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Economics

Widely missed targets
Shahid Hussain

The Pakistan Economic Survey 2019-20 shows all fiscal targets were
missed by a huge margin in the last fiscal year. However, instead of accepting the reality and flaws in its policies, the government has squarely
blamed Covid-19 for its poor performance.
The survey paints a gloomy economy of the economy. Undoubtedly,
the pandemic has played havoc with the Pakistan economy, like elsewhere in the world, but the government cannot blame it for all its failure.
The government will have to accept that the economy had slowed down
even before the onset of the pandemic. The period covers data of the
first nine months of the last fiscal year, from July 2019 to March 2020,
when the coronavirus had not struck the country. It means the government has no justification for its poor policies and governance.
The data released by the government presents a poor performance
as all economic indicators have nosedived and the government blames
Covid-19 for a loss of over Rs3 trillion to the national income. At least
another 10 million people are expected to slip below the poverty line as
a consequence of the coronavirus pandemic. “The Covid-19 is expected
to have a negative impact on the Pakistan’s economy, and the number
of people living below the poverty line may rise from the existing figure
of 50 million to 60m,” reads the survey. The situation was also bleak before the pandemic.
Lockdowns and restrictions required to stem the spread of the coronavirus are expected to cause a loss of 1.4 million to 18.53 million jobs
in the country. According to the Economic Survey 2019-20, in case limited restrictions are imposed, as many as 1.4m jobs will be lost, which is
2.2 per cent of the employed workforce.
Total debt and liabilities of the country rose by Rs2.597 trillion in the
period from July 2019 to March 2020. The bulk of the increase came from
government domestic debt, which rose by Rs1.746tr in the period. The
remaining increase came from government’s external debt which rose
by Rs603 billion. The total public debt has risen to 84.4pc of GDP by
March 2020. Finance Adviser Dr Abdul Hafeez Shaikh put the ratio at
88pc after including the borrowing from the IMF in April. The figure was
74.2pc in the corresponding period last year.
The budget deficit is expected to exceed the target of 7.5 per cent of
GDP and may go to 9.4pc of GDP owing to disruption in economic activity
and increasing expenditure on public health and social safety net programs lessening the impact of Covid-19. The government has accepted
that achieving revenue targets of both tax and non-tax segments would
be challenging due to disruption in economic activity. The full impact of
Covid-19 on the Federal Bureau of Revenue (FBR) collection is estimated at Rs899 billion for FY20. In the pre-Covid period, the fiscal deficit
came down to 4pc of gross domestic product (GDP) during July-March
FY20, as against 5.1pc in the correspondent period last year. Similarly,
the primary balance posted a surplus of Rs194b (0.5pc of GDP) as
against a deficit of Rs463b (1.2pc of GDP). The improvement in the fiscal
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account is largely attributed to higher provincial surplus and a sharp rise
in non-tax revenues. Overall, total revenues posted an impressive growth
that outpaced the rise in expenditures.
Total revenues jumped by 30.9pc during July-March FY20 despite a
slowdown in economic activity and import compression, as against just
0.04pc growth in the same period of FY19. In absolute terms, they stood
at Rs4.689 trillion (11.2pc of GDP) this year, up from Rs3.583tr (9.4pc of
GDP) in the same period of FY19. Tax revenues rose to Rs3.594tr during
9MFY20, from Rs3.162tr, posting a jump of 13.7pc. Out of total tax collection, federal and provincial revenues grew by 13.9pc and 11.6pc, respectively during the period.
Within the total federal tax collection, the FBR accumulated Rs3.044tr
(7.3pc of GDP) during July-March FY20, versus Rs2.704tr (7.1 pc of
GDP) last year, representing a rise of 12.6pc. Non-tax revenues also witnessed a strong recovery during July-March against a decline of 16.7pc
in the correspondent period last year. In absolute terms, they amounted
to Rs1.095tr, as opposed to Rs421.6b and were primarily driven by a
substantial rise in receipt of outstanding telecom licence renewal fees
and the SBP profit.
On the spending side, total expenditure grew by 15.8pc to Rs6.376tr
(15.3pc of GDP) as compared with Rs5.506tr (14.5pc of GDP) a year
ago. Of it, current expenditure surged by 16.9pc to Rs5.611tr in nine
months versus Rs4.798tr in FY19. The increase was primarily attributed
to higher mark-up payments, grants for social spending and spending on
social protection.
The only positive prospect is agriculture. There has been no significant impact of Covid-19 on the agriculture sector which, on the aggregate, recorded a remarkable growth of 2.67 per cent in 2019-20
compared to 0.58pc growth achieved last year. Positive growth was
noted in all important crops except cotton and sugarcane. However, locusts damaged main crop production areas in Balochistan, Punjab and
Sindh provinces. Initial assessment shows damage to over 115,000
hectares of crops.
Another encouraging sign for people is that annual inflation in the outgoing fiscal year eased to 10.7pc, down from the earlier projection of
11.8pc, with falling international commodity prices. The falling crude oil
prices will further ease inflationary pressures and the government expects it to enter single-digit in the next fiscal year.
The government expects quick economic recovery when the spread
of coronavirus slows down. It has set the growth of gross domestic product (GDP) at 2.1pc for the fiscal year 2020-21, which is against national
and international estimates. The government has blamed the pandemic
for its poor performance last year. One hopes the country will perform
better when the pandemic passes. It is time the government reviewed
and improved its policies and governance, because it will be left with no
excuse for the next year.
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Pandemic

Lockdown, SOPs
and more
Nasim Ahmed

That we are an undisciplined, unruly nation was never
in doubt. But the sad fact was once again came into the
limelight when the government decided to relax the corona lockdown for the resumption of essential economic activities in the country.
People came out in droves, swarming markets and
shopping areas and throwing caution to the wind despite repeated warnings by the authorities to observe
standard operating procedures (SOPs), like wearing
masks and keep a safe distance from one another. No
wonder there was a sudden spike in coronavirus cases,
infections and fatalities.
It led the authorities to crack down on the violators
of SOPs. Dozens of shops were sealed in the Punjab
and Khyber Pakhtunkhwa for violating SOPs to prevent
the spread of the coronavirus. The crackdowns coincided with Pakistan recording its highest number of
Covid-19 cases in a 24-hour-period, with 4,688 new infections and 82 deaths.
In a related development, the Punjab government swung into action
over the violation of SOPs in Lahore, Multan, Faisalabad, Rawalpindi, Gujranwala and Gujrat. Dozens of shops were sealed in Sialkot and Multan
and heavy fines were imposed for flouting the safety protocols. Authorities
in Peshawar sealed several markets — including shopping malls — as
well as shops while the managers of 18 fuel stations were arrested over
the violations of the official guidelines. In Balochistan too, two private banks
were sealed in Quetta for flouting the government’s social distancing advice. In Islamabad Capital Territory (ICT), action was taken on violation of
SOPs and around 115 persons were fined, 83 shops sealed, 22 industrial
units shut down and 42 transport vehicles impounded.
Taking notice of the situation, the National Command and Operations
Centre (NCOC) held another meeting to discuss measures to ensure the
compliance of standard operating procedures (SOPs), strict administrative
actions and the enforcement of track, trace and quarantine (TTQ) strategy.
The meeting approved strict administrative action against the violators of
SOPs and social distancing in public places and high-risk areas of markets, public transport and industrial sectors to minimize the risk of further
spread of the coronavirus.
All across the world, governments have been adopting precautionary
measures to de-escalate the spread of the virus. Unfortunately, right from
the beginning of the Covid 19 outbreak in Pakistan, lockdown measures
became a subject of needless controversy, especially between the federal
and Sindh governments. It created a lot of confusion in the public mind
and the authorities did not impose the lockdown in the real sense due to
which the scourge could not be contained as it should have been.
There is a lot of sense in the stand taken by Prime Minister Imran Khan
that the government has to strike a fine balance between a smart lockdown
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to control the spread of the contagion and, on the other hand, ensure that
the tens of millions of people, who earn their daily livelihood, did not die of
hunger. Surely, the marginalized masses cannot be left at the mercy of
poverty and hunger.
The signs are that the virus is not going to fade away anytime soon but
life has to go on. All over the world, governments are trying to restore life
to its previous rhythm. Industrial and commercial establishments are
closed and tens of millions of people are out of job. The economy has to
be kick-started again so that people can go back to work. It is a huge challenge facing us in Pakistan too. Government spokesmen have been talking
about a loss of up to 18 million jobs due to Covid-19, a figure which is endorsed by the Employers Federation of Pakistan. Unemployment has
emerged as a serious problem which calls for urgent remedial measures.
The Pakistan Tehreek-i-Insaf (PTI) government of Prime Minister Imran
Khan is not unaware of the situation and it has, therefore, decided to lift
the lockdown so that normal economic activities can resume. But to ensure
that the resumption of normal life does not lead to a new spike in the coronavirus infection, it is necessary that the safety protocols prescribed by
the authorities for various sectors are strictly followed.
While the public should show a sense of civic responsibility, the government must be ruthless in implementing the corona security protocols.
Heavy fines should be imposed on those not wearing face masks or ignoring social distancing parameters. In this connection, special attention
should be paid to places, like shopping clusters, which attract large crowds
of people. The government should also continue with its public awareness
and coronavirus alert campaigns for as long as the epidemic emergency
lasts. Vigilance at all levels is the only way we can fight off the invisible
enemy lurking all around us.
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UNDP report

Covid-19 worsens existing
inequalities among nations
Nasim Ahmed

According to a study by the United Nations Development Programme
(UNDP), the Covid-19 pandemic could undo the gains made in human development in the past several decades. The scourge will exacerbate the
existing inequality, with the burden mainly falling on the poorest sections
of society.
In the words of the report, “The world has seen many crises over the
past 30 years, including the Global Financial Crisis of 2007-09. Each has
hit human development hard but, overall, development gains accrued globally year-on-year. Covid-19 – with its triple hit to health, education, and income – may change this trend."
The UNDP says that globalization has brought new opportunities and
efficiency gains, but as witnessed with the Covid-19 pandemic, disruptions
at one point of the chain can trigger serious local problems elsewhere. The
effects of such events may be detrimental for countries and people that
heavily depend on tourism such as island countries, inflows of remittances,
or receiving official development assistance.
As we know, the coronavirus crisis has hit both developed and developing countries, putting income sources and health services under severe
strain. One immediate result of the scourge is widening inequality between
the developed and developing countries. In this connection, the UK-based
Centre for Economic Policy Research has used inequality models to find
that the pandemic could end up exerting a significant adverse “impact on
inequality.” The research paper has concluded that in the absence of coordinated efforts to protect the most vulnerable segments of society, the
pandemic could widen the gap between rich and poor nations.
The International Labour Organisation (ILO) has predicted that half of
all working people could lose their jobs over the coming months, while the
UNDP has stressed the world is “only at the beginning of the virus’s economic and social impact.”
In order to alleviate the suffering of people due to prolonged lockdowns,
governments everywhere have offered rescue packages which have
mostly been given to large companies some of which do not deserve the
largesse. Therefore, there is growing public demand arguing that government bailout money should be spent on people instead. Economic studies
have shown there may be more efficient ways to spend bailout money, one
being the expansion of social safety net programmes that provide food assistance and healthcare.
The UNDP’s new data reveals huge disparities among countries in their
ability to cope with Covid-19 and recover. According to the report shocks,
like the Covid-19 pandemic, show the ability to respond is significantly
lower and unequally distributed.
The UNDP report says that Pakistan is among those countries that were
least prepared to tackle the coronavirus challenge. Keeping in view the
level of human development, healthcare system capacity and internet access, Pakistan is one of those countries that are vulnerable to Covid-19
due to lack of preparedness. For every 10,000 people, Pakistan has only
9.8 physicians, five nurses and only six hospital beds. The country spends
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only 2.8 percent of its GDP on health. It shows how vulnerable Pakistan is
to the pandemic.
By contrast, the developed countries with very high human development rankings 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 the 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 3.7 percent of its total GDP on health. On the contrary, a developed country, like the United States, has 125.9 physicians, 86 nurses
and 29 hospital beds for every 10,000 people. The US spends 17.1 percent
of its total GDP on health. According to the report, 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.
Although everyone is potentially affected in one way or the other by the
pandemic, yet some individuals and groups are more vulnerable, and suffer
far more harm and have a much longer road to recovery. Poverty adds to
the high risks of long-lasting consequences. Despite recent progress in
poverty reduction, about 1 in 4 people still live in multidimensional poverty
or are vulnerable to it, and more than 40 percent of the global population
does not have any social protection.
In the aftermath of Covid 19, the digital divide has become more significant than ever. Almost 6.5 billion people around the globe — 85.5 percent
of the global population, still don’t have access to reliable broadband internet, which limits people’s ability to work and continue their education.
The report, commenting on the state of education, says that it is in a
deplorable state and the rate of teaching efficiency for children of primary
school age learning outside of schools is at levels that were last seen in
the mid-1980s.
Needless to say, the challenge posed by the coronavirus is a tremendous one and calls for a coordinated response from the world’s people as
a whole.
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Crisis

Rising food insecurity
Muhammad Hassan

Pakistan has decided to import two million ton wheat to bridge the production shortfall. It fears a serious food crisis because of recent locust
attacks and abnormal climate conditions.
In fact, the infestation may wipe out 40pc of Pakistan’s major crops.
The crisis is so severe that the government has declared a nationwide
emergency and appealed for help from the international community. According to the UN's Food and Agriculture Organization, Pakistan could
suffer about $5b in losses if 25 percent of its crops are damaged. According to Bloomberg, swarms of locusts spreading across Pakistan are
emerging as a bigger threat to the economy than the coronavirus pandemic, with the pests threatening farm output, livelihoods and food security. The locust-invasion now covers an area of 57 million hectares in
a country with a total crop area of 23 million hectares, it said, quoting officials at the Ministry of Food Security and Research.
Lockdowns and other movement restrictions are exacerbating existing
food crises in the Middle East and potentially creating new ones, a group
of United Nations agencies has warned. A joint statement from the Food
and Agriculture Organization (FAO), World Food Program (WFP), World
Health Organization and United Nations Children’s Fund (UNICEF) detailed the negative impact of the coronavirus on household incomes, food
supply chains and school meals. “Measures needed to slow the transmission of the disease are resulting in hardship for many vulnerable families. Current circumstances may aggravate the already difficult situation
that many families face in accessing affordable quality diets,” they
warned. Nearly 110 million people across the region are undernourished,
with Afghanistan, Sudan, Syria and Yemen especially hard hit by food
shortages. The coronavirus outbreak has forced many to compromise
on the quality of their food. The report notes that people are spending
more time at home, and as a result, eating more prepackaged, processed
foods. More than 17 million students in the region have lost access to
school meals, which for many was their only meal of the day. In Yemen,
nearly 20 million people — two-thirds of the population — are food insecure, including more than 2 million children who are acutely malnourished. The WFP in Yemen, which was forced to halve the number of its
aid deliveries in the Houthi-held north, is appealing for $870 million to
continue its food assistance programs.
Food insecurity is also on the rise in Afghanistan, where more than
half the country lives below the poverty line. As Pakistan sealed its border
over coronavirus concerns, aid organizations reported key commodities
getting held up at the crossing, including 577 metric tons of food in April.
A fuel crisis, economic uncertainty in neighboring Lebanon and a plummeting Syrian pound have caused food prices in war-torn Syria to soar
to their highest level ever recorded. In the past year, the cost of basic
food items has increased by 107pc, the WFP said. The UN agencies
called on international donors to support food supply chains currently
disrupted by border closures and movement restrictions, and for regional
governments to prioritize feeding children, infants and breastfeeding
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mothers.
As the pandemic continues to threaten health and food systems
around the world, the 2020 Global Nutrition Report calls on governments,
businesses and civil society to step up efforts to address malnutrition in
all its forms. The pandemic has exposed the weakness of food and health
systems, disproportionately impacting already vulnerable populations.
As inequalities and malnutrition continue to sweep the world, the 2020
Global Nutrition Report stresses that the need to address malnutrition in
all its forms by tackling injustices in food and health systems is now more
urgent than ever.
An additional 6,000 children could die every day from preventable
causes over the next six months as the pandemic continues to weaken
health systems and disrupt routine services. The UNICEF estimate is
based on an analysis by researchers from the Johns Hopkins Bloomberg
School of Public Health. Based on the worst of three scenarios in 118
low- and middle-income countries, the analysis estimates that an additional 1.2 million under-five deaths could occur in just six months, due to
reductions in routine health service coverage levels and an increase in
child wasting. These potential child deaths will be in addition to the 2.5
million children who already die before their 5th birthday every six months
in the 118 countries included in the study, threatening to reverse nearly
a decade of progress on ending preventable under-five mortality. Some
56,700 more maternal deaths could also occur in just six months, in addition to the 144,000 deaths that already take place in the same countries
over a six-month period.
Besides fears of food shortages, Pakistan also faces worst malnutrition in Pakistan, which is a complex, multisectoral problem that presents
across a continuum of poor nutrition, from under-nutrition due to deficiencies in energy, protein, and micronutrients to problems of overweight,
obesity, and non-communicable diseases, resulting from poor quality, energy-dense and micronutrient-poor diets and low physical activity. Over
the last decade, Pakistan’s progress in child malnutrition has not been
encouraging. The latest National Nutrition Survey (NNS) conducted in
2011 has shown a Global Acute Malnutrition (wasting) rate of 15.1pc,
higher than the 13pc figure of the previous NNS 2001; disaggregate
wasting rates in the urban and rural populations were 12.6pc and 16.1pc
respectively. More than 30pc of children are underweight; 44pc are
stunted, and 49pc of women are moderately anemic. More than half of
children under the age of five are anemic, and 39pc of children are zinc
deficient.
A recent flour crisis and shortages of vegetables have highlighted rising food insecurity in Pakistan. Almost half of Balochistan’s households
face mild to severe food insecurity. Of the 36.9pc food insecure households in the country, 18.3pc face severe food insecurity. The United Nations has also warned that hunger is rising in the world. The situation
demands urgent action from the government. Besides ensuring supplies,
it will also have to improve the quality of food.
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Environment

Protecting biodiversity
Muhammad Ali

The world faces a more serious climate crisis after Covid-19 lockdowns
have started easing and economic activity begins. It is feared harm to biodiversity and its catastrophic effects could be even worse when life returns
to normalcy after the pandemic ends in few months.
In fact, the coronavirus and emerging infectious diseases in humans
are being linked to human impact on the environment. The virus has killed
hundreds of thousands of people and shrunk the global economy by trillions of dollars and the damage could be more serious if the climate crisis
is left unaddressed. According to the UN Environment Program (UNEP),
human impact is increasing the risk of emerging infectious diseases in humans, over 70 of which originate from animals, mainly from wildlife. Plans
for post-Covid-19 recovery, and specifically plans to reduce the risk of future epidemics, therefore, need to go further upstream than early detection
and control of disease outbreaks. They also need to lessen our impact on
the environment to reduce the risk at its source, it warned.
On this year’s World Environment Day on June 5, the United Nations
drew links between the health of the planet and human health, while highlighting the importance of protecting biodiversity, the system that supports
life. "At least 70 per cent of emerging infectious diseases such as coronavirus, are crossing from the wild, to people, and transformative actions
are urgently required to protect environment and human rights.
It urged countries to take urgent action to protect the environment and
stop climate disruption, biodiversity loss, toxic pollution and diseases that
jump from animals to humans. In his message, UN Secretary-General Antonio Guterres said, "Nature is sending us a clear message. We are harming the natural world, to our own detriment. Habitat degradation and
biodiversity loss are accelerating, climate disruption is getting worse. To
care for humanity, we must care for nature.”
The world population has doubled over the past 50 years, and the
global economy grew fourfold over the period and it disturbed the delicate
balance of nature, creating ideal conditions for pathogens, such as coronavirus, to spread. As countries open up, and governments approve stimulus packages to support job creation, poverty reduction, development and
economic growth, the UN Environment Programme (UNEP), is urging
them to "build back better".
It involves capturing opportunities for green investment such as renewable energy, smart housing, green public procurement, and public transport guided by the principles and standards of sustainable production and
consumption. A failure to do so, warns UNEP, and an attempted return to
business as usual, risks seeing inequalities rising even further, and a worsening of the degradation of the planet, at a time when one million animal
and plant species are on the brink of extinction.
In its manifesto for a better recovery from Covid-19, the World Health
Organisation (WHO) said," The pandemic is a reminder of the intimate and
delicate relationship between people and planet. Any efforts to make our
world safer are doomed to fail unless they address the critical interface
between people and pathogens, and the existential threat of climate
change that is making our Earth less habitable.”
Currently, over seven million people a year die from exposure to air
pollution – 1 in 8 of all deaths. Over 90pc of people breathe outdoor air
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with pollution levels exceeding WHO air quality guideline values. Twothirds of this exposure to outdoor pollution results from the burning of the
same fossil fuels that are driving climate change. At the same time, renewable energy sources and storage continue to drop in price, increase in reliability, and provide more numerous, safer and higher paid jobs. Energy
infrastructure decisions taken now will be locked in for decades to come.
Factoring in the full economic and social consequences, and taking decisions in the public health interest, will tend to favour renewable energy
sources, leading to cleaner environments and healthier people.
Several of the countries that were earliest and hardest hit by Covid-19,
such as Italy and Spain, and those that were most successful in controlling
the disease, such as South Korea and New Zealand, have put green development alongside health at the heart of their Covid-19 recovery strategies. A rapid global transition to clean energy would not only meet the Paris
climate agreement goal of keeping warming below 2C, but would also improve air quality to such an extent that the resulting health gains would
repay the cost of the investment twice over.
According to the WHO, diseases caused by either lack of access to
food, or consumption of unhealthy, high calorie diets, are now the single
largest cause of global ill health. They also increase vulnerability to other
risks - conditions such as obesity and diabetes are among the largest risk
factors for illness and death from Covid-19. Agriculture, particularly clearing of land to rear livestock, contributes about one-fourth of global greenhouse gas emissions, and land use change is the single biggest
environmental driver of new disease outbreaks. There is a need for a rapid
transition to healthy, nutritious and sustainable diets. If the world were able
to meet WHO’s dietary guidelines, it would save millions of lives, reduce
disease risks, and bring major reductions in global greenhouse gas emissions.
The way the global crisis of environmental degradation has started affecting the world population and wildlife, it will become the biggest challenge ever faced by humans in few decades. Global heating puts pressure
on resources, as extreme weather, including heatwaves, droughts, floods
and fiercer storms, grows more frequent and devastating. 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. 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.
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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Coronavirus

Pakistan’s widening
poverty line
Muhammad Zain

The coronavirus pandemic is projected to push over 10 million more people below the poverty line. Lockdowns and restrictions aimed to contain
the spread of the disease are feared to cause a loss of 1.4 million to
18.53m jobs in the country. These are government’s own estimates mentioned in the Economic Survey 2019-20 and the situation could be even
worse if analyzed independently.
With a view to bridging the gap between the rich and the poor, the
government has planned to extend the social safety net programme to
12 million poor from the existing 4.3m. In the budget 2020-21, the government has also enhanced the monthly financial assistance to Rs3,000
per month from Rs2,000 per month presently being paid to Benazir Income Support Programme (BISP) beneficiaries. The measures are commendable but they do not offer a permanent solution to alleviate poverty.
According to the Economic Survey 2019-20, Covid-19 is expected to
have a negative impact on the Pakistan’s economy, and the number of
people living below the poverty line may rise from the existing figure of
50 million to 60m. Calculated on the basis of the Cost of Basic Needs
(CBN) approach for poverty estimation, which was estimated to be
Rs3,250.3 per adult per month by the Planning Commission, 24.3 per
cent of the population is below the poverty line. However, poverty headcount will rise depending on the aggregate consumption of households
in the post-coronavirus scenarios estimated by the subcommittee of National Coordination Committee on Covid-19 on Economic Analysis.
If a household’s consumption goes down by 5pc, the headcount will
rise from existing 24.3pc to 29pc, and that would lead to around 10pc
people falling below the poverty line. If a household’s consumption goes
down by 10pc, the headcount in the case could rise to 33.5pc.
Lockdowns and restrictions required to limit the spread of the virus
are also expected to cause a loss of 1.4 million to 18.53m jobs in the
country. According to the Economic Survey, in case limited restrictions
are imposed, 1.4m jobs will be lost, which is 2.2 per cent of the employed
workforce. In monetary terms, the wage losses will translate into Rs23.6
billion. Under moderate lockdowns, employment loss could be up to
12.3m, around 20pc of the employed labour force, and wage loss will be
Rs209.6b. And if a complete shutdown is imposed, it is expected that
18.53m people or 30pc of the labour force will be rendered unemployed,
with job loss worth Rs315b. In the current situation of global economic
disruption, the possibility of laying off Pakistani workers by foreign employers can’t be overruled.
The government claims to have devised a strategy to tackle the impact of the Covid-19 pandemic on labour and employment. According to
the survey, the federal cabinet has approved the Rs1.24 trillion Prime
Minister Economic Relief Package to deal with the outbreak and its
repercussions in Pakistan. The relief package is aimed to provide financial support to different sectors of the economy affected by the economic
slowdown.
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The government has allocated Rs200b for the labour class that is severely hit by the pandemic. To support the industrial sector, especially the
export sector, it has been decided to release tax refunds of Rs100b, besides deferring interest payments to improve the liquidity position of the
enterprises. For the small and medium industry and the agriculture sector,
another Rs100b is set aside with deferred interest payments. Concessional loans will be extended to farmers to bring down input costs.
The government has also announced a Rs100b package for the construction industry to keep the country afloat amid the pandemic. The construction industry, which is considered the backbone of the economy
because it provides enormous employment opportunities to skilled and
unskilled workers, also provides stimulus to its allied industries and the
economy as a whole. Hence, the government in collaboration with the
provinces plans to make an all-out effort to generate economic activity
in the country by adopting a strategy of smart lockdown with established
standard operating procedures (SOPs).
Besides, the provincial governments have also announced relief packages to mitigate the adverse impact of the pandemic. The Punjab government has announced a Rs10b relief package to financially support
2.5m families of daily wage earners. The Khyber Pakhtunkhwa government approved a Rs32b stimulus economic package to provide relief to
the masses and the business community. It includes Rs11.4b, benefiting
1.9m deserving families and Rs5b exemptions from taxes for the business
community. The Sindh government has announced the Corona Emergency Ration Package for which Rs20m has been allocated for each district of the province to distribute food items to daily wage earners.
Besides extending the social safety net programme to 12 million poor
from the existing 4.3m in the budget and enhancing the monthly financial
assistance to Rs3,000 per month from the present Rs2,000 being paid
to BISP beneficiaries, the federal government provided special cash assistance of Rs3,000 per month for four months to 4.5m registered lowincome groups under the Kafaalat Programme; emergency cash
assistance of Rs3,000 per month for four months to 4m beneficiaries
from updated National Social Economic Registry (NSER) of the Benazir
Income Support Programme (BISP); and emergency cash assistance of
Rs3,000 per month for four months to 3.5m beneficiaries to be identified
by the district administration.
According to the Annual Development Plan 2020-21, the social welfare systems would enable society to advance the well-being and security of their citizens by protecting them from vulnerability and deprivation,
so that they can pursue a decent life. However, Rs2,000 and Rs3,000
each to poor families is not enough. The poor families are usually large.
They need jobs to come out of poverty. It is the only permanent solution
to their problems. Undoubtedly, the government cannot create so many
job opportunities in the public sector. However, it can encourage the public sector for the purpose
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Covid-19 budget
Shahid Hussain

The government has presented an ambitious budget for the next financial
year and set the growth of gross domestic product (GDP) at 2.1pc for the
fiscal year 2020-21, at a time when international monetary organizations
estimate Pakistan may fall into a recession, for the first time in 68 years,
over the severe impact of the deadly pandemic, as its economy is expected
to shrink up to 2.2pc and per capita income will decline sharply.
The budget was announced at a difficult time when the country faces
a health crisis caused by the outbreak of the coronavirus, which has
shaken the economy. It was finalised after talks with the International Monetary Fund (IMF) and it was agreed that the federal government would
freeze the size of its expenditures. According to estimates, Covid-19 has
caused a loss of over Rs3 trillion to the national income.
Adviser to the Prime Minister on Finance and Revenue Dr Abdul
Hafeez Shaikh also called the budget “ambitious”, but admitted that
whether the government achieves its targets would depend on the fallout
from the Covid-19 pandemic. The government has set the Federal Board
of Revenue (FBR) revenue target at Rs4.95 trillion for the next year while
defence allocations amounted to around Rs1.3 trillion. The development
programme was budgeted at Rs650 billion to support growth prospects.
Total revenue is budgeted at Rs6,573 billion, of which net federal revenue
will be Rs3,700 billion. FBR tax collection has been budgeted at Rs4,963
billion, which is lower than last year's original budgeted amount of Rs5,555
billion.
According to the government, no new tax has been introduced in the
budget and it was implementing an expansionary fiscal policy. Its major
achievements in the outgoing fiscal year were a 73 per cent decline in the
current account deficit, which is now under $3 billion. There is also a primary surplus which it achieved in the past nine months. The budget deficit
shrank from 5pc to 3.8pc while the International Monetary Fund (IMF) provided an extended facility of Rs6 billion and remittances increased from
Rs16b to Rs17b.
The total size of the budget or the total expenditure for the next year
stood at Rs7,136 billion — slightly higher than the budgeted figure for the
previous year. Of it, current expenditure for the next fiscal year was budgeted at Rs6,345 billion, up from Rs6,193b budgeted last year. Defence
affairs make up Rs1,289 billion, up 11.8pc from the previous year, with interest payments making up Rs2,946 billion. Allocations for education have
been budgeted at Rs83.3 billion, up 7.9pc from last year's Rs77.2 billion.
Health allocations for the next year have more than doubled (130pc rise)
to Rs25.5 billion from last year's Rs11 billion. The funds would be used to
improve health services and digitise the framework.
Total expenditure for the Public Sector Development Programme
(PSDP) for the next fiscal year has been estimated at Rs1,324 billion,
which is 18pc below last year's budget. Of this, federal PSDP has been
allocated Rs650 billion, while Rs676 billion has been allocated to
provinces.
The fiscal deficit would be 7pc of GDP and has been budgeted at
Rs3,195 billion for FY2021. The government aims to pull out the economy
from a 0.4pc contraction and go for a 2.1pc growth in GDP for the next fiscal year. Consumer Price Index (CPI) inflation for fiscal year 2021 has
been budgeted at 6.5pc, down from a projection of 13pc last year.
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Pakistan’s gross domestic product (GDP) is estimated to have faced a
Rs3tr loss from the coronavirus. The GDP was expected to increase by
three per cent with the support of economic policies, but it will now go down
by -0.4pc, which means the national income would actually face 3pc to
3.5pc loss during the year. FBR revenues, which were projected to reach
Rs4.7tr before the Covid-19 crisis, would now hardly be Rs3.9tr. About
Rs800b loss was simply on account of revenue and the situation did not
allow the government to further tighten the businesses and people in revenue pressure but warranted a helping hand to provide them with liquidity
to better support the squeezing economy. The government provided a
Rs1.2tr economic stimulus package to provide relief to various sectors of
the economy and people, and to manage the coronavirus damage in a better way, while the State Bank of Pakistan provided subsidy for implementation of different programmes to provide support and relief to small and
medium enterprises.
The agriculture sector performed better with 2.67pc growth even
though it missed the 3.5pc target. The industry went down by -2.64pc
against a 2.3pc growth target, while the services sector dipped by -3.4pc
against a 4.8pc growth target. A -7.1pc contract in transport and communication and a -22.9pc fall in manufacturing was also witnessed.
According to the government, it is a "relief budget" because it has not
imposed new taxes for the next year due to the crises created by the pandemic. Ironically, it had to present a “tax-free” budget when it direly needed
funds to tackle the heath crisis. The Annual Development Plan (ADP) underlines that the growth targets are subject to risks of extreme weather
fluctuations, the ongoing Covid-19 pandemic, interruption in envisaged reforms and non-aligned monetary and fiscal policies.
The government has not only missed the targets for the last year, but
it is also uncertain about achieving them in the new fiscal year as the pandemic continues to play havoc in the country and there are also chances
of its recurrence in the future.
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Hoping for
V-shaped recovery
Husnain Shahid

Pakistan expects a V-shaped economic recovery after the spread of the coronavirus slows down. It sounds optimistic and unrealistic in the current situation
when the government has missed all targets for the last fiscal year. However, it
looks possible in the context of pre-pandemic financial indicators, which were improving sharply.
Undoubtedly, the government has miserably failed to achieve its targets and
it will have to review its policies for a better performance next year. The pandemic
cannot be blamed for all ills of the country. However, it is a fact that fiscal indicators
were improving fast when the coronavirus struck. The pre-pandemic situation
was marked by extraordinary improvement on the external front, driven by a 70.8
per cent plunge in the current account deficit to $3.3 billion during July-April FY20.
It was mainly due to a 29.5pc contraction in the trade deficit and a 5.5pc increase
in workers’ remittances.
It was accompanied by a surge in foreign direct investment of 137.3pc to
$2.1b in July-March, according to the latest Pakistan Economic Survey. It was
attributed to an improvement in the Ease of Doing Business Index by 28 places.
Similarly, improvements were witnessed on the fiscal side, where the government
even posted a primary surplus in FY20, and year-on-year growth in tax collection,
though it missed the target.
However, in the post-pandemic situation, the economy has taken a hit with
GDP in FY20-21 expected to shrink by -0.38pc. It is led by agriculture contributing
an increase of 0.5 percentage points while the industrial and services sector are
projected to drag the overall growth figure by 0.52pps and 0.36pps, respectively.
While agriculture has largely been immune to effects of coronavirus, the government fears for other sectors as over 72pc of Pakistan’s non-agriculture workforce is engaged in the informal sector, with no social security or insurance cover.
“The estimated size of informal employment in the non-agriculture sector is
around 27 million, with only food, pharmaceuticals, and few services still functional, these employees will be worst affected,” it says.
The agriculture sector performed better with 2.67pc growth even though it
missed the 3.5pc target. The industry went down by -2.64pc against a 2.3pc
growth target, while the services sector dipped by -3.4pc against a 4.8pc growth
target. With falling international commodity prices, annual inflation in the outgoing
fiscal year will ease to 10.7 per cent, down from the earlier projection of 11.8pc.
The Pakistan Economic Survey 2019-20 noted that the falling crude oil prices
will further ease inflationary pressures and the government expects it to enter
single-digit in the next fiscal year.
The Covid-19 outbreak has weakened demand putting downward pressure
on commodity prices but there is also a risk of supply disruption. On the other
hand, the survey said that government action against hoarders and providing
maximum relief to the public through various packages, including subsidised
sales of goods at Utility Stores, which helped improve the supply and control
price hike.
The government, after the emergence of the pandemic, took several policy,
administrative and relief measures to help bring down inflation to single-digit. The
rate fell to 8.5pc in April — a third successive month showing a decline. The government also announced an economic relief and stimulus package and reduced
rates of petroleum products in March and April. The reduction in petroleum prices
further decelerated the inflation rate in April.
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To help stave off the effect of the pandemic, the government has launched
an aggressive policy response, including a Rs1.24tr stimulus package. It included
Rs200 billion earmarked for daily wage workers and employees who have lost
their jobs. A registration portal has been developed to screen laid off workers and
employees. In addition, Rs12,000 are being distributed to around 12m families
all over Pakistan through the Ehsaas Emergency Cash Programme. It was coupled with easing on the monetary front that included the key interest rate cut by
525 basis points to 8pc as well as the multiple refinancing schemes to help businesses stay afloat.
Pakistan feared that exports and remittances could suffer and unemployment
would increase if the lockdowns and social distancing prolonged in the world and
in the country. Pakistan’s gross domestic product (GDP) is estimated to have
faced a Rs3tr loss. The GDP was expected to increase by 3 per cent with the
support of economic policies, but it will now go down by -0.4pc. It means the national income would actually face 3pc to 3.5pc loss during this year. FBR revenues were projected to reach Rs4.7tr before the Covid-19 crisis, but they would
now be Rs3.9tr. About Rs800b loss was simply on account of revenue.
The government has set the Public Sector Development Programme (PSDP)
for the next financial year at Rs650 billion, including foreign assistance of
Rs72.5b, against the backdrop of the challenges emanating from the coronavirus
pandemic that enhanced the importance of public investment to trigger job creation, revive economic activity and, at the same time, alleviate poverty.
The economy was poised to take off after three years of slowdown but the
pandemic hit people and businesses hard from mid-March, when Pakistan’s financial indicators had started improving. International financial institutions also
recognised Pakistan’s financial progress. Moody’s Investor Service had upgraded
Pakistan’s economy outlook from negative to stable in December. The World
Bank also acknowledged Pakistan as one of the top 10 “most improved” countries
in the Ease of Doing Business Index. Pakistan’s current account deficit had narrowed 75pc to $2.153 billion in the first six months of the current fiscal year as
imports of goods declined sharply. Higher foreign investment and increased remittances from Pakistani workers abroad also contributed to the improvement in
the current account balance. Exports had increased by 4.5pc to $12.391b in JulyDecember FY20, while imports fell by 20.9pc to $22.2b in the six months of the
last fiscal year. Foreign direct investment into Pakistan had surged by 68.3pc to
$1.340b in July-December FY20.
In September last year, Pakistan’s current account deficit had dropped by
80pc to a 41-month low of $259 million, with a 111.5pc rise in foreign direct investment (FDI) and a 194pc increase in private investment. With FDI of $1.34
billion during the first half of the last fiscal year, a 68.3pc increase was registered
in January, compared to $796.8 million of the same period of the previous fiscal
year. In February, the reserves of the State Bank of Pakistan (SBP) also hit a 21month high at $11.586 billion. The economic positivity was also reflected by the
Karachi Stock Exchange (KSE), which registered a 16-month high in February,
crossing the 42,000 point mark after a cumulative increase of 13,000 points in
four months.
It proved Pakistan was moving ahead with a rapid pace when the pandemic
stalled its progress. It is hoped the economy will take off with greater speed as
soon as the situation improves.
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Covid-19, governance
and people’s attitude
Raza Khan

As cases of Covid-19 in Pakistan have surpassed 100,000 and deaths
from the virus have also exceeded 2,000 across the country, there is
still indecision on part of the government about policies and strategies
to contain its spread. The World Health Organization (WHO) has
warned Pakistan’s government that it has not fulfilled even one of several preconditions for easing lockdown due to which the infection and
death rate are growing. Therefore, the WHO has asked Pakistan to be
quite careful and reimpose lockdown. On the other hand, Prime Minister
Imran Khan has unequivocally stated that his government cannot reimpose lockdown due to the economic woes and large-scale poverty in
the country. Now this is a really difficult situation for the country and its
people.
If one analyzes the situation then the antipodal stance of the WHO
and the government of Pakistan is quite logical but what needs to be
done is the most important question. States and governments at times
face such situations and the answer is vision, sagacity, tact and farsightedness. It is the leadership that has to demonstrate qualities to
pull the country out of a difficult situation. It is important to note that PM
Khan and the entire government apparatus in Pakistan has been constantly appealing to the people that the government does not want to
force the people to remain indoors and also shut down their workplaces. However, in order to do so the people have to take extreme
care and responsibility to keep social distance, maintain personal hygiene and avoid unnecessary going out of their homes. However, the
people have totally disregarded all of the appeals of the government
and healthcare functionaries in this regard. Since the easing of the lockdown after the holy month of Ramazan, people in the length and
breadth of the country have been filling marketplaces. What one can
observe personally and reports from the media also suggest that most
of the people have been going to the bazaars unnecessarily and instead of buying necessary items they have been buying unnecessary
items or window shopping which can be avoided till the routine life returns. For instance, people have been seen buying clothes, shoes etc,
which they could live without at least for one year or season. So it is a
sheer display of irresponsibility on part of the general public that Covid19 cases have surpassed one hundred thousand and they are growing
rapidly.
The government has to make a final appeal and warning to the people that if they are not going to display caution, it would be compelled
to enforce a strict lockdown. In this regard, PM Khan should also set
aside his considerate attitude regarding the livelihood of people. A stringent imposition of lockdown for a month would not make people die
from hunger as there is sufficient human capital in Pakistani society to
at least provide food for the hungry. The government has to reimpose
a stringent lockdown in the country to contain the pandemic because
people are not going to pay any heed to contain social distance and
avoid going out of homes unnecessarily. One important factor for the
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indifferent attitude of people is that most of them do not think that the
coronavrius is really a serious danger. There seems to be a failure on
part of government communication strategists which could not convince
the majority of people to be cautious. The government’s communication
strategy for the disease should have been very aggressive and fear-infusing to stop people from going out of homes and keeping social distancing while outside due to some pressing needs.
It is important to note that the logic of PM Khan that the economy
cannot be shut down for long has a lot of substance. However, it is not
correct for the entire economy and only parts of it. The government
opened up the necessary construction industry which was an appropriate decision, because in the industry the workers generally remain at a
distance but opening up of the consumer items industries, particularly
the textile mills, was not at all advisable. The reason was that the nonfood consumer items would result in an increased supply of the items
to the stores which would unnecessarily attract buyers, particularly
women, to markets. And this has really happened. So, there is no point
in letting the industries and stores of unnecessary consumer, particularly non-food items, operate because most people, who have violated
the rules of social distancing, have been thronging these stores. So
much has been the intensity and frequency of people visiting marketplaces to buy clothes and shoes or related unnecessary goods that it
has been nearly impossible for law enforcement agencies personnel to
implement the government’s standard operating procedures regarding
the containment of the virus. So while the government’s stance has
logic but people’s attitude has put a damper on all the efforts of the government agencies to prevent the spread of the coronavirus.
Here, it is important to discuss why people are behaving so recklessly. The foremost reason is that people have no idea about the world
and their place in it. In other words, their worldview is quite distorted.
Secondly, ignorance is widespread and this is because of people’s priorities. Thirdly, the standard of education, which only makes people superstitious and callous in Pakistan, leaves a lot to be desired. It is also
very important for the state of Pakistan to learn a lesson from the situation about the quality of education in the country. Fourthly and more
importantly, people have become completely pleasure-seeking or hedonistic. It is because of the pervasion and prevalence of post-modernist culture among people. This, in turn, is due to the centrality of the
mainstream and social media in the lives of people, which have made
people outright hedonist and to enjoy each and every aspect and moment of life with little care for the consequences. Under the influence
of post-modernist culture, people in Pakistan are becoming completely
consumerist and materialist that is the reason they have been visiting
markets and bazaars without care or caution. They are even taking their
toddlers with them. Now the government has to come up with a new
policy for the pandemic, keeping in view the observations. Only then a
successful containment of the disease is possible.
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Pakistan universities’
incapacity
Raza Khan

The most important victim of the Covid-19 pandemic in Pakistan is the education sector, including higher education, and there are fears that many
university students may lose at least one of their precious academic semesters. If it happens, it would be a great loss to the educational sector
and, in fact, entire society.
It is important to note that universities of Pakistan were not at all prepared to cope up with the situation unfolded by the spread of Covid-19.
Although no institution or sector of the country was prepared at all for the
pandemic, yet at least universities and colleges, being seats of higher
learning, were expected that they would have at least some contingency
plans to face the situation. The expectation was stronger among people
because in the age of information and communication technologies, physical settings for education and instruction may not be inescapable. In other
words, at least a large number of lessons could be delivered through information and communication technologies. Without any doubt, that could
be done provided there was infrastructure and gadgets available at the
universities.
Insofar, one knows almost all universities in Pakistan have Information
Technology (IT) departments at varying levels of sophistication. Even most
faculties have computer labs. Therefore, there was an expectation that
even if the universities had been physically closed down, teachers could
teach students from their respective campuses online. However, it has not
happened extensively. Most universities and other educational institutions
were closed down as part of a countrywide shutdown to contain Covid-19.
However, most universities, particularly in the public sector, could not come
up with a strategy for online education by even June. Only some private
sector universities have come up with a strategy to start online courses and
some have been successfully doing so. But engineering and medical universities and institutions mostly could not do so along with some other natural sciences disciplines as most of them require extensive practical and
laboratory work, which could not be carried out online. Nevertheless, in developed countries even engineering and medical subjects, including laboratory and practical work, could be conducted through information and
communication technologies. However, in Pakistan there is no elaborate
network at the engineering, medical and other professional disciplines to
carry out practical and laboratory work virtually. The situation created by
the corona virus pandemic has taught the world a lesson that they must
take advantage of information and communication technologies to limit their
physical movement and resort to virtual work, whether official or academic.
The unpreparedness of Pakistani universities in the situation created
by Covid-19 is related to the even wider and profound issues which most
of them do not want to address. The foremost of the problems faced by
the universities is the availability of financial resources to develop infrastructure that could support state-of-the-art technologies. The government
funding for the universities in Pakistan has already reduced over the last
few years due to a slow growth of the country’s economy and the resultant
unavailability of finances to be allocated to different sectors. There is a lot
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of substance in the argument that without financial resources the universities could do nothing for their and society’s development. However, this
is also an excuse for the generally sluggish university administrators and
faculty members, because even universities, which have received substantial government funding in different heads to improve the quality of academics and research, could not do so. This has primarily been due to
lack of commitment on part of their academic and administrative staff.
Therefore, the availability or lack of financial resources could be a factor
in the development of universities but not an underlying cause of their poor
performance. It is important to note that most of the Higher Education
Commission (HEC) funds are provided to public sector universities while
the role of the body in private sector universities is fundamentally and
largely regulatory in nature. Under the regulatory authority, the HEC has
been asking private sector universities and institutes to maintain high standards of infrastructure, learning, faculty and curricula, which most of them
ill-afford.
Most government sector universities have failed to perform due to interference from successive governments and military regimes to conduct
scientific and independent objective research. Ministers, bureaucrats and
members of parliament have been trying to recruit their near and dear ones
and their followers to the universities and a large number of their employees have been appointed through political influence instead of a system
of merit. On the other hand, unionism among university teachers and administrative staff of government sector universities and institutions of
higher learning has also inflicted irreparable damage on the academic and
research output of the seats of higher learning. Most unions of teachers
and administrative support staff aim at securing financial and non-financial
benefits. However, the most sordid aspect of the unions is that they have
rarely raised voice for the poor academic performance of teachers. Moreover, the unions of teachers, which want to recruit near and dear ones of
teachers, bring them face-to-face with governmental authorities, which also
want to secure jobs for their kith and kin at the universities, or in rare cases
with conscientious officials.
Universities around the world, particularly in the developed countries,
exist on the philosophy to contribute practically to societies by addressing
their issues and challenges, like pandemics, terrorism or extremism. On
the contrary, Pakistani universities’ contribution to society is negligible.
Therefore, they cannot demand more financial resources and support from
the government, because whatever resources they have already received
they have failed to justify them by their performance. In the situation, the
country’s policymakers will have to come up with an elaborate time-bound
policy to improve the performance of the institutions of higher learning.
Otherwise, continuing with the existing policies of establishing more and
more universities on a political basis, providing the HEC the regulatory
task without any other body assessing its own performance and capacity
and leaving the universities to themselves in the name of autonomy would
result in more poor performance.
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Budget in the shadow
of corona crisis
Muhammad Jahangir

The government is confronted with multifaceted challenges in the next financial year 2020-2021. It would be a tough call indeed as every segment of the
population — from government servants to the armed forces, from labourers
to employers and from the poor to big businesses — wants a helping hand
amid the economic contraction.
The biggest challenge for budget makers on the tax mobilisation front
faced by the Federal Board of Revenue (FBR) is bridging the gap through
automation and introduction of a tax intelligence system and levying taxes
on the rich, rather than enhancing the rates of the existing ones, especially
the indirect taxes which have already made us uncompetitive in the world.
Though the government’s economic team has considered a number of ways
for improving the tax structure of the country with the help of an effective data
gathering and reconciliation mechanism, yet the challenges are huge.
While the Pakistan Tehreek-i-Insaf (PTI) has focused on a pro-people and
business-friendly budget, the FBR is being tasked with collecting Rs5,100
billion in revenue, which will be around 30 percent higher than the estimated
collection of Rs3,900 billion in the current fiscal year ending June 30. Prime
Minister Imran Khan has said that it would be a coronavirus relief budget and
Finance Adviser Dr Abdul Hafeez Shaikh stressed that the government was
trying to announce a tax-free budget.
Ministry of Finance former adviser Dr Khaqan Hassan Najeeb said the
government was in need of higher revenues in order to spend more on
healthcare in the testing times. He suggested that the targeted revenue could
be collected by plugging tax leakages, curtailing expenditure on sectors other
than healthcare, such as no increase in government employees’ salary this
year and shifting the focus to increasing the savings rate to finance the budget
deficit rather than increasing borrowing.
The Covid-19 pandemic has made the situation uncertain and impacted
tax collection. There are different scenarios, however, an optimistic view is
that economic activities would normalise soon while the pessimistic view is
that nothing would change.
The economy is facing one of the most challenging years in history. It
braved many boom-and-bust cycles, but the national economic output, measured by gross domestic product (GDP), never turned negative since 195152. For a change, provincial cash surpluses may not be available to the
Centre this year after almost a decade. The revenue shortfall of almost Rs1.6
trillion is too big and has already slashed the pie. The four provinces had
promised together about one percent of GDP as surplus to the Centre this
year out of their joint share of over Rs3.25t, which now appears compromised
around Rs2.2t.
The next year will be no different given the continuation of the Covid-19
impact, at least in the first half. As the current fiscal year will be concluding
at a record 9.5pc fiscal deficit, the outlook for 2020-21 can be anything but
hunky-dory. The survival and stability will, therefore, be the key challenge in
the next fiscal year. As we conclude the fiscal year on June 30, the economy
is officially estimated to have contracted about 0.4 per cent against a growth
target of 3.3pc. It is, however, far better performance in view of the doomsday
scenarios projected by the lenders’ community until a couple of weeks ago.
All targets for the real economy were missed this year by a wide margin.
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In fact, most of the indicators have gone in the opposite direction. The slide
is quite steep when seen against the backdrop of 5.8pc growth just two years
ago. The GDP itself is now valued at around $265 billion compared to $280b
last year and $313b at the end of 2017-18. The assessment of economic
performance by the National Accounts Committee is based on the actual output data for the first three quarters along with the Covid-19 impact in the fourth
quarter.
Various assumptions for subsidies, grants and support to the vulnerable
are still changing and so are the savings on account of interest payments as
monetary policy finally takes an accommodating stance — an over five percentage points’ cut is estimated to have a cumulative Rs265 billion cushion
so far.
In his 2012 budget speech, Finance Adviser Dr Abdul Hafeez Shaikh had
lamented that even after the injection of Rs1.25t in five years the power sector
remained a source of concern. Since then, another trillion rupees have gone
down the same drain and the circular debt has monstrously moved past Rs2t
again. Its financing and limiting subsidies remain central to the survival of the
IMF programme.
Simultaneously, revenues remain the central challenge. A depressed
economy can hardly afford more tax burden. After quite some time, the Federal Board of Revenue (FBR) appears to be not in the driving seat — it is not
as much the adjudicator of its own cause as it used to be. With support from
some heavyweights in the prime minister’s think tank on the economy, economic ministries — finance, industries and commerce — keep on challenging
the taxation proposals.
In the context, the minimum tax regime of the FBR is now in question. It
promised guaranteed revenue flows, but is leading businesses to show
losses through double book-keeping for tax evasion. Enforcement mechanisms, therefore, are also coming under scrutiny now.
The prime minister and his adviser on finance have shunned proposals
even for a slight increase in tax rates because of the economic downturn and
want to continue with the stimulus approach. Dr Shaikh, Dr Ishrat Husain,
Shaukat Tareen and Razak Dawood have called into question the number
of taxes, like customs duty, additional customs duty and regulatory duty. They
are instead building pressure for the enforcement side to check smuggling
and effectively recover collections from bottlers, cigarette suppliers and similar consumer goods whose contraband, duplicate and substandard products
flood the markets.
It is in this background that at least 2,000 tariff lines are expected to see
total abolition or a substantial cut in additional customs and regulatory duties
on raw material and intermediary goods used by export sectors. It has been
acknowledged that there is no need for a new tax – all taxes are already in
place and will start accruing as soon as businesses resume operations.
Reportedly, the economic team is banking on bridging the 50pc tax gap
— the difference between potential and actual collection — through the enforcement mechanism with expert advice from the private sector. A 15-20pc
success could add Rs400-500b to additional revenue without new measures.
For it, capacity-based taxation for traders and small businesses across the
country is also under review.
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Economy: An
all-round decline
Muhammad Jahangir

Never has in its 70-year history Pakistan faced such unprecedented economic challenges. During the current fiscal year, the economy is estimated
to have contracted by about 0.4 per cent against a growth target of 3.3pc.
All targets for the real economy were missed this year by a wide margin.
In fact, most of the indicators have moved in the opposite direction. Figures
show that the GDP is now valued at around $265 billion compared to
$280b last year and $313b at the end of 2017-18. The assessment of economic performance by the National Accounts Committee is based on the
actual output data for the first three quarters along with coronavirus effects
in the fourth quarter.
Similarly, per-capita income is said to have come down to $1,270 this
year from $1,360 last year and about $1,650 in the year before, showing
a cumulative decline of almost 23pc. On the other hand, tax revenue is
likely to fall by 30pc against the budgeted target while the fiscal deficit
could be in double digits. The fixed investment-to-GDP ratio is estimated
at 13.8pc for the current year against the 14.2pc target — unchanged from
last year’s 13.8pc.
It is important to note that all major sectors missed their growth targets
this year. Both industry and services posted negative growth. Only agriculture remained in the positive zone. Public-sector investment has been
calculated at 3.8pc of the GDP based on budget allocations for the development programme against the target of 4.1pc and is expected to significantly come down when computed on the basis of the reduced utilisation
in the wake of lockdowns. However, against the general trend, the national
savings-to-GDP ratio rose to 13.9pc, higher than 11.1pc of the GDP last
year. This is attributed to a significant reduction in the current account
deficit which fell almost 75pc to $2.78b in the first nine months of 201920. Other factors include an increase in exports and remittances and a decrease in imports and the trade deficit by 16pc and 31pc, respectively.
Sector-wise, agriculture posted growth of 2.67pc against the target of
3.5pc. It compares favourably with last year’s low 0.58pc growth. Analysed
in detail, growth in important crops during the year remained 2.9pc against
the target of 3.5pc. There was an increase in the production of wheat, rice
and maize by 2.45pc, 2.89pc and 6.01pc, respectively. However, cotton
and sugarcane crops witnessed a decline of 6.92pc and 0.44pc, respectively. Other crops (onion, potato, vegetables etc) showed positive growth
of 4.57, higher than the 3.1pc target, mainly because of an increase in the
production of pulses, oil seeds and vegetables. The livestock sector registered growth of 2.58pc and missed the target of 3.6pc. Forestry grew by
2.29pc, higher than the 2pc target. Last year, forestry had grown by 8pc.
On the industrial side, output declined for the second consecutive year.
Against a 2.4pc growth target, the industrial productivity declined 2.64pc
on top of a 2.27pc drop in 2018-19. The loss appears even greater in the
context of 4.61pc growth it posted in 2017-18. Experts attribute it to the
Covid-19–related lockdown of industrial units. The value added to the mining and quarrying sector declined by 8.82pc against the growth target of
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2.5pc. The large-scale manufacturing (LSM) sector has been estimated to
have shown a 7.78pc decline against the growth target of 1.7pc. A major
decline has been observed in textile (-2.57pc), food, beverage and tobacco
(-2.33pc), coke and petroleum products (-17.46pc), pharmaceuticals (5.38pc), chemicals (-2.3pc), automobiles (-36.5pc), iron and steel products
(-7.96pc), electronics (-13.54pc), engineering products (-7.05pc), and
wood products (-22.11pc). Growth in LSM had been observed in fertilisers
(5.81pc), leather products (4.96pc), rubber products (4.31pc) and paper
and board (4.23pc). The electricity and gas sub-sector also grew 17.7pc
mainly due to higher subsidies and better value added in Wapda and
power companies. The construction activity has risen 8.06pc owing to an
increase in the general government expenditure.
The services sector, which has consistently done well over the last several years, went into the negative zone. It contracted by 0.59pc against the
target of 4.8pc growth and actual growth of 3.75pc in 2018-19 and 6.35pc
in 2017-18. Negative 0.59pc performance by the services sector is attributed
to a 3.42pc fall in wholesale and retail trade instead of the targeted 3.8pc
growth rate as well as a 7.13pc decline in transport and communication services against the target of 3.5pc. Most of other services also remained in the
positive territory. For example, finance and insurance services grew 0.79pc
against the target of 6.5pc. The housing sector grew 4.02pc against the 4pc
target while general government services grew 3.92pc against the 5.7pc target. Other private services grew 5.39 against the target of 7.1pc.
Against the daunting figures it is really a hard task to frame a balanced budget. Let us see how the country’s economic managers juggle
their options to maintain the growth momentum, while also giving relief
to the common man.
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Education

The plight of low-fee
private school owners
and teachers
Rasheed Ali

Maheen Anwar feels like burying herself deep under the ground in shame
when the landlord reaches the door of her flat almost every week and
demands payment of the rent, which has pending for the last three
months. She is a teacher at a private so-called English medium school
in Liaquatabd, commonly known as the Lalu Khait area of
Karachi.
She lives with her parents – a bed-ridden mother, an illiterate
daily-wager father, and her younger sister, 26-year-old Farheen
Anwar, also a teacher in the same school where she teaches
Social Studies.
Another family member, her grandmother, passed away last
month, when Maheen could not buy her medicines for almost
two weeks. The family had to suffer another mental agony when
government authorities took away the body from hospital, where
Maheen and her father had taken the grandmother in a critical
condition before her death. Those “abducting” the body claimed
the old woman had died of the coronavirus, and that she would
be buried according to the SOPs (standard operating procedures), set by the health authorities for the purpose. Only her
father was allowed to take part in the burial of his mother.
When the country had not been attacked by the pandemic
about four months ago, the two siblings used to earn Rs30,000
a month in salary from the school, and Rs5,000 in tuition at the
flat. After paying a Rs10,000 rent, almost half of it in utility bills
and buying Rs4,000 to Rs5,000 worth of medicines for mother
and grandmother, the family would live a humble but respectable
life.
But then the virus broke out, and the consequent lockdown,
imposed by the government authorities, took away everything
from the family: their school jobs, their salaries, their tuition fee,
father’s daily wages, and chances of getting cloths for stitching
from the neighbouring flats.
The insightful decisions of the federal and Sindh governments could not stop the spread of the dreaded virus, but the
lockdowns, imposed by them, certainly took away their little moments of joy from them. Maheen has reached a conclusion during the past years that she, and perhaps her younger sister,
would never be able to get married due to their family’s financial
and social circumstances, but she had never thought that both
siblings would reach a point one day in “Riyasat-e-Madina” that
they would not be able to even feed their ailing mother and
grandmother and buy them their doses of medicines.
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During the holy month of Ramazan, filtered water, fetched from a
nearby filtration plant, installed by an NGO, was the biggest source of
Sehri and Iftari, along with some morsels of roti for every family member.
The total “asset” of the family, gold earrings of the two sisters, was sold
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out one by one, either for buying medicines for the mother and grandmother, or for buying grocery from time to time.
The proceeds also exhausted in two months. When their grandmother
was in hospital, Maheen, finding no way out to arrange for some money,
contacted the school owner-cum-principal, Zubair Ahmad Usmani. He
asked her to visit school office, and showed her the recovery register.
No fee from any parent had been received during the past three months.
“People pay fee to only big and expensive schools during such circumstances, not to small schools, like ours,” regrets the principal. “The
government authorities have been announcing from day one of school
closures that students would be promoted to the next classes without
any exams this year, and that there are no chances of reopening of educational institutions by the year-end,” Mr Usmani shares the latest situation with his senior teacher.
“Then why would they pay fee to schools, like ours, which impart education to children only for Rs1,000-1,500 per month, and are ever ready
to admit any student desirous of education. Parents would pay fee to
only expensive schools where they had got admitted their children with
great difficulty, after tests and with “sifarish” of ministers or influential people,” he adds.
“Why would parents come to pay fee in our school when they know it
well that they could be able to get their children admitted to the school
again with only a personal request, when the lockdown ends and the
schools are opened again,” the principal pours his heart out.
Mr. Usmani told Maheen that his financial position was not much different from hers, as he had also exhausted all his savings in payment of
the monthly rent of the school building, utility bills and family expenses.
“I had paid salary to all of my 14 teachers for March. But then, parents
stopped paying the tuition fee. No classes, no tuition, no academy, no
fee. I have lost all my earning sources to the lockdown. How can I pay
salaries to the teachers,” Mr. Usmani expressed his helplessness.
The principal fears he would not be able to pay the building rent for
June and for the coming months, and he would have to vacate it. It
means when the lockdown ends, and God knows when will it happen,
Zubair Ahmad Usmani would have to start a new school from scratch.
He is not sure he would be able to rent the same building when the lock-

June 16-30, 2020

Mr. Usmani told Maheen that his
financial position was not much
different from hers, as he had
also exhausted all his savings in
payment of the monthly rent of
the school building, utility bills
and family expenses. “I had paid
salary to all of my 14 teachers
for March. But then, parents
stopped paying the tuition fee.
No classes, no tuition, no
academy, no fee. I have lost all
my earning sources to the
lockdown. How can I pay
salaries to the teachers,” Mr.
Usmani expressed his
helplessness.
down is lifted.
This is not the story of only one schoolteacher and one school owner,
but of 1.7m owners and 1.7m families of schoolteachers. The 1.7m families have reached the verge of starvation. They are attached with a noble
profession and their self-respect does not allow them to queue up for
free ration, or ask for charity.
The ruler of “Riyasat-e-Madina” did order payment of Rs12,000 to
each bar member to appease the higher judiciary and win support of the
“black coats”, but he never thought of private schoolteachers, who could
neither benefit nor harm him in any way.
Private school representatives say the closure of educational institutions for a long time has not only destroyed their setups, established with
hard work of years, but also pushed all those attached with the sector to
the verge of starvation.
In a telephonic talk with Cutting Edge, All Pakistan Private Schools
Federation (APPSF) President Kashif Mirza said that the schools should
open now. He suggested the federal and provincial governments make
standard operating procedures (SOPs) for opening the schools, otherwise they would be forced to start classes with their own SOPs. “Teachers belong to a noble profession and they should not be forced to take
to the streets,” he added.
The federal and all provincial governments had closed schools first
till June 1, and declared the period summer vacation. Later, they extended the closure of schools till July 15, with the cancellation of all board
exams and announced promotion of students to the next classes.
Kashif Mirza believes the closure till July 15 would result in a permanent closure of 50pc of private schools and around one million people
would lose their jobs. He claimed that severe coronavirus-hit countries,
including China, India, Iran, Bangladesh and Sri Lanka, had partially allowed the opening of educational institutions while America, Russia, Denmark, France, Switzerland, Australia, New Zealand, Germany, Japan,
Korea, Saudi Arabia and Israel had announced opening schools from
June 1.
The APPSF president said around 50 million students would have to
face educational loss due to coronavirus lockdown and already 25 million
children were out of school in Pakistan. He said the government should
announce a relief package for private schools because 90pc of them
were working in rented buildings. He proposed that they could run the
schools in two shifts - one from 7am to 10am and the second from 12pm
to 2pm -- by maintaining social distancing in classes. He said the government should hold board examinations by maintaining social distancing
and if it had cancelled the examination, the government should pay Rs25
billion exam fee back to 4.5 million children.
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Analysis

Trump in the eyes of
Western media
Faheem Amir
There is no doubt about it that US President Donald Trump will be remembered
in the annals of American history as an inept, undemocratic, violence provoker,
exacerbator of social unrest and the supporter of white supremacism. With his
bad political, economic and social policies, Trump has already led the American
empire towards utter collapse and failure. After the killing of George Floyd, a
black man, by the American police, Trump has failed to handle the situation
successfully. With his incendiary tweets and bad speech, Trump has inflamed
more hatred, racism and created division among the American people. The
speech, which Trump delivered after spending the weekend hiding in a bunker
and firing off incendiary tweets, clearly manifests that he has declared war on
the US people just to save his own partisan interests.
After the speech, Ron Wyden, a Democratic senator for Oregon, tweeted:
“The fascist speech Donald Trump just delivered verged on a declaration of
war against American citizens. I fear for our country tonight and will not stop
defending America against Trump’s assault.” Kamala Harris, a Democratic senator for California, told the MSNBC network: “These are not the words of a
president. They are the words of a dictator.”
David Smith writes in the Guardian: The darkness of his tone was also true
to his instincts. His authoritarian tendencies include a love of military parades,
putting his name on buildings, hiring family members, staging populist rallies,
berating the media and threatening to “lock up” political opponents. He thrives
on conflict. Joe Lockhart, a former White House press secretary, tweeted: “I
lived through MLK and Bobby being assassinated, our cities burning, Watergate, 9/11 and other national tragedies. I’ve never been so frightened for our
country as I am tonight. Trump has to go now.”
It is a fact that Trump loves war. In his Iowa campaign rally in 2015, Trump
declared, “I’ve had a lot of wars of my own. I’m really good at war. I love war.”
Melvin Goodman, a former CIA analyst and author of Failure of Intelligence:
The Decline and Fall of the CIA and National Insecurity: The Cost of American
Militarism, writes in Counterpunch: “Donald Trump has been at war for the
past three and a half years as president of the United States. But he is waging
his war against US institutions and norms. His recent attack on the nation’s
Inspectors General has compromised the government’s ability to conduct
oversight and accountability. His attacks on the treaties and accords of arms
control and disarmament have weakened our national security. His pardon of
a war criminal who was convicted by the US military has undermined the Pentagon’s command and control for unconscionable conduct. But Trump’s statements and actions in the wake of the killing of George Floyd have raised
Trump’s war on democracy and governance to a new and dangerous level.
Trump’s failure to develop a coherent national strategy to deal with a real “war,”
the pandemic, ensures that he will not be able to develop a compassionate
strategy for dealing with a crisis in the wake of the murder of George Floyd.
The fundamental problem is that Trump is Trump; he is not capable of dealing
with a crisis. For Trump, every crisis is a personal crisis, and his malignant
narcissism and paranoia creates incoherence and confusion. The very nature
of our republic is at risk as a result”.
History shows that the state of America has never been able to protect black
Americans. Carol Anderson writes in the Guardian: “In 1919, the state failed to
protect black Americans. A century later, it's still failing. There is something so
wounded in American society that basic commitment to justice is not part of
the operating code.” In his colourful life, Trump has always evaded accounta-
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bility. But, in this case, he is subject to face accountability in the coming elections. David Von Drehle writes in the Washington Post: “In his long and colorful
life, the one thing he (Trump) has never experienced is accountability. Through
bankruptcies and divorces, through busted friendships and cratered companies, through fabrications and prevarications, there has never been a problem
he couldn’t turn his back on. So he’s an easy mark for the advisers who tell
him to run like an outsider from inside the White House. Yet the presidency is
not like a bankrupt casino or a second wife. It’s a stewardship that belongs to
the American public, and over the course of an entire term the public forms a
pretty strong opinion about how well it’s being handled. In poll after poll, voters
have been telling Trump for quite some time that they don’t like the way he
governs — even when they like certain results. Right now, they don’t even like
the results. Trump loves secret plans and magical solutions. Remember his
plan for ending North Korea’s nuclear program? And his plan for bringing China
to heel? His plan for a wall paid for by Mexico? His promise that the coronavirus
would magically disappear? Remember “I alone can fix it”? For the first time in
his life, he’s accountable.”
Many thinkers and journalists are of the views that Trump is a weak man
who has turned America into a pariah. According to Max Boot writes in the
Washington Post: “Nearly two months ago, a headline in that venerable British
newspaper the Guardian proclaimed: “US’s global reputation hits rock-bottom
over Trump’s coronavirus response.” Now I’m wondering what’s lower than
rock bottom? Because that’s where we are today after President Trump’s response to the demonstrations that have swept the United States. Trump’s inability to fight a pandemic that has killed more people in the United States than
in any other country revealed that our government is dysfunctional and incompetent. Trump is, as journalist Windsor Mann notes, “a weak man posing as a
strongman.” The bone-spur commando cowered from protesters in the White
House bunker while unleashing salvo after salvo of blood-curdling threats to
shoot looters and to unleash “the most vicious dogs, and most ominous
weapons.” The world is watching, and it is appalled by what it sees. Trump has
often said that he would stop the world from laughing at us. Mission accomplished. Instead of laughing, the world is weeping at what we have become.”
Some writers believe that Trump is inciting a civil war in America. Paul Krugman, the Nobel Prize winner, writes in the New York Times: “Donald Trump,
far from trying to calm the nation, is pouring gasoline on the fire; he seems very
close to trying to incite a civil war. I don’t think it’s an exaggeration to say that
America as we know it is on the brink. How did we get here? The core story of
US politics over the past four decades is that wealthy elites weaponized white
racism to gain political power, which they used to pursue policies that enriched
the already wealthy at workers’ expense. Until Trump’s rise it was possible —
barely — for people to deny this reality with a straight face. At this point, however, it requires willful blindness not to see what’s going on. Even before the
coronavirus plunged us into depression, Trump had failed to deliver major employment growth in coal mining or manufacturing. And farmers, who supported
Trump by large margins in 2016, have suffered huge losses thanks to his trade
wars. So what has Trump really offered to the white working class that makes
up most of his base? Basically, he has provided affirmation and cover for racial
hostility.”
In short, Trump is not feeling any hesitation to invoke a civil war and incite
racial hatred for protecting his partisan interests.
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Opinion

Muslim by name
Ahmed Suleman Khan

One has always been of the opinion substantiated with circumstantial evidence that we are Muslim by name. Whilst we claim to be Muslim by large,
we are more in love with the idea of Islam than actually following it in letter
and spirit at every level.
Were we really Muslim at heart – then why is it our political history has
been a binary constant between dictatorship and sham democracy? Because whilst some aspects of the two systems can be aligned with the Islamic framework (collective wisdom reflecting a Majlis-e-Shoora in a
parliamentary system and unity of command in a dictatorship thus replacing
Ameer-ul-Momineen), it doesn’t exactly offer us the models of Khilafat or
Imamat that our religion advises us to adopt. With the end of Prophehood
on Muhammad (peace be upon him), Imamat was reduced to religion alone
both in Shia and Sunni domains and these days is limited to offering of congregational prayers– and affairs of the State were left to kingship – which in
modern times is the rule of “strong-men” i.e. either dictatorships or populism
amid sham democracies. With massive commercialization of religion and
politics – one ought to ask – can anyone in their right mind find any similarities between the dictators and political leaders that have been sold to the
nation under various rhetoric compared to the companions of Muhammad
(peace be upon him) or even the various Imams of Muslim nations?
Were we really an Islamic nation – then why is it that 2 million of children remain out of school? Why is it that only the capitals of all provinces
have seen development works at the cost of rural areas? Why is it that the
bureaucracy gets all the grades, cadres, privileges and the politicians get
away with all the kickbacks, commissions, media projections, mega scandals – and the mafias face little or no-accountability whatsoever – yet the
children, students, women remain marginalized sections of our society at
large? There wouldn't be a march for women rights or restoration of student unions had the system delivered!
Were we really an Islamic nation – then why is it that our foreign policy is
being made behind closed doors? Why is it that our politicians want peace
with India? The national security apparatus would disagree but one even genuinely feels our external security threat matrix is distorted – it’s not India in the
last many years that has hurt us as much as the two battles that were fought
in Afghanistan – by Russia and the US– so shouldn’t our defence policy have
been primarily focused on marginalizing so-called superpowers and keeping
them at bay? Now you’d snap back that is exactly why Zia used the American
support coupled with the Afghan Jihadis to bring the Russians down, but let
one remind it that by doing so, not only did we disturb the global power order,
but created our very next enemies i.e a USA-unleashed and the TTP, and to
defend ourselves against the former as well as India alongside economic cooperation is the primary reason we bend over to please others.
When the Quran clearly states that bounty, goodness and dominion lie
in the Hand of Allah – then why on earth we have been bending over backwards to please other nations in any and every way we can – fight their
wars, and seeking their aid and assistance be it in terms of military equipment, financial debt-driven instruments, multilateral or bilateral cooperation, treaties, defence ties, intelligence sharing, security arrangements,
seeking internal and external legitimacy. This cooperation framework was
found active in all governments we have had – be it political or military.
One could argue that we have been fighting them in silent and benign
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ways. However, Islam does not allow proxy wars – and the wisdom behind
it is that there are virtually no rules of engagement, and sooner or later –
they come back to haunt you and that is exactly what we witnessed in our
case. Those that we created sought to destroy us, like the TTP inspired
by the Taliban of Afghanistan, and all the fighters that had joined the Kashmiri struggle. But one should ask the international community one thing:
We call back those that had joined the Kashmir cause and they start operating inside Pakistan, and how does India respond to it? By ripping up
Kashmir of its special status and enforcing a lockdown that still continues
along with over a thousand violations of the LOC each year? Weren't
things more "stable" with the fighters present in IOK?
Were we really an Islamic state, then how can we call the entire India our
enemy – don’t 220m Muslims live there? Did our declaration of independence
also end our ties of brotherhood? But a better example to quote would be
what we did to Bangladesh. They were Muslim and Pakistani. We could have
parted ways peacefully easily – who is to blame when we didn’t?
Were we really an Islamic state, then why is it that we continue to battle
Allah and His Messenger as our entire economy (the power sector, the government be it federal or provincial, the entire corporate sector) seems to be
funded by debt-driven instruments? Lately, even the PTI went in for hot
money by increasing central interest rates. And bank giants that form a vital
portion of our foreign reserves are never touched – because not only are
they used to reschedule the external borrowing through internal borrowing
to sustain the operations of the government but they also finance our major
industries, especially sugar, power and textile sectors. That is why all politicians who have stakes in them, no matter on how many loans they defaulted, were eventually forgiven, no matter how many fake benami
accounts emerge, be it of Zardari or TTs of Shahbaz Sharif, we never touch
these “debt-financing” banks because our national lifeline depends on them
– but definitely we can afford a fight with Allah and His Messenger on account of interest-based loans, right? Wrong! The economy always has, is
and will never make it out of the ventilator as long as it and the government
which is running it are financed by interest-based-debt!
Moving on but stuck in the present - it makes one wonder- we have
dodged almost every Divine Order in the Quran in the name of political
collective wisdom coupled with diplomacy, disobeyed the Quran for
decades for our own desires and vested interests, and martyred many
Sunnahs of beloved Prophet Muhammad (peace be upon him) in our daily
lives through innovations, and rebelled against the letter and spirit of Islam
citing excuses “this is the 21st century.” We got to align ourselves with
modern times but why do the major functionaries of the state still carry a
major footprint of the British Raj? Is it our constitutional commitment to follow in their footsteps despite 71 years of independence? Our work system,
salary and pension system, railway system, canal system, legal system,
labour laws, penal and criminal code, bureaucratic and state procedures
still remind one of the ways things were done in the times of East India
Company. Why has jurisprudence and “Ijhtehad” failed to ignite a constructive debate in this area and see it through to the end? Nobody is against
policies and SOPs that remain valid to this date but isn’t it high time we
reevaluated the same in the light of Islam best suited to our national,
provincial needs – in line with our cultural traditions?
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Opinion

Unending misery of
Indian Muslims
Ehtisham Amer

Humans built many institutions in history for effective governance. Starting
from a family unit and ending up in tribes and clans wasn’t achieved over
a century but millennia, perhaps. All rules, laws, and conventions were
and are framed for one basic, fundamental purpose in mind: protecting the
vulnerable against the abuse of power by majority.
That’s the underlying reason for all human activity in all of its manifestations. Laws to protect women and not men, conventions to protect rights
of children and not the adults and we have sets of other laws and conventions to protect and safeguard interests of weaker parties in any disagreement or dispute of any nature.
India prides and projects itself as the largest democracy of the world.
By sheer numbers, the claim isn’t very defective. But an attempt to dig
deeper reveals sins of horrendous proportion, enough to make even a
moderate totalitarian state look magnanimous. Indian politics has been tilting, very visibly, towards rightwing extremist agenda over the last three
decades. When the world at large was busy transforming state and society
towards more tolerant and inclusive statehood, India has been breeding
its kind of extremism in plain sight.
2014 and life thereafter has been a case of a sudden departure from
the high morals of secularism and tolerance, enshrined in the Indian constitution and professed by its founding fathers. Well, India holds a unique
ignominy to have assassinated its father of the nation within six months of
its founding. That is a story for some other times.
The gene of communal hatred, released by the BJP since 2014, has
now started to stare India in the eyes. Politics of hatred and religious divide
has turned India into a country which is a shadow of its tolerant past. Being
a Muslim in India, the largest minority comprising nearly 18pc of the population, is now like a German Jew under the Nazi regime: limited rights as
a citizen in their country of birth.
The BJP, the ruling party of India, has never expressed any desire to
be seen as a secular party. It knows its core constituency and does every
political gimmick to keep attracting more political mass. Muslims have paid
for the rise of the fortunes of the BJP with their blood. The BJP knows it
and has made every effort to turn Muslims in particular and all minorities
in general to accept the status of an unequal citizen within India.
The BJP has adopted a clever strategy for the ignominious purpose.
Modern democratic states make conscious efforts to avoid the label of intolerant state. All efforts are made to improve the image as a benevolent,
all-encompassing state which treats all of its citizens equally without prejudice to race, religion, or ethnicity. That’s not what the BJP wants to be
seen as. India is diverse is a given fact. How this diversity is managed is
what makes India stand out. Under the BJP, there is an institutional effort
to turn Muslims and minorities as nonexistent beings.
Lynching was an uncommon practice in pre-BJP India. The BJP government of 2014 created, what many call, an eco-system of Muslim hatred
leading to mob lynching. Before it, state institutions made some effort to
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readdress Muslim grievances and kept a lid on communal hatred. The BJP
removed the lid, led the charge against minorities, and has brought India
to a point where minorities are openly threatened by cow vigilantes. TV
anchors, with communal hatred driven agenda, have found their rating and
fortunes soar over the last 5 years.
There is however a method to this madness. The ruling party has deliberately promoted Muslim lynching and acts of cow vigilantes. Effort is
made to give wide circulation to the videos and acts of Muslim lynching.
The question arises as to why a government deliberately tries to promote
a negative image of its governance deficiencies?
India is a lucrative market for western goods and services and here lies
the future growth of world commerce. India’s middle class, at 360 million,
is larger than the population of the USA and about to catch up with the EU
zone (445 million). India has promoted itself as a counter lever to Chinese
“expansionist” designs and is becoming darling of the west.
When mob lynching and brutalities against Muslims are given wide coverage on social and mainstream media, Muslims are harassed and traumatized. When state institutions fail to provide security to minorities, faith
in state apparatus is further lowered. This psychological warfare against
Muslims has turned them to look inward and settle in modern-day equivalents of ghettos. The systemic disenfranchisement of Muslims was evident
during the 2019 elections when the BJP did not offer its ticket to any Muslim candidate. That was a clear message to 220 million Muslims that they
do not matter to it, thus to India. Muslim representation in the lower house
of India fell from 49 in 1980 to 29 in 2019. It occurred when the Muslim
population has increased from 80 million (1981) to 200 million (2019 estimates).
How Muslim hatred threatens Indian society came to light when a Hindu
boy, with a Muslim sounding name (Sahil), was lynched for chasing a
Hindu girl. Only when his Hindu identity was revealed, that state apparatus
agreed to take the culprits to court of law. As a Muslim, Sahil would not
have had this luxury to see his murders being prosecuted.
All independent studies and media reporting point to a dangerous trend
of state patronage of communal violence. The state either facilitates or
looks the other way when Muslims are subjected to brutalities. World consciousness has however been shaken out of slumber after a brutal crackdown on peaceful protestors in Delhi against the controversial Citizenship
Act, which makes a case for turning the Muslim population as secondclass citizens of India with no or minimal rights.
The atmosphere of fear has turned Muslims into an object of vilifications
and Muslim vendors and traders face social and commercial boycott, making it harder to survive. How would India look like for minorities when the
term of the BJP ends in 2024 is anybody’s guess. The world had witnessed
the Nazi regime push its Jewish citizens into holocaust in the 20th century.
Another holocaust of a bigger proportion is brewing in India. Is anyone
concerned about it?
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South Africa

Public health is more
than a matter of
individual choice
Koketso Moeti

When it was first announced that schools in South Africa would be reopening
on June 1, I was gripped by worry like most caregivers. I immediately emailed
my children's school principal with my concerns about my children returning,
even though my children are not in grades 12 and 7, which were scheduled to
go back first.
The children and I have severe chronic rhinitis and a variety of allergies
that have had various respiratory consequences over the years. Before we got
the medical care that we needed, all of us had been hospitalised at some point
and I have had two major surgeries related to this.
Over and above that, my grandmother now lives with us. She is over 70
and suffers from hypertension, which puts her in the high-risk category.
The principal responded to my concerns in the most empathetic way and
suggested that I reach out to our doctor to discuss the issue, also assuring me
that we would be able to make a plan for my children to resume their education,
whatever happens.
While this has been comforting, the children and I are only as safe as our
community and society are. We do not live insular lives in which we have no
contact with the world outside our home. But most importantly, even if we could
somehow live insulated lives, our survival is deeply intertwined with others because of our shared humanity.
As places consider when and how to reopen, too frequently it has felt like
collective health and care have been reduced to a matter of individual choice,
which has also been incentivised by the government's current approach to the
crisis.
The plan to reopen schools came hot on the heels of warnings from New
York and London about children falling severely ill, and even dying, from inflammatory complications possibly linked to Covid-19. News then followed that
more than 200 schools in South Korea had to close just one day after reopening, and the reopening of others had to be postponed, following a significant
rise in coronavirus infections in the country.
Closer to home in the Western Cape, which has the highest number of
coronavirus infections and related deaths in South Africa, 32 schools reported
that they have Covid-19 cases among their staff days before their scheduled
reopening. And over the last few weeks, we have had alarm bells raised about
schools not being ready to reopen, from teachers unions and school governing
bodies. All these understandably drove the concerns of caregivers about their
children returning to school.
Minister of Basic Education Angie Motshekga failed to respond empathetically to these concerns, instead callously telling concerned caregivers that her
department is "not forcing anything down their throats" and that they have the
option to keep their children at home. But that is no solution. The department
should be engaging with caregivers, learners and communities, whose support
and confidence is crucial for the success of any plans related to education.
Predictably, less than 24 hours before children were meant to go back, the
minister released a statement saying the reopening has been postponed to
June 8 because "a substantial number of schools were not ready to reopen".
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Eventually, despite continuing concerns and uncertainties, pupils in grades
seven and 12 were allowed to return to their classrooms.
Late last month, Minister of Employment and Labour Thulas Nxesi said
"employees have a right to refuse to work if they have a reasonable belief that
the necessary precautions have not been put in place to prevent the transmission of Covid-19".
While this is a welcome policy, it cannot guarantee the safety and financial
stability of most workers. Nxesi himself admits that many employers across
the country are not doing enough to guarantee the safe return of their employees.
Despite the government's reassurances, the workers who decide to stay
at home due to safety concerns risk being unlawfully dismissed. While such
cases of unlawful dismissal can be referred to the Council for Conciliation, Mediation and Arbitration (CCMA), it may take a long time for each case to be resolved, given the expected rise in the number of cases that are being referred
to the council.
Moreover, many workers in South Africa, and especially Black workers, are
under increasing pressure to go out and eke out a living amid continuing
threats, as they do not have the option to work from home and there is no safety
net to keep them financially afloat if they choose not to work. There has also
been a significant increase in the prices of basic food items since the beginning
of the lockdown, increasing the pressures on many workers to return to work.
And all this happens against a backdrop of an exploitative labour market, an
unemployment crisis and widespread food precarity that preceded the pandemic.
So, instead of leaving it to workers to decide whether they should go back
to work, more must be done to enforce employers to take the necessary precautions to guarantee the safety of those they employ.
In the face of an invisible virus that renders physical connection a threat, it
is tempting to focus on individual safety. Especially as this crisis unfolds in a
culture steeped in neoliberalism in which human relations are defined by competition, individualism and instrumentality. But turning to individual solutions will
only serve to reinforce a status quo that has created and maintained by rising
inequality, heightened authoritarianism, white supremacy, and indeed many of
the inequalities that are now being amplified by the pandemic.
Fortunately, across the world, we are seeing powerful examples of collective
imagination and action at work. In Cape Town, unlikely communities are forming ties to collectively respond to Covid-19. In various cities across the United
States thousands have taken to the streets, risking infection, to protest against
the state violence inflicted on Black people. In Brazil, reportedly the biggest
protest against the Bolsonaro government took place during the lockdown.
It is the collective, political imagination of these movements and the many
other ways people are both maintaining and forging new connections to each
other that we should be drawing inspiration from - inspiration to defy a logic
that would have us turn towards self-reliance, at a time when it is our interdependence that makes us powerful.
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Racism

If Black Americans were
to seek asylum, they
would easily qualify
Amali Tower

Refugee protection is less about vulnerability and more about oppression.
This is at least what one has long believed, having worked in the field for
more than 15 years.
When we speak of refugees, we often speak of their vulnerabilities and
the responsibility to safeguard their rights. There is truth in that, but in real
terms, people become refugees because they are oppressed. Their rights
are violated because of discrimination.
The 1951 Refugee Convention defines a refugee as someone who has
left their country due to a well-founded fear of persecution on the basis of
race, religion, nationality, political opinion or membership in a particular social group, and due to that fear is unable or unwilling to seek protection from
their country.
By no means does one advocate for Black Americans to leave the United
States, but assuming a Black American were to seek asylum abroad, the
social and political unrest that has rocked the country just these past few
weeks alone would add to a trove of evidence to support any claims of "wellfounded fear" for this person's safety and wellbeing at home.
The stories from refugees who were racially or ethnically profiled, subjugated to systems of targeted oppression, who feared imprisonment and
were jailed, sometimes repeatedly, facing mistreatment and torture by police
and prison guards are quite similar to the stories of so many Black Americans. Their persecution was on the basis of race. And their persecutor was
the state or agents of the state, thus rendering the authorities unwilling or
unable to offer protection.
The UN High Commissioner for Human Rights has called out disproportionate and unnecessary violence by police during the protests following the
murder of George Floyd, as well as the more than 200 attacks on journalists
and infringements on the right to freedom of expression.
In a bold and rare display of unanimity, 47 UN human rights experts issued a statement on "systemic racism that produces state-sponsored racial
violence, and licenses impunity for this violence" in the US. Perhaps
nowhere is American racial inequity laid barer than in its criminal justice system. A searing report from The Sentencing Project to the UN found the US
in violation of Article 2 and 26 of the International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights for pursuing policies that allow racial disparities in its criminal
justice system.
Black people are nearly twice as likely to be imprisoned as Hispanic people and five times more likely than white people. One in 10 Black children
spends part of their childhood with one parent behind bars. Racial disparities
in the juvenile justice system are heading in the wrong direction. Between
2003 and 2013, the rate of Black youth incarceration jumped from being 3.7
times higher than that of white youth to 4.3 times higher.
The Guardian's database of police killings in the US revealed that the
number of young Black men killed in 2015 was five times higher than that of
white men of the same age. In 2014, the UN expressed concerns when the
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US failed to bring to trial the police officers responsible for the deaths of
Michael Brown and Eric Garner. The Special Rapporteur on Human Rights
said the decision lent to a pattern of impunity where excessive force is used
on Black American victims.
As noted in the 1968 landmark report by the Kerner Commission, convened after the 1967 unrest in Detroit, racial disparities in the US criminal
justice system go hand in hand with "culturally embedded forms of racial
discrimination" in Black communities seen in inadequate housing, high unemployment, voter suppression and access to upward mobility. Today, Black
Americans are twice as likely to be unemployed than the rest of America.
What accounts for mistaken links between race and crime is more an
outcome of urban poverty and racialised policing, which forces individuals
into a vicious cycle of crime and incarceration. At the same time, racial bias
- implicit and explicit - causes white Americans to overestimate crime committed by Black people, contributing to racial profiling. The fact that African
Americans are victims of crime disproportionately more than other groups
is usually overlooked.
Social mobility is denied in numerous ways to Black citizens and Black
communities, which are deprived of social services. Redlining - policies
which limit access to means of upward mobility such as banking, insurance,
better schools and housing, through the practice of districting neighbourhoods - although banned, still affects Black communities.
The landmark 1988 Atlanta real-estate investigation, which revealed
wide lending disparities between white and Black neighbourhoods of similar
income levels, essentially highlighting racist practices that denied Black
Americans access to bank loans and thus better housing and schools, is
one of the numerous examples of how institutional oppression affects present and future generations.
Systemic income inequality has made white Americans 20 times richer
than Black Americans. Black communities face stark inequalities in both
healthcare and education. Implicit bias and racial disparities cause Black
Americans to receive lower-quality healthcare than white Americans. In
schools in minority and Black communities that are chronically underfunded,
Black students are suspended and expelled from school at a rate three times
higher than white students and school policing makes Black students more
vulnerable to the criminal justice system and higher dropout rates.
The voting rights of Black communities are diminished in half the country
or even suppressed in some states. Recent state elections in the US highlight failures such as poll worker shortages, long lines and processing delays
that are designed to disproportionately impact Black Americans and people
of colour.
White nationalism, on the rise since the election of Donald Trump, extremism and hate groups are further threats to Black Americans and minority
groups. In 2018, the US Commission on Civil Rights found a lack of civil
rights protections across the country on the basis of race.
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Your View
Fuel scarcity

E-learning in Sindh
The online classes policy introduced recently by universities in Sindh has

Shortages of fuel in various parts of the country are

put the youth in a fix. Its biggest drawback is the huge digital disparity

grounds for concern and must not be allowed to turn into a

among students living in big cities and those who reside in small towns and

full-scale crisis of the sort the country saw in 2014.

villages. Another factor is the glaring economic disparity between the mil-

The shortages exist because of the confluence of two un-

lions of poor and a few well-off students.

usual situations. One is the lockdown of April and May dur-

Owing to the remoteness and technical glitches, students face connectivity

ing which demand for vehicular fuel plummeted, while the

issues, continuous buffering, frequent disconnection, a persistent static in

other is the collapse of oil prices, followed by their rapid

audio, and video lagging. There are security risks also. In a recent cyber

rise. The two are linked in the sense that international oil

identity theft incident, hackers joined a Sindh University Jamshoro campus

prices collapsed because of the global lockdowns, but their

online class of the International Relations Department. They started making

effects have transmitted themselves to Pakistan’s oil sup-

obnoxious remarks against the teacher and female students. The teacher

ply chain separately. Oil companies were reluctant to book

was forced to end the session.

shipments of the fuel at a time when local demand had

Another problem is the WhatsApp numbers of many female students. They

fallen and inventories had piled up. And when the lockdown

have complained of being stalked on various social media platforms. This

was lifted and demand returned, the government had

has caused them and their families’ distress. Reports have appeared in the

passed through the lower price to the pumps, which made

media of online harassment in the form of cyber bullying, character assassi-

it difficult for the companies to arrange future shipments.

nation memes and indecent morphed pictures especially of female students.

There is no doubt that Pakistan’s oil supply chain is ex-

Some of this has gone viral and surfaced in private WhatsApp groups. All

tremely fragile and can run into difficulties very quickly. Both

students don’t have the same aptitude or analytical skills. Add to this the fac-

operational and financial problems can cause the supply

tor of cultural lagging, many students hail from humble backgrounds, are

chain to break down. But it is always the government’s re-

having trouble in adapting. This pressure of adapting has given a rise to psy-

sponsibility to ensure this does not happen. This is because

chological issues like depression, anxiety, etc and in some cases an acute

vehicular fuel is too important a product to be left to its own

inferiority complex. Similarly, the financial burden of paying university fees

devices, and also because the government assumes respon-

has added to their woes. Owing to the lockdown unemployment has in-

sibility for pricing as well as supply issues. At the moment,

creased and the sections of society affected the most are in rural areas

the leadership seems committed to passing through major oil

where a majority of people have lost their jobs putting a burden on their al-

price benefits to the consuming public, against the advice of

ready strained budget. Students who hail from poorer families find it hard to

the Finance Division, which sees an opportunity to generate

make both ends meet, let alone affording semester fees. Last: many stu-

revenue amid the price declines, as well as of the oil market-

dents can’t afford to pay for smartphones, laptops and the internet packages

ing companies, which argue that declines in the price at the

rates. these classes. It would have been better if these factors had been

pump complicate the effort to arrange future supplies. One

taken into consideration before initiating online classes.

can be agnostic on the question of pricing, but if the supply

Tarique Ahmed Abro
Hyderabad

chain is disrupted to the point of creating a fuel crisis, the responsibility must squarely lie with the government.
Saqib Ishaq
Chakothi

PMS sell-off
The Pakistan Steel Mills with vast valuable land is a national asset which

App for patients

should not be privatised and lost like roti plants. It should be offered on A

A mobile app launched by the federal government is a good step

20 years’ lease free of cost with conditions to make it operational, utilise

toward providing people affected by Covid19 with easy access to

and pay the existing manpower, with no right to the sale of any immove-

hospitals. The people would like to know about hospitals treating

able property. Details can be worked out if this suggestion is accepted. If

patients with coronavirus and the facilities available. This mobile

accepted, the estimated cost of Rs170 billion to make Pakistan Steel Mills

app provides complete information in this respect. Now it is for

operational will not be spent, funds allocated to pay the existing man-

the people to use this information for their benefit. In the end the

power will be saved, local raw materials will be utilised, thousands of indi-

people can only stay safe if they heed the advice of medical ex-

rect job opportunities will be created and steel production will continue

perts on how to deal with Covid-19. So let us stay home, practise

with the availability of cheaper steel.

social distancing and avoid falling victim to coronavirus.
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Meteorites might be more likely to
strike near the equator

Rapid sea level rise could drown
protective mangrove forests by 2100

Shannon Hall

Carolyn Gramling

Geoffrey Evatt was
snowmobiling
in
Antarctica when he
spotted
an
outlandish feature. A
black rock stood so
starkly against the
diamantine ice that
even the untrained
eye would have
known it was not from this world, but a meteorite. “You’ll never get over
that high of finding the first one,” he says.
Not that it was unexpected. Before heading to Antarctica, Evatt, an applied mathematician at the University of Manchester in England, and his
colleagues calculated where they might find the alien rocks. Two summers spent snaking up and down their chosen spot netted 120 in total
— matching their prediction and giving them the confidence to use their
calculations (plus additional ones of fireball trajectories) to create a
global tally. The results reveal that more than 17,000 impacts occur
across the globe every year, with the majority of meteorites hitting low
latitudes. “The punchline is that if you want to go and see these fireballs
streaking across the sky, it’s best to be near the equator,” Evatt says.
When it comes to counting meteorites, though, Antarctica is an easy
target. Most meteorites collected so far have been found on the continent — thanks to the fact that a single dark rock can be spotted easily
enough against a white background. Knowing how many impacts occurred within a specific region lets researchers extrapolate that number
to the rest of the planet, much like how collecting rainwater in a bucket
allows weather forecasters to determine how much rain fell over a larger
area. But Antarctica does present one major complication: The ice doesn’t remain still; it ebbs and flows.

Mangrove
forests
can only take so
much. The famously
resilient, salt-tolerant
and twisty trees have
so far managed to
keep pace with rising
sea levels, providing
a valuable buffer to
coastal communities
against pounding storm surges. Now, researchers have found the forests’
limit. Mangroves cannot survive in seas rising faster than about 7 millimeters per year, the scientists report. Sea levels are rising globally at an average rate of about 3.4 millimeters per year, according to the
Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change. But over the next few
decades, that rate is projected to accelerate to between 5 millimeters per
year and 10 millimeters per year by 2100, scientists say. That could drown
the forests, which act as a buffer protecting many coastlines around the
globe by reducing erosion from tides and dampening the energy of storm
waves sweeping ashore. And mangroves come with additional boons,
says Neil Saintilan, a biogeographer at Macquarie University in Sydney.
They provide a safe nursery habitat for tropical fish and help reduce atmospheric levels of the climate-warming gas carbon dioxide. Mangroves
are carbon-sequestering engines, drawing carbon dioxide out of the atmosphere and swiftly burying it in soils. From about 8,600 to 6,000 years
ago — a period of particularly rapid expansion for the mangroves — this
coastal ocean–based “blue-carbon” storage by the mangrove forests
amounted to about 85 pentagrams of carbon, enough to lower atmospheric carbon dioxide levels at the time by about 5 parts per million, Saintilan and colleagues estimate. Currently, the average concentration of
carbon dioxide in Earth’s atmosphere is about 417 ppm.
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'Psychological distress' tripled during pandemic
Steven Reinberg
Covid-19 is taking a heavy toll on Americans' mental health, a new nationwide survey shows.
Overall, psychological distress more than tripled between 2018 and this
spring -- from 4% of U.S. adults in 2018 to 14% in April. Beth McGinty, an
associate professor at Johns Hopkins Bloomberg School of Public Health
in Baltimore, said the findings, from a survey of 1,500 adults, suggest the
need to prepare for a wave of mental illness once the pandemic passes. "It
is especially important to identify mental illness treatment needs and connect people to services, with a focus on groups with high psychological distress including young adults, adults in low-income households, and
Hispanics," McGinty said in a university news release.
The survey used a scale to gauge feelings of emotional suffering as well
as symptoms of anxiety and depression. It found that distress was especially acute among younger adults. Among 18- to 29-year-olds, 24% reported feelings of distress this spring, compared to 4% in 2018, researchers
found. Lower-income households also were keenly feeling the impact of
the pandemic. Distress rose from less than 8% in 2018 to 19% in homes
with a yearly income of less than $35,000, the survey found. And 18% of
Hispanics reported psychological distress in 2020, up from 4% in 2018.

Among Americans age 55 and older, psychological distress nearly doubled
between 2018 and April -- rising from nearly 4% to over 7%.
"The study suggests that the distress experienced during COVID-19 may
transfer to longer-term psychiatric disorders requiring clinical care,"
McGinty said.

Face shields may be next step to prevent Covid
Lindsay Kalter
Face masks have become commonplace in the effort to combat Covid19, but some doctors say it is time to take protection a step further and
try full face shields as restrictions slowly begin to loosen.
Face shields are nothing new in medical settings -- doctors and nurses
who treat coronavirus patients are using them along with standard face
masks. Health care professionals are split on whether they should also be
worn by children, teachers, and in offices while states reopen. “Face
shields appear to have a number of advantages: They’re easy to wear correctly and good at blocking droplets,” says Eli Perencevich, MD, an infectious disease doctor at the University of Iowa and the Iowa City Veterans
Affairs Health Care System. “They’re really a better option for protection.”
Perencevich and his colleagues published a report, arguing that face
shields have more Covid-fighting potential than standard masks when
used with increased testing, contact tracing, and social distancing. A few
things make shields superior, he says. For one, many people wear masks
that don’t fit well, so they don’t work as well. They also prompt people to
touch their faces more, increasing the risk of viral spread. They leave
much to be desired in terms of comfort, he says, and they make it harder
to breathe.
Shields come with the perk of being easily sanitized and reused, says
Keith Kaye, MD, a professor of medicine and director of research for the
division of infectious diseases at the University of Michigan Medical
School. Unlike masks, clear shields also allow for better communication
-- people can read facial expressions, and those who are hearing impaired can read lips, he says. “I do think we're going to see more and
more face shield use,” Kaye says. “Particularly as Covid continues to
cause problems.” While there is not a lot of data on how well masks work,
one recent study in China found that wearing a mask at home reduced
transmission to other members of the same household by nearly 80%.
Shields, meanwhile, have been found to successfully block droplets. One
cough simulation study in 2014 found that a shield may reduce exposure
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by 96% when worn within 18 inches of someone coughing.
In addition, face masks are not meant to protect the wearer -- they leave
other vulnerable parts of the face exposed, like the eyes. They are
meant to keep an asymptomatic or pre-symptomatic person from
spreading it to others. But not all doctors are sold on everyday use of
more extreme protective gear. Dan Kuritzkes, MD, chief of infectious
diseases at Brigham and Women’s Hospital in Boston, says the eye
coverage that shields provide is likely not necessary for people unless
they are providing medical care to COVID-19 patients. “In theory, it may
be possible that particles could land in someone’s eye and cause infection, but we don’t have good evidence that happens,” he says. “I
think the bottom line is for the general public, there's no reason to be
wearing face shields.” He also says they may not help prevent airborne
transmission, because air that has droplets in it could get sucked under
the shield from the bottom opening.
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The High Note

Krabi, 2562

Ben Travis

Sophie Monks Kaufman

Stories of high-maintenance divas and their
long-suffering underlings
have proved a Teflon
comedy-movie
staple,
whether it’s the Meryl
Streep-Anne Hathaway
duo in The Devil Wears
Prada or Nisha Ganatra’s
last film Late Night, which paired Emma Thompson’s highly strung talkshow host with Mindy Kaling’s bright-eyed incoming writer. It’s a formula
that proves just as satisfying and endearing in the director’s latest, The
High Note, transplanting the set-up into the parody-friendly world of the
music industry. Here, the one with her name in lights is Tracee Ellis Ross’
Grace Davis, a soul icon who remains widely beloved, even if the world
only wants to hear her oldies. Acting on her every wish is Dakota Johnson’s Maggie, a music-obsessive personal assistant who harbours a secret dream of becoming a record producer. As a long-term Grace Davis
fan, she wants her boss to fulfil her desire to make something new —
though her agent Jack (Ice Cube) sees an easy win in the artist announcing a year-long Las Vegas residency. “People want ‘Thunder Road’. We
gonna give ’em ‘Thunder Road’,” goes his Springsteen analogy. It’s a
predictable but entertaining set-up, buoyed by the sparkling chemistry
between Johnson and Ross, and a glossy Hollywood aesthetic that vibes
nicely with the film’s energetic pace and smooth soul jams.

The Uncertain Kingdom
David Parkinson
With each step currently
taking Britain further into
the unknown, it's by no
means certain that we'll be
living in a united kingdom
by the time of the next general election. Yet the stark
reality of this situation is
scarcely broached in a collection of 20 shorts that presents a very skewed
vision of a deeply divided nation. Instead, producers John Jencks, Isabel
Freer and Georgia Goggin have encouraged their chosen few to explore
such lodestar topics as class, race, gender and community in didactic, often
earnest tones. Taken individually, the majority of the shorts have both thematic clarity and aesthetic acuity. But, in a single sitting, they begin to blur
into one another, as viewers scarcely have time to take a message on
board before they are required to refocus and process the next issue. In
this regard, it's easier to engage with the documentaries covering such topics as food banks (‘Left Coast’), post-industrial regeneration (‘Camelot’),
acceptance (‘What's in a Name?’) and repatriation (‘Motherland’). But too
many of the fictional vignettes strain for significance, with wit often being in
shorter supply than nuance in tackling such issues as assimilation (‘British
People’), dementia (‘Death Meets Lisolette’), loneliness (‘Ernie’), poverty
(‘Pavement’) and Brexit (‘Swan’). The pervading lack of positivity, let alone
optimism carries into the experimental segments. But there's considerably
more ingenuity on display in the quirky critiques of social media (‘Sucka
Punch’), female desire (‘Grit/Oyster) and pollution (‘Acre Fall Between’).
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A retired, half-blind
boxer sits in the doorway of his house
watching the world go
by, as he does every
day now. He speaks in
a soft, creaky, emotional tone which, combined with his tranquil
mode of existence, is soul-stirring. His presence is incidental, not tied
in any particular way to the rest of the scenes in the film, save for the
fact that he resides in Krabi. Location is the connective tissue between
snapshots of old and new, industrial and spiritual, town and country,
natives and tourists in the Thai coastal dwelling. Location scout Siraphan Wattanajinda is our guide to this world. As her scenes emerge
as a regular motif, we realise that we are seeing through her eyes.
The intrigue-value of each snapshot rises and falls, giving the film a
patchy quality. Some shots are mysteriously moving, while others are
gently boring. The juxtaposition of images, such as an actor pissing
in the forest with a Neanderthal man watching him, indicates that the
film is gesturing towards a commentary on the clash between nature
and commerce. These loftier social-commentary ambitions lack dynamic cohesion; all is presented suggestively but without
comment.The melding between documentary and docu-realistic fiction
is deftly done, with the mystery of where one form ends and the other
begins adding curiosity value throughout.

A Rainy Day in New York
Ian Freer
Delayed by the collapse of
Woody Allen’s deal with Amazon amid comments he made
about the #MeToo movement,
A Rainy Day In New York arrives with perhaps the biggest
star-studded cast/no fanfare
ratio of his career. Perhaps
showcasing the last big-name ensemble Allen will ever assemble— Timothée Chalamet, Elle Fanning, Selena Gomez, Jude Law, Diego Luna,
Rebecca Hall — it’s a familiar affair (romantic shenanigans, upscale lives,
pretty shots of New York) with a smattering of good lines and moments,
but for the most part it is the filmmaker working in a minor, somewhat tired
key. The mostly-set-over-one-day plot sees Yardley college sweethearts
Gatsby Welles (Timothée Chalamet in Woody alter-ego mode) and
wannabe journalist Ashleigh Enright (Elle Fanning, MVP) arrive in the Big
Apple so Ashleigh can interview reclusive film director Roland Pollard (Liev
Schreiber), who is putting the finishing touches to his next film (this is the
make-believe world the film operates in, where a renowned moviemaker
deep in post-production has the time/inclination to speak to a student).
The busy plot splits in two as Ashleigh bounces from older man to older
man; after Pollard, she meets the director’s regular screenwriting partner
Ted Davidoff (Jude Law), who believes his wife Connie (a wasted Rebecca
Hall) is cheating on him, and then segues to screen heartthrob Francisco
Vega (Diego Luna), who whisks Ashleigh back to his giant loft.
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Whose America?

9.11: The New Evidence

Jonathan Zimmerman

Ian Henshall & Rowland Morgan

What do America's children learn about
American history, American values, and
human decency? Who decides? In this absorbing book, Jonathan Zimmerman tells
the dramatic story of conflict, compromise,
and more conflict over the teaching of history and morality in twentieth-century America. In history, whose stories are told, and
how? As Zimmerman reveals, multiculturalism began long ago. Starting in the 1920s,
various immigrant groups--the Irish, the Germans, the Italians, even the newly arrived
Eastern European Jews--urged school systems and textbook publishers
to include their stories in the teaching of American history. The civil rights
movement of the 1960s and 70s brought similar criticism of the white
version of American history.

The original "9/11 Revealed" attracted lavish
praise from reviewers in the "Daily Mail" and
"Sunday Times" for the 'huge gaps' it exposed in the official 9/11 story. It became a
non-fiction bestseller despite a wall of silence
by the broadcast media and condemnation in
a special web page set up by the US State
Department. Since then the story has produced many sinister new twists, including:
Pentagon whistleblowers have accused the
“Independent 9/11 Commission” of lying;
long-suppressed eyewitness testimony has
been released confirming multiple explosions in the Twin Towers before
and during their collapses; the much vaunted video purporting to prove
that Flight 77 hit the Pentagon showed nothing at all; and an analysis of
terrorist trials and arrests since 2001 indicates that far from the “600 Al
Qaeda sleeper cells in the US” (CIA) there were none at all. In this sequel
to "9/11 Revealed", Ian Henshall examines the precedents of black operations by the US/UK, from Northern Ireland to Italy, from Vietnam to
Kosovo; he looks at the various 9/11 theories, including the latest twists.

Long Time No See
Susan Isaacs
It's been twenty years, and Judith's life has
definitely changed. Now a history professor
and a widow, she hasn't seen Nelson
Sharpe of the Nassau County Police Department in all that time. But she still can't
get her one-time lover out of her head. Her
life takes an unexpected turn, however,
when former investment banker turned
suburban mommy extraordinaire Courtney
Logan vanishes from Long Island into thin
air. Everyone suspects husband, Greg, the
darkly handsome son of flashy Long Island
mobster Fancy Phil Lowenstein. Ever the
good neighbor, Judith offers her services to Greg, but he shows her the
door, thinking she's just a nut. His father, however, isn't so sure -- he just
may have other plans for the wily Judith.

Simon Winchester
Simon Winchester's brilliant chronicle of the
destruction of the Indonesian island of Krakatoa in 1883 charts the birth of our modern
world. He tells the story of the unrecognized
genius who beat Darwin to the discovery of
evolution; of Samuel Morse, his code and
how rubber allowed the world to talk; of Alfred
Wegener, the crack-pot German explorer and
father of geology. In breathtaking detail he
describes how one island and its inhabitants
were blasted out of existence and how colonial society was turned upside-down in a cataclysm whose echoes are still felt to this day.

Reappraisals

Chew on This

Tony Judt

Eric Schlosser

In Reappraisals award-winning historian
Tony Judt argues that we have entered an
“age of forgetting”, where we have set aside
our immediate past before we could even
begin to make sense of it. We have lost touch
with generations of international policy debate, social thought and public-spirited social
activism - and no longer even know how to
discuss such concepts - and have forgotten
the role once played by intellectuals in debating, transmitting and defending the ideas that
shaped their time.

June 16-30, 2020

Krakatoa

Based on Eric Schlosser's bestselling
Fast Food Nation, this is the shocking
truth about the fast food industry how it all began, its success, what
fast food actually is, what goes on in
the slaughterhouses, meatpacking
factories and flavour labs, global advertising, merchandising in UK
schools, mass production and the exploitation of young workers in the
thousands of fast-food outlets
throughout the world.
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