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Economics

Expanding Covid-19,
contracting economy
Shahid Hussain

Pakistan’s economy continues to reels under the adverse impacts of the
novel coronavirus. Its economy has already contracted by 0.38pc in the
outgoing fiscal year and the situation is not expected to improve much
even though lockdown restrictions have been relaxed.
Pakistan’s economy, which had slowed down after the introduction of
stabilisation policies that hit the industrial sector much before the onset of
the pandemic, has contracted by 0.38pc in the outgoing fiscal year.
Moody’s Investors Service has put Pakistan under watch for possible
downgrade of its long-term local and foreign credit ratings, suspecting that
Pakistan may default on debt repayments to “private sector creditors” due
to economic mess under the coronavirus pandemic. However, Moody’s
said Pakistan had improved its economic indicators well before the outbreak of Covid-19 late in March and was still capable of continuing to pay
off the debt on time. The possible deterioration in the country’s current account deficit, likely depletion in its foreign currency reserves and low tax
and non-tax revenue collections due to limited economic activities and anticipated contraction in the domestic economy may weaken the government’s ability to continue paying off the debt on time, going forward.
Analysts fear Moody’s move may turn the rupee-dollar exchange rate
volatile and increase the cost of new foreign borrowing for the country in
international markets. The rating agency has placed the government of
Pakistan’s local and foreign currency long-term issuer and senior unsecured B3 rating under review for downgrade. However, the move is not
Pakistan-specific only. “Consistent with Moody’s approach globally, the review period will allow the rating agency to assess whether Pakistan would
likely entail default on private sector debt,” it said. It, however, did not mention the duration of the review period, as to how long it would monitor Pakistan’s debt repayment activities and when it would announce its final
decision. Moody’s said the decision to place the ratings under review for
downgrade reflected its expectation that the government would request
for bilateral official sector debt service relief under the recently announced
G20 initiative.
On the other hand, the National Accounts Committee has projected the
GDP to grow negatively at 0.38pc during the fiscal year 2019-20 ending
on June 30. The estimates are based on six to nine months provisional
data projected for the whole year and adjusted for the impact of Covid-19
followed by the lockdown. The economic contraction and currency devaluation cut the size of the economy to around $265.6 billion from $280 billion a year ago. At the end of the Pakistan Muslim League-Nawaz (PML-N)
government’s term, the size of the GDP was $313 billion.
Almost every sector of the economy witnessed negative growth. After
witnessing a 0.6pc growth rate in the last fiscal year, the agricultural sector
grew by 2.7pc this year. The government had set a target of 3.5pc growth
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in the sector for the fiscal year. The industrial sector is the worst hit by the
pandemic, although there was a partial lockdown in the country and some
industries kept running. The government missed key sectoral targets.
Against a target of 2.3pc, the output in the industrial sector stood at 2.64pc. The output of large-scale manufacturing contracted by 7.8pc while
small-scale manufacturing grew by 1.5pc after the government adjusted
the adverse impact of Covid-19. The construction sector also posted a
growth of 8pc this year as against a negative growth of 16.7pc in the previous fiscal year. The services sector, which accounts for 60.4pc of the
size of the economy, contracted by 0.6pc against the target of 4.6pc. The
wholesale and retail trade sector posted -3.4pc growth against the target
of 3.9pc.
The World Bank has also noted adverse effects of the pandemic on
Pakistan’s economy. It has approved $500 million loan to help the country
out of a major economic crisis. “As the world battles coronavirus, a lot of
countries have been having a hard time saving their economy. Pakistan,
a country that has already been struggling economically, has seen a steep
decline in the economy. Political risks are high because Covid-19 response
adds uncertainty to the relations among the federating units,” it said.
The State Bank of Pakistan (SBP) has slashed the policy interest rate
by 100 basis points to 8pc to provide easy liquidity to help businesses
under stress owing to the pandemic. This was the fourth reduction within
two months and cumulatively interest rates were slashed by 5.25pc. “The
inflation outlook has improved further after a recent cut in domestic fuel
prices. Inflation could fall closer to the lower end of the previously announced ranges of 11-12pc this fiscal year and 7-9pc next fiscal year,” it
observed. However, the central bank expects some upside risks from potential food price shocks associated with adverse agricultural conditions.
In the light of preliminary evidence from China and other countries that
eased lockdowns earlier than others, activity in service sectors and consumption, which formed a large part of the domestic economy, could remain subdued for a longer time. Large-scale manufacturing witnessed a
steep decline of 23pc year-on-year in March due to withdrawal from economic and social activities aimed at slowing the spread of coronavirus.
“High-frequency indicators of demand such as credit card spending, cement dispatches, credit off-take and petroleum products sales also suggest
a marked contraction in domestic economic activity in both March and
April. After showing signs of recovery earlier this year, both consumer and
business sentiments have fallen sharply,” the SBP observed.
The recent measures have failed to prevent a sharp fall in economic
activity due to the lockdown. Despite a cut in fuel prices, prices of essentials, like chicken, flour and sugar, have increased sharply. As the pandemic continues to rage, people cannot expect immediate economic relief.
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Strategy

The battle against
coronavirus
Nasim Ahmed

The ongoing controversy in the country over when and how to relax the
lockdown restrictions has at last been resolved through an order of the
Apex Court.
Last week, a Supreme Court bench, hearing a suo motu case pertaining to the authorities’ handling of the coronavirus pandemic, set aside
the federal government’s decision to close shops, markets and businesses on Saturdays and Sundays, saying that people of Pakistan are
poor and they need to earn their bread and butter on a daily basis. The
court also ordered the provincial governments to reopen all malls but to
ensure the SOPs are strictly observed. At the same time, the bench expressed concern that the amount being spent on fighting the pandemic
could not be justified because Pakistan is not “seriously affected” by it.
The truth is that from the beginning the Sindh government took an
adversarial position vis-a-vis the federal government on the lockdown
which created a lot of confusion in the public mind in the province. It
stood in the way of a coherent administrative response based on the best
practices in corona control. Given the gravity of the situation, there was
need for a consensus on priorities but a unified approach was missing.
There was ample logic in Prime Minister Imran Khan’s repeated declaration that while saving lives, the government could not ignore the
economic needs of millions of people confined to their homes by the
corona lockdown. He floated the idea of a smart or selective lockdown
in order to allow people to engage in limited, controlled economic activities. But the Sindh government kept playing the game of political
point scoring and stoking fears of spread of the virus in order to prevent
the federal government from developing a balanced strategy to deal
with the corona threat. The SC verdict in a way endorsed the stand of
the federal government.
All across the world, lockdown restrictions are gradually being loosened. The feeling is growing that the damage done to the global economy by the corona shutdown is way out of proportion to the actual
number of infections and fatalities caused by the virus. Analysts and
commentators have rightly questioned the logic behind putting the livelihoods of seven billion people at risk to control a virus which in virulence
is comparable to the seasonal influenza which kills around four hundred
thousand people each year.
It is the reason why many countries from the start cast aside the warnings of the epidemiologists who came out with doomsday scenarios
which, fortunately for the world, turned out to be false. For example, the
government in Sweden did not lock down the country and, instead, employed the technique of herd immunity. Despite no lockdown, the infection and fatality rate in Sweden was no higher than in neighbouring
countries which imposed complete lockdown on their people. Korea
started with a strict lockdown but soon opened up. The same goes for
Germany and some East European countries. Italy and the UK, which
were the worst affected countries in the initial phase, also reopened their
economies as soon as possible.
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The situation in Pakistan is much different from that in the advanced
countries where people are economically better off and can sustain
themselves through prolonged lockdown periods. Here over 40 percent
of the people live below the poverty line and have to earn their bread
daily. For them no work means no food. That explains PM Imran
Khan’s oft-repeated concern over keeping people locked down for an
indefinite period.
As things stand, Pakistan is in step with most of the world in dealing
with the pandemic. Over the last couple of months, the realization has
grown all across the globe that even the strictest of lockdowns, such as
in China and Italy, did not prevent local clusters of Covid-19 from reemerging later when routine life was allowed to resume. Thus, when
Prime Minister Imran Khan recently said that the country would have to
“learn to live” with the virus, he was merely echoing the words of David
Nabarro, WHO’s special envoy for Covid-19.
However, while reopening of the economy, rigorous efforts for disease
control must continue with active testing, contact tracing and isolating
patients. At the same time, the government should ensure that the people at large follow SOPs to check the uncontrolled transmission of the
virus. It is good that the government has made it mandatory for everyone to use hand sanitisers, wear a mask in public and observe social
distancing.
No doubt, public awareness about the coronavirus has grown but it
has been observed that some people are still careless and throng markets and stores throwing caution to the wind. It must be checked with a
strong hand. Heavy fines should be imposed on both owners of businesses and customers who are found to be violating the SOPs. Since it
is a question of life and death, there is no room for leniency in the matter.
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Environment

Saving Mother Earth
Nasim Ahmed

Earth Day is celebrated every year on April 22 but the day passed without
much notice because of the coronavirus crisis. As the name suggests, the
day is dedicated to earth and all the issues which plague it, with the aim to
raise awareness of the need for conservation.
Historical records are witness that in the decades leading up to the first
Earth Day, the world, especially the industrialised countries, was consuming vast amounts of leaded gas through massive and inefficient automobiles. Industry belched out smoke and sludge with little fear of the
consequences from either the law or bad press. Air pollution was accepted
as a sign of prosperity. Until the point, the world remained largely oblivious
to environmental concerns and how a polluted environment threatens
human health.
The first Earth Day was observed in 1970. Threatened by a series of
oil spills, endless smog and polluted rivers, 20 million people around the
world took to the streets, protesting against a worsening environmental crisis. It was the planet’s largest civic event at the time and compelled governments to respond and take actions, including passing environmental
laws and establishing environmental agencies.
Over the decades, the Earth Day Network has brought hundreds of millions of people into the environmental movement, creating opportunities
for civic engagement and volunteerism in 193 countries. Earth Day engages more than one billion people every year and has become a major
stepping stone along the pathway of engagement around the protection of
the planet.
In 2009, the United Nations General Assembly adopted a resolution
recognizing the day as International Mother Earth Day. On Earth Day 2016,
the United Nations formally adopted the Paris Agreement, articulating the
commitment of nations to limit global temperature rise to less than 2 C
over pre-industrial levels; and to strengthen the ability of countries to mitigate the negative impacts of climate change.
The year 2020 has a special significance as it marks 50 years of celebrations with the theme “Climate Action”. Climate change has been a
pressing cause of concern in recent years. It has posed a great threat to
humanity, and immediate action is required to prevent things from getting
worse.
This year, the face of celebrations has changed owing to the coronavirus pandemic. While the pandemic has been spreading around the
world and dominating news headlines, the need to take concrete climate
action has remained as urgent as ever. By the end of 2020, global CO2
emissions need to have dropped by 7.6 per cent and continue to fall by
7.6 per cent each year for us to have kept global heating under 1.5oC, according to the United Nations Environment Programme’s (UNEP) Emissions Gap Report 2019.
Against the background, the new pandemic is a stark reminder of the
vulnerability of the human race and the planet in the face of global scale
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threats. In his response to the socio-economic impacts of Covid-19, United
Nations Secretary-General, António Guterres has rightly noted: "Had we
been further advanced in meeting the Sustainable Development Goals and
the Paris Agreement on Climate Change, we could better face this challenge."
Covid-19 has now prompted a dramatic shift to completely digital and
virtual platforms. Earth Day 2020 calls for 24 hours of actions, big and
small, for people and the planet. On the 50th anniversary, civil society organizers filled the world’s digital landscape with global conversations, positive acts, performances, webinars and events supporting urgent action on
climate change.
As we prepare for a post-pandemic recovery, the world must seize the
opportunity to build a new and better world. The risks faced by ignoring the
threats of environmental destruction must be understood and addressed
with a well-thought out package of policy measures.
Earth Day is a timely reminder to embrace the opportunities of the natural world for green jobs, sustainable economic stimulus, for urgently taking
action to protect ourselves against unsurvivable global heating and for securing healthy, dignified futures. It is time to demonstrate solidarity, take
action and send a clear message to world leaders to act on climate change,
halt biodiversity and habitat loss. We must realise that environmental protection is a fundamental foundation of building back better.
We must look ahead to the next 50 years and establish benchmarks
that must be achieved with regard to protection of biodiversity, reforestation
efforts and commitment to the overall sustainable management of natural
resources.
As the UN bodies have pointed out, Nature is in crisis, threatened by
habitat loss, global heating and toxic pollution. Failure to act is failing humanity. Addressing the current coronavirus pandemic and protecting ourselves against future global threats require sound management of
hazardous medical and chemical waste; strong and global stewardship of
nature and biodiversity; and a clear commitment to “building back better”,
creating green jobs and facilitating the transition to carbon neutral
economies.
Humanity must act now to secure a better, more resilient and sustainable future for our coming generations.
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Opinion

Heading for another
lockdown?
Muhammad Hassan

The number of coronavirus cases and deaths has risen sharply after lockdown was further eased in Pakistan. People bulldozed all the precautions
to cram markets ahead of Eid and experts fear a steep rise in the cases in
days to come. It is feared Pakistan may have to reimpose restrictions to
check the spike.
Data shows that the cases have risen from 34,336 to 60,074 from May
13 to 27. Fatalities have reached 1,240 from 737 during the period. Previously, the death rate in Pakistan from the virus was below 2pc, far better
than the world average. Statistics show that the rate of fatalities surged
after May 14 and it hovered between 2.5 and 4.92pc till May 27. It is the
period when the country started lifting restrictions gradually. The hardest
hit is Sindh, with 24,206 confirmed cases and 380 deaths, followed by the
Punjab, with 21,118 cases and 362 deaths. The situation is not that serious
in other provinces of the country, though the cases are rising constantly.
Despite the rising number of cases, the mortality rate in Pakistan is
much lower than what was being feared when the pandemic struck. According to the United Nations Development Programme (UNDP) report,
Pakistan was among countries which were more vulnerable to Covid-19
due to lack of preparedness keeping in view the level of human development, healthcare system capacity and internet access. For every 10,000
people, Pakistan has only 9.8 physicians, five nurses and only six hospital
beds. The country spends only 2.8 per cent of its GDP on health. According to the report, Pakistan has witnessed a massive increase in its confirmed cases from the initial two confirmed on February 26, 2020. More
developed countries have on average 55 hospital beds, over 30 physicians, and 81 nurses per 10,000 people. The least developed nations on
average have seven hospital beds, 2.5 physicians, and six nurses. According to data, India has 7.8 physicians for every 10,000 people whereas
it has 21 nurses and 7 hospital beds for every 10,000 persons. India
spends 3.7pc of its total GDP on health. The South Asian region has 7.8
physicians per 10,000 people. The region has 17 nurses and eight hospital
beds for every 10,000 people.
The UNDP report rightly points out flaws in Pakistan’s healthcare system. Undoubtedly, the country’s spending on the sector is among the lowest in the world and the region. Successive governments have failed to
invest in the vital sector and there are little chances of its improvement
after the sector has been devolved to the provinces under the 18th Amendment. No doubt, Pakistan was not prepared for the pandemic but what
about the developed countries and their modern healthcare systems? All
crumbled under the pandemic.
Statistics show the cases are on the rise the world over. More than
350,000 deaths from the new coronavirus have been recorded worldwide
since it first appeared in China in December. A total of 350,196 deaths
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have been reported, from 5,589,389 cases, including 173,713 in Europe
from 2,057,414 infections. The United States has registered the most
deaths of any country, 98,929, ahead of Britain with 37,048, Italy with
32,955, France with 28,530 and Spain with 27,117.
Like Pakistan, most countries are lifting restrictions at a time when infections are increasing. However, the World Health Organization (WHO)
has warned that countries where the infections are declining could still face
an "immediate second peak" if they let up too soon on measures to halt
the outbreak. According to WHO emergencies head Mike Ryan, “when we
speak about a second wave classically what we often means is there will
be a first wave of the disease by itself, and then it recurs months later. But
we need to be cognizant of the fact that the disease can jump up at any
time.” In addition to the threat of a second wave hitting countries that have
loosened lockdowns, some countries have not yet had a first peak. He said
countries in Europe and North America should “continue to put in place
the public health and social measures, the surveillance measures, the testing measures and a comprehensive strategy to ensure that we continue
on a downwards trajectory and we don't have an immediate second peak.”
Pakistan is fighting the pandemic despite serious rifts among its political
parties over its national strategy. The Centre and the Sindh government
are involved in political point scoring over the fight against the coronavirus
and blame each other for failing their strategy. Each side complains about
lack of support from the other. In fact, the Sindh government accused the
federal government of increasing the number of cases in the province by
using the biometric system for the registration of needy people for a relief
operation. The Pakistan Peoples Party (PPP) government accused the
Centre of violating all precautionary measures in the distribution of relief
funds among people. It even threatened to arrest the officials involved but
warned, “We don’t want to damage any impression of national unity and
send a wrong message in the challenging times.”
The PPP government is doing its best to deal with the situation. It deserves appreciation for it. Our experts heap praise on it in their daily analysis on news channels. However, they do not miss an opportunity to criticize
the federal government for its “poor strategy” in other provinces, especially
in the Punjab, which was the last to enforce lockdown and the first to
loosen it. However, they miss the point that the Punjab population is more
than double that of Sindh. Still, its cases and fatalities are less than that of
Sindh. Its lockdown was also not as strict as that of Sindh.
The number of cases is rising in Pakistan but the death rate is still lower
than most countries of the world. It is not clear that whether Pakistan has
enforced an effective strategy or the situation is the result of other factors,
however, it is a fact that fatalities have not increased sharply after lockdown
was loosened. It is hoped Pakistan will not see another lockdown.
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Climate change

Global warming, the
biggest challenge
Muhammad Ali

The global crisis of environmental degradation has left the world economy vulnerable to threats. The way it has started affecting the world population and wildlife, it will become the biggest challenge ever faced by
humans in few decades.
The International Monetary Fund (IMF) has warned that the world
economy is increasingly vulnerable to the impact of the climate emergency as it downgraded its forecasts for 2020 and 2021, even before
Covid-19 had struck. Urging governments to make greater strides to reduce carbon emissions and build green infrastructure, the IMF said one
of the main risks to its forecasts came from the growing costs of the climate crisis and the harm caused by protectionist trade policies. The State
Bank of Pakistan (SBP) had also warned of food shortages in the country
due to climate change in its 2019 third quarter report. In recent times,
Pakistan has faced shortages of vegetables, flour and sugar.
Global heating puts pressure on resources, as extreme weather, including heatwaves, droughts, floods and fiercer storms, grows more frequent and devastating. Climate breakdown and the global crisis of
environmental degradation are increasing violence against women and
girls, while gender-based exploitation is in turn hampering our ability to
tackle the crises, a major report has concluded. Wildlife is also at risk
due to big gaps in environmental protections. Attempts to repair environmental degradation and adapt to climate breakdown, particularly in
poorer countries, are failing, and resources are being wasted because
they do not take gender inequality and the effects on women and girls
into account. Campaigners called for governments and institutions to
take note, saying that the impacts on women and girls must be at the
heart of any viable strategies on the climate and ecology.
The International Union for the Conservation of Nature (IUCN) carried
out what is understood to be the biggest and most comprehensive study
yet of the issue, taking two years and involving more than 1,000 sources
of research. “We found gender-based violence to be pervasive, and there
is enough clear evidence to suggest that climate change is increasing
gender-based violence,” said Cate Owren, a lead author of the report.
As environmental degradation and stress on ecosystems increases, that
in turn creates scarcity and stress for people, and the evidence shows
that, where environmental pressures increase, gender-based violence
increases. Six in 10 respondents to a survey by IUCN, with more than
300 responses from organizations around the world, said they had observed gender-based violence among female environmental rights defenders, environmental migrants and refugees, and in areas where
environmental crimes and environmental degradation were taking place.
More than 80 case studies clearly showing such links were uncovered
as part of the research.
Gender-based violence includes domestic violence, assault and rape,
forced prostitution, forced marriage and child marriage, as well as other
forms of the exploitation of women. The report found human trafficking
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rises in areas where the natural environment is under stress, and links
between gender-based violence and environmental crimes such as
wildlife poaching and illegal resource extraction. Globally, about 12 million more young girls are thought to have been married off after increasing natural disasters, and weather-related disasters have been shown to
increase trafficking by 20-30 percent.
Socioeconomic risks could increase significantly for those living in
urban areas of Pakistan and India by 2050 as heatwaves push up against
the limits of human endurance and survivability, the McKinsey Global Institute warned in its report. Countries with lower per capita gross domestic
product (GDP) rely more on outdoor work and natural capital, and thus
have less financial means to adapt quickly. Also, hot and humid countries,
like Pakistan, are expected to become significantly hotter and more humid
by 2050. It would impact workability in urban settings, and the report expects an average ten-percentage-point loss in annual share of effective
outdoor working hours in heat-exposed regions between today and 2050.
“Poorer regions often have climates that are closer to physical thresholds,”
the report said, adding that as heat gets worse, productivity could tumble.
It points to the risks in workability and liveability both, as Bangladesh,
India, and Pakistan, with lower per capita GDP level were the most affected countries under the Representative Concentration Pathway (RCP)
8.5 scenario. Under RCP 8.5, the world’s average temperature would
rise by 4.9 degrees Celsius, or nearly 9 degrees Fahrenheit. “Under an
RCP 8.5 scenario, urban areas in parts of India and Pakistan could be
the first places in the world to experience heatwaves that exceed the survivability threshold for a healthy human being, with small regions projected to experience a more than 60 percent annual chance of such a
heat wave by 2050,” the report noted.
Farms in Kunri, Sindh province, the red chilli capital of Asia, are also
losing their livelihood to climate change. The area, responsible for 85
percent of all red chilli production in Pakistan and contributing 1.5 percent
of the country's GDP, has been devastated by extreme heat. The overall
production of red chillies has gone down from 125,000 ton in 2018 to
only 70 to 80,000 ton in 2019 and its rates have doubled. Farmers would
normally sow chilli seeds in January, but the weather cycle in the region
is changing and they have to wait for suitable conditions to grow their
crops. Buyers have stopped importing chillies from Pakistan after expensive prices. Hundreds of workers may lose their livelihood.
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. The
world’s leading climate scientists have warned that our current actions
are not enough for us to meet our target of 1.5C of warming. We need to
do more to save the planet and ourselves.
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Accountability

From lockdown
to lockup
Muhammad Zain

Most politicians are in self-isolation as the country faces the Covid-19
pandemic, though they never miss a chance to score points on the disease. They have locked themselves down to avoid catching the virus
but the National Accountability Bureau (NAB) has decided to accelerate
its efforts and many top politicians may end up in lockups.
According to Railways Minister Sheikh Rashid Ahmad, the NAB will
complete its task before July 31. He predicted that all politicians, who
are on bail on health grounds in the wake of the pandemic, would be
arrested. The NAB swoop will intensify political friction in the country.
The opposition accuses the government of coercion to silence its leaders through the NAB, while the government says it is an independent
and autonomous institution, which is free to act against any person.
The opposition has been demanding the abolishment of the NAB since
the Pakistan Tehreek-i-Insaf (PTI) government has come to power. It
is the only issue on which it is willing to cooperate with the government.
However, if the government abolishes or defangs the NAB, it will malign
its image as it has come to power on the slogan of strict accountability
in the country.
Even some allies of the government are not happy with the NAB.
The Chaudhrys of Gujrat, whose party is an important ally of the ruling
party in the Punjab, threatened to quit the government after the NAB
started an inquiry against them in a 20-year-old case. However, Pakistan Muslim League-Quaid leaders Shujaat Hussain and Pervez Elahi
have approached the Lahore High Court against the inquiry into alleged
misuse of authority, assets beyond means and wilful default under National Accountability Ordinance 1999. Like the opposition, they have
also questioned the credibility and partiality of the NAB and alleged it
was being used for political engineering. The NAB investigation against
the Chaudhrys has also created doubts about the survival of the Punjab
government of Chief Minister Usman Buzdar. Some say the probe aims
at reducing their nuisance value and undermining their “blackmailing”
position.
On the other hand, the NAB has finalised another corruption reference against former Prime Minister Nawaz Sharif, his brother Shahbaz
Sharif and daughter Maryam Nawaz for money laundering and assets
beyond means. It has also opened an investigation against the Sharif
family for “illegally acquiring” hundreds of acres of land in Raiwind. The
government also claimed to have found fresh evidence against opposition leader Shahbaz Sharif and his sons. They allegedly established
several fake companies in the names of their employees, which were
used for “unlawful transactions” to whiten black money. The source of
their income were telegraphic transfers (TTs) sent to them by poor employees of their companies. Nisar Gill and Ali Ahmed, close friends and
class-fellows of Salman Shahbaz, were appointed directors in the Chief
Minister’s Office, and were involved in the illegal activities. A company
used for illegal transactions was Nisar Trading Concern, registered in
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the name of Rashid Karamat, an employee of Sharif Feed Mills, while
another company, Khan Traders, was registered in the name of the father of Shakeel, an employee of the Ramzan Sugar Mills of the Sharifs.
As per documentary proof, Rashid Karamat, the resident of a slum near
Gulberg, Lahore, was a procurement assistant earning Rs 18,000 per
month. Two employees of Shahbaz Sharif, Masroor Anwar and Shoaib
Qamar, transferred big amounts from the accounts of Nisar Trading
Concern and Khan Traders to the personal accounts of Shahbaz Sharif
and Hamza, and copies of their CNICs (Computerized National Identity
Cards) were available with the bank branches concerned.
According to investigations, assets of Shahbaz Sharif grew 70 times
while that of his son 8,000 times in the last 10 years, when he was the
chief minister of the largest province of the country. Over Rs16 million
was deposited in the account of Shahbaz, who then transferred the
money to his wife Tehmina Durrani, and the amount was used for purchasing property in Whispering Pines Villas. Another amount was transferred to an account of Hamza Shahbaz, who transferred it to the
account of his wife and used the money to purchase properties in Johar
Town, Lahore.
It appears Shahbaz Sharif will be arrested soon. However, Railways
Minister Sheikh Rashid has claimed that Shahbaz could avoid the arrest by changing his “software.” His remarks have made the accountability process more doubtful.
PPP Co-chairperson Asif Ali Zardari, who is on bail on medical
grounds, could also be arrested over allegations of money laundering
and corruption. Zardari, his sister Faryal Talpur and others face charges
of corruption through fake bank accounts and embezzlement. Zardari
was under detention on charges of money laundering.
Despite the fresh action, people have lost trust in the accountability
process and NAB’s ability to recover money from accused. Former
Prime Minister Nawaz Sharif is a glaring example. He was let off the
hook even after he had been convicted by court. However, speculation
is rife that he had paid money before leaving the country. An analyst
told his viewers in a live show that Nawaz Sharif had left the country
after paying Rs500b but refused to pay another Rs500b after reaching
London. However, Shahbaz Sharif has rubbished the report. Former
President Asif Ali Zardari is also said to have entered into a plea bargain after almost all co-accused in the mega fake accounts case have
agreed to return the ill-gotten money. There are also rumours that the
younger Sharif is also in the process of entering into a secret deal with
the government, under which he will pay a handsome amount. Some
say he has already struck a deal to save his political heir, Hamza Shahbaz.
It is a fact that people are fed up with the accountability mantra and
demand resolution to their problems. Instead of empty rhetoric, the government should focus on practical measures to resolve their issues.
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Inquiry

Sugars mills’ crushing
of farmers, consumers
Shahid Hussain

The sugar crisis inquiry commission’s forensic report has pointed out how
sugar mill owners thrive on the national exchequer, taxpayers and consumers. It also highlights the way sugar barons influence government policies, rob sugarcane growers, evade taxes and secure large subsidies and
export rebates.
The report shows how a segment of the business community has captured the sugar industry, paralysed the system and passed the burden on
the people. The government deserves credit for sharing the findings of the
FIA-led inquiry commission with the public after conducting a forensic
analysis of nine sugar companies, even though some key politicians and
their close relatives linked to the government and its allies at the Centre
and in the Punjab were involved in the scam. It also validates Prime Minister Imran Khan’s 22-year-old stance that if businessmen enter politics,
they would make profits at the expense of the poor.
The report also indicates differences in the ranks of the government
and its allies, otherwise an inquiry would not have been launched and its
findings not shared with the public. It also exposes poor performance of
national institution, which failed to check huge fraud and tax evasion. The
inquiry commission has unravelled alleged fraudulent activities of the sugar
millers, including fudging the production cost to claim subsidies, manipulating the market, underreporting their sales, committing fraud and exploiting farmers. According to the report, they raked in a “windfall profit” of
Rs100 billion during the sugar crisis this year alone. The stakeholders in
the mills involved in wrongdoing include PTI leader Jahangir Tareen, PMLQ’s Moonis Elahi, PML-N President Shahbaz Sharif’s son Salman Shahbaz, Federal Minister Khusro Bakhtiar’s relative Omar Shehryar and the
Omni Group, linked to former President Asif Zardari.
The commission set up in the backdrop of skyrocketing prices of sugar
from December 2018 to August 2019, during which the rates went up by
33pc, or Rs17 per kg, and the hike continued this year as well. The report
discloses that sugar mill owners acted as cartels and six major groups held
a 51pc share of the production supply. The sugar mill owners paid far less
to growers than the support price fixed by the government and showed a
higher price in their invoices. Their records show that they bought sugarcane
from growers at a price less than Rs140 up till 2019, and then continued to
buy it at cheaper rates when the government had fixed the price at Rs190.
To rob farmers of their due returns, almost all sugar mills determined
the weight of the sugarcane at around 15pc to 30pc less than what it actually was. Some sugar mills also handed over handwritten, unofficial receipts to farmers instead of issuing a computerised payment receipts. In
2017-18, the sugar mills determined their cost of production at Rs51 per
kg but the forensic report estimated it at Rs38 per kg. Similarly, the sugar
mills associations determined the price at Rs52.6 per kg while the according to the report it should have been Rs40 per kg. In 2019-20, the price
determined by the mills was Rs62 against the rate of Rs46.4 estimated by
the commission.
After receiving delivery orders, the prices of sugar are manipulated

10

through speculation, so that it could be sold at higher rates later. The report
has estimated a Rs100 billion windfall profit in the ongoing year alone
through speculation. The mill owners maintain double books. There is one
account to show to the FBR, the SECP etc and another that is prepared
for the owners to show them the actual profits. The major players in the
market did not sell the commodity in their own names. They are using benami transactions instead to evade taxes. Besides, the sugar mills have
increased their crushing capacity without approval.
In the last five years, the sugar industry was granted Rs29 billion in
subsidies but they paid Rs22 billion in income tax and the refunds they
claimed were Rs12 billion. Therefore, 88 sugar mills paid a net income tax
of Rs10 billion only even though they were given Rs29 billion in subsidies.
Even manipulation of one rupee in the cost of production generates a profit
of Rs5.2 billion. In the last five years, the industry has been manipulating
the cost by Rs10, Rs12 and Rs15 each year, which is besides the profit
made by market manipulation.
An export subsidy of Rs6.5 billion was given to the mills in 2015, Rs6.5
billion in 2016 and Rs15.5 billion in 2018. The Sindh government gave an
additional subsidy of Rs4.1 billion in 2018. In 2019, the Centre and Punjab
collectively gave a subsidy of Rs15.5 billion while Sindh granted Rs9.3 billion. Sindh provided subsidy to benefit only the Omni Group. The group
was already availing a subsidy of Rs11 per kg by the Centre and the Sindh
government granted an additional Rs9.3 per kg.
The JDW Sugar Mills, in which PTI leader Jahangir Tareen owns
shares, was involved in double booking, hiding its profits, over-invoicing
and corporate fraud. According to the report, the mill under-invoiced sales
from bagasse and molasses which resulted in a 25pc cost inflation. It is
also involved in corporate fraud as money was transferred from its public
limited company to its private company. Besides, it is also engaged in forward sales, market manipulation through speculation and benami transactions. The Al Arabiya Mills, owned by PML-N President Shahbaz Sharif’s
son Salman Shahbaz, also committed fraud of around Rs400 million
through informal receipts and market manipulation. The mill made an additional profit of Rs1.3 billion and Rs780 million in n 2017-18 and 2018-19
respectively. The Alliance Mills, which is owned by the RYK Group, in
which Punjab Assembly Speaker Pervaiz Elahi’s son Moonis Elahi owns
34pc shares, under-reported sales for years and sold sugar to unnamed
buyers. In addition, the mill systematically cut down payment to growers
by 11pc to 14pc between 2014 and 2018, making a profit of Rs970 million.
The owner of the group, Omar Shehryar, is a relative of Federal Minister
Khusro Bakhtiar.
The commission has recommended that the ill-gained money should
be recovered from the mill owners and returned to the farmers. The report
is commendable but it fails to fix responsibility. Taking action against mill
managers and other staff will not be enough. Strict action should be taken
against owners and shareholders. The government should make sure the
millers are not able to exploit it, farmers and consumers in future.
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National grid

NEPRA punches power
sector’s lights out
Husnain Shahid

The National Electric Power Regulatory Authority (NEPRA) has painted
a gloomy picture of Pakistan’s power sector. It has pointed out flaws
which it has been identifying for almost two decades, but successive
governments have failed to rectify them.
Past governments in Pakistan have intentionally avoided fixing the inefficient and corrupt power supply chain because of political expediencies.
Instead of reforms, they pass the losses on to the people. In November
last year, the Pakistan Tehreek-i-Insaf (PTI) government approved an increase of 1.75pc in electricity prices for consumers using more than 300
units a month to recover an additional Rs25 billion. It was the fourth hike
in 11 months of Prime Minister Imran Khan’s government. The result is
that power tariff has almost doubled in the first year of the government.
Despite it, circular debt has jumped to almost Rs1,600 billion.
The circular debt continues to rise due to inefficiencies of generating
companies, distribution companies’ inability to achieve targets for transmission and distribution losses and recovery ratios. In its State of the
Industry Report for 2019, the power regulator found that distribution
companies failed to reduce receivables from their customers during the
period under review, which swelled by Rs248.85 billion. As on June 30,
2019, the overall distribution sector receivables stood at Rs1,145 billion
whereas the receivables at the start of the current financial year were
Rs896.15 billion. Overall, the distribution companies showed only 0.62pc
improvement in losses over the last year. The reduction in losses for all
distribution companies combined translated into savings of around Rs6
billion. The circular debt is a major issue confronting the power sector,
which has been aggravated by high transmission and distribution losses
for distribution companies.
The failure of distribution companies to show any improvement in
their actual level of losses viz-a-viz the authority’s allowed target resulted
in an annual loss of around Rs30 billion based on the tariff that remained
notified during the period under consideration ie FY 2018-19. A low recovery ratio of distribution companies added to the circular debt. The
actual reported recovery by distribution companies remained at around
90.25pc for 2018-19, as per distribution companies’ performance statistics published by Pakistan Electric Power Company (PEPCO).
The impact of low recoveries resulted in an annual shortfall of around
Rs130 billion. Although over the past many years power generation capacity has increased, yet some key issues, like high costs of energy
could not be resolved. With the exception of a few new power plants,
public sector generation companies, with drastically inferior efficiencies,
which under some cases have deteriorated to about half of their designed values, have not been taken out of the system against the recommendations of the regulator. Domestic gas, which is one of the scarce
resources in the country, is being provided to captive power plants,
which use it for running small-size machines with very low efficiencies.
If gas is diverted to efficient machines, the cost of the supply to the grid
may be brought down. Similarly, long-term contracts for re-gasified LNG
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import have added to constraints on the system operator in operating it
optimally.
The NEPRA observed that centralised governance models for distribution companies failed to bring any noticeable improvement over a period of more than 15 years. It noted that 12,000MW electricity was added
to the national grid in the last three years but transmission and distribution sectors were completely ignored.
Pakistan’s installed power generation capacity as of June 30, 2019,
stood at 39,145MW. Of it, 36,061MW is connected to the NTDC system
whereas 3,084MW is connected to the K-Electric system. About
1,700MW of thermal capacity was added to the PEPCO system during
the period, an increase of 7.3pc over the last year. About 1,100MW of
hydro-based capacity was also added to the system during the period.
The installed capacity does not fully contribute to energy production due
to various factors, like auxiliary consumption, impact of site reference
conditions and seasonality effects on renewable and large hydroelectric
power plants. After accounting for the factors, the capacity, known as
the generation capability, is effectively used for meeting electricity demand.
The report noted that the installed capacity of K-Electric’s own generation fleet during FY19 was 2,294MW, the same as compared to FY18.
K-Electric’s inability to effectively increase its generation capacity has
made it dependent on external power sources, including import from the
NTDC system.
The regulator recommended the government consider retiring or replacing public sector generation companies as they were contributing to
expensive energy production due to their inferior efficiencies. It also recommended the federal government carry out a thorough analysis of any
requirement for the import of additional power by K-Electric from the
NTDC system.
The last PML-N government ignored the constant warnings of experts
that building capacity without carrying out power sector reforms would
only increase consumer prices and the state’s liabilities in the form of
inter-corporate debt, though it must be credited for ramping up generation in its five-year tenure as well as the establishment of three efficient
RLNG-based power plants. The state-owned oil-based generation plants
are least efficient and in dire need of new investment. Professional management is required to eliminate the losses. The country needs to move
away from inefficient, centralised power distribution from the national
grid to smaller, smarter grids. The smarter generation-distribution model
will make it easier for the authorities to find partners to the effort to improve governance of the state-owned power companies.
The power sector can make or break the economy. Unless radical
policies are implemented to create an independent, competitive energy
market in the country, the government will continue to hike electricity
prices and borrow more to pay the producers for the system inefficiencies of the sector without any significant increase in generation.
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Conflict

The Afghan power-sharing
deal and rising violence
Raza Khan

Although a power-sharing agreement between top claimants to power in
Afghanistan has recently been struck, yet the Taliban have scaled up violence,
making the future of peace quite uncertain in the war-torn country yet again.
A power-sharing deal was finalized between President Ashraf Ghani
and the runner-up of the last September presidential elections, Abdullah
Abdullah. Under the agreement, Abdullah would become the head of the
High Peace Council while 50 percent members of President Ghani’s cabinet would be the nominees of Abdullah. It is a sort of a quid pro quo in
which Ghani has ultimately been accepted as the legal president of
Afghanistan by his political rivals. Abdullah, who also disputed the election
of 2014, which Ghani won for the first time, refused to accept the results
of the last presidential elections too. In 2014, after a US-brokered powersharing deal Abdullah had become the Chief Executive Officer or a virtual
prime minister as the Afghan constitution does not have any provision for
the slot. However, relations between Ghani and Abdullah never became
normal and both challenged each other in the last presidential election.
It is important to note that Ghani is from the largest Pashtoon ethnic
group of Afghanistan while Abdullah belongs to the second largest ethnolinguistic group, Tajiks. Although Abdullah has been making claims to have
won elections on both occasions, yet he could not prove it even after a
vote recount in 2014. It has been a good strategy by Abdullah as it has
kept him in power somehow. However, the most important point is that
whether he or his ethnic group could resolve the complex issues of
Afghanistan? The answer is obviously “no.” Nevertheless, the power sharing deal between Ghani and Abdullah is a good development for war-ravaged Afghanistan. At least the deal would enable the two top leaders of
Afghanistan, who also obtained the highest number of votes, to work together for development, if not stability and peace, in the country.
Development and stability in Afghanistan largely depend upon the Taliban joining the peace process and ultimately becoming a shareholder in
power in Afghanistan. However, the Taliban have stepped up attacks
against the government forces, officials and installations in the last three
months since the insurgents struck a deal with the United States, paving
the way for the latter’s withdrawal over several months. One of the conditions of the Taliban peace agreement with Washington was that the Afghan
authorities would free 5,000 of their prisoners before the start of the second
and real round of the peace process that is an intra-Afghan dialogue
among all stakeholders and claimants to power in the country. However,
the Afghan authorities under President Ghani refused to abide by the
agreement as it was not party to it. However, the Afghan government has
so far freed around 1,000 Taliban prisoners and the insurgents also set
free nearly 240 Afghan personnel, who were in their captivity. It is somewhat strange that why President Ghani is hesitant to free all Taliban prisoners when it could pave the way for real and much-needed intra-Afghan
peace dialogue. One reckons that he and more appropriately members of
his establishment do not want to hold peace talks with the Taliban for fear
of their own future.
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It is important to note that on May 10, President Ghani had ordered the
Afghan National Security Forces (ANSF) to switch to an “offensive” position against the militants after two deadly attacks killed dozens of people
days earlier. A daylight raid on a Kabul hospital left at least 24 people dead,
including mothers and infants. The attack invited international outrage followed by a suicide bombing at a funeral which killed at least 32 mourners.
The Taliban denied involvement in both attacks, although Ghani surprisingly blamed the militants along with the Islamic State (Daesh) for the attacks. While the Taliban had denied their involvement in them, blaming
them for the attacks by President Ghani raised many eyebrows. It obviously meant that he was in search of pretexts to launch an offensive
against the Taliban. It is happening at a time when the US, Pakistan and
all other international forces are asking Ghani to start dialogue with the
Taliban. On their part, the Taliban cannot open talks until a so-far piecemeal prisoner swap is completed which is also slow because of the Afghan
government. By delaying the process and also blaming the Taliban for the
attacks, the security situation has worsened in Afghanistan and Dr. Ghani’s
government is apparently losing fast. It is his administration’s failure that it
could not stop the attacks from the Taliban which have been going on with
an ever-increasing frequency and deadliness. The Taliban have carried
out more than 3,800 attacks and killed 420 civilians since they struck a
deal with Washington. On May 18, the Taliban carried out an attack on the
office of the Afghan security agency, National Directorate of Security, killing
at least seven intelligence personnel in Ghazni, while they launched a
major offensive to overtake the northern strategic Afghan city of Kunduz
on May 19, which they temporarily held in September 2015. The Afghan
government has not been able to stem the attacks by the Taliban and it
has been the airpower of the United States that has been saving the day
for the ANSF but the question is for how long?
The Taliban have been carrying out attacks on ANSF personnel and
government officials and installations in order to enter peace dialogue from
the position of strength in order to secure the biggest pie in future power
sharing. It is typical of any insurgent group. However, the Taliban are also
making the attacks in frustration with the Afghan authorities which seem
equally non-committal to the peace dialogue with the Taliban. As President
Ghani and Abdullah have realized that keeping the Afghan Taliban from
the power corridors is in the best interest of their respective camps, they
seem to have struck a power-sharing deal with each other. The intentions
of both Ghani and Abdullah are also not good at all when they have agreed
to make Afghan Uzbek warlord and former Vice President Abdul Rashid
Dostum as “Martial” of the Afghan forces. Dostum has been a blood-thirsty
warlord known for his human rights violations during the Afghan civil war
in the 1990s. Making him “Martial” of the Afghan forces is not a good sign
as he is not a professional soldier but it seems that Abdullah and Ghani
have really switched to the “offensive” position against the Taliban. However, it does not augur well for peace and stability in Afghanistan and may
harm the idea of intra-Afghan dialogue before it starts.
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Resource distribution

TORs make the 10th NFC
impossible to finalise
Raza Khan

The constitution of the 10th National Finance Commission (NFC) by President Arif Alvi was needed to distribute financial resources between the central and provincial governments; however, the manner in which it has been
formed would make the finalization of the award quite unlikely.
The Ministry of Finance formally notified the constitution of the 11-member commission after approval by federal and provincial members and its
terms of reference by President Arif Alvi as required under the Article 160
(1) of the Constitution. Although there is no constitutional provision that an
adviser to the prime minister could become a member of the NFC, yet President Alvi has nominated Adviser to PM Imran Khan on Finance, Hafeez
Sheikh, its member. It would precipitate legal action and two lawyers have
already challenged it in the Balochistan High Court.
Regarding the constitutional position, the NFC will have four provincial
finance ministers and four non-statutory members representing the
provinces and the federal finance secretary as official expert. It may be
mentioned that the ToRs set under the Clause 2 of Article 160 require the
10th NFC to distribute between the Centre and the provinces, the net proceeds of five major tax categories, besides looking into expenditure requirements for special areas and special needs of the country. These include
taxes on income, including corporation tax but not taxes on income consisting of remuneration paid out of the Federal Consolidated Fund. Included
in the list are taxes on the sale and purchase of goods imported, exported,
produced, manufactured or consumed and export duties on cotton, and
other export duties as may be specified by the President. It also includes
excise duties and any other taxes as may be specified by the President.
The constitution of the 10th NFC is quite unconventional as for the first
time a new subject has been added to the list of discussions, suggesting
that the Centre wants the provinces to bear some additional fiscal responsibilities. They pertain to “exploring ways to reduce losses of state-owned
enterprises and agreeing to a mechanism for sharing the losses between
the federal government and the provincial governments”. The NFC will also
be required to make grants-in-aid by the federal government to the provincial governments and set powers and conditions for the federal and provincial governments for borrowing, besides assessing and allocating resources
to meet expenditures relating to Azad Jammu and Kashmir, Gilgit-Baltistan
and newly merged districts of Khyber Pakhtunkhwa (erstwhile FATA).
The notification also requires the NFC to assess and allocate resources
to meet expenditures made on security and natural disasters, calamities
and it will be responsible for the assessment of total public debt and allocation of resources for its repayment. It is the most contentious aspect of
the newly formed NFC as the provinces could, in no way, be convinced to
reduce their total share of 57.5 of the financial resources in order to help
out federal government enterprises and institutions. In other words, the
overall federal allocation from amongst the available resources is sought
to be increased and the shares of the provinces to be decreased to meet
expenditures on the critical areas. Constitutionally, it is not possible as
under the provision of the 18th Constitutional Amendment the share of the
provinces cannot be reduced from what was agreed upon in the last NFC
(which in this case is the 7th NFC). This is the reason that the federal government has been looking for ways and means to revisit the provisions of
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the 18th Constitutional Amendment. But given the strength of the ruling
Pakistan Tehreek-e-Insaf (PTI) of PM Khan in the National Assembly and
Senate, it is almost impossible unless the opposition Pakistan Muslim
League-Nawaz (PML-N) supports it in changing the provisions of the 18th
Constitutional Amendment. Realizing the situation, the provinces while
maintaining their present shares, will be asked to share the additional expenditures and financial responsibilities that the federation is bearing.
It is important to note that reducing the share of the provinces is going
to have negative effects on the state of union or federation of Pakistan.
Everybody knows there are several anti-state parties in the garb of ethnonationalist groups and they are going to exploit the demand from the central
government. Already, the groups have become active as this is the agenda
of their politics, rather it is the issue of their survivability. So, the central government must desist from reversing the share of the provinces in the 10th
NFC. The fact of the matter is that the central government cannot do so as
it would be challenged in the Apex Court of the country and ultimately it
could overturn it. Therefore, it is good to be cautious beforehand.
Insofar as asking the provinces to share the burden of debt servicing,
defence and allocation for federal territories, it is totally unjustified because
all of them are federal subjects and the provinces have nothing to do with
them. Here, a point arises that if the provinces have to buttress the finances
of the federal government, then for what good the federal government has
been taking more than 40 percent share in the NFC?
The PML-N government, during its five year tenure (2013-18), did not
start the process of giving a new financial award let alone finalizing it due
to two main reasons. The PML-N had got almost its entire mandate from
the largest province, the Punjab, and as the party also had its government
in the province apart from the Centre, it feared that in case it would demand
increase in the share of the federation and a cut in the resources of the
provinces, it could be politically damaging for it. It must be mentioned that
in the last NFC, finalized during the rule of the Pakistan People’s Party
(PPP) in 2010, the share of the provinces had substantially been increased
while that of the federal government slashed significantly. It was under the
7th NFC that for the first time in the history of Pakistan the share of the
provinces was increased vis-à-vis the federal government.
Last year, Sindh had proposed that instead of decreasing the financial
share of any federating unit the solution was to increase the tax net. Indeed,
it is a sagacious suggestion because any federating unit would not only object to a decrease in its share but feel deprived. However, the solution of increasing the tax collection is not that easy to achieve. It is important to note
that since the finalization of the last award, whether it is the federal government or all provinces, they have serious reservations about the failure of the
Federal Board of Revenue (FBR) to increase the tax-to-GDP ratio. The 7th
award had projected the tax-to-GDP ratio to rise to 15 per cent of the GDP
at the expiry of its tenure in 2015, from 9.2 per cent in 2010. At the moment,
the existing tax-to-GDP ratio stands at just 11.3 per cent. This poor performance of the FBR has compelled the provinces to demand that they be made
part of the revenue generation policymaking process. It is a rational demand
as only an inclusive and participatory mechanism from all the federating
units could result in improvement in tax collection.
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Economics

Exports hit hard by
the corona crisis
Muhammad Jahangir

Like other sectors of the economy, exports too are down in the dumps.
They have received a big hit from the coronavirus-induced economic decline in the world.
According to the figures released by the State Bank of Pakistan, the
exports for FY20 went down by 4 percent year-on-year. They were up by
2 percent up to the month of March. But April proved to be the turning
point. In view of the worsening coronavirus situation around the globe, the
setback to exports was not unexpected.
The country’s exports plunged by a massive 54 percent in April 2020,
compared to the same month last year, and stood at $957 million. The
overall exports from Pakistan during July-April 2019-20 declined by 3 percent to $18.4 billion.
Pakistan's major textile export destinations have been in the grip of the
coronavirus over the last five months. As a result, apparel consumption is
expected to go down the priority list in the post-corona world. Before textile
exports came crashing down, some in the industry expected to capture a
greater share of bedwear and towel demand, as hospital demand picked
up exponentially. But it did not translate into reality. On the other hand,
towel volume was cut to a fourth, while bedwear went down by half.
Basmati exports tumbled by over a quarter in April, according to the
latest figures released by the Pakistan Bureau of Statistics (PBS). Fishery
exports, which begin to gather momentum around this time of the year,
also suffered a setback. The average monthly fishery export volume for
April-May for the last two years stood at 26,000 tons, against slower periods later during the year when the monthly volume declines to under 5,000
tons. But there was a sharp decline in the unit price during the outgoing
month which affected the exports. At the same time, surgical exports also
went down by almost a third on a month-on-month basis.
As for vegetables, exports in value terms dipped by nearly 50 percent
against the same period last year. It is worthwhile to note here that on an
annual basis, vegetable exports begin to climb down after peaking in JanFeb, which means the performance in coming months will bear the brunt
of weaker demand. The latter is indicated by the crashing down of unit
prices in the last two months. However, meat exports seem to have maintained their momentum, despite industry insiders noting that airway shipments have taken a hit due to the grounding of commercial, cargo air traffic
and resultant increase in shipment costs.
It is indeed unfortunate that gains made in food exports during the last
12 months appear to have been wiped out by Covid-19, even though the
volume has not gone down in key non-perishable categories such as basmati. The declining trend shows the country will be unable to achieve its
$25 billion export target set for the current fiscal year. However, government officials say they are trying hard to recoup part of lost export revenues
by product diversification.
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Pakistan has opened up the economy sooner than some of its competitors in the region, especially India, which gives it comparative advantage. In the months ahead, the name of the game will be diversification
and adjustments in line with the world market trends. The cost is not an
issue at the moment, as most things were already in place for the industry
in terms of taxes, energy prices, market access and refunds.
A good development is that our textile exporters are said to be preparing to meet the demands of the medical markets such as masks, uniforms
(protective suits) and other related textile-made products and sanitizers.
Reports are that trade queries from different countries are continuously
pouring in about the exports of medical products. These exports would
compensate for the substantial amount of losses so far suffered.
As we know, Pakistan mainly relies on the export of textile products
which make up more than 50 percent of its total exports. During the last
fiscal year, the country was able to export $22.98 billion worth of goods, of
which the share of textile goods was $13.33 billion. Efforts should be made
now to aim at the diversification of products as well as geographical markets. The Central Asian Republics and Africa should be our major focus
now where there is growing demand for tractors, textile and food products.
The US and Europe are also potential markets for our textile-made medical
products.
The Middle East is one of Pakistan’s major trading partners where reportedly demand of food products has increased substantially after the
lockdown. Pakistan’s exports to the Middle East have increased by around
26 percent during the current year. In the Middle East, demand of meat,
poultry and rice has substantially increased. This is a good opportunity for
our meat industry which it should not miss.
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Economics

The outline of a
‘corona’ budget
Muhammad Jahangir

This is the annual budget time and preparations are on in the Finance
Ministry to put figures, numbers and documents together. What kind of
a budget will it be, given the coronavirus crisis which has destroyed the
world economy?
According to media reports, the federal and provincial budgets for
2020-21 are expected to be announced in June. As we know, the national economy has been badly hit by Covid-19, with the manufacturing and supply chain in a shambles. Revenues have fallen sharply,
while expenditures have been rising to check the pandemic and treat
the patients.
The economy was doing well in the first two quarters of the current
fiscal year. In the first three quarters of 2019-20, there was a sizeable
reduction in the consolidated budget deficit to 3.6 percent, from 5 percent of the GDP in the corresponding period of 2018-19. A primary surplus of 0.4 percent of the GDP was also noted.
The downturn began in the first quarter of 2020 and it continues. Figures show that government revenues declined by 10 percent in March
and 17 percent in April. The burden on the budget has further increased
due to the relief package of Rs 500 billion for poor sections of society.
In view of it, economists estimate that the fiscal deficit in the last quarter
could rise to 6 percent of the GDP. That works out to 9.8 percent of the
GDP for the whole year, higher than the target of 7.3 percent of the GDP.
Needless to say, it is not going to be easy to frame the budget in
such a serious crisis. The coronavirus is so far largely under control
which gives some elbow room to the managers of the national economy.
But as predicted, if the epidemic peaks in the next two to three weeks,
we will have a corona budget with all the attendant problems.
The budget will have to provide for relief and incentive measures to
keep the economy going and gradually reviving. Overall, it will have to
be a growth-oriented budget. Here comes the role of the International
Monetary Fund (IMF). The budget projections for 2020-21 given by the
IMF as part of the report for giving access to its Rapid Financing Facility
envisage a contractionary fiscal policy. Tax revenues are targeted to increase by 31 percent in an environment where their own expectation is
that the economy will grow by not more than 2 percent. The increase in
non-debt servicing current expenditure is actually expected to fall by 3
percent. Consequently, the budget deficit is expected to come down
from 9.8 percent of the GDP this year to 6.6 percent next year.
It is relevant to point out in the context that the State Bank of Pakistan (SBP) has recently reduced the policy rate from 13.25 percent
to 8 percent. If this can be carried down further to 7 percent by the
beginning of the next fiscal year, it will reduce the projected debt
servicing liability to about Rs 1,915 billion as compared to Rs 2,865
billion projected by the IMF for 2020-21. It will make for a saving of
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Rs 950 billion.
Another bonanza for the budget makers is the steep fall in international oil prices which has enabled the government not only to reduce
domestic prices sharply but also to virtually double the rate of petroleum
levy on motor spirit and HSD oil. If the price does not rise beyond $40
per barrel in 2020-21, additional revenues of almost Rs 150 billion could
be expected. Combined together, the two developments could create
fiscal space of Rs 1100 billion. It is equivalent to 2.5 percent of the projected GDP in 2020-21.
The normal revenue growth, without any additional taxation, will depend on the GDP growth rate, the rate of inflation and the trend in imports. Inflation will remain low, while imports too will further shrink. It is
estimated that the GDP growth is likely to be near zero or even marginally negative in 2020-21. Also, due to low commodity prices and low
level of aggregate demand, the rate of inflation is unlikely to exceed 7
percent. Based on these projections, the normal growth in Federal
Board of Revenue (FBR) revenues could be in the range of 7 percent in
the sales tax to 10 percent in the income tax.
As no new taxation measures are expected, FBR revenues are unlikely to increase by not more than Rs 350 billion. On the other hand,
non-tax revenues may rise to over Rs 1300 billion in 2019-20, with SBP
profits contributing almost half to the record level of revenues. At the
same time, with a fall in interest rates, SBP profits in 2020-21 could
come down by over Rs 250 billion.
Economists agree that the next budget would be a tax-free and people-friendly budget. The viewpoint is reinforced by the fact that the PTI
government has shown special concern for the plight of poor people
during the corona lockdown. Prime Minister Imran Khan too has been
worried about it.
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Education

What about special
children education in
coronavirus era?
Rasheed Ali

Masoom Fatima feels completely helpless these days. For the last over
three months, she is home, getting bored all the time. While her four siblings
log in to special websites/ links, given by their schools, to submit their assignments, or download new assignments, she only takes out her braille
books from her bag for some time, and then puts them back. She doesn’t
feel like reading them, doing mathematics or writing anything when she
knows it clearly nobody in her house is going to appreciate her efforts in
this regard.
Masoom is an eighth grader at the Govt Secondary Institute for the Blind
Girls in Allama Iqbal Town, Lahore. Like all other educational institutions in the country, her school was also closed by the Punjab
government in the first week of March, after the coronavirus pandemic outbreak in the country.
In the beginning, it was really fun for her, no early rising, no
going to school and no daily lessons. But in only a month, she
started feeling bored at home. All her siblings had started getting
lessons at home and submitting their assignments, but there was
nothing for her. Her eldest brother, an F.Sc. second-year student,
who was her most favourite and closest friend among all siblings,
had also got busy. The government had launched a special television channel, TeleSchool, for him and for all other students from
class one to twelve, but there was nothing for her.
She started missing her school badly. She missed standing in
the morning assembly for the prayer, listening to Quranic verses
recitation, and singing Allama Iqbal’s poem “Bachay Ki Dua.”
Many a time sitting alone, she would start reciting it to herself:
“Lab pe aati hai dua ban ke tamanna meri
Zindagi shamma ki surat ho Khudaya meri”
(My longing comes to my lips as supplication of mine; O God!
May like the beauty of the candle be the life of mine).
After the assembly, all class in-charge teachers used to hold
a hand of the foremost student standing in the row and lead them
to their classes. All other students would follow her by putting their
hands on the shoulders of each other making a “train” in their own
lingo.
Studying different subjects one after the other used to be real
enjoyment for her, as she is one of the most punctual and brilliant
students of her class. Spending one period on the lawns of the
school, along with her teacher, and attending the music class used
to be the most loving moments of the day for her daily.
And now, she misses every moment of her school life, especially when her siblings watch movies, talk of colourful dresses of
actors and comment on the scenic beauty of movie sets.
Masoom Fatima is not the only special student, who is missing
her school and her studies. There are tens of hundreds of Masoom
Fatimas, who are longing for resumption of their studies. According to the Pakistan Bureau of Statistics, the country’s total popu-

16

lation after the 2017 census is 207.774 million, and those with different disabilities are numbered 3,286,630, or 3.286 million. That means over 1.58pc
population of the country is living with different disabilities. Also, the National
Policy for Persons with Disabilities estimated that 2.49 per cent of the population is disabled.
However, sociologists believe the number is much underreported in the
country. World Health Organisation (WHO) estimates also back the viewpoint of Pakistani sociologists, which show that the general prevalence of
disability is 10 per cent the world over. How can Pakistan be an exception?

June 1-15, 2020

Bushra Akram, an assistant professor at the Psychology Department of
the University of Gujrat, says in her research paper that many parents tend
to conceal the fact that they have a disabled child. They mostly deny the
presence of disability in their children considering it a social stigma, hence
a less number of disabled persons in the country.
She says in her research paper that generally, there is lack of awareness about the nature of disability among people. Individuals with disabilities are regarded as unfortunate ones, who cannot perform their roles
correctly or effectively. Usually, the parents and relatives view their children
with disabilities as an economic burden and the result of family sins. Therefore, they mostly do not consider the provision of education to them necessary, she adds.
Prof. Bushra Akram says that parents themselves do not have the required education and training to understand their children with special
needs and, therefore, the majority of them are not actively involved in their
children’s education, like in the case of Masoom Fatima. Importantly,
schools also do not want to involve parents in the learning process, hence,
more hurdles to the way of the disabled persons to get an education, adds
the researcher.
The professor regrets that education for special children had never been
a priority even for government authorities. Even in normal circumstances,
education for the disabled gets place at the end of the priority list, what to
talk of special arrangements for coronavirus pandemic-hit children with disabilities, she adds.
Talking to Cutting Edge by telephone, Prof. Bushra Akram says that long
after the independence, there were only few educational institutes for the
special children. In 1959, for the first time, the National Commission presented a plan to the government for the education of special people.
Progress was seen between 1983 and 1992, when the United Nations Organisation (UNO) declared the time the decade of the disabled persons. The
Pakistan National Policy for the Education and Rehabilitation of the Disabled
was formulated in 1985 and improved in1988. The government of Pakistan
approved the policy in October, 2002, after 17 long years of its formation.
Relating the historical details, the professor says that in 1985, at the
federal level, a separate directorate was established to run model special
education schools throughout the country. In addition, the National Institute
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of Special Education was established to provide in-service training to teachers of special schools.
Today, the Directorate General of Special Education runs 56 institutions
focused on the educational and rehabilitation of children with special needs.
At the provincial level, the Punjab government recently established a separate Department of Special Education under the direct supervision of the
Chief Minister, which runs 48 special schools. The provincial government
also recently opened 90 special schools at the district level. However, thinking of some special arrangements for the special children is still an uphill
task.
Rabia Imtiaz, a teacher at an institute for the visually impaired children,
has her own side of the story. In a special talk with Cutting Edge, she says
that abrupt school closures in the wake of the virus pandemic has hindered
the provision of special education also, which is administered through carefully constructed plans, called individualised education programmes (IEPs).
She says normal students could be facilitated through the launch of
TeleSchool, or introduction of some apps, or web links. But the IEPs for
special children require extensive services that are not easily transferred
to the internet, even for the families, who have access.
About involving parents in the process of imparting education to special
children through distance learning, the teacher says that taking care of special children as well as their educational and learning needs is an uphill
task. Parents definitely have a greater role in distance learning plans for
the disabled students, she adds.
Rabia Imtiaz says that the thought that children’s educational progress
will be stunted if the lockdown continues for a long time, worries both teachers and parents. The biggest concern for both is that without the quick advent of a homeschool-adaptable curriculum, the students would regress
and our efforts made for them may be wasted if the lockdown continues for
a year or so. The teacher says not every family has the space or technology
to sit and work with their kids.
Ms. Rabia says some developed countries have found out a way out.
They have assigned the teachers the task of visiting their students at their
homes one by one once or twice a week. The teachers there, while observing the standard operating procedures (SOPs), visit their students with
paper packets of school work for face-to-face lessons at their homes. However, she regrets, the plans could not be replicated in Pakistan immediately
for lack of resources and other hurdles. But, she believes, government authorities would find out a way out soon, like the TeleSchool initiative, for the
special children also.
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Pandemic

Political management
of coronavirus
Dr Shahzad Latif

Like anything else in Pakistan, there seems to be no proper policy and cohesive plan to deal with the coronavirus pandemic. One wishes there was a
proper system in place with enough medical facilities so that suspects and diagnosed patients could be isolated in a right manner and the spread of the
virus was controlled.
The system must have population data with addresses and profession of
individuals. It would have helped lockdown easy to manage and provide ration
to people. It took almost two months to determine how to lock down and which
areas. We in Pakistan lack testing kits, thus a very low number of testing is
being done which has resulted in very few patients. It has given a false presumption that Pakistanis are at a very low risk of the virus. It further gave birth
to theories that it is because we subject our population to tuberculosis injections. All the theories and assumptions are wrong. The one and simple thing
to understand is that our number of the testing of people is insufficient. As per
the World Health Organization (WHO), we must test at least 1,000 per million
of the population.
If we continue with the current practice, we might inadvertently spread the
coronavirus to an extent that we could have a great deal of difficulty to control
it in Pakistan. The issue is the overlapping government structure, with no
proper data and set-up to help the public in such cases. Provincial sizes are
too big to manage. There is hardly any coordination between the federal government and provinces. Worse yet, the governments are fighting it out instead
of working together. At the stage there is complex decision making between
saving lives from the coronavirus or opening up so people can earn their livelihood. The government and the public must keep in mind that no one has died
of hunger but over 1,000 lives have already been lost because of the coronavirus. People continue to die and the death rate is increasing day by day.
The government can save lives from the coronavirus by enforcing smart lockdown, having properly equipped medical facilities and ensuring the public follows social distancing rule, wash hands and use masks and sanitizer.
On the lockdown issue, the government must bring the public into confidence that even if daily wagers or shop owners do not work they will be taken
care of. The government should work in coordination with reputable non-government organizations to bring food to the deserving population. The organizations have the data and workforce to implement the plan. There seems the
governments are not applying quarantine procedures in a right manner, thus
a person who has caught Covid-19 is not properly isolated. People are being
asked to isolate themselves in their houses in case of being tested positive.
The houses are of one or two rooms. They are sure to transmit the coronavirus
to their family members as well.
Now that lockdown has been eased, there is a big danger of spreading
the coronavirus further unless the government sets stringent rules and ensures
their enforcement. Even an agreement has been reached to open mosques,
but 80pc of mosque-goers are not following the rules.
One can understand the importance of people working, the economy moving and the government collecting taxes. But we need to weigh it out; the tax
collection is important or lives? The only way to check the virus spread is to
educate people and provide them with right isolation places. Under the 18th
Amendment, medicine and education are provincial responsibilities. Given
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that the provinces have failed to improve both under previous regimes, but
two years have passed under the present government, a question arises, how
much the system has been rectified in two years?
Helping the poor with the provision of cheap ration is not working at all.
Utility Stores are there by name only to carry inexpensive items. For example,
flour in the market is being sold at Rs805 a 20kg bag and in Utility Store at
Rs800. Consumers question the value of subsidy of only Rs5. Most of Utility
Stores are not even open or have enough items. There is no stability in prices
in the market. Prices are still going up. Food inflation is still high. The job market is still bad and getting worse.
People say ID card copies are being taken and promised to deliver ration
but they have yet to receive anything. Both federal and each of the provincial
governments are working hard to control the coronavirus and also to distribute
ration, but the public is not satisfied. There are reports that the ration is finding
its way to houses of waderas and bureaucrats. Whatever good has been done
is by philanthropists. There is no strategic set-up with proper coordination. The
railway ministry is distributing ration on its own which causes chaos and no
rules of social distance are being followed. Everyone is concerned about their
own politics rather than being part of a main distribution plan in a strategic
manner. Even the Supreme Court had to take suo motu action on the so-called
management of the coronavirus.
On the other hand, the government needs to adopt a concrete economic
policy so that have-nots or people who are daily wagers can earn their daily
earning to live. The government had unnecessarily set discount interest rates
at a high level of 13.5%. The government reduced it but it was not enough.
On top of it, the financial adviser to the prime minister announced that there
would be a further reduction in the interest rates. You do not do that! Investors
and industrialists keep a close watch on what is being said by the managers
of the economy. The announcement by the finance adviser was counterproductive because the reduction in interest rates hardly rendered any positive
result. This is because investors would wait until a further cut is made.
Unfortunately, there is a political side to the coronavirus management as
well. A continuous political in-fighting goes on between the federal and provincial governments. When test kits were received from China, the Sindh government kept the majority of them for itself and shared a very small portion
with the rest of the country. From the second imported shipment of the kits,
what the federal government sent to Sindh, the Sindh government claimed
they were defective. Purportedly, in the beginning of the pandemic the federal
government said “it will not beg for help for medical equipment from outside
because this is a provincial issue under the 18th Amendment when asked by
a provincial Chief Minister to request help from outside.” The National Coordination Committee (NCC) holds meetings to make mutual decisions and then
the provinces do whatever they want. So what is the point of NCC meetings
and mutual decision making?
Politics is being played by both Centre and provinces. Everything is being
politicized. The Tiger Force put together by the federal government to help
distribute ration has been refused by Sindh, Azad Kashmir and Gilgit-Baltistan
along political lines. By adopting a proper political structure of the government,
the issues could have been resolved.
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Economics

The corona economics
Muhammad Armaghan Faisal

Averagely, a Pakistani makes around Rs21,000 per month. The meagre
amount is viable to cause hardships for households across Pakistan, even
without economic fallout. The coronavirus has caused an already fragile
system to take a nosedive. The virus is not just bound to kill thousands and
lay off millions of workers; the true aftershocks of the tremor are still immeasurable at such an early stage. But we can take a look at nations across
the world and analyze their economic response to help the citizens of their
country. This will allow us to come up with a strategy with the highest probability of success. One thing to note is that there is no perfect strategy; each
strategy will involve some sacrifice, but some strategies are certainly better
than others. The best strategy will involve lower interest rates, well-tailored
fiscal policies on the local level, and some introspection.
First, we can take a look at the United States, which has responded
with a huge stimulus package to keep the economy running and maintain
its competitive edge against China. The US has already sent out $1,200
stimulus cheques to every citizen over the age of 16. Its Central Bank,
known as the Federal Reserve Bank, has taken on an ambitious strategy
to inject money into the market. It has also temporarily reduced the Federal
Funds rate to 0. The Federal Funds rate is the interest rate at which banks
can take out loans from other banks. The low rate means banks will not
hesitate to take out loans from other banks since it would not cost them
much in interest, thus stimulating the market
Since the coronavirus cases in the United States differ state to state,
there is no one policy fit all for the 50 states. That is why a chunk of the
fiscal policy has been left for the local and state governments to implement
and execute, with the help of the federal government. These local fiscal
policies would include tax benefits for small businesses, favorable business loans amid other various policies. The state of Pennsylvania, for example, is trying to set aside roughly $10 million worth of funds to help boost
local volunteer organizations in fighting the virus.
One country that can be deemed similar to Pakistan outside the subcontinent is Indonesia with its massive 268 million majority Muslim population. The World Bank has projected that Indonesia’s economic growth
will slow down to 2.1 percent and millions could slip into poverty as the
country tries to fight the virus. The government of Indonesia has cut corporate taxes to 22 percent from the previous 25. The state budget deficit
has also been eased to allow the states to borrow more if necessary. The
government might also issue state bonds or Shariah sovereign bonds to
reduce the money supply. If necessary, they can inject the money generated from the bonds back into the market. Over $5.4 billion worth of funds
have been set aside to directly help the villages fight the virus.
Pakistan has also responded rapidly to improve its economic situation.
On April 10, the State Bank of Pakistan started offering refinancing
schemes to businesses throughout Pakistan. As the press release states,
“The mark-up on the loans under this scheme will be up to 5%.” This can
be very beneficial to those who can afford to take out loans but it’s still a
risky endeavor as the chances of businesses going bankrupt are already
very high. On March 17, the SBP also reduced the policy rate to 12.5%
from 13.25% previously. Then it was reduced to 9% on April 16. According
to Bloomberg, the SBP has slashed the most rates so far compared to any
other country in the world. One good thing to note is that there is a lot of
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room to maneuver, but the 9% is still pretty high to generate some serious
economic activity, as most banks would not be willing to borrow at such a
high rate. It is expected that the rate will continue to decline as the crisis
continues. It should be done cautiously and slowly, preferably about 25 to
50 basis points at a time to hinder a panic in the market. Other measures
were also taken such as doubling the period for rescheduling loans and
concessional loans to hospitals in need.
We must realize that Pakistan is a very diverse country, even in terms
of its economic activity. The industrial economy of Sialkot is not the same
as the agricultural economy of southern Punjab. The population distribution
also varies greatly. So, the fiscal policies that are being implemented
throughout Pakistan must be implemented at the local district level rather
than at a national level. If an area is suffering from a rapid increase in coronavirus cases, then its local government should implement a policy that
will help the local businesses, hospitals, and individuals ride the tide with
the help of the provincial and national governments. In a beneficial strategy, the tax rates would also differ even within a single province depending
on how hard that particular area has been hit.
With the increased community spread of the virus going on in densely
populated areas, especially in major cities, an imminent and strict lockdown is necessary. But this does not require a lockdown in low-density
areas such as villages and other rural areas around the country. That is
why the decision should be given to the local governments. The workers
in these areas are usually not interacting with each other as much as in
crowded bazaars and factories within a city. The harvest season is on the
horizon and it is imperative that agricultural workers be allowed to work in
their fields or graze their cattle if they must. While the urban economy is
bound to suffer due to business closures, the rural economy should be allowed to flourish, this can also help tackle the various food shortages
around the country.
The State Bank should pursue a quantitative easing policy by injecting
money into the economy. This can be achieved by buying securities from
the open market and it would help ease the spillover effects caused by different collapsing sectors. Now, this could cause inflation if the government
decides to print money to achieve it. Controlled inflation for a short term
would devalue the currency eventually. But that is what a fiat currency is
for. It is a tool that allows a country to absorb economic shocks and stimulate the economy in the short run. Unfortunately, the tool has been needlessly used in the past by corrupt leaders to stimulate the economy just to
win voters' support. The coronavirus situation requires its use, but it should
be utilized cautiously and only where it is needed.
No doubt, Pakistan will come out of the crisis stronger than ever if the
important actions can be taken on time. These policy changes over a short
period of time will allow the market watchers to collect data on how economic behaviour is influenced. It can be very effective in future and really
help the government hamper down on price instability or the bottlenecks
within the country that have been hindering the economy for decades.
Alarm bells should be going off in heads of policymakers and even opportunistic businessmen as the world tries to diversify its manufacturing capacity and moves away from China as a sole producer. Could the next
destination be Pakistan?
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Terrorism

The 2019 mosque
attack and freedom of
speech in Norway
Sindre Bangstad

On August 10, 2019, then-21-year-old neo-Nazi Philip Manshaus made
his way to al-Noor mosque in the suburban municipality of Baerum near
the Norwegian capital, Oslo, on the eve of Eid al-Adha, intending to commit
a massacre of Muslim worshippers.
His murderous plot, however, ended in a spectacular failure. It was Saturday afternoon when he burst into the mosque, so only three worshippers
were present. Two of them - 77-year-old Mohammad Iqbal and 66-year-old
Muhammad Rafiq - managed to wrestle him down to the ground. Several
days later, the neo-Nazi appeared in court with a bruised face, having failed
to "kill as many Muslims as possible" and instead having gotten a beating
from two elderly Muslims. Although there were no deaths at the mosque, it
turned out that before setting off for the attack, Manshaus had killed his 17year-old step-sister, Johanne Zhangjia Ihle-Hansen, who was adopted from
China and in his mind, also constituted a "threat" to the "white race".
Earlier, the court case against him started, with prosecutors seeking a
21-year prison sentence for his crimes. As Norway goes through yet another trial of a murderous neo-Nazi, important questions have to be asked
about how seriously violent far-right extremism is taken in Norway and how
its ideas have been allowed to freely circulate under the guise of protecting
"freedom of speech". Despite the increasing sway of neo-Nazi ideas in
Norwegian society, there is a continuous trend to perceive right-wing extremists as disturbed individuals and their violence as a result of mental
illness rather than extreme ideology.
In the case of Anders Breivik, who in 2011 went on a shooting spree in
Norway killing 77 people, the Norwegian media extensively covered his
psychological profile and claimed he had a problematic relationship with
his mother. Some Norwegian commentators even went as far as comparing him to a "natural disaster". Such narratives continue to dominate the
public discourse in Norway because they offer a convenient way for a society which has long seen itself as "post-racial" and "colour-blind" to exceptionalise right-wing extremism and the wider societal climate of
Islamophobia on which it feeds, rather than see it as a growing native phenomenon and a real threat.
Manshaus, much like other murderous far-right extremists, was not a
person with a mental illness. And he was clearly motivated to act violently
by neo-Nazi ideology. According to court documents, forensic psychiatrists
found him to be sane and criminally liable for his actions. During the psychiatric assessment, Manshaus did not appear to regret killing his own
step-sister, as he considered her "subhuman" due to her Chinese ethnicity.
He did express regret that he had not planned his attack on the mosque
better so he would have actually been able to kill Muslims.
In addition to espousing the idea of the "great replacement" - that there
is a conspiracy to "replace" white Europeans with (mostly Muslim) immi-
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grants - he also appeared to believe various anti-Semitic conspiracy theories and called the Holocaust "a myth". He clearly had drawn inspiration
from Breivik and Brenton Tarrant, who murdered 51 people in two mosques
in New Zealand in 2019 and whose "manifesto" he cited in court. Manshaus also applied for membership in the neo-Nazi, pan-Nordic and
Swedish-dominated Nordic Resistance Movement (NRM) in June 2019,
and had a meeting with some of their members. Several months earlier,
after the New Zealand mosques attack, the NRM had refused to "distance"
itself from Tarrant's terrorist attack. Manhaus's increasingly racist attitude
prior to the attack worried some people in his immediate family and social
circles. In 2018, a man contacted the Police Security Services (PST) expressing concern about his attitudes, but the police did not follow up on it.
Fellow students at a rural ecological college that Manshaus attended
in 2018-2019 were also perturbed by his ideas and informed the school
administration, which also did not take action. Back in 2010, the Norwegian
authorities also did not act on tip-offs about Breivik. It is undoubtedly something of a paradox that it was after Breivik's terrorist attacks in 2011, the
worst in modern Norwegian history, that the Swedish-dominated neo-Nazi
NRM started finding a footing in Norway. The Norwegian media reporter
and author, Harald Klungtveit, has estimated that at least 81 Norwegians
have passed through the ranks of the NRM since then.
Despite this worrying trend, Norwegians have been duly told by Norwegian free speech liberals in powerful positions that the proverbial "answer to hate speech" is "more and freer speech". Since 2011, Norwegian
far-right, anti-Muslim and racist activists have enjoyed liberal access to
mainstream media outlets, have had their self-published books sponsored
by liberal foundations committed to freedom of expression, and have seen
continued commitment to state funding of their media outlets. Norwegian
liberal media editors have enforced editorial conventions whereby clearly
and discernably racist and Islamophobic organisations have been euphemistically described as merely being "critical of Islam".
Both far-right anti-Muslim conspiracy theories like the Eurabia theory
and identitarian "replacement theory" have been openly promoted by public intellectuals in positions of considerable power in Norway. Quite how
Manshaus first came across the neo-Nazi NRM we do not know. But what
we do know is that a central propaganda and recruitment tool for the NRM
in Norway as in Sweden has been its public marches. When 60-70
Swedish and Norwegian neo-Nazis from the NRM, including a number of
members with violent criminal records, marched through the city centre in
Norway's fifth-largest city of Kristiansand on July 29, 2017, the reaction of
the very same Norwegian free speech liberals was that freely permitting
them to do so was nothing short of a litmus test for Norwegian liberal
democracy.
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Opinion

The rushed easing of
lockdown measures
could devastate Italy
Vito Laterza

When the novel coronavirus began spreading across the world earlier this
year, Italy quickly became one of Europe's worst-affected countries and went
into lockdown. Schools, shops, leisure centres and churches were swiftly
shut and all Italians were told to remain indoors as much as possible.
On May 4, as the number of new Covid-19 cases started to fall, the
country moved to gradually ease the lockdown restrictions that kept 60
million Italians at home for nearly two months and devastated the economy. At first, the central government was firmly in control and determined
to ensure that the restart of the economy would not take place at the expense of human lives. The manufacturing sector and wholesale retailers
were allowed to resume their activities, but many other businesses that
require close human contact to function, such as hairdressers and gyms,
were told to remain shut.
Within two weeks, however, many of the safety measures initially put
in place to guarantee a safe, gradual and calculated reopening were
scrapped. Rome buckled under pressure from regional governments that
warned against the negative effect that a too strict approach to safety could
have on economic recovery, and took steps to guarantee the speedy resumption of all business activities. The recommendations for the safe reopening of businesses were significantly diluted, and regional
governments were allowed to use a considerable degree of discretion in
their implementation.
On May 18, retail shops, cafes, restaurants, hairdressers and barber
shops, museums, leisure centres, and other businesses were told that they
can now reopen as long as they follow the recently updated - and significantly softened - safety measures. Restrictions over home visits to friends
and neighbours were also lifted. Moreover, it was announced that travel
between regions and to and from the country will be allowed from June 3,
in the hopes that it would help revive the country's moribund tourism industry. In other words, the government told the Italian people that they can
return to a certain degree of normalcy, as long as they follow social distancing measures and other basic safety rules such as wearing face masks
on public transport and in closed public spaces.
All this led to fears that Italy may be trying to reopen its economy too
quickly, before taking the necessary precautions to prevent a second outbreak. Many have criticised the government for not taking decisive steps
towards mass testing, contact tracing and isolation - the three key policies
in the World Health Organization's (WHO) recipe to effectively contain the
virus - before reopening the economy. An app for contact tracing is in the
works, but it has not been rolled out yet and there are already some questions over its efficiency. Critics have also noted a scarcity of human contact
tracers in the country. Isolation facilities have been set up across Italy during the lockdown, but people who test positive for Covid-19 are still allowed
to quarantine at home with other family members.
Testing is another contested area. Many regional governments are investing in anti-body tests, which determine whether a person had Covid-
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19 in the past and may have immunity. The WHO, however, has warned
against these tests due to lack of scientific evidence on this issue. There
are no plans yet to conduct regular mass tests on Italian workers to determine if they have Covid-19 at the time of testing. Despite his initial intention
to embark on a cautious and gradual reopening, Prime Minister Giuseppe
Conte found himself cornered by two opposing currents: The threat the
virus, which already claimed more than 33,000 Italian lives, continues to
pose to the country, and the need to ease the lockdown to avert an economic catastrophe.
The economic situation is dire, and it is not affecting big business only.
The small and medium-size enterprises that drive Italy's economy have
also suffered significantly under the lockdown. Sectors such as tourism
and hospitality are devastated, with little hope of recovery this year. The
gross domestic product (GDP) has declined by 4.7 percent in the first quarter of 2020, and is projected to fall by 8 percent for the whole year. The
government has undertaken an unprecedented number of economic
measures to mitigate the effect of Covid-19, which include significant
grants for the self-employed and those who have lost their jobs during this
crisis. But many workers who do not have regular labour contracts - a phenomenon particularly common in the southern regions - cannot benefit
from these grants and are left to survive on the limited poverty grants that
are designed to provide some relief to the poorest sectors of society. Undocumented migrants in the country, meanwhile, are left with no safety
nets, except perhaps for food aid organised unevenly at the municipal
level.
There are worries that the government's economic measures will not
be enough to shelter many Italians from the worst of the crisis. The lack of
a universal welfare delivery infrastructure that cuts across professional categories and industries, has resulted in uneven coverage, and in bureaucratic delays of payments to many who are eligible for support.
The 80 billion euros ($87.8bn) mobilised so far to help families and
businesses amid the pandemic has also added to the growing public debt
that has been burdening Italy for decades. Government bond yields are
rising over fears that a debt default might be in the cards - this is a real
risk, especially if EU institutions do not protect Italy's finances and fail to
provide favourable lines of credit. This could have catastrophic consequences for the country and could escalate into a full-blown eurozone crisis.
There is little doubt that the Italian economy needs to restart, and
restart soon. But at what cost? Despite the heavy death toll and the delays
in taking firm action at the beginning of the epidemic, the coalition government led by the centre-left Democratic Party and the post-ideological populists of the Five Star Movement was able to deliver a strong, coordinated
response throughout March and April, reverting the legacy of an often inefficient state bureaucracy, and working against the resource constraints
imposed by decades of austerity programmes.
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Opinion

Trump is winning the
political spin game
Anna Jacobs

Donald Trump has somehow survived an overwhelming flood of political
scandals, legal battles, accusations, the Russia investigation, impeachment, and now, it looks like he is finding a way to spin the coronavirus pandemic into something that will rally his base.
Currently, the US is facing an unprecedented public health crisis as the
country with the highest number of confirmed cases and deaths from Covid19. The death toll surpassed 100,000 last week and infections have
reached nearly 1.8 million. The US is also confronting an economic crisis,
with 15 percent unemployment. Economists predict this will rise to between
25 to 30 percent. It has not seen unemployment rates this high since the
Great Depression.
The Trump administration's handling of the global pandemic has been
an unmitigated disaster - he brushed off the seriousness of the virus, moved
too slowly on mass testing and turned the virus response into a partisan
game for his own political gain. Healthcare costs went up and economic
bailouts helped corporations more than they helped American workers.
Trump's grossly incompetent leadership was on full display, every day,
during White House briefings about the virus, which he essentially turned
into daily campaign rallies. He attacked reporters, in his usual bullying style,
for asking questions about his slow response to the pandemic. As criticism
of the administration's response grew and the death toll rose, Trump and
his team did what they do best: changed the conversation.
This is how Trump has survived these battles. He turns legal battles into
political ones and positions them in the court of media and public opinion,
which is where he has transformed the art of political spin. His propaganda
has normalised (or, rather, elevated) blatant lying, under the banner of "alternative facts". Through Fox and Friends, and Trump pals like Sean Hannity, right-wing conspiracy theories have become commonplace in the media
and American political discourse. After all, Fox News is still the mostwatched cable news channel in America and has been for the past 18 years.
Just when you think Trump is confronting a crisis that he cannot escape,
the White House creates a scandal for the media to focus their attention
on. They overwhelm us with a story (often with an accompanying buzzword)
that creates a host of accusations and legal questions that confuse and
overwhelm the public as we scramble to try to understand the basic elements of the controversy.
Cue, Trump's now infamous Mother’s Day tweeting rampage. The
#OBAMAGATE! tweet was followed by accusations of wrongdoing by
dozens of individuals from the Obama administration, the FBI, the Justice
Department and others. Trump demanded that Obama be subpoenaed to
testify to the Senate over "Obamagate," a demand which Senate Majority
leader Mitch McConnell and South Carolina Republican Senator Lindsay
Graham both rejected. This says a lot about how ridiculous this story is
given that McConnell and Graham are two of Trump's staunchest defenders.
Furthermore, when a Washington Post reporter asked Trump to explain
the specific crimes behind "Obamagate," he retorted in his classic style:
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"You know what the crime is. The crime is very obvious to everybody ... All
you have to do is read the newspapers, except yours." This is Trump doing
what Trump does best. He is spinning a story that he hopes will undermine
the entire Mueller investigation into Russian interference in the election. He
thinks that if they exonerate the likes of Roger Stone and Michael Flynn, it
will completely exonerate the Trump team and shift attention towards
Obama (and Obama's vice president and the presumptive Democratic
nominee, Joe Biden).
This is also likely a pre-emptive attack to help the Trump administration
battle accusations of pro-Trump Russian interference in the upcoming 2020
election. Intelligence officials briefed members of Congress on the matter
in February, arguing that Russia was already actively working to help reelect Trump. Biden rightly pointed out in an interview with ABC that: "This
is all about diversion. This is a game this guy plays all the time." The question is, will it work?
Given Trump's track record, it could. Trump has the bully pulpit and he
is using it. Plus, the media is falling for it. His wild accusations and conspiracy theories increase ratings and clickbait. Perhaps less cynically, it is also
the job of reporters to follow and investigate claims that the president
makes. I am guilty of this myself. In the last couple of weeks, I have spent
hours trying to understand all the individuals and accusations surrounding
the alleged "Obamagate".
Trump is attempting to squirm his way out of a serious conversation
about his failed leadership, yet again. Even the impeachment did not seem
to make much of a difference and opinions about the charges (abuse of
power and obstruction of Congress) fell along partisan lines. And that
seems like it was a lifetime ago, given the onslaught of news and scandals
coming from the White House (and Trump's tweets) every day.
Somehow, Trump's approval ratings are holding relatively steady. They
even got a bump. As of May 13, according to a Gallup poll, his job approval
rating reached 49 percent, a tie for the highest of his presidency. This is
low, but not that much lower than previous presidents. Obama began his
second term in 2012 with a job approval rating of 46 percent. Furthermore,
even amid the greatest economic crisis since the Great Depression, a recent CNN poll shows that respondents gave Trump a strong advantage
over Biden in terms of his handling of the economy.
Trump's strategy of blaming the Chinese for the coronavirus also seems
to be working with the American public. A recent survey by Navigator Research showed that 43 percent of Americans think "China bears more responsibility than the federal government for the way coronavirus has spread
in the US". Polling data about the 2020 election varies. FiveThirtyEight
gives Biden around a six-point lead nationally, and crucial but narrow leads
in the key battleground states of Michigan, Pennsylvania, Florida, Wisconsin and North Carolina. However, a recent CNN poll conducted by SSRS
echoes Biden's national lead but shows an advantage for Trump in the
swing states. This would allow him to win the Electoral College and likely
lose the popular vote, which is exactly what happened in 2016.
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Your View
Eid celebrations

Coronavirus figures
It is a fact that our coronavirus figures are becoming more alarming. The
country director, Population Council, Islamabad, has observed that the
rapid spread of coronavirus is concentrated in our largest and fast expanding urban centres like Karachi, Lahore, Peshawar, Quetta, Gujranwala,
Faisalabad, Islamabad/Rawalpindi, Multan, Hyderabad, and so on.
The regions of Gilgit-Baltistan, Azad Jammu and Kashmir and Balochistan
put together have reported the least number (or a far lesser quantum) of
Covid-19 cases. Obviously, the residents of these regions have displayed
considerable maturity, responsibility in the daily conduct of their lives,
which is indeed commendable. Social distancing may perhaps be easier
to achieve in these far-flung, mostly pristine regions. It is imperative that
we all realised that this brutal pandemic we are confronted with demands
measures such as social distancing, wearing masks, avoiding crowded
avenues and using hand sanitisers; these SOPs should be adopted by
every urban citizen on a “self-policing basis”, be it at home or in the market/workplace. We simply cannot deploy a policeman or a local community official in every locality, market, shop, factory, office or residential
street to police or force compliance of the globally agreed SOPs. Meanwhile, the emerging socio-economic issues we have to face sooner rather
than later in the urban areas are: rapid population growth, unemployment
fuelled by the return of expatriates, failing or shuttered businesses in the
local arena and private and public sector downturn and/or outright stagnation. Contingency plans should be discussed, prepared, conceived and
implemented in real time with the participation of all stakeholders; if there
is hesitation or lack of co-ordination, one large central authority should call
the shots. Moreover, the allocation of funds towards specific, high-value
Covid-19 tasks (like the import of PPE, allocation of large spaces set
aside for virus sufferers, and research and development to mould preventive or curtailment medicines) should be ensured by the finance ministry,
SBP, or the provinces. There is no doubt, the state is faced with daunting
health and economic challenges ahead.
Abbas R. Siddiqi
Lahore

Unlike previous years, Eid celebrations were in a much
lower key this year because of the circumstances prevailing in the country, namely the pandemic and the PIA plane
crash which killed 97 people. Although for once the entire
country celebrated Eid on the same day was a blessing.
The people of Khyber Pukhunkhwa also celebrated Eid
with simplicity and mostly stayed away from Eid parties or
any other festivities in the province. The elected representatives and other dignitaries followed the provincial government SOPs and did not mingle with people. In Buner
district it is a tradition that people visit the guest houses of
political leaders to exchange Eid greetings. This time the
practice was not witnessed anywhere in the district. The
same is the case with other districts of Malakand division
where no such activity was reported.
The Khyber Pakhtunkhwa government had also banned
the intra-district movement of tourists throughout the
province. The unfortunate part is that the people did not
follow the SOPs laid down by the government. Citizens
embraced each other to exchange Eid greetings and
shook hands with one another in the streets and bazaars.
Many were found roaming without the mandatory face
mask. The people were happy that there was no loadshedding in the entire month of Ramazan and during the
Eid holidays. This Eid was also unique in the sense that
that there was no display of the customary aerial firing. To
ensure this, police department officials just before Eid
held liaison meetings with people in every district to ensure the people complied with it amicably. One should not
forget to mention the large-scale distribution of charity by
the rich and affluent. They extended maximum financial
help and support to poorer segments of society. In short a
spirit of brotherhood and unity was seen in abundance in
the province.
Shaukat Hayat

Banking hours

Buner, KP

Recently, I reached the Clifton branch of a large private bank at 9.50am
where about 15 people were already standing in line. I was also made to
stand in line without consideration for the fact that I am over 75 years old. At

Eid shows after plane tragedy

about 10.05am the security guard allowed 10 persons to go inside the

Eid shows broadcast by most channels in the aftermath of the

branch. For about half an hour not a single customer came out of the

PIA plane crash claiming 97 lives was a sad error of judgment

branch. I complained to the guard who let me in after a few minutes. Here

on their part. The nation had just suffered a terrible tragedy,

too I was made to stand in line. After I had finished my errand, I complained

and more than 100 families were in mourning. And almost all

to the operations manager and his reply was that they were doing their best

TV channels broadcast shows with fun and frolic. The manage-

under the circumstances. The State Bank needs to look into the nonchalant

ment of TV channels should show more compassion and un-

attitude of some bank employees.

derstanding at such times.
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Noman Sattar
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A new artificial eye mimics and may
outperform human eyes

The oldest disk galaxy yet found
formed more than 12 billion years ago

Maria Temming

Lisa Grossman

Scientists can’t yet
rebuild
someone
with bionic body
parts. They don’t
have the technology.
But a new artificial
eye brings cyborgs
one step closer to reality. This device,
which mimics the
human eye’s structure, is about as sensitive to light and has a faster reaction time than a real eyeball. It may not come with the telescopic or
night vision capabilities that Steve Austin had in The Six Million Dollar
Man television show, but this electronic eyepiece does have the potential for sharper vision than human eyes, researchers report. “In the future, we can use this for better vision prostheses and humanoid
robotics,” says engineer and materials scientist Zhiyong Fan of the Hong
Kong University of Science and Technology. The human eye owes its
wide field of view and high-resolution eyesight to the dome-shaped
retina — an area at the back of the eyeball covered in light-detecting
cells. Fan and colleagues used a curved aluminum oxide membrane,
studded with nanosize sensors made of a light-sensitive material called
a perovskite, to mimic that architecture in their synthetic eyeball. Wires
attached to the artificial retina send readouts from those sensors to external circuitry for processing, just as nerve fibers relay signals from a
real eyeball to the brain. The artificial eyeball registers changes in lighting faster than human eyes can — within about 30 to 40 milliseconds,
rather than 40 to 150 milliseconds. The device can also see dim light
about as well as the human eye. Although its 100-degree field of view
isn’t as broad as the 150 degrees a human eye can take in, it’s better
than the 70 degrees visible to ordinary flat imaging sensors.

The oldest diskshaped galaxy ever
spotted formed just
1.5 billion years after
the Big Bang, a new
study finds.
That’s much earlier
than
astronomers
thought that this type
of galaxy could form.
Previous observations show that disk-shaped galaxies — including
sprawling, spiral systems like the Milky Way — didn’t show up in large
numbers until between 3 and 4 billion years after the Big Bang, which occurred about 13.8 billion years ago. This precocious galaxy’s existence
suggests that massive spiral galaxies like the Milky Way can grow up relatively quickly, astronomers report. By showing that a disk galaxy could
form so early in the universe’s history, the new study “challenges the accepted paradigm for how disk galaxies form and evolve in the universe,”
says astrophysicist Rachel Somerville of the Flatiron Institute in New York
City, who was not involved in the study. The earliest galaxies probably
were made when clumps of invisible dark matter pulled in surrounding
gas and dust, forming stars and eventually creating galaxies that were
round and blobby, observations and computer simulations suggest. Theorists reason that assembling those early galaxies was a violent process
that scrambled and heated gas. Since hot gas expands, the idea goes,
the first galaxies were spherical blobs because they were too hot for the
gas to settle into a disk. Only when gas has had lots and lots of time to
cool off could it collapse into bright starry disk galaxies, researchers
thought. In the last 15 years, however, computer simulations have
showed that cold streams of gas could sneak into ancient, blobby galaxies, potentially making it easier for disk galaxies to arise more quickly.
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More vitamin D, lower risk of severe Covid-19?
Kathleen Doheny
Could having a healthy blood level of vitamin D help avoid the intensive
care unit and death if one become infected with Covid-19?
Several groups of researchers from different countries have found that the
sickest patients often have the lowest levels of vitamin D, and that countries
with higher death rates had larger numbers of people with vitamin D deficiency than countries with lower death rates. Experts say healthy blood levels of vitamin D may give people with Covid-19 a survival advantage by
helping them avoid cytokine storm, when the immune system overreacts
and attacks your body's own cells and tissues.
The early research is not yet peer-reviewed, and other experts say scientific
proof is lacking that vitamin D could prevent Covid-19 or make the infection
milder. Researchers are trying to figure that out -- at least 8 studies are
listed on clinicaltrials.gov to evaluate vitamin D's role in preventing or easing
Covid-19. In the meantime, some people say there’s no harm in taking the
vitamin as a precaution. "I feel like if there is anything we can be doing at
the moment to support our body, I am totally on board," says Jackie Wilcox,
38, of Newburyport, MA, near Boston. Her family, including her husband
and two children, are taking daily supplements.
Vitamin D, produced when the sun hits your skin, has many other benefits,
such as bone health. It’s also found in some foods and supplements.
Among recent studies finding a link between vitamin D levels and how severe Covid-19 is: Researchers from the U.K. evaluated the average vitamin
D levels and the number of Covid-19 cases, as well as the death rates,
across 20 European countries. Countries with low average vitamin D blood
levels in the population had higher numbers of Covid-19 cases and deaths,
says study leader Petre Cristian Ilie, MD, PhD, research and innovation director at the Queen Elizabeth Hospital Foundation Trust in King's Lynn,
U.K. At Northwestern University, researchers used modeling to estimate
that 17% of those deficient in vitamin D would develop a severe Covid-19
infection, but only about 14% of those with healthy vitamin D levels. They

estimated the association between vitamin D and severe Covid-19 based
on a potential link between vitamin D deficiency and C-reactive proteins,
or CRP, a surrogate marker for severe COVID-19 In a small study,
Louisiana and Texas researchers evaluated 20 patients hospitalized with
Covid-19, finding that 11 of the patients admitted to the ICU were vitamin D
deficient, but only four of those not needing the ICU. Indonesian researchers evaluated 780 documented cases of Covid-19 and found that
most patients who died had vitamin D levels below normal. Irish researchers
analyzed European population studies and vitamin D levels, finding countries with high rates of vitamin D deficiency also had higher death rates from
Covid-19. Those researchers asked the government to raise the vitamin D
recommendations. While the recent research on vitamin D and Covid-19 is
just starting, other research has found that vitamin D supplements can help
reduce the risk of respiratory infection. And researchers who looked back
at the 1918-1919 influenza pandemic found that patients with healthy vitamin D blood levels were less likely to die.

First Covid vaccine tested on humans shows promise
Ralph Ellis
The first coronavirus vaccine tested on humans has yielded positive results, with a small number of people who were tested showing an immunity against the virus, the drug maker said.
A Massachusetts-based company, said the vaccine called mRNA-1273
“was generally safe and well tolerated.” The company said it plans to
move ahead with the next two phases, in which larger numbers of people
will be tested this year. The news release said three different dosage levels – 25, 100 and 250 micrograms -- were given to 45 participants and
all of them developed detectable antibodies. But the eight people who
received doses of 25 and 100 micrograms in March responded best, developing antibodies that were just as high or higher than the antibodies
found in people who’d gotten coronavirus and then recovered, the company said. The vaccine uses something called the messenger RNA approach. It does not require a virus to make the vaccine.
The testing is being done in coordination with the National Institutes of
Health and the National Institute of Allergy and Infectious Diseases. It
has not been peer-reviewed or published in a medical journal. There currently is no vaccine against the coronavirus. Companies are racing to develop a vaccine against the virus, which has killed 89,000 people in the
United States alone. It’s unclear how soon a vaccine might hit the market.
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Anthony Fauci, MD, of the White House coronavirus task force has cited
a 12-18-month timeline for development. At least 90 potential Covid-19
vaccines are under study, and six of those are already being tested on
humans in clinical trials to determine if they’re safe.
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Film

The Orphanage

Edge of Extinction

Wendy Ide

Peter Bradshaw

The setting is Kabul,
1989, and in the opening
shot of this lean Afghan
drama, a boy wakes up,
cracks his knuckles and
pulls on a well-scuffed
pair of trainers, ready to
face the new day. But
what could have been a
cliched opener is subtly subverted: his alarm call is the distant bark of
dogs, the colour palette is the kind of arid, dusty ochre that makes your
throat itch, and rather than a bed, the boy is waking on the back seat of
an abandoned car on a stretch of fenced-off wasteland.
The boy is 15-year-old street kid Qodra (Qodratollah Qadiri, who also
appeared in Sadat’s previous film, Wolf and Sheep, to which this picture
is a loose sequel). An abrupt edit transports us from the makeshift car
park to the inside of a cinema. On the screen is the hokey Bollywood
vigilante movie Shahenshah, starring a dashing Amitabh Bachchan.
Crammed into the cheap seats, surrounded by animated men and boys,
Qodra is transfixed by a fight sequence, eyes and teeth lit by the flicker
reflected from Bachchan’s leather jacket and glistening, immaculate hair.
It’s telling that the movie theatre is the first place that the film takes us
after Qodra wakes. For this teenager and many of his peers, films,
specifically crowd-pleasing Indian blockbusters, take priority over most
of the essentials of life.

The Wrong Missy
David Hughes
If you’ve seen any of Adam
Sandler’s Netflix “comedies” and wondered what
scripts he turned down
might look like, the Sandler-backed dumpster fire
Father of the Year, in which
David Spade does a passable Sandler impression, was a pretty good guide. Now, Spade and director Tyler Spindel have reunited for another Sandler-produced,
Netflix-bankrolled comedy, and the results are… surprisingly funny.
Written by Chris Pappas and Kevin Barnett, who paired Spade and Sandler for The Do-Over, The Wrong Missy begins with a disastrous blind
date in which Tim meets Missy #1 (Lauren Lapkus). Three months later,
Tim has sworn off dating until he meets Missy #2 (Molly Sims), and spontaneously invites her to Hawaii for the weekend. When the wrong Missy
shows up, things go from awkward to hellish in the space of about two
minutes flat. Somehow, it’s all made believable by Lapkus (Jurassic
World), probably best known as Stu’s nerdy girlfriend in The Big Bang
Theory. Missy could so easily have been written, or performed, as the
kind of dress-over-the-head drunken party girl that’s been a staple of
crappy comedies for decades. Instead, Lapkus makes her a fullyrounded, mostly believable, one-of-a-kind mischief-maker whose firebrand nature sometimes means she takes things too far, but only to make
life a little bit more bearable for herself and others. And no thank you,
male comedy writers, she doesn’t need to be “tamed”.
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This postapocalyptic survivalist thriller, set in rural
Britain, is both violent and
depressing, with some
iffy line-readings, weird
script moments and untied plot strands. It isn’t
badly shot by any means,
with one or two effective action scenes and interesting use of remote
locations, but it takes two ploddingly long hours to tell a cumbersomely
inflated and often dull story, which even at the finish line has to be
wound up pretty arbitrarily. We are in a lawless, chaotic land where
food, water and shelter are grimly scarce. A lone individual (Luke Hobson), haunted by his tragic past, makes common cause with a young
woman (Georgie Smibert) and a desperate, angry man (Chris Kaye)
to win out against a terrifying band of marauding cannibals and
rapists, led by a brutal figure known as The Beast (Bryn Hodgen).
They also get help from a couple, played by Nicholas Chambers and
Susan Lee Burton, who have their own reasons for fearing and hating
these evil monsters. The strangest moment comes when Smibert’s
character is briefly imprisoned as a sex slave by the Beast, and she
briefly befriends another young woman chained up for the same purpose. Later, the couple reveal their daughter was taken and could still
be in the Beast’s compound. Did these two plot points have a relationship in earlier script drafts? The way they played out here is disconcerting and inconclusive.

The Lovebirds
Helen O'Hara
The basic plot of Netflix’s The
Lovebirds is not dissimilar to
the premise of Murder Mystery, or Date Night, or any of a
million other movies where an
average person finds themselves mixed up in a major
crime. The wrong-man — or
couple — saga is a genre where you either write a stunningly clever script,
or rely entirely on wildly overqualified stars to sell a loose, shaggy-dog
plot. This one has plumped firmly for the second option, but what elevates
it above most similar efforts is that Issa Rae and Kumail Nanjiani’s bickering couple are so charismatic that you find yourself wanting to go on the
run with them. They may make for stunningly poor detectives, but at least
they’re smart enough to know it. The film opens on the second morning
of Jibran (Nanjiani) and Leilani’s (Rae) first date, establishing that these
two fell for one another hard and fast and seemingly forever. Only we then
cut to four years later, a blazing row about nothing, and a couple on a fast
track to Breakupsville. When a man claiming to be a cop carjacks them
and uses their vehicle to murder a bike messenger, the pair are left looking
like killers. Desperate to find the real culprit and clear their names, they
become fugitives. What follows is a silly, uneven quest around New Orleans, as they try to find out who the victim was and why he was killed before the police find them. And yes, along the way they just might rekindle
the spark they once had.
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Men are from Mars, Women are from Venus

To Kill a Mockingbird

John Gray

Harper Lee

The legendary relationships guide that
mothers recommend to their daughters,
friends give as gifts and brothers steal
from their sisters, it is inarguably the definitive book on having a happy relationship. A “treasure”, a “bible” and an
“heirloom” are some of the words used to
describe the book that has saved countless relationships and improved innumerable others. Now repackaged to relate to
a new generation of readers, this phenomenal book continues to carry its
legacy of understanding and trust into
the world. Since its first publication, over
a staggering 15 million copies of the book have sold globally to single
men and women looking for guidance on how to find the perfect partner,
married couples seeking to strengthen their bond, and divorcees hoping
to fathom where it all went wrong. Gray’s insights into how to allow your
other half to “pull away” like an elastic band, prevent your emotional
baggage from polluting your current relationship, and translate the
phrases of the opposite sex are as relevant now as when they were first
published. With straightforward, honest writing from that precious male
perspective, Gray unlocks the secrets hidden in your partner’s words
and actions to enable you both to reach true mutual understanding and
a lifetime of love. Discover for yourself why thousands believe that the
book should be mandatory reading for everyone.

Shoot all the blue jays you want, if you can
hit 'em, but remember it's a sin to kill a mockingbird.' A lawyer's advice to his children as
he defends the real mockingbird of Harper
Lee's classic novel - a black man charged
with the rape of a white girl. Through the
young eyes of Scout and Jem Finch, Harper
Lee explores with exuberant humour the irrationality of adult attitudes to race and class in
the Deep South of the thirties. The conscience of a town steeped in prejudice, violence and hypocrisy is pricked by the stamina
of one man's struggle for justice. But the weight of history will only tolerate
so much. To Kill a Mockingbird is a coming-of-age story, an anti-racist
novel, a historical drama of the Great Depression and a sublime example
of the Southern writing tradition.

Five Feet Apart
Rachael Lippincott
Soon to be a major motion picture starring
Cole sprouse (Riverdale's Jughead) and
Haley Lu Richardson (the edge of seventeen
and recovery road)! in this moving story that’s
perfect for fans of John Green’s the Fault in
our Stars, two teens fall in love with just one
minor complication - they can’t get within a
few feet of each other without risking their
lives. Stella grant likes to be in control - even
though her totally out of control lungs have
sent her in and out of the hospital most of her
life. At this point, what Stella needs to control
most is keeping herself away from anyone or
anything that might pass along an infection
and jeopardize the possibility of a lung transplant. Six feet apart. No exceptions. Newman wants to be in control of is getting out of this hospital. He couldn't care less about his treatments, or a fancy new clinical drug trial. Soon, he’ll
turn eighteen and then he'll be able to unplug all these machines and actually
go see the world, not just its hospitals. Will’s exactly what Stella needs to stay
away from. If he so much as breathes on Stella she could lose her spot on
the transplant list. Either one of them could die. The only way to stay alive is
to stay apart. But suddenly six feet doesn't feel like safety. It feels like punishment. What if they could steal back just a little bit of the space their broken
lungs have stolen from them? Would five feet apart really be so dangerous if
it stops their hearts from breaking too?
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Talking to Strangers
Malcolm Gladwell
The routine traffic stop that ends in tragedy.
The spy who spends years undetected at the
highest levels of the Pentagon. The false conviction of Amanda Knox. Why do we so often
get other people wrong? Why is it so hard to
detect a lie, read a face or judge a stranger's
motives? Through a series of encounters and
misunderstandings - from history, psychology
and infamous legal cases - Malcolm Gladwell
takes us on an intellectual adventure into the
darker side of human nature, where strangers
are never simple and misreading them can
have disastrous consequences. No one challenges our shared assumptions like Malcolm Gladwell. Here he uses stories of deceit and fatal errors
to cast doubt on our strategies for dealing with the unknown, inviting us to
rethink our thinking in these troubled times.

Educated
Tara Westover
Tara Westover and her family grew up preparing for the End of Days but, according to the
government, she didn’t exist. She hadn’t been
registered for a birth certificate. She had no
school records because she’d never set foot in
a classroom, and no medical records because
her father didn’t believe in hospitals. As she
grew older, her father became more radical and
her brother more violent. At sixteen, Tara knew
she had to leave home. In doing so she discovered both the transformative power of education, and the price she had to pay for it.
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