
failed to secure enough marks, for obvious
reasons, to get an admission to a government college. Most part of the ninth and
tenth classes, her school had no English
and biology subjects teachers, and Abdul
Subhan was unable to help her go to a private academy for tuition. The result was obvious, she did pass her matriculation
examination but with marks that she failed
to get admission to a government college,
though she had submitted application forms
to three colleges. After being scolded by her
mother and father, Mahwish promised she
would continue her education as a private
candidate. However, she herself and her
parents knew it well that it would be almost
impossible for her to continue her education.
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So, she started helping her mother in her cloth-stitching work at home.
Shumaila Subhan, her mother, is famous in Muhammadi Colony as
“Shammo Darzan (seamstress)” and she contributes Rs8,000 to Rs10,000
every month to her husband’s income.
Mahwish had bought first-year books to continue her studies as a private student, but she lost her interest after some months when she failed
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to continue with her passion for learning her lessons on her own. Many a
time, she rued her family’s financial situation, especially when she saw her
younger sibling, Tahira, now in class 10, and two sisters and the youngest
brother, facing the same problem of not doing well in their classes and
exams. All siblings do attempt to help each other in their homework and
studies, but mostly they end up in failure to do so.
However, April 13, 2020, brought good news for Mahwish, Tahira and
their other siblings when their father saw Prime Minister Imran Khan on
the television announcing the launch of a special channel for students, and
called them all to witness the ceremony proceedings. The Prime Minister
said the Pakistan Television (PTV) TeleSchool channel was aimed at providing education to children on their doorsteps during the lockdown.
Terming it a great concept, particularly in remote areas of the country
where there is no infrastructure for primary education, he promised that
the initiative would continue even after the end of the coronavirus pandemic.
Education Minister Shafqat Mahmood told the ceremony that PTV
TeleSchool, an initiative of the Ministry of Federal Education and Professional Training, would be available on satellite, terrestrial and cable. It
would broadcast programmes from 8am to 5pm every day and deliver content from grades 1 to 12. The federal minister told the ceremony that the
morning session with English, Maths, Urdu and General Science lessons
was dedicated to junior students and the next session with all subjects to
seniors. Mahwish was particularly happy with the new arrangement, as
she had found a new hope of restarting her education, while sitting at
home. She believes her younger siblings would also be able to understand
and learn their lessons now in a better way and acquire even college and
university education after passing their matriculation in good grades.
Talking to Cutting Edge by telephone, Minister for Federal Education
and Professional Training Shafqat Mahmood said that the initiative would
prove to be a revolution in the present situation as the whole world was
heading towards distance learning. He said that there had always been
complaints of substandard education in government schools in remote
areas of the country. He hoped the issue would be resolved to a great extent with the launch of the TeleSchool channel when expert and highly-
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Education Minister Shafqat
Mahmood told the ceremony
that PTV TeleSchool, an initiative of the Ministry of Federal
Education and Professional
Training, would be available on
satellite, terrestrial and cable. It
would broadcast programmes
from 8am to 5pm every day
and deliver content from
grades 1 to 12
qualified teachers deliver their lectures in an effective manner. When he
was told about the happiness of Mahwish Subhan over the launch of the
channel, the minister promised that the arrangement would continue even
after the pandemic and hoped that the initiative would help out a large
number of children, like Mahwish, who could not get admission to college
or those who had been dropped out of school.
The minister regretted that Pakistan had lagged behind in distance education during the past decades, though it was a requirement of the age.
He said that through the new system on television and in the presence of
a large number of mobile phones in almost all houses, adult education
would also be promoted. He suggested that people, like Abdul Subhan,
who are convinced of the importance of literacy and education, should also
start learning by sparing some time daily to attend TeleSchool classes.
The minister also regretted the fact that around 20 million children in
the country are still out of school and during the past 70 years, Pakistan’s
literacy reached only around 60 per cent, in which people had also
been listed as literate who could just write their name.
The federal minister believes it’s a lot easier to help parents buy a
television set to educate their children instead of constructing buildings for schools and hiring teachers and staff. He said neighbouring
India, with almost the same social setup and financial constraints, had
experimented with the initiative to increase the literacy rate and got
some success in it. Pakistan can do the same. Learning through the
classroom environment has its advantages, but once we manage to
effectively educate children through distance learning programmes,
the same can be used to expand our outreach and educate children
whom we have not yet reached out, added the minister.
Saqib Manzoor, an engineer and a CSP officer, said that e-learning
or distance learning was not a new concept. It has already been existent for years the world over. The Virtual University, set up in 2002
by the Pakistani government, is using the internet to disburse education among students online and President Dr. Arif Alvi was seen lauding its efforts and progress only a few weeks ago.
However, as the world shifts to a more remote way of working and
more so in the Coid-19 pandemic times, if evaluated seriously, it is
certainly a vastly unexplored model in Pakistan. An efficient and costeffective measure, it has far-reaching potential and growth for learning
communities; both educators and students, believes Saqib Manzoor.
Saadia Adnan, director Academics at Federal Directorate of Education, Islamabad, has some further details about the new initiative.
The Federal Directorate of Education (FDE) had established an Emergency Learning Centre (ELC), where subject specialists reviewed the
curriculum and made necessary changes before it was finalised, she
tells Cutting Edge by telephone. She said that the curriculum was developed with the assistance of Pakistani edtech companies. The FDE
consulted many institutions to prepare the curriculum, which is being
broadcast on the TeleSchool channel. She said initially the arrangement was made for three months and almost 11 hours of airtime was
borrowed from the PTV. However, preparations are underway to continue with the arrangement on a permanent basis. She said that the
curricula prepared for TeleSchool covered pre-school, and all the way
to the intermediate level. She also believes the initiative would prove
to be a milestone in enhancing literacy in the country.
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Viewpoint

Saving minds and bodies
from the pandemic
Aqeel Malik

The coronavirus has left behind terrorism in terms of deaths and panic in
the world after it was detected before the commencement of 2020 while
terrorism mostly remained the hallmark of the 21st century. The pandemic
has come out of left field and left us blindsided. Surrounded by chaos, confusion and suspicion, Covid-19 emerges as an unsympathetic pandemic
for the diversified world, outfitted with modernizations and sophistications.
Speculative, reactionary and non-vibrant response to Covid-19 enhances the psychological trauma manifolds. It is remarkable to note that
about fifty to sixty million people die every year at an average of about four
to six million per month from natural and other causes. The global estimates indicated between 290,000 and 650,000 influenza-associated
deaths from respiratory causes alone in the 2017-2018 flu seasons. By
comparison, on a global scale 0.233 million registered patients of Covid19 died worldwide during the initial four months of the year 2020, at an average of about 58,000 per month, far minimal in comparison to the normal
and influenza deaths. Yet, its psychological impact is devastative.
A statistical analysis of a single day victims is even more interesting.
The BBC reported that April 8 was one of the worst days as the coronavirus
in the USA recorded over 1,800 fatalities, world’s largest in a single day.
But on a given day, globally 26,283 people die of cancer; 49,041 people
die of cardiovascular diseases; 4,383 people die of diabetes. Meanwhile,
suicide takes on average 2,191 lives daily. Mosquitoes take the lives of
over 2,740 people, and humans kill an average of 1,287 fellow people
every single day. But these figures may not suggest that we live without
precautions to ward off the pandemic.
With about 2.6 billion people around the world in some kind of lockdowns, we are conducting arguably the largest psychological experiment
ever. This will result in a secondary epidemic of burnouts and stress-related
absenteeism evidently much more distressing than the physiological fatalities. Taking action now can mitigate the toxic effects of lockdowns to some
extent. Otherwise the psychological wellbeing of populations at large in
the post-Covid-19 scenario shall be an exigent task in Pakistan where society at large remains in a state of chaos.
Studies suggest that the coronavirus is less fatal for young people and
its severity rises with age while it adversely affects the psychological
makeup of humans. Therefore, in the UK, the Duke and Duchess of Cambridge, who have been raising awareness of mental health issues for
years, have backed a new campaign by the Public Health England department to encourage people to take care of their minds as well as their bodies during the outbreak.
Distinct long and short-term measures must also be taken at both conceptual and functional levels in Pakistan, to address the issues of psychological wellbeing during and after Covid-19. The psychiatry should be
available to the people on the concept of telemedicine at a single click.
Objective infotainment-based psychological wellbeing programs be broad-
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cast for all segments of the population; with program content focused on
biochemistry of beliefs and conviction to strengthen the immunity and conviction of the population at large.
Beliefs are the guiding principles that provide direction and meaning in
life whereas, conviction is a firm belief not based on personal opinion.
Bruce Lipton, an American developmental biologist, has claimed that our
beliefs control our biology rather than DNA and inheritance. Our beliefs become our reality. He focuses on mechanism underlying healing at cellular
level. Each and every tiny cell in our body is perfectly and absolutely aware
of our thoughts, feelings and of course, our beliefs. That is why once we
believe we are strong and hard to break; the biochemistry of our body unquestionably obeys and manifests it.
A few simple steps may also help people stay calm and positive during
lockdowns and quarantine periods. The availability of large time may be
utilized for prayers, meditation and enhancement of spirituality. Worries
and problems must be discussed with friends and family members during
the difficult time by remaining connected through available means of communication to beat isolation and feel better. Productive activities, including
writing, painting, art and entertainment activities of choice, may be undertaken to eliminate idleness, a source of weakening immunity. Intake of
healthy and balanced diet, sufficient water, regular exercise and sound
sleep are key factors for strong immunity and peace of mind. Appropriate
management of media and information intake is of paramount importance;
as round-the-clock news and constant social media updates adversely affect the psychological health of people, especially during a pandemic. The
strategy may facilitate the harmonization of the soul and body.
Beliefs are often considered as convictions or as religious beliefs, but
there are also philosophical beliefs relating to the sphere of daily life. Can
we explore the biochemistry of our beliefs and strengthen our conviction
to stand fast as a nation?
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Politics

Reasons we should
leave the Premier alone
Ahmed Suleman

So what if 22 years of political roaring and never did it actually occur to
him that he ought to have a candid team with a realistic policy so he can
hit the road running once allowed to do so. The gap was adequately filled
with dozens of fresh un-elected advisers that either know very less or
old faces from the past that know copy/pasting alone.
So what if the Swiss model, the Turkish model, the Chinese model,
the Malaysian model were all “rhetoric” that were constantly chanted by
him yet never researched by him let alone realistically discussed, but let
us appreciate that the only model he could ever offer to the nation was
himself i.e. a celebrity model.
So what if he has ruined what was left of the debt-driven economy?
A major political outcome was allegedly achieved in the best of public interest and the nation doesn’t mind as long as he wears a green Ralph
Lauren shirt or red kurta shalwar with the added smile that melts hearts.
On top of it you have some viral video of him surfacing where he is allegedly crying for the nation then nothing like it! So what if the PTI is constantly buying more time on one pretext or the other, be it the delay of
the BRT, its stay order, or its foreign funding case, or completion of its
full tenure, the respectable institutions are more than happy to defend
him not only in these matters but even beyond to the extent of the premier defending his cronies in the wheat and sugar crisis as well as the
massive illegal profiteering in the power sector report.
So what if “Naya Pakistan” miserably failed and all the corruption ending
was just a rhetoric? At least we had media coverage of all the events and
the twice sit-in protests which caused the national economy billions of
losses and paralysed the entire country for months. So what if the premier
lied to the nation about 1om jobs and 50m housing units? Let us not forget
that his party has provided “home” to all the lurking “syasi lotas” out there
by incorporating them into the PTI in difficult times, and he has at least provided jobs to all “corrupt elements” by inducting them into his Cabinet.
So what if inadequate economic policies of the government long before Corona had sent 40 million people below the poverty line and rendered many jobless – let us not forget that he gave us Shaukat Khanum
Hospital. So what if billions of dollars as anticipated had not poured in,
and revenue collection took a big shortfall, at least we have a premier
who can offer a renowned journalist (alleged to be Muhammad Malick) a
slot in the Cabinet after he roasted him in a live press conference on economic issues. So what if he threatened the world to use the nuclear option in terms of any foreign aggression in a global audience? Turns out
that we fear our nuclear weapons more so than the world really does and
he wanted to change that notion.
So what if the conflicting stances/statements of the premier with regard to Corona not only caused nation-wide confusion putting the entire
country and millions of lives at stake, but also allowed him to take credit
for a timely lockdown that saved many lives, a lockdown that was still im-
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posed despite he was against it all the time, yet he made the decision in
consultation with all stakeholders to implement it on time. So what if they
majority of people are asking one simple question, “What will kill us
first/more? The premier/PTI government, Corona or the alarming financial situation? The nation has an “honest” prime minister according to
the statement of the Attorney General in the SC. But let one dilate upon
that statement further because our national stupidity stands in the way
of realizing the depth of the statement. What he implied indirectly was
that the nation can not only eat the honesty of the premier, pay their utility
bills with his charismatic leadership, use his “speeches” to test/treat the
Corona, retain their jobs with the World Cup that he won for us, and if
nothing works for you as a replacement in terms of
resources/jobs/food/health, then you may as well tune in to the latest
Turkish drama “Dirilis Ertugrul” to ease your relentless worries – or just
read the book “the lost Islamic history”. Again – the premier and his team
are in charge of “creation/implementation of a standardized syllabus for
Pakistan ought to realize that majority of Pakistanis can’t even write their
name in Urdu, how can you expect them to watch a drama in Turkish or
read a book in English? I’ll give them the benefit of the doubt here that
they might know that the majority isn’t capable of doing so – that is why
you have the premier on social media in his “killer red kurta shalwar”. But
there is another catch – most Pakistanis can’t read in between the lines
of all the symbolism that the PTI has had to offer starting right from their
austerity drive in the first month, to bulldozing of the illegal occupancies
in Karachi, to all the policy jokes in the name of governance, and all the
rhetoric in the name of various economic models, mere sloganeering,
ending of corruption etc.
So what if the premier failed miserably in office, at least he tried, at
least he put up a good act and had many of us fooled right from the
masses to the institutions that he really is a savior, a hero that we had
been awaiting, a solution to all our problems. So what if when put to the
test – he has come out as the destroyer of our social values and economic lifeline, best part is – while doing so he made us laugh/smile/cry
all along the way, kept us emotionally engaged and mentally incapacitated to figure out his reality, kept taking credit for the hard work of others,
and kept blaming others for his inefficiencies, he played his dual roles of
going an 180 degrees in decisions vs his statements, and pulled it off really well.
The masses as well as the institutions should leave the premier alone
and do away with the system that brings about actors like him (and his
predecessors) to the public office in the first place and rather find better
alternatives. “Giving NRO was a grave mistake” (General Musharraf). So
please – stop copy pasting from the Musharraf era. Sixteen years have
passed and much has changed on the ground! You can’t apply everything
from the past and hope that it would work – especially mistakes!
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Opinion

Coronavirus exposed
the real reasons behind
France's 'burqa ban'
Rokhaya Diallo

Amid the coronavirus pandemic, France is faced with a paradox: It has
just made the wearing of masks compulsory in certain public spaces, but
maintained the years-long ban on Muslim full-face veils. This suggests, as
the Washington Post recently noted, "if an observant Muslim woman
wanted to get on the Paris Metro, she would be required to remove her
burqa and replace it with a mask".
The French government made the use of face masks in public mandatory on May 10 in an effort to safely ease the country's strict coronavirus
lockdown. More than 50 other countries, from Germany to Uganda, had
previously passed similar laws and provisions to stem the spread of the
virus and get people back to work. While in most countries the discussion
about compulsory face masks focused on the effectiveness of the measure, in France, where not long ago the government proudly stated that "the
Republic lives with its face uncovered", this decision raised questions
about the way the state defines French identity and values. Face coverings
started to be discussed in the context of French national identity for the
first time more than a decade ago, during Nicolas Sarkozy's presidency.
In October 2008, the High Authority for the Fight against Discrimination
and for Equality (HALDE), France's public watchdog group on discrimination, equated the wearing of a burqa to the "submission of women" in a
ruling over an administrative decision that denied a woman wearing the
garment access to the French-language classes that were required for her
to remain in France. As it sided with the public authority that took the controversial decision, the watchdog said: "The burqa carries the meaning of
the submission of women which goes beyond its religious scope and could
be considered as undermining republican values presiding over the
process of integration and organisation of these lessons." The ruling laid
the foundations for the perception that this religious garment is not only
fundamentally anti-feminist but also foreign to French culture. It also ignited
a debate on "republican values" which quickly transformed into a debate
on whether Islam is compatible with the French Republic.
Just a few months after the publication of HALDE's ruling, as the call
for the banning of all Muslim face coverings became louder across the
country, President Sarkozy himself joined in the debate. In a State of the
Nation address, the president claimed that face coverings worn by some
Muslim women were not a "religious problem" but a problem of "liberty and
women's dignity" and declared "the burqa is not welcome in France".
Sarkozy's words ignited another major public debate, with one side accusing the president of weaponising feminism and secular values to exclude
Muslims from the French identity and the other emphasising the importance of protecting the nation's core liberal values. While the few women
in France who wear full-face veils were never included in the "burqa" debate, several prominent public figures - mostly men - passionately argued
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that no one would willingly choose to wear such a garment and that anyone
wearing it was undoubtedly a victim of male oppression. Failing to realise
the irony of denying women agency over their own bodies and outfit
choices while trying to "save them" from gendered oppression, these people eventually convinced the country that all face coverings should be
banned to protect women's rights and French values.
As a result, in September 2010, the French Senate voted in favour of
a bill banning the concealment of the face in public spaces. In March 2011,
weeks before the ban came into force, the government issued a new circular about the scope of the ban and offered some cultural justifications
for it. "To conceal the face is to infringe the minimum requirements of life
in society," the circular stated. "This also places the persons concerned in
a situation of exclusion and inferiority incompatible with the principles of
freedom, equality and human dignity affirmed by the French Republic."
The circular, therefore, officially acknowledged a link between the way a
person chooses to dress themselves in public and that person's place in
French society. To be recognised as a French person, the circular affirmed,
one has to show her face in public, as a confirmation of her commitment
to the "common values" and "shared destiny" of the country.
This is why the French government's recent decision to make the wearing of face masks mandatory in public places raised questions. The government's move to make face masks compulsory while refusing to reverse
the ban on Muslim face veils reaffirmed the conviction many already had
that the so-called "burqa" ban has nothing to do with the incompatibility of
face coverings with the French way of life and everything to do with the
state's reluctance to include visible Muslims into the French national identity. As millions of French people now participate in public life with covered
faces without any issue, it is indeed clear that the French state banned
Muslim face veils not to protect the values of the Republic, but to promote
an assimilationist understanding of Frenchness that does not tolerate minority cultural expressions.
The coronavirus pandemic exposed the French state's hypocrisy
about several other forms of behaviour, too. For example, back in 2019,
following an attack on the Paris police headquarters by a Muslim employee, French Interior Minister Christophe Castaner delivered a controversial list of potential signs of radicalisation to the French Parliament.
Alongside innocent cultural expressions, such as wearing a long beard,
he suggested that a Muslim person's refusal to kiss someone to greet
them, as many French people usually do, could be a sign of radicalisation.
Now, however, the state is actively encouraging citizens to refrain from
kissing each other in an attempt to stop the spread of the virus. There is,
of course, no suggestion that refusing to kiss someone can infringe the
requirements of life in society.
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Conflict

Coronavirus can still be
an opportunity for
peace in Afghanistan
Abdul Basit

The coronavirus pandemic is swiftly rearranging global priorities. The contagion, which has killed more than 288,000 people globally, gave rise to some
new rivalries, but it also forced old foes in several parts of the world to pause
their conflicts. In March, responding to the United Nations Secretary-General
Antonio Guterres's appeal for a global ceasefire, conflicting parties in Colombia, Sudan, Syria, Ukraine and Yemen have expressed their willingness to
pause hostilities.
Like all global crises, Covid-19 also created challenges and opportunities
for local and international stakeholders in Afghanistan. The Taliban and the
Afghan government agreed to cooperate to stem the spread of the virus, and
this led to a reduction in violence in the urban areas of the country. In other
areas, the Taliban are not publicising their attacks. The Taliban not only reduced violence, but also agreed to a complete truce in provinces most affected by the coronavirus. The armed group is also encouraging people with
Covid-19 symptoms to go to government hospitals for tests, exercise social
distancing and maintain proper hygiene. In the coming months and years,
this budding cooperation can potentially help the government and the Taliban
to reach a power-sharing deal and bring sustainable peace to Afghanistan.
However, if pandemic causes large-scale devastation in the country - a likely
scenario given the scarcity of resources and the broken health system - it
can encourage the United States to hasten its exit and push Afghanistan towards civil war.
For the Afghan government, Covid-19 has provided a way out of the impasse it found itself in following the disputed presidential election, and brought
President Ashraf Ghani and his political rival Abdullah Abdullah closer to a
power-sharing agreement. Reportedly, Abdullah has presented a plan to the
government to end the political crisis, asking for a 50 percent share in the
cabinet, the authority to appoint governors in provinces where he won the
majority of votes and a decision-making role in the peace process. Ghani
and Abdullah are now believed to be close to reaching a final agreement in
which the latter would get a leadership role in the peace process but recognise the former as the legitimate president of the country.
Covid-19 has also earned the Afghan government some breathing space
in the intra-Afghan peace process. Social distancing measures and travel restrictions have made it difficult for Afghan officials to hold face-to-face meetings with their American counterparts. As a result, Washington eased the
pressure it has been applying on Kabul to move the process forward. Exploiting this relaxation, President Ghani released only 100 Taliban prisoners
instead of the 1,500 originally promised to ensure progress on peace negotiations. Keeping a higher number of Taliban fighters in prison could give the
Afghan government extra leverage in future negotiations, and keep these
people off the battlefield for longer. However, this is a strategy fraught with
risks. Health experts across the globe have warned that prisons and jails can
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become hotspots of coronavirus. If the Afghan government does not release
these prisoners soon, and coronavirus reaches the country's prisons, this will
not only make the government look bad and add to its woes, but will also exacerbate the country's Covid-19 crisis, as these prisoners will become new
vectors for the disease.
The pandemic has left the Taliban in a bind as well. The Taliban is a decentralised movement that unites different groups with diverse interests and
goals through violence. The reduction in violence, coupled with the stalling
of the peace process, will test the organisational coherence of the militant
movement. This year, for the first time since the start of the Afghan war, the
Taliban has not launched a spring offensive. The hardliner factions in the
movement are undoubtedly disturbed by the Taliban leadership's reluctance
to take action and will likely pressurise the Rahbari Shura (Executive Council)
to resume fighting. If they do not get their way, these factions may splinter off
to continue violent attacks.
The Islamic State of Khorasan (ISK) is already exploiting the Taliban's
decision to reduce violence to launch high-impact attacks of its own. In recent
weeks, ISK has targeted a Sikh temple in Kabul, killing 25 people and
launched a missile attack on the Bagram airbase. On May 12, gunmen suspected to be part of ISK stormed a maternity hospital in Kabul, killing 24 people including two newborn babies, their mothers and an unspecified number
of nurses. The armed group also attacked a funeral in eastern Nangarhar
province on the same day, killing a further 24 people. The hardline Taliban
factions may eventually choose to join the ISK and continue their violent attacks under the group's banner.
Despite knowing that it may cause upheaval in the movement and give
ISK space to expand, the Taliban leadership chose not to launch a spring offensive because such a move could have undermined the deal it reached
with the US in Qatar. Moreover, violence amid a pandemic would have allowed the Afghan government to portray the Taliban as a self-centred and
power-hungry entity only concerned with a power grab.
Even though the pandemic left the Taliban between a rock and a hard
place, and put the movement's organisational coherence at risk, the armed
group also succeeded in finding opportunity in the crisis. By reducing violence
across the country and bringing its attacks to a complete halt in provinces
most affected by the virus, the movement demonstrated that it can act as a
responsible stakeholder in the face of a national crisis and bolstered its political
legitimacy. Moreover, the militant movement has reconciled with the International Committee of Red Cross and other humanitarian organisations by
restoring their security guarantees, and allowed them to provide assistance
in Taliban-controlled areas affected by Covid-19. By doing this, the group signalled not only to the Afghan government but also to the world that it can work
as a responsible stakeholder in any post-settlement Afghanistan.
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Opinion

The coronavirus is
not good for nature
Marco Lambertini

It has been all over the media for weeks now: Nature has "hit the reset
button". "Animals are taking over," read countless upbeat posts on
Twitter.
With billions of humans forced to stay home across the world, as the
Covid-19 outbreak ravages lives and livelihoods, wildlife appears to be
making a comeback. Every day sees fresh reports of nature taking this unprecedented time, when a third of the global population is on lockdown, to
reclaim spaces long ago colonised by humans. In Thailand, tourist-free
beaches have lured record numbers of rare turtles to breed; in South
Africa, penguins are waddling through the abandoned streets; and in Italy,
wolves, deer and bears have been spotted in big towns and cities.
Carbon emissions and pollution levels are also falling due to travel and
flight restrictions, and mountain skylines and stars - once obliterated by
thick smog - have become visible from major cities. All this is leading some
to think that nature is thriving in a way not seen for generations - but the
true picture of what Covid-19 is doing to our natural world is much more
complex. Discounting the fact that some of the stories you will have seen
were probably fake news and that even the genuine improvements are
likely to be short-lived, what they overlook are the numerous negative effects of the pandemic on the environment and wildlife. If we take these
into consideration, it is clear that nature is actually under even greater
threat than before.
A serious hazard comes in the form of the disease itself. There are concerns the virus could infect mountain gorillas which are likely to be particularly vulnerable as they share about 98 percent of their DNA with humans
and are susceptible to infection from other human respiratory illnesses, including the common cold. They, like all great apes, are already endangered due to habitat loss, poaching and diseases - only 900 remain in the
mountains of central Africa. And Covid-19 is not the only potential wildlife
killer. Lockdown measures in some countries with large wildlife populations
have drastically reduced the capacity of government and community
rangers to protect wildlife, so it is perhaps unsurprising that with the onset
of a global economic downturn we have seen an increase in the poaching
of wild jaguars and pumas in Colombia and endangered species in countries across Asia and Africa facing heightened risks from poachers.
Marine life and trees are also particularly vulnerable in several parts of
the world right now. Illegal fishing is on the rise, with fishermen reportedly
taking advantage of a perceived drop in enforcement to operate illegally
in Indonesian waters to give just one example. Globally, WWF is concerned about the potential effect the removal of key surveillance measures
could have on the resilience of many important fish stocks. Similarly, we
are seeing an increase in illegal logging as enforcement agencies are unable to conduct raids due to restrictions on movement. Government data
suggests deforestation in the Brazilian Amazon rose 30 percent in March,
compared with the same period last year, while the same month saw
record numbers of fires set by land grabbers in the Colombian Amazon.
Covid-19 is also having a devastating effect on the nature-based
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tourism industry. In countries like South Africa and Kenya, tourism is the
main revenue source for many communities, as well as for protected and
conserved areas such as wildlife parks, and conservation activities, for example reducing conflict between humans and wildlife and reducing pressure on natural resources. With countries closing borders and parks to
prevent the spread of the virus, budgets for wildlife conservation are being
decimated. And a global economic recession may prevent tourism from
returning to previous levels for some time, while conservation can hardly
expect to be at the front of the queue for government funding when concerns around health and livelihoods are rightly taking priority.
These rollbacks do not mean we should give up hope. They simply
mean we need to work harder than ever to rebalance our relationship with
nature. World leaders are discussing massive stimulus and recovery plans
to help the economy bounce back. Crucial global meetings had been
scheduled to take critical decisions on biodiversity, ocean, climate and development later this year and while it has been necessary to postpone
these until early 2021, it is critical that the momentum for action on nature
is not lost.
We need world leaders to demonstrate ambition and accelerate action
on nature at the United Nations Biodiversity summit still scheduled to take
place in New York this September, before taking transformative decisions
when the postponed 2020 meetings finally take place next year. They continue to represent an unmissable opportunity to reset our compass towards
a carbon-neutral and nature-positive society and economy.
In the coming months, as the world grapples with this unprecedented
health crisis, it will be a terrible missed opportunity if we do not learn from
this crisis, and boost our economy by investing in sustainable practices. I
do not mean to spread more doom and gloom at a time when many of us
are struggling. We all need some positive news to get us through the loneliness and uncertainty of life in lockdown. But next time someone sends
you a video of jellyfish swimming through Venice or mountain goats invading a Welsh town, think twice before you celebrate the resurgence of nature. You may not have the full picture.
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Substandard road

Herd immunity
The federal government seems to be pursuing a policy of herd immunity. A few countries across the world, especially Sweden, have opted

The Shaheed-i-Millat Underpass was inaugurated a few months ago
by Bilawal Bhutto-Zardari with great pomp and fanfare but the side
road has now been closed to the public as it is not useable owing to

for herd immunity instead of a total lockdown.
The main argument and logic in support of herd immunity is that the
majority of the population contracts the virus and achieves the herd
immunity. Subsequently, the lockdown is eased off despite the spike in
the mortality rates and infection trajectory. As a matter of fact, herd immunity is achieved when most population gets immune to an infectious
disease, thereby providing indirect protection. For instance, if 80 per
cent of the population is immune to a virus, four out of every five people will not get sick and will not spread the disease. Consequently, the

substandard work .
The funds in millions have gone in the pockets of government functionaries and PPP bigwigs. Now Sindh is not using Tigers Force because it will be an impediment to exploiting the Ehsaas Programme
and other relief operations. Imran Khan may be an honest person but
he is not making any effort to reduce corruption. I voted for him with
a faint hope that in keeping with his promise, he will fight the evil of
corruption. Is Sindh not part of Pakistan?
Maj (r) Shamshad Ali

spread of the disease is kept under control.

Karachi

However, Pakistan has not carried out many tests which could claim
such a huge number of people have herd immunity. Besides, there is
no vaccine available for Covid-19 as yet. Thus, in the absence of the
vaccine, immunity to the virus can only be achieved is an individual

The plight of education

contracts it and survives whereby developing antibodies too. As ill luck

While the government is easing the lockdown in many parts of the coun-

would have it, presently 2.2pc of those who test positive die.

try and advising citizens to follow the SOPs and guidelines when out of

Taking into account ground realities and stated facts, herd immunity is

their homes, no directives have been issued to one important sector. All

not desirable, being a dangerous approach for a virus that is mutating.

formal and non-formal educational institutes are still closed and will

Moreover, we cannot afford this approach as majority of our people do

probably remain so till July 15. The government should permit all non-

not have a universal health coverage nor do they have a decent

formal education institutes like short course training, job and competitive

healthcare system. Above all, we are also confronting a host of eco-

exams preparatory institutes to reopen while ensuring social distancing

nomic issues. Thus, the federal government and all provincial govern-

so that the candidates can fully prepare for competitive exams like CSS,

ments have to fight this pandemic by means of a national strategy by

PMS, PCS, etc. The candidates wanting to take competitive exams have

adaptive approach.

already suffered a lot of loss during the two months of lockdown. The imMajid Burfat
Hyderabad

portant thing to note is that if the SOPs are followed strictly in these institutes, reopening the institutes would not pose a big risk.
Engr. Kashif Shehzad Sehar

Tiger Force

Layyah

Creating a corps of volunteers for social service is a great idea,
especially in the context of the coronavirus pandemic.
The federal and provincial governments should rise above political
bickering on this important initiative and institutionalise this as a
local government function. In the absence of elected local governments, the district administration has been tasked with steering
the work of committed volunteers. All political parties should support this national initiative by Prime Minister Imran Khan, who
should reciprocate by allaying the apprehensions of some of the
opposition parties which object to its name. This corps of volunteers may be named the Civil Defence Force. It can function under
the statutory mandate of the civil defence departments of the
provinces. Will the prime minister you care to unite the nation
against Covid-19 challenge by this symbolic gesture of name
change? Hope he will.
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Agriculture policy
We have been hearing about how Pakistan is an agricultural country
and most of our economy depends on its output. The same can be
said about the rural population, which accounts for nearly all of the
agricultural production. About 63 per cent of our population is blessed
with 40pc arable land. Most countries do not have this percentage for
agricultural growth. Although agricultural growth is not a prerequisite
for a prosperous economy, it provides sufficient food and raw material
for many industrial products like textiles. The industrial growth of any
country is directly dependent upon agriculture and can impact its economic outlook provided the raw material is available in abundance.
The rest of the economic projection can only be achieved by fourthgeneration technologies based on the internet.

Tariq Khosa

Abdul Malik Sajidi

Lahore

Gresha, Balochistan
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Planets with hydrogen-rich atmospheres
could harbor life

Deep-sea mining may damage underwater ecosystems for decades

Lisa Grossman

Carolyn Gramling

Microbes can live
and grow in an atmosphere of pure
hydrogen, lab experiments show. The
finding could widen
the range of environments where astronomers
seek
signs of alien life.
“We’re trying to expand people’s view of what should be considered a
habitable planet,” says exoplanet astronomer Sara Seager of MIT. “It
seems to increase our chances that we may find life elsewhere.” Seager
and her colleagues placed yeast and E. coli — both considered standins for other single-celled organisms — in small bottles with some nutrient broth. The researchers displaced the air in six bottles and replaced
it with pure hydrogen gas, pure helium gas or a mixture of 80 percent
nitrogen and 20 percent carbon dioxide. A final set of bottles was left
with Earth air. Every few hours, the researchers removed some of the
microbes with a hypodermic needle to count how many were alive. The
microbes had replicated in every atmosphere tested, the team reports,
thriving most in ordinary Earth air.
In addition, E. coli in particular produced several gases that already are
considered potential biosignatures, or signs of possible life, if found in
other planets’ atmospheres, including ammonia, methanethiol and nitrous oxide. “E. coli is such a simple organism, yet it produces an incredible array” of gases, says astrobiologist Giada Arney at NASA’s
Goddard Space Flight Center in Greenbelt, Md., who was not involved
in the experiments. “Knowing which gases can be produced by life is a
necessary first step towards vetting them as possible detectable biosignatures on an exoplanet.”

Microbe communities living in the
seafloor off Peru
haven’t bounced
back from a deepsea mining experiment 26 years
ago. The populations are still reduced
by
30
percent in this part of the South Pacific Ocean, researchers report.
From 1989 to 1994, the DISturbance and reCOLonization, or DISCOL,
experiment plowed grooves into the seafloor to mimic deep-sea mining
for valuable metal-bearing rocks. The lumps of rock, known as polymetallic or manganese nodules, contain economically important metals such
as copper, nickel and cobalt. To recover the nodules, miners dredge the
seafloor, scraping off much of the top layer of sediment along with the
rocks. Researchers have long expressed concern about how this might
affect deep-sea ecosystems. But there is little data about the effects of
deep-sea mining on the ocean environment — and particularly on the microbes at the base of the food web, which cycle the nutrient nitrogen between seafloor and bottom waters.
Scientists last assessed DISCOL’s effects in 1996. So in 2015, microbial
ecologist Tobias Vonnahme, now of The Arctic University of Norway in
Tromsø, and colleagues devised a new test, comparing the 26-year-old
plough tracks with five-week-old tracks they dug into the seafloor. Cell
counts of microbes in the younger tracks were reduced by about 50 percent compared with undisturbed areas; in older tracks, cell numbers were
reduced by about 30 percent. Due to slow accumulation of sediment in
the deep sea, regions disturbed by mining could take more than 50 years
to fully recover, the team says.
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Running without risk during the pandemic
Robert Preidt
It's good for you to take a run during the coronavirus pandemic -- and safe
if you take precautions, an expert says.
"It's good to get outside, get moving and get some sanity back in such a
crazy time," said Grace Neurohr, a physical therapist and running specialist
at Sinai Hospital of Baltimore. Running "can provide some structure to your
day and build a routine that can help keep you from feeling bored or unmotivated," she explained in a hospital news release. "It also can help ward
off depression or anxiety by releasing endorphins, hormones that help us
feel happier, more positive and even hopeful."
There are also physical benefits, including improved heart and lung health.
And those who are physically fit have stronger immune systems and an improved ability to fight infection, Neurohr said. If you run outdoors, remember
the importance of social distancing and avoiding others. Dr. Sanjay Gupta,
chief medical correspondent for CNN, recommends maintaining 10 to 12
feet of separation during a run, because you're breathing heavily as you
work out. Runners' "breath cloud" may contain more virus, he points out.
Pick times and routes that are less likely to be busy. "Try running earlier in
the morning or during your lunch break to avoid the crowds," Neurohr suggested. "Also, try running on trails rather than a busy park or sidewalk. This
will allow you more open space, a change of scenery and less frustration
trying to dodge others."
Bring a double-layered cloth mask that covers your entire mouth and

nose. Use it when you're in crowded areas. But running in an N95 mask
is not recommended. "They make breathing too difficult and should be
saved for our health care providers and first responders," Neurohr said.
Remember to wash your mask(s) frequently. If you have a running partner, it should be someone you interact with on a daily basis, like your
spouse, your teen, or a close co-worker if you're still going to work. "Now
is not the time to introduce new training partners or join a new running
group," Neurohr said.

Two more years of Covid-19 pandemic likely
Carolyn Crist
The coronavirus will likely spread for the next 18-24 months and infect
up to 70% of the population, several pandemic experts said in a new report.
Even in a “best-case scenario,” people will continue to die, and ongoing
infections will occur throughout this year and next year, according to the
report. “This thing's not going to stop until it infects 60 to 70 percent of
people,” Mike Osterholm, director of the Center for Infectious Disease
Research and Policy (CIDRAP) at the University of Minnesota, told CNN.
“The idea that this is going to be done soon defies microbiology.” Osterholm, who has advised several presidents on pandemics during the past
two decades, co-authored the nine-page report, titled “COVID-19: The
CIDRAP Viewpoint,” with epidemiologists from the Harvard School of
Public Health and formerly from the CDC.
The team used prediction models, historic pandemic data and published
reports about Covid-19 to forecast the next two years. Based on that,
they said government officials should prepare for a long-term pandemic.
They discussed three scenarios: The first scenario could be that the first
wave of Covid-19 this spring is followed by several smaller waves during
the summer and the next two years, gradually decreasing throughout
2021. This could vary by geography and require periodic shelter-in-place
recommendations. The second scenario could be that the first wave is
followed by a larger wave in the fall or winter, and then smaller waves in
the 2021, which could require shelter-in-place measures again in the fall.
This scenario mimics the 1918-1919 pandemic. The third scenario could
be a “slow burn” of transmission during the next two years, which may
not require additional shelter-in-place orders, but will continue to cause
new cases and deaths.
To prepare, states should plan for the second scenario, or the “worst-
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case scenario,” they wrote, especially since the coronavirus has a long
incubation period and is spread easily by people without symptoms. A
vaccine could help, of course, but a widespread vaccine may not be likely
until 2021, they added. The University of Oxford announced that it could
have results of its first clinical trials on a vaccine this summer. The report
is focused on the Northern Hemisphere. But the pandemic could be even
harsher in developing countries in the Southern Hemisphere that lack
health care infrastructure and have a high number of infections and illnesses that make Covid-19 symptoms more severe, according to the report. “Government officials should develop concrete plans, including
triggers for reinstituting mitigation measures, for dealing with disease
peaks when they occur,” the authors wrote.
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Love Wedding

Why Don't You Just Die!

Ian Freer

Nikki Baughan

Like that time period between the speeches and
the dancing, Love Wedding Repeat is constantly a frustrating
affair. Inspired by 2012
French flick Plan De
Table, there is a delicious premise at the
heart of writer-director Dean Craig’s film: it’s a romcom played as Edge
of Tomorrow, a ’90s Richard Curtis-style confection but with all the spice
of time-line tricksiness. But sadly, it not only fails to capture the wit and
emotional zap of weapons-grade Curtis, it also doesn’t deliver on the
one unique idea in its arsenal. It starts promisingly enough. Following a
prologue set in Rome where English structural engineer Jack (Sam
Claflin) loses his nerve and fails to kiss American war journo Dina (Olivia
Munn), friend of Jack’s sister Hayley (a winning Eleanor Tomlinson), we
jump three years to the last’s wedding in a beautiful Italian idyll. The film
starts as a recognisable wedding comedy, played out with embarrassing
faux pas and awkward interactions, all set to a lovely playlist of classical
faves (Debussy’s ‘Clair De Lune’ does a lot of heavy lifting in the romance department). So far, so Four Weddings. Yet, as it goes on, it gets
broader and less funny. Jack is tasked with keeping Hayley’s stalker
Marc (Jack Farthing) from spoiling the ceremony by dropping a wad of
heavy-duty sleeping medicine into his champers.

Beastie Boys Story
Alex Godfrey
The Beastie Boys, they
once told us, have got
more stories than J.D.’s
got Salinger, a lyric that
sounds like it might make
sense, but doesn’t at all.
The same can be said of
the Beastie Boys — an almost impossible band, three white rappers who started off in punk, accidentally became frat superstars, then reinvented themselves as an
uncategorisable hybrid with no boundaries. Nothing made sense — as
they recount in this film, for some time they were managed by Kenny
Rogers’ manager, because they thought that was funny — but if you were
a fan, they made more sense than anyone. In this document of the stage
show, directed by Spike Jonze, they explain how it all happened. And
they certainly have stories.
This is no more and no less than that show, Horovitz and Diamond standing on stage telling tales, montages bringing it all to life. They shoot
through the fundamentals — how they stumbled into hip-hop before getting lost in a hall of mirrors, becoming people they weren’t, people they
despised, then finding their voice, again and again and again: always
changing, always evolving, but always unmistakably them. They take responsibility (albeit briefly) for some regrettable youthful episodes — firing
their female drummer because she didn’t fit with their image, writing
misogynistic lyrics for a laugh. There are grievances and betrayals. And
then humility, rebirth, and compassion.
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It all starts with a series
of extreme close-ups,
setting the scene in seconds. A hesitant finger
over a doorbell; a pair of
fearful eyes; a hammer
clutched behind a back.
And that effective command of the visual language infuses Russian writer/director Kirill Sokolov’s ultra-violent
chamber piece Why Don’t You Just Die!, elevating it above standard
genre fare into something altogether more sophisticated.
The finger, eyes and hammer belong to Matvei (Aleksandr Kuznetsov),
a young man paying a visit to the apartment of Andrey (Vitaliy Khaev)
and Tasha (Elena Shevchenko); the parents of his girlfriend Olya
(Evgeniya Kregzhde). Why he needs a weapon is initially unclear, although there’s an atmosphere of menace from the moment Matvei
locks the front door behind him. And, indeed, after a tense exchange
it’s not long before all hell breaks loose, as Matvei and Andrey attempt
to kill each other in the confines of the small flat. To delve into the hows
and whys would be to dilute the jaw-dropping entertainment value of
Why Don’t You Just Die!; suffice it to say that, amidst the bloody carnage (and, while it plays more as farce than torture, Matvei and Andrey
make use of every item at their disposal, from TV sets to power drills),
Sokolov hasn’t skimped on story, crafting a tightly plotted narrative that
takes in lies, corruption and double-crossings.

Extraction
Chris Hewitt
The first thing you should
know about Extraction is that,
yes, Chris Hemsworth’s character in this relentless actioner
is called Tyler Rake, and yes,
in a triumph for nominative determinism, he actually kills a
couple of bad guys with a
rake. The sight of Hemsworth going nuts with a garden implement in a
manner that would frankly appall Alan Titchmarsh, seconds after laying
waste to an entire room of bad guys, is proof positive, if you hadn’t already
twigged after half an hour of bloody headshots and bloodier language,
that this latest collaboration between the Australian man-mountain and
the Russo brothers is miles away from the Avengers and their japes with
capes. Hemsworth’s Rake isn’t so much Thor, more thucking thurious. We
first meet Rake in media res, as is the vogue, before whipping back to a
calmer time, pre-mayhem. He’s the sort of guy who leaps into a lagoon
and sits contemplatively underwater. It’s clear that Rake has issues. He
has a Tortured Past. He has Nightmare Flashback Disorder. But he’s also
a pure killing machine, part-Terminator, part-Jack Reacher. Which comes
in handy when Rake finds himself the target of not just a formidable
Bangladeshi gang, but corrupt cops and soldiers too. It’s here where
Hemsworth, and director Sam Hargrave, graduating to the director’s chair
after stunt duties on the Russos’ Marvel movies and directing the second
unit on Avengers: Endgame, show off their action muscle.
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The Cartiers

The Dark Prophecy

Francesca Cartier Brickell

Rick Riordan

The Cartiers is the revealing tale of a
jewellery dynasty-four generations,
from revolutionary France to the 1960s.
At its heart are the three Cartier brothers whose motto was "Never copy, only
create" and who made their family firm
internationally famous in the early days
of the twentieth century, thanks to their
unique and complementary talents:
Louis, the visionary designer who created the first men's wristwatch to help
an aviator friend tell the time without
taking his hands off the controls of his
flying machine; Pierre, the master dealmaker who bought the New York headquarters on Fifth Avenue for a
double-stranded natural pearl necklace; and Jacques, the globe-trotting gemstone expert whose travels to India gave Cartier access to
the world's best rubies, emeralds, and sapphires, inspiring the celebrated Tutti Frutti jewellery. Francesca Cartier Brickell, whose greatgrandfather was the youngest of the brothers, has travelled the world
researching her family's history, tracking down those connected with
her ancestors and discovering long-lost pieces of the puzzle along
the way. Now she reveals never-before-told dramas, romances, intrigues, betrayals, and more. The Cartiers also offers a behind-thescenes look at the firm's most iconic jewellery, the notoriously cursed
Hope Diamond, the Romanov emeralds, the classic panther pieces
and the long line of stars from the worlds of fashion, film, and royalty
who wore them, from Indian maharajas and Russian grand
duchesses to Wallis Simpson, Coco Chanel, and Elizabeth Taylor.

The god Apollo, cast down to earth and
trapped in the form of a gawky teenage boy
as punishment, must set off on the second of
his harrowing (and hilarious) trials. He and his
companions seek the ancient oracles restoring them is the only way for Apollo to
reclaim his place on Mount Olympus - but this
is easier said than done.Somewhere in the
American Midwest is a haunted cave that
may hold answers for Apollo in his quest to
become a god again, if it doesn't kill him or
drive him insane first. Standing in Apollo's
way is the second member of the evil Triumvirate - a Roman emperor
whose love of bloodshed and spectacle makes even Nero look tame. To
survive the encounter, Apollo will need the help of a now-mortal goddess,
a bronze dragon, and some familiar demigod faces from Camp Half-Blood.
With them by his side, can Apollo face down the greatest challenge of his
four thousand years of existence?

The Power of Now
Eckhart Tolle
Ekhart Tolle's message is simple: living in the
now is the truest path to happiness and enlightenment. And while this message may not
seem stunningly original or fresh, Tolle's clear
writing, supportive voice and enthusiasm
make this an excellent manual for anyone
who's ever wondered what exactly "living in
the now" means. Foremost, Tolle is a worldclass teacher, able to explain complicated
concepts in concrete language. More importantly, within a chapter of reading this book,
readers are already holding the world in a different container--more conscious of how
thoughts and emotions get in the way of their
ability to live in genuine peace and happiness. Tolle packs a lot of information
and inspirational ideas into the Power of Now. (Topics include the source of
Chi, enlightened relationships, creative use of the mind, impermanence and
the cycle of life.) Thankfully, he's added markers that symbolise "break time".
This is when readers should close the book and mull over what they just read.
As a result, the Power of Now reads like the highly acclaimed A Course in Miracles--a spiritual guidebook that has the potential to inspire just as many study
groups and change just as many lives for the better.
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Three Daughters of Eve
Elif Shafak
Peri, a wealthy Turkish housewife, is on her
way to a dinner party at a seaside mansion in
Istanbul when a beggar snatches her handbag. As she wrestles to get it back, a photograph falls to the ground - an old polaroid of
three young women and their university professor. A relic from a past - and a love - Peri
had tried desperately to forget. The photograph takes Peri back to Oxford University, as
an eighteen year old sent abroad for the first
time. To her dazzling, rebellious Professor and
his life-changing course on God. To her home
with her two best friends, Shirin and Mona, and their arguments about
Islam and femininity. And finally, to the scandal that tore them all apart.

In the Country of Men
Hisham Matar
Nine-year-old Suleiman is just awakening to
the wider world beyond the games on the hot
pavement outside his home and beyond the
loving embrace of his parents. He becomes the
man of the house when his father goes away
on business, but then he sees his father, standing in the market square in a pair of dark
glasses. Suddenly the wider world becomes a
frightening place where parents lie and questions go unanswered. Suleiman turns to his
mother, who, under the cover of night, entrusts
him with the secret story of her childhood.
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