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The PTI government’s Future

Speculation has been rife in the country over
the past few weeks about the future of the PTI
government and its survival in the face of a
daunting array of problems. The opposition
parties, including the PML-N and PPP, have
been demanding Prime Minister Imran Khan
to step down while media pundits have been
holding endless debates on how the anticipated change will come about.
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Economics

Rising cost of living
Shahid Hussain

Skyrocketing prices of essentials have maligned the image of the government among the public beyond repair. An overnight and massive hike in
the prices of petroleum products recently annoyed even its staunch supporters. The Pakistan Tehreek-i-Insaf (PTI) had promised to reduce prices
after coming to power. Instead, prices of gas, electricity, foodstuffs and essentials have doubled, if not tripled in its first two years.
The government has failed to stabilize prices, which fluctuate in hours
and days instead of months and years. It has eroded the credibility of the
government in the public. Their belief in the government’s ability to perform
has shattered badly and they are convinced now they will continue to face
crisis after crisis in the government of Prime Minister Imran Khan.
In the absence of an effective price checking mechanism at provincial
and city government levels, prices of daily-use items increase on a daily
basis. Prices of all vegetables have increased ahead of Eidul Azha. The
Consumer Price Index (CPI) inflation rate increased to 8.6pc year-on-year
in June, which was 8.22pc year-on-year in May. According to the Pakistan
Bureau of Statistics, the urban CPI accelerated to 7.6pc YoY in June as
compared to 7.3pc in May, while the rural CPI climbed to 10pc YoY when
compared with 9.7pc in May. It took the FY20 national CPI average to
10.8pc as against 6.8pc in FY19. The rise in the June CPI was primarily
triggered by a jump in food inflation. Higher food inflation was led by a
spike in prices of wheat/flour, potatoes, pulses, condiments and spices. It
was somewhat countered by a decline in tomato and onion prices. It led
to a sharp increase in both urban and rural food inflation to 12.9pc YoY
and 15.2pc YoY vs. 10.6pc and 12.9pc, respectively, in May.
Despite tall claims, the government failed to stabilize wheat and flour
prices in the Punjab. The Punjab government had to release wheat forthwith in the market because of its shortage and rising prices. Prime Minister
Imran Khan also took notice of a hike in flour prices in the Punjab and directed the provincial government to take steps to restore its rates. The
prices had risen after the Punjab Food Department bowed down to the demands of the owners of four mills and increased the price of a 20-kilogram
flour bag by Rs55.
The provincial government has failed to check prices despite promulgating the Punjab Prevention of Hoarding Ordinance 2020. The ordinance
declares hoarding of any article an offence punishable with simple imprisonment up to three years and a fine equivalent to 50pc of the value of the
articles involved in the case. For the persons informing the government
about hoarding, the ordinance offers rewards equivalent to 10pc of the
amount released to the government exchequer. The reward is offered after
the information about hoarding results in a conviction and release of funds
to the government exchequer. However, the ordinance has failed to check
hoarding and prices of essentials because of weak enforcement.
The government has taken some steps to stabilize prices but none has
worked. In March, it announced freezing gas and electricity tariffs but failed
to obtain desired results. Annual consumer inflation came down slightly
after rising to the highest level in nine years in January this year. Admitting
high rates of inflation, Prime Minister Imran Khan announced his government would not increase gas and electricity tariffs anymore. He took the
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decision after hiking power prices four times in the first 11 months of his
government. Gas and power tariffs have at least doubled for the common
people in his rule. He has himself admitted his government’s disappointing
performance on price control, especially after sugar and wheat flour crises
hit the country in recent days. He accepted responsibility for hikes in sugar
and flour prices in the country and blamed mafias for obstructing and creating trouble for his government.
His open admission of faults instead of defending them is appreciable
but his government always reacts slowly to a crisis. It is not only sugar and
wheat flour prices that have broken the back of the public. Pulses, oil, edible ghee, vegetables and other food items have gone beyond the reach
of the common man. The government has also forgotten its promise of
bringing down the prices of life-saving drugs. The Drug Regulatory Authority of Pakistan increased the prices of medicines last year, with the approval of the government, by 15pc. The life-threatening measure cost a
minister his job as the prime minister was perturbed over the price hike.
However, the ministry was just taken over by another minister but medicine
prices could not be brought down.
The government has increased power tariff to overburden people instead
of reforming the power distribution system. Huge theft, line losses and corruption in the system mean increased tariff for people. The government has
also announced launching a system that would promptly alert it in case of
shortage of an essential item, which will enable it to take appropriate measures timely. However, the measures appear to be part of its rhetoric.
The government has been in office for about two years now and it is
enough time to take stock of the situation and fix problems. However, it
continues to slam past rulers for their corruption and inefficiency and brag
about “revolutionary” steps to resolve public issues. The statements, devoid of action, are mere hollow slogans, which do not impress the public
anymore. People need prompt action and results. They desperately need
price cuts, jobs and business opportunities. The government cannot blame
the past governments for the recent hike in prices of essentials. It may
have taken some measures to reform the economy, but their positive results have not reached the common people.
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Politics

The PTI government’s
future
Nasim Ahmed

Speculation has been rife in the country over the past few weeks about
the future of the PTI government and its survival in the face of a daunting
array of problems. The opposition parties, including the PML-N and PPP,
have been demanding Prime Minister Imran Khan to step down while
media pundits have been holding endless debates on how the anticipated
change will come about.
A host of issues have come to the fore. These include the PTI government’s failure to successfully deal with the multiple challenges affecting
the well-being of 220 million Pakistanis and endless media focus on the
quality of his relationship with the Establishment. Doubts and uncertainties
have deepened in recent months because of the PTI administration’s mishandling of the coronavirus pandemic, failure to kick-start the economy
and its inability to convincingly respond to accusations of incompetence
in running the affairs of the state.
It must be borne in mind that Imran Khan enjoys a thin majority in the National Assembly where the PTI has only 46 percent of the seats and depends on several smaller parties to continue in office. Recently, the
BNP-Mengal left the ruling coalition, while other partners have also been
making uncomfortable noises. It has encouraged the opposition parties to
sharpen their attacks on the government and demand the prime minister’s
resignation.
On June 28, Imran Khan hosted a dinner for lawmakers at his residence
to show that he still enjoys the support of all his partners. The dinner was
well attended but the Pakistan Muslim League-Q stayed away, indicating
its unhappiness with the state of its relations with the PTI. The situation
has been made murkier by reports of infighting within the party itself and
pressure groups pushing their own agendas.
In his speech in the Parliament two days later, Imran Khan tried to dispel
the impression that he was on his way out but said at the same time that
he was not afraid of leaving office: “The opposition thinks that by pressuring Imran under a minus-one formula, they will be rescued. Even if I leave,
nobody else will spare them. Today you're here, tomorrow you may not
be. I live in my house and bear all my own expenses except travel and security. I do this so that I am not scared about leaving the office and don't
have to compromise on my principles.”
He also reassured his party men by saying that no one can topple “our
party’s government as long as we stand by our principles." In his speeches
delivered in the National Assembly on June 25 and 30, Imran Khan also
rejected allegations against his government related to its performance in
the spheres of domestic and foreign policy.
As things stand now, national politics is in a state of commotion with the
government and the opposition engaged in a war of charges and countercharges. The PTI is facing a barrage of criticism over its failure to deliver.
It is true that the PTI had inherited an economy which was in a shambles,
but the government has not performed as per people’s expectations. There
is a big gap between promise and performance.
Before coming to power, Imran Khan talked of providing 10 million jobs,
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building five million houses and focusing on good governance and the rule
of law and justice. He raised the slogan of bringing about “change” in society and transforming Pakistan into an “Islamic welfare state” on the lines
of the state of Madina. His countless promises ranging from providing social justice, good governance, the rule of law and providing basic education
to 25 million out-of-school children have largely remained unfulfilled.
The people have not witnessed a qualitative change in governance and
the economy that they looked forward to. Imran Khan formed a large cabinet, going back on his pledge to have a small team of efficient and honest
people. Within a year the size of his cabinet expanded to over 50 members, half of whom are non-elected. Governor and Chief Minister Houses,
which were supposed to be converted into universities and for public use,
remain under the custody of the incumbents. The VIP culture has also not
been eradicated. Unchecked price hikes and a spiral of medicine, wheat,
sugar and petroleum crises have further dented the government’s image.
All this has provided enough ammunition to the opposition to target the
government. But, all said, the fall of the PTI government is not imminent.
Although political pundits have been kite-flying, yet the Establishment
seems to be still behind Imran Khan. Similarly, the talk of the “minus-one”
formula is a non-starter. PML-N leader Khawaja Asif a few days ago suggested the PTI members in the National Assembly select a new leader of
the House. But the plain fact is that there is no alternative to Imran Khan
in the party.
The only legal and constitutional way to remove Imran Khan from the post
of PM is through an in-house change. But it may not be possible because
the opposition does not have the numbers to make such a move. Furthermore, with their own black record of poor governance and rampant corruption, the PML-N and PPP lack the moral credibility to stake a claim to
power again.
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Standoff

The Asian chessboard:
China checkmates India
Nasim Ahmed

The latest build-up on the China-India border has been described by experts as a new turn in the Great Game in Asia. China’s media has highlighted the fact that India is illegally trespassing and constructing defence
facilities across the border into Chinese territory in the Galwan Valley region, leaving Chinese border troops no other option but to make necessary
moves in response.
Some circles interpret the simultaneous breaking out of a high-voltage
drama between India and Nepal over Kalapani as connected to the broader
China-India contradictions in Ladakh and Sikkim. In the Chinese articulation, the India-Nepal border row seems to be the main plot, which has acted
as a catalyst raising tensions along the disputed border between China
and India.
India’s focus on the Durbuk-Shyok-Daulet Beg Oldi Road along the Galwan River — which runs more or less parallel to the Line of Actual Control
(LAC) and improves India’s access to the Karakoram Highway — is seen
by some analysts as the trigger point for the latest flare-up between China
and India. But China has also been concerned about the newly constructed
80-kilometer stretch from Dharchula to Lipulekh (the gateway to KailashMansarovar, a site for Hindu pilgrimage in Tibet), completed on April 17
and inaugurated on May 8 by Indian Defence Minister Rajnath Singh. It
perhaps led Beijing to review the situation on the China-India borders.
From Beijing’s viewpoint, India’s construction activity in the disputed
areas with Nepal has affected China’s border security in Tibet. By building
the 80 km stretch (76 km has been completed recently and the last 4 km
of the road to the Lipulekh Pass is expected to be completed by the year’s
end), India has moved its frontier vis-a vis China, gaining direct access to
the concrete highway in Purang County in Tibet, and has thereby changed
the status quo in the region. China already has border defence roads in
Purang County on the middle border and Cona County on the southern
border with India and a Chinese airport in Purang is scheduled to be completed in 2021. China is concerned that India is planning to use Nepal’s
geographical advantage to challenge its dominant position in the region.
China’s Foreign Ministry spokesman Zhao Lijian recently said that the
India-Nepal differences over Kalapani are an issue between India and
Nepal and that the two neighbors should properly resolve the disputes
through friendly consultations and refrain from “unilateral actions.” However, there can be little doubt that China is completely aloof from the IndiaNepal border dispute, and given Nepal’s strategic value to China, it cannot
be a passive spectator. For, in essence, securing Nepal will mean securing
China’s borders. Therefore, even if China does not directly send troops to
intervene between India and Nepal, it is indirectly involved by building up
pressure on New Delhi and thereby warning it to stay away from Nepal.
Observers have noted that the Chinese strategic community has lauded
“Nepal’s first powerful counterattack and the first military confrontation
against India in years” and encouraged the Himalayan nation to keep up
the “tough stance” and “fight back and be uncompromising on its core in-
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terests.” Many even interpreted the Nepali actions as a part of Kathmandu’s promise of “not letting any force use Nepali territory for anti-China
activities,” which it reiterated during Chinese President Xi Jinping’s maiden
visit to the Himalayan nation last October.
Over the years, Nepal has enjoyed solid support from China, which has
not only helped it to reduce its dependence on India through highways,
railways, electricity, and communication networks etc., but has now added
strength to its bargaining power vis-à-vis India by building up military pressure along the China-India border.
Of special significance in this context is the fact that China’s renewed
focus on Nepal comes in the wake of the changing dynamics in South
Asia’s security situation affected by India’s illegal annexation of the state
of Jammu and Kashmir in August 2019, which has disturbed the strategic
balance in South Asia that has existed over the past half century. Already,
China’s threat perception vis-à-vis India has changed in recent years, particularly after the Doklam crisis.
As noted by some analysts, China now sees India as “the biggest and
the only destabilizing factor in South Asia,” “a country with wolf ambitions,”
which is simultaneously provoking all the neighboring countries, irrespective of their sizes. The Chinese campaign in this regard projects India as
an expansionist power in South Asia that has “dismembered Pakistan, annexed Sikkim, controls Bhutan, and is now trampling on the Nepali sovereignty.” China has now made it clear that it will ensure that Nepal does not
become the next Sikkim.
It may be relevant to note here that, historically, Nepal enjoyed the status of a “vassal state” to the Chinese empires for thousands of years, before it fell prey to British India in 1816 due to the weakness of the Qing
Dynasty. Under the Treaty of Sugauli, Nepal had to cede one-third of its
territory to British India, a fact that feeds Gorkha nationalism and stokes
the idea of Greater Nepal.
In the larger perspective, it is clear that the border standoff cannot be
dismissed as an accidental border incident but marks a critical turn in
China’s strategic calculations in South Asia.
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Opinion

Breaking out of stagflation
Muhammad Hassan

Pakistan’s population is projected to be more than 400 million by 2050,
which will put huge pressure on its social sectors to provide health, education, housing and other fundamental rights to people. Pakistan, which
already faces longstanding issues, will have to take urgent measures to
check the population to avoid compounding its problems.
According to UNICEF, five million babies are expected to be born in
Pakistan in nine months since the Covid-19 outbreak. It will choke health
facilities in the country, which are already short of space for patients after
the onset of the pandemic. The situation will increase the maternal mortality rate to 140 deaths per 100,000 live births and the infant mortality rate
(IMR) to 52.30 per 1,000 live births, which are already very high in Pakistan. In the global context, Pakistan is ranked 61st in the maternal mortality rate and 20th in the infant mortality rate.
Pakistan faces a long recessionary phase, bankruptcies, massive job
losses and rising poverty after the onset of the coronavirus. It will need
massive resources to rebuild its economy, revive businesses, create jobs
and improve social safety nets in years to come. The task becomes more
difficult in the wake of a large population, which is growing at a rate of
2.4pc. The smartest way for Pakistan to resolve its longstanding issues is
to check the population growth.
According to a recent report by the Population Council, a cut in the population growth could be the most cost-effective and expeditious intervention to achieve the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) for Pakistan.
“Increased investment in family planning programmes could accelerate
Pakistan’s progress across social, economic and environmental areas of
sustainable development,” it said. In February 2015, the Pakistan government adopted the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) through a
unanimous parliamentary resolution. The strategic shift put considerable
responsibility on the government and its development partners to address
the unmet agenda of Millennium Development Goals (MDGs), while initiating the SDGs through development cooperation for strengthening public
institutions, social policies and planning development programmes.
The Covid-19 outbreak is creating significant additional pressure on an
already overburdened healthcare system, exacerbating the vulnerabilities
of affected populations. Experts say the pandemic poses a huge challenge
to the government and people of Pakistan and the most cost-effective and
expeditious way to meet it is to slow the population growth. It can help the
country achieve the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) in order to
attain universal healthcare and education standards and pull people out
of poverty.
The devastation caused by the pandemic is a rude reminder to countries, like Pakistan, which have neglected social sector investments, particularly health and education. Pakistan’s ranking on the UNDP’s Human
Development Index (HDI) stood last year at 152 out of 189 countries —
13pc below the average HDI of South Asia, including Bangladesh and
India. India is ranked 129. Pakistan spends only 1.12pc of GDP on health,
well below the minimum required average of 4pc.
The current pace of the population growth at 2.4pc directly hampers
Pakistan’s efforts to meet 12 out of 17 SDGs. “In Pakistan, every $1 spent
on contraceptive services saves $2.50 in maternal and newborn healthcare. By investing in robust family planning programmes, Pakistan can significantly pull more people out of poverty by improving maternal and infant
survival, nutrition, educational attainment and the status of girls and
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women. The rapid population growth, therefore, is one of the biggest challenges confronting Pakistan that impedes achieving Sustainable Development Goals in the country,” the Population Council report observed.
Explaining the impact of the rapid population growth, the report reveals
that Pakistan ranks 78th out of 113 countries on the Global Food Security
Index (2019). One out of three children is out of school in Pakistan. Its population is growing so fast that it can’t achieve Universal Primary Education
until 2075. It is one of the third most water-stressed countries in the world.
Per capita water availability in Pakistan has dropped from 5,600 cubic meters at the time of independence to the current level of 861 cubic meters
and it is projected to decline further.
If the contraceptive prevalence rate rises from the current 34pc to 54pc,
it can save 4,900 mothers and 140,000 infants from dying every year. If
Pakistan is closer to the fertility levels of the rest of the region i.e. 2.1pc, a
total of 40 million fewer Pakistanis would be living in poverty and only 1.6
million children would be out of school. To harness its demographic dividends, Pakistan will need to break out of stagflation and venture into sustained growth; creating more and better jobs for women and men; and
profiting from the “youth bulge” by investing in them. By 2050, 224 million
more people will be looking for jobs.
The level of urbanization in Pakistan is the highest in South Asia. The
urban population of Pakistan is likely to cross the proportion of the rural
population by 2050. The report said that family planning is one of the
smartest SDG priorities, with sweeping social, economic, and environmental benefits. “Socioeconomic reforms combined with family planning investment provide the largest benefits to Pakistan,” it added. The report further
said that one of the SDGs pertaining to good health and well-being aims
to ensure universal access to reproductive healthcare services, including
family planning—considered one of the most cost-effective targets. It suggests investing in family planning as a necessary step for achieving many
of the SDGs.
The pandemic poses a huge challenge to Pakistan. It has exposed all
sectors of the country, including its social safety nets, healthcare and education. Its leadership will have to change its mindset and divert huge resources to control the population, develop its human resource and improve
the quality of life.
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Environment

The climate challenge
Muhammad Ali

The global crisis of environmental degradation has left the economy of the
world and Pakistan vulnerable to threats. The way it has started affecting the
population and wildlife, it could become the biggest challenge ever faced by
humans in few decades.
The International Monetary Fund (IMF) has warned that the world economy is increasingly vulnerable to the impact of the climate emergency as it
downgraded its forecasts for 2020 and 2021, even before Covid-19 had
struck. Urging governments to make greater strides to reduce carbon emissions and build green infrastructure, the IMF said one of the main risks to its
forecasts came from the growing costs of the climate crisis. The State Bank
of Pakistan (SBP) has also warned of food shortages in the country due to
climate change.
Pakistan is among the top 10 countries most affected by climate change
in the past 20 years owing to its geographical location. The socioeconomic
costs of environmental degradation were considerable with climate adaptation needs ranging between $7 billion and $14 billion per year. Pakistan has
lost 0.53pc per unit GDP, suffered economic losses worth $3.8 billion and
witnessed 152 extreme weather events from 1999 to 2018. The situation calls
for urgent measures to stem the tide of climate change.
The government of Pakistan has felt the need to improve the situation but
its efforts are too little to bring about a meaningful change. It needs the help
of the world to address the crisis, which was created by advanced countries,
but most of its victims are poor countries, like Pakistan. Land degradation,
wildlife exploitation, intensive farming and climate change are driving the rise
in diseases, United Nations experts have warned. The UN Environment Programme (UNEP) and International Livestock Research Institute (ILRI) jointly
identified seven trends responsible for zoonotic diseases, calling on governments to take steps to stop future pandemics. These are: rising demand for
animal protein, extraction of natural resources and urbanization, intensive
and unsustainable farming, exploitation of wildlife, increased travel and transportation, food supply changes and climate change.
“The science is clear that if we keep exploiting wildlife and destroying our
ecosystems, then we can expect to see a steady stream of these diseases
jumping from animals to humans in the years ahead,” said UNEP Executive
Director Inger Andersen. “Pandemics are devastating to our lives and our
economies, and as we have seen over the past months, it is the poorest and
the most vulnerable who suffer the most. To prevent future outbreaks, we
must become much more deliberate about protecting our natural environment.” About 60pc of known infectious diseases in humans and 75pc of all
emerging infectious diseases are zoonotic, she said, largely due to the increased interaction between humans, animals and the environment.
The coronavirus, which is most likely to have originated in bats, has infected more than 11 million people and killed over half a million people globally, according to the Johns Hopkins University. But it is just one in a growing
number of diseases including Ebola, MERS, West Nile fever, Zika, SARS
and Rift Valley fever that have jumped from animal hosts into the human population in recent years, said the report. Around two million people, mostly in
developing nations, die from neglected zoonotic diseases every year. These
outbreaks not only cause severe illness and deaths, but also result in major
economic losses for some of the world's poorest. In the last two decades
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alone, zoonotic diseases have caused economic losses of more than $100
billion. This does not include the cost of the pandemic, which is expected to
reach $9 trillion over the next few years. Most efforts to control zoonotic diseases have been reactive rather than proactive, say experts. They want governments to invest in public health, farm sustainability, end over-exploitation
of wildlife and reduce climate change.
Africa — home to a large portion of the worlds remaining intact rainforests
as well as fast-growing human population — is at high risk of the increased
emergence of zoonotic diseases - but could also provide solutions, said experts. “The situation on the continent today is ripe for intensifying existing
zoonotic diseases and facilitating the emergence and spread of new ones,”
said ILRI Director General Jimmy Smith. “But with their experiences with
Ebola and other emerging diseases, African countries are demonstrating
proactive ways to manage disease outbreaks.” He said some African nations
had adopted a “One Health” approach - uniting public health, veterinary and
environmental expertise which can help to identify and treat outbreaks in animals before they pass to humans. The experts urged governments to provide
incentives for sustainable land use and animal husbandry and to develop
strategies for producing food that do not rely on the destruction of habitats
and biodiversity. A new study shows that at least a decade would pass before
the world begins to cool down as a result of measures to reduce the emission
of greenhouse gases. Depending on the level of emissions reduction, we
may have to wait until 2046 to see global temperatures drop.
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 Economic Survey of Pakistan warns of serious climate threats to the Pakistan economy. However, the
survey said the government was cognizant of the situation and taking measures at policy, management and operational levels to mitigate the adverse
effects of climate change in the country.
Prime Minister Imran Khan has announced setting up 15 national parks
across the country under the “Protective Area Initiative” to protect and enhance the forest cover, create green jobs and address the threat of climate
change. The initiative, a part of his 10 billion trees plantation programme,
could prove to be a game-changer for Pakistan’s environment and economy.
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A new system
on the cards?
Muhammad Zain

Rumours of a new system are rife after the Supreme Court of Pakistan
has ordered the government to establish at least 120 accountability courts
to deal with pending corruption cases. Analysts say the process of accountability will expedite and most of politicians, including in the ruling
party and those close to Prime Minister Imran Khan, would be behind bars
in a few months.
The court order on accountability courts has come at a time when the
media is airing rumours of a “minus-one formula” in the country. It meant
Prime Minister Imran Khan would be removed from his post and a man in
his party will take his place. However, it is a fact that the “formula” was
never discussed at any state level and it was only the brainchild of the
media and the opposition, which wanted to create uncertainty in the country. It is obvious that nobody can replace Imran Khan in his party. It is also
a fact that the opposition is no position to topple the government. The opposition is divided and cannot get along for long even if it manages to bring
a no-confidence move against the government. The situation will not be
different after fresh elections.
However, some people’s belief fortified when Prime Minister Imran
Khan dismissed the opposition’s loud chatter about a “minus-one” formula.
“There can be no more tinkering with the system. Be ready for drastic
changes. Whenever we will go for changes, the beneficiaries of a corrupt
order will resist it,” the prime minister said in his address to the National
Assembly. Refuting reports about differences in the ruling party and its allies, the prime minister said the opposition was talking about the “minus
one formula” only to save its corruption. “They don’t know that even if
minus one happens, the others will not spare them,” the prime minister
said without any reference, thus fueling speculations already going on in
political circles about a possible change in the set-up. It also lent credence
to the rumours when referring to his reported speech at a dinner he had
hosted for his party’s legislators and allies ahead of the budget passage,
he clarified he had never stated that “Meri Kursi Mazboot Hai” (my chair is
strong). “I live in my house and bear all my expenses, except for security.
I do so because I don’t want to have worries after leaving the office and
so that I do not have to compromise on my ideology and principles. No
one can topple our government as long as we stand on our principles,” he
said. He advised the young parliamentarians not to be scared of “leaving
the chair,” saying no one remains in power for ever. His “dejected tone”
was music to the ears of his opponents, the media and analysts inimical
to him.
As rumours of a change in the system intensify, some say the country
has already become a technocracy or heading for a presidential system.
With the induction of Dr Abdul Hafeez Sheikh as adviser to Prime Minister
Imran Khan on Finance, Revenue and Economic Affairs, the number of
technocrats in the cabinet has risen to over 12. After a recent reshuffle in
the cabinet, at least 12 unelected representatives are part of the 47-member cabinet of Prime Minister Imran Khan. Health Minister Amir Kiyani and
Petroleum Minister Ghulam Sarwar have also been replaced by tech-
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nocrats Dr Zafarullah and Nadeem Babar respectively. Other unelected
advisers include Malik Amin Aslam, Abdul Razak Dawood, Dr Ishrat Hussain, Zulfi Bukhari, Usman Dar and others.
Critics say the induction of so many unelected advisers and special assistants in the cabinet shows Prime Minister Imran Khan’s lack of trust in
the abilities of MNAs and senators of his own party. They lament that most
important ministries have been assigned to people, who are not answerable to the parliament. They were also shocked at the reshuffle of only
elected representatives as none of the unelected advisers and special assistants was sacked or given a new role. In this way, the government has
introduced a system which is a mixture of technocracy and the presidential
system, they argue.
The opposition parties have also expressed serious concerns over the
inclusion of former ministers of the Pakistan Peoples Party (PPP) and the
Pakistan Muslim League-Nawaz (PML-N) governments in the federal cabinet. They fear they could be used as approvers against former Prime Minister Nawaz Sharif, ex-President Asif Ali Zardari and other opposition
leaders in cases against them. According to the opposition parties, the PTI
government has completely failed and Prime Minister Imran Khan should
quit the government to pave the way for new elections in the country.
Senior PPP leader Khursheed Shah said Prime Minister Imran Khan,
while inducting Dr Abdul Hafeez Sheikh as his adviser, had accepted the
PPP policy. He said elected people were hurt when unelected people were
included in the cabinet. However, he failed to mention that Abdul Hafeez
Sheikh was also a cabinet minister of former President General Pervez
Musharraf, who was the finance minister in the PPP government. His appointment was justified in the PPP government, even though he was not
an elected member of the parliament, but it hurt the opposition when he
was appointed by Prime Minister Imran Khan.
The opposition also suspects the government is attempting to introduce
the presidential system of government in the country. Word has it that the
system will be changed to meet the needs of the country as the old system
has failed to deliver. It is said Imran Khan will lead the new system, whose
feature would unfold in few months.
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Hoping against hope
Shahid Hussain

The government expects a quick recovery after the pandemic passes. Pakistan has targeted growth at 2.3pc in the new fiscal year despite the fact
that it missed all goals for the last fiscal year. The economy faces stiff challenges and it is feared the country may not be able achieve its objectives
in the second consecutive year.
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, could hardly be Rs3.9tr. About Rs800b
loss occurred 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 announced 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 the implementation
of different programmes to provide support and relief to small and medium
enterprises.
Pakistan fears exports and remittances could suffer and unemployment
would increase if the lockdowns and social distancing prolonged in the
world and in the country. 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.
According to the government, its major achievements in the last 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 expenditure for the new year stands at Rs7,136 billion —
slightly higher than the budgeted figure for the previous year. 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. 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
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to have a negative impact on Pakistan's economy, and the number of people living below the poverty line may rise from the existing figure of 50 million to 60m,” according the Economic Survey of Pakistan.
The government expects a V-shaped economic recovery after the coronavirus passes. However, the Asian Development Bank has warned that
economies in Asia and the Pacific will continue to feel the blow of the
Covid-19 pandemic this year even as lockdowns are slowly eased and select economic activities restart in a “new normal” scenario. “While we see
a higher growth outlook for the region in 2021, this is mainly due to weak
numbers last year, and this will not be a V-shaped recovery. Governments
should undertake policy measures to reduce the negative impact of Covid19 and ensure that no further waves of outbreaks occur,” ADB Chief Economist Yasuyuki Sawada said in a statement.
Moody’s Investors Service, one of top three global credit rating agencies, has also warned that the possible deterioration in the country’s current account deficit, likely depletion in its foreign currency reserves and
low tax and non-tax revenue collections due to limited economic activities
and anticipated contraction in the domestic economy may weaken the government’s ability to continue paying off the debt on time. It has put Pakistan
under watch for possible downgrade of its long-term local and foreign credit
ratings, suspecting that Islamabad may default on debt repayments to “private sector creditors” due to economic mess under the coronavirus pandemic. “We have placed the government of Pakistan’s local and foreign
currency long-term issuer and senior unsecured B3 rating under review
for downgrade,” the US-based rating agency announced.
Fitch Ratings has anticipated that Pakistan's borrowing will remain
higher than what Islamabad has estimated to finance the fight against coronavirus pandemic, which will push its fiscal deficit up to 9.5pc of gross domestic product (GDP) in the current fiscal year. “Pakistan's fiscal
consolidation targets presented in its FY21 budget will be challenging to
meet amid the economic shock and health crisis associated with the coronavirus pandemic," it said and forecast the fiscal deficit at 8.2pc of GDP
compared to the 7pc target for fiscal year (FY21). Increased borrowing
would push the public debt-to-GDP ratio up to 89pc of GDP, it warned.
According to the government’s own admission, its targets for the current
year are ambitious. Whether the government can achieve its goals would
depend on the fallout from the Covid-19 pandemic. Pakistan has flattened
the pandemic curve. It will create favourable conditions for an economic
recovery but a V-shaped recovery would still be difficult.
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Pakistan’s gradual
recovery
Husnain Shahid

Pakistan hopes to make a gradual recovery in the new fiscal year after posting
–0.4pc growth in the last fiscal year which ended in June 2020. International
financial institutions have projected Pakistan to grow at 2pc in the current fiscal year despite looming threats in the wake of the Covid-19 pandemic.
Pakistan’s latest growth projection is an encouraging sign for policymakers
as it is to their credit that Pakistan has not suffered as badly as most countries
of the world and region. Pakistan’s exports are steadily rising and its current
account deficit is on the decline despite the pandemic and lockdown, which
belie claims of the opposition and some economists, who continue to paint a
bleak picture of the economy.
However, the International Monetary Fund (IMF) sees a gradual recovery
in Pakistan in the fiscal year 2021 as the country’s economy reopens after
pandemic and subsequent lockdown. In its latest report “Policy Actions Taken
by Countries,” it has appreciated Pakistan for various steps it has taken since
March to deal with the Covid-19 crisis. Noting that the near-term economic
outlook of the country has worsened significantly, and growth estimated at –
0.4 per cent in FY 2020, it said since mid-April, the federal government, in
coordination with the provinces, has been gradually easing lockdown
arrangements, by allowing low-risk industries to restart operation and small
retail shops to reopen with newly developed Standard Operating Procedures.
Besides, restrictions on domestic and international movements have been
lifted and educational institutes are expected to restart in September. Selective lockdown arrangements remain in place, through the closure of shops
on weekends and the sealing of specific areas of high risk. A relief package
worth Rs1.2 trillion was announced on March 24, which is now being implemented and will be pursued in the fiscal year 2020-21. The report also recounts and appreciates measures taken by both federal and provincial
governments to ease the economic impact of the pandemic. “Key measures
by the federal government include elimination of import duties on emergency
health equipment; cash transfers to 6.2 million daily wage workers, cash
transfers to more than 12m low-income families; accelerated tax refunds to
the export industry, out of which 65pc have already been disbursed, and financial support to SMEs and the agriculture sector,” it observed. The provincial governments, according to the report, have been also implementing
supportive fiscal measures, consisting of cash grants to the low-income
households, tax relief and additional health spending.
The IMF notes that the economic package also earmarks resources for
an accelerated procurement of wheat, support for health and food supplies,
an emergency contingency fund, and a transfer to the National Disaster Management Authority for the purchase of Covid-19-related equipment. It also
mentions the provision of tax incentives to the construction sector to address
the acute employment needs generated by the lockdowns.
Earlier, the Asian Development Bank (ADB) projected Pakistan’s economy to regain some pace and grow at 2pc in the new fiscal year 2020-21,
after contracting by 0.4pc in the fiscal year 2019-20 in the wake of the pandemic. “Pakistan’s economy was on the path to recovery before Covid-19,
and once the Covid-19 impact subsides, Pakistan will resume its efforts to
address macroeconomic imbalances and initiate structural reform, likely holding economic growth to a projected 2pc in FY2021,” the bank said. It also
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projected the inflation rate in Pakistan would remain 8pc against the earlier
projection of 8.3pc. The ADB said that the developing Asia overall would
barely grow in 2020 as containment measures to address the coronavirus
pandemic hampered economic activity and weakened external demand. It
forecast growth of 0.1pc for the region in 2020 – down from the 2.2pc forecast
in April. The growth of 0.1pc would be the slowest for the region since 1961.
Excluding the newly-industrialised economies of Hong Kong, China; Republic
of Korea; Singapore; and Taipei, China, developing Asia is forecast to grow
6.6pc in 2021. “Economies in Asia and the Pacific will continue to feel the
blow of the Covid-19 pandemic this year even as lockdowns are slowly eased
and select economic activities restart in a new normal scenario. While we see
a higher growth outlook for the region in 2021, this is mainly due to weak
numbers this year, and this will not be a V-shaped recovery. Governments
should undertake policy measures to reduce the negative impact of Covid19 and ensure that no further waves of outbreaks occur,” ADB Chief Economist Yasuyuki Sawada said in a statement.
Moody’s Investors Service one of top three global credit rating agencies
also expects Pakistan’s economy to grow by 2-3pc in fiscal 2021, after it contracted by around 1pc in fiscal year 2020. “The economic slowdown will weigh
on government revenue and modestly raise spending, in turn pushing the fiscal deficit wider to close to 10pc of GDP in fiscal year 2020. As a result, the
government’s debt burden will reach around 85-90pc of GDP in fiscal year
2020. However, the government’s commitment to fiscal reforms, including
under its 2019-22 International Monetary Fund (IMF) programme, provides
a crucial anchor for the continued expansion of its revenue base when economic activity gradually normalizes,” it observed in its last report.
Moody’s said Pakistan had improved its economic indicators well before
the outbreak of Covid-19 late in March and was still capable of continuing to
pay off the debt on time. However, the possible deterioration in the country’s
current account deficit, likely depletion in its foreign currency reserves and
low tax and non-tax revenue collections due to limited economic activities
and anticipated contraction in the domestic economy may weaken the government’s ability to continue paying off the debt on time, going forward, the
agency said.
The reports of the leading international financial institutions point out that
Pakistan had made structural adjustment before the onset of the pandemic
and it will start recovering from shocks in a few months as the pandemic has
started subsiding and the economy is opening up.
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The unfolding political
situation in Pakistan
Raza Khan

Although the federal coalition government of Pakistan Tehreek-e-Insaf
(PTI) of Prime Minister Imran Khan has been able to successfully pass its
second successive budget for the financial year 2020-21, yet it could not
prove its simple majority in the National Assembly, which may be quite disturbing for the ruling party. The government was able to pass the budget
with 161 votes, which is well short of 172 members required to have a
clear majority in the Lower House.
Generally, it is considered that if a sitting government cannot get through
its financial budget with a majority vote, it is tantamount to losing confidence
of the House. In case of the passage of the financial budget of year 20202021, although the PTI coalition government was able to pass it, yet it was
with a majority of “present and voting” members of the National Assembly.
It is understandable that several of the MPs of the PTI were not available
for one reason or the other, but in case the party could have received 172
votes it would have been a bare minimum majority. Keeping in view the numerical strength of the PTI in the National Assembly, which is 165, it definitely requires the critical support of allies, including the Muttahida Qaumi
Movement (MQM), Grand Democratic Alliance (GDA) and a few independent MPs, to remain in power. It is important to note that all coalition partners
are uneasy partners and extremely difficult to handle. Moreover, the MQM
and GDA have reservations about the PTI treatment of its allies and they
have been complaining of their problems and issues which do not get attention from the major coalition partner. Noticeably, the MQM has a track
record of joining almost all federal governments, whether of the Pakistan
Muslim League-Nawaz (PML-N), Pakistan People’s Party (PPP), Pakistan
Muslim League-Quaid (PML-Q) and now of the PTI since early 1990s. However, it is also the record of the MQM to leave every government on many
occasions. This time the situation is quite critical for Prime Minister Imran
Khan as his government is entirely dependent upon the MQM, at least now
after the withdrawal of the Balochistan National Party-Mengal (BNP-M),
which recently left the ruling coalition arguing that the PTI government was
not fulfilling its promises to address the issues of Balochistan.
Thus, the MQM has a commanding control in keeping the government
of the PTI afloat. So democracy in Pakistan is hanging with a thread yet
again, which does not augur well for the future of the country and even society. Here, it is important to note that why the MQM, a party which derives
support from Urdu-speaking migrant communities in urban Sindh province,
has always acted as the main buttress of coalition governments in Pakistan. Is it by design is anybody’s guess? If the MQM leaves the coalition
of the PTI, it would be the last nail in the coffin of the government.
Now the situation that has emerged is very interesting for two main reasons. Firstly, PM Khan came to power with a huge promise and expectation of people to carry out large-scale reforms in the country in each and
every sector, particularly establishing a viable and vibrant system of accountability, specifically to put an end to the culture of financial corruption
and nepotism in the public sector.
So far, the PTI government has largely failed to fulfil the promise in its
near two years in the saddle. This, in turn, has two main reasons. The first
is that the main institution entrusted with the task of accountability of public
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officials, the National Accountability Bureau, is legally an independent body
and the government does not have any commanding control over it.
Nonetheless, the government can influence its decisions and operations.
Unfortunately, the NAB for whatever reasons, including but not limited to,
incapacity, intra-institutional corruption and lack of earnestness, could not
perform even to half of public expectations. The second reason for the PTI
government to promote its reform agenda has been that the government
has a razor-thin majority in the National Assembly while far from having it
in the Senate of Pakistan to ensure the passage of key legislation what to
say of constitutional amendments, which require a two-thirds majority in
both Houses of the bi-cameral parliament.
Secondly, why the unfolding political situation in the country is very interesting is that there is no option left for PM Khan and his PTI to now
leave any stone unturned to bring about reforms in every sector of governance and policymaking. Keeping in view the personality of PM Khan and
that his very political stature and future is at stake and he may never get
any opportunity again to form the government, one expects that he would
go to any length to introduce reforms and ensure accountability in each
and every sector.
Therefore, in the coming months PM Khan and his cabinet could come
up with drastic steps to ensure reforms in the country which may annoy
many quarters. However, this is the only way forward and in the process
the PTI may also lose its government. However, the forces which would
try their level best to send the government of the PTI packing may find PM
Khan a hard nut to crack.
Here, the PTI government may be given some concession as the country
is faced with an unprecedented situation due to COVID-19, which has inflicted irreparable damage on the country’s economy. Nevertheless, the performance of the PTI before the pandemic was not at all satisfactory. Now if
the opposition parties, including the PML-N, PPP, ANP, JUI-F, Jamaat-e-Islami (JI) and several others within the parliament and outside it, want to dislodge the government of the PTI, they do not have the requisite numbers
within the National Assembly to form their own government. If somehow the
opposition parties form a government, it would be extremely weak because
it would be a coalition of opposite-minded outfits and thus extremely difficult
rather impossible to sustain. Then, the answer would be fresh elections. The
PML-N, JUI-F, JI and ANP have already started asking for snap polls. However, in the prevailing situation it is next to impossible to hold fresh elections.
Moreover, fresh elections would not be a solution to the multidimensional
problems facing Pakistan. In the situation, the only way forward is that the
PTI remains in power but after putting its house in order and going for all-out
reforms in every sector without bringing any ifs and buts into consideration.
Once it is seen that PM Khan and the PTI are now serious about bringing about reforms, even there are many conscientious and patriotic MPs
within the ranks of the opposition parties to come forward and support the
PTI by making a forward bloc within their respective parties. But PM Khan
has to perform par excellence and that too with winding speed. Otherwise,
it’s curtains for the PTI government and the future of parliamentary democracy in the country.
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Elusive peace in Afghanistan
Raza Khan

Although the process of peace in Afghanistan has moved somewhat forward
with President Ashraf Ghani indicating that much-awaited dialogue with the
Taliban would commence soon, yet two developments have made the future
of peace in Afghanistan quite questionable.
The developments include statements from US officials that the Afghan
militants still maintain ties with global terror outfit Al Qaeda. Secondly, the
appointment of former Uzbek warlord Abdul Rashid Dostum as “martial” of
the Afghan National Security Forces (ANSF), which has jeopardised the
peace process.
According to the United States military, the Pentagon, the Al Qaeda’s regional affiliate in Afghanistan maintains close ties to the Taliban and has an
“enduring interest” in attacking US and foreign troops. Here, it is important to
note that under the peace deal with the US in February last, the Taliban had
agreed to stop Al Qaeda from using Afghanistan as a safe haven to plot attacks. Since then, the Taliban have continued to work with Al Qaeda in the
Indian Subcontinent, the regional face of the militant organisation, according
to the US Defence Department. However, the report by the US Department
of Defense said,“AQIS routinely supports and works with low-level Taliban
members in its efforts to undermine the Afghan government and maintain an
enduring interest in attacking US forces and Western targets in the region.”
The Pentagon report revealed that “despite recent progress in the peace
process, AQIS maintains close ties to the Taliban in Afghanistan, likely for
protection and training.” Importantly, the Pentagon report coincides with the
United Nations analysis stating that Al Qaeda and the Taliban “remain close”
and were in regular consultations over negotiations with America. The Taliban deny having any workable relations with Al Qaeda while not totally ruling out having ideological ties with it. Nevertheless, the Afghan Taliban have
always unequivocally claimed that they do not aim targets beyond the
boundaries of their motherland, Afghanistan. History of events testifies the
claim of the Taliban as they hardly ever have been found involved in terrorist
or militant attacks outside Afghanistan. Yes, there has always been a possibility that after the near mopping up of the Al Qaeda leadership by the US
forces, the residual members have been in search of survival and they may
have been trying to maintain links with the Taliban. However, the Pentagon
and UN reports do not mention Al Qaeda and the Taliban keeping operational links with each other. This is not possible as Al Qaeda has become
quite weak over the last several years and it has not been in a position to
help the Taliban.
However, the reports and assessments, particularly by the US and the
Pentagon, cast long shadows on the future of peace in Afghanistan. It is important to mention that the US forces had occupied Afghanistan in late 2001
by dislodging the Taliban regime in the aftermath of terrorist attacks on the
US mainland, claimed by Al Qaeda, then under the protection and patronage
of the Taliban in Afghanistan. Since then, the US forces’ presence in
Afghanistan has been aimed at cutting links between the Taliban and Al
Qaeda, so that the latter, always cherishing a global terrorist agenda, may
not become a threat to the US and its allies’ security and interests.
The other development, which has dealt a blow to peace efforts in
Afghanistan, is the appointment of former ruthless warlord, Rashid Dostum,
who also remained a ceremonial vice president of Afghanistan in the last
tenure of President Ghani (2014-18), as “martial” of the Afghan forces. Dostum has been accused of many atrocities against his rivals, including killing
thousands of the Afghan Taliban in the 1990s and after the ouster of the Taliban regime in his stronghold northern Afghanistan. The appointment of a
person, who remained a vice president and has a political party, as a “mar-
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tial” of the Afghan forces is against the spirit of the peace process. Such
things can only happen in Afghanistan. In fact, the appointment of Dostum
as “martial” aims to send a strong message to the Taliban. However, while
on his peak and despite being vice president, Dostum could not effectively
lead the Afghan state to defeat the Taliban, so what difference now he could
make to trounce them? The intention of the Afghan government seems not
to intimidate the Taliban but to annoy the militia leadership. Now the Taliban
leadership, particularly the low-level foot soldiers, would ask its leaders not
to hold intra-Afghan peace talks and they have solid reasons for the demand. Torpedoing the peace process with the Taliban is very much in the
interest of the ruling Afghan politicians, including President Ghani, chief of
the Afghan High Peace Council, Dr. Abdullah Abdullah, and the newly appointed “martial” Dostum. Because once the Afghan Taliban return to power,
they would lose much of their power and status, which is not at all in their
favour. Therefore, they have been trying to sabotage every effort for peace
with the Taliban for long, which has inflicted irreparable damage on
Afghanistan and the Afghan nation. Noticeably, Abdullah remained the Chief
Executive of Afghanistan (a virtual but powerless prime minister) in the previous tenure of President Ghani, this time he has chosen the slot of chief
negotiator in the intra-Afghan peace process. It certainly means that Abdullah, belonging to the Tajik minority of Afghanistan and Rashid Dostum, from
the minuscule minority Uzbek ethnic group of Afghanistan, by blackmailing
President Ghani, a Pashtun, the majority ethnic group of Afghanistan, want
to take hold of the peace process. Now they would first try to sabotage the
peace process in Afghanistan. Secondly, if the peace process starts and results in a deal after an intra-Afghan dialogue, Abdullah and Dostum would
like to get the lion’s share of the spoils.
Already, the ostensibly historic deal between the US and the Afghan Taliban reached for restoring peace to Afghanistan has became quite questionable as President Ashraf Ghani first refused to respect the terms of the
agreement. The agreement between Washington and the Afghan Taliban
inter alia included the withdrawal of all the remaining around 8,000 US personnel from Afghanistan in 13 months and the setting free of more than
5,000 Taliban inmates from Afghan jails. The deal also envisaged an intraAfghan dialogue soon.
However, Afghan President Ashraf Ghani, without realizing the importance of the agreement between Washington and the Taliban, refused to accept the agreement. The problem of President Ghani is that his nominees
or any Afghan official was not part of the deal between the US and the Taliban whereas he claimed to be an important stakeholder in any negotiations.
However, the Taliban have been consistently pleading that they would not
engage in negotiations with the Afghan government unless there is an
agreement with the US which is only possible once the latter gives a timeframe for withdrawal of all its forces from Afghan soil. According to the Taliban, the Afghan government has been nothing but a puppet of Washington.
While one cannot call the Afghan government a “puppet” because many
Afghans voted for Ashraf Ghani and before him, Hamid Karzai, but it is also
very much true that without the support of Washington both could not even
rule for a single day.
Moreover, the Taliban have been a very important reality of contemporary
Afghanistan, notwithstanding the claims of Afghan authorities. The Afghan
authorities’ non-recognition of the Taliban or an attempt to label them as
Pakistan’s stooges, and not a genuine political entity, has been the main
cause of the apparently unending conflict in Afghanistan. Unless this mindset
changes, there could be no peace in Afghanistan.
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New export strategy
bearing fruit
Muhammad Jahangir

In an otherwise bleak economic scenario, it is a welcome piece of news
that exports from Pakistan are showing signs of recovery. As per reports,
new opportunities are arising in the wake of the Covid-19 pandemic due
to efforts of exporters to diversify their products.
According to the facts and figures released by the State Bank of Pakistan, before the coronavirus outbreak at the end of February in Pakistan,
exports were on an upward trajectory and it was reflected in an increase
of 14% in dollar terms during the month as compared to the same period
last year. The momentum of February 2020 continued despite the Covid19 outbreak as in the first 10 days of March, exports registered an increase
of 13% as compared to the same period the previous year.
Export-oriented industries began suffering in mid-March due to the lockdown imposed to control the pandemic followed by the global economic
slowdown. Trade figures for March 2020 showed an 8% year-on-year decline in exports. The situation persisted and in April 2020, exports slumped
54% as compared to April 2019. In the situation, the government and exporters rose to the occasion. With efforts of the government to encourage
the export sector, the first signs of recovery were observed in May 2020,
which saw a 33% decline in exports. The momentum continued in June
2020 as the decline in exports, which stood at 54% in April and 33% in
May, was narrowed to a single digit at 6% in dollar terms.
A detailed analysis of export figures indicates that the new strategy developed for geographical and product diversification for exports bore fruit.
For instance, there has been a significant improvement in exports to Africa,
which is the outcome of the “Look Africa Policy” launched some time back.
Another significant development is that exports to the Middle East have
risen as well, showing the success of the new strategy to explore new markets and find new destinations. Sensing increased demand in the international market, the government also allowed the export of personal
protective equipment (PPE), barring three items, which was reflected in
the surge in June exports.
Product and market diversification is the brightest side of the new export drive. For instance, exports of meat products have registered good
growth while the tobacco sector also holds great promise for the future. In
the textile sector, value-added products have shown improvement. There
are also favourable reports of a rise in the traditional exports of Pakistan,
such as garments and bedwear, which are projected to pick up pace in the
current financial year. According to industry circles, the beginning of exports of home appliances and diversification of cement exports to China
and the Philippines are indicative of the new enterprise shown by our export community.
As a result of the overall progress in exports, the trade balance has
shown a slight improvement. It is relevant to add here that a continuous
fall in imports is also providing some breathing space to the government
to manage external accounts despite negative growth in exports. In June,
the import bill posted a negative growth of 16.5pc to $3.643b against
$4.364b over the last year. In the outgoing fiscal year (2019-20), the import
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bill witnessed a steep decline of $10.29b or 18.78pc to $44.509b as compared to $54.799b last year. During the same period, exports declined by
$1.57b, while the import bill was lower by $10.29b, narrowing the current
account deficit.
According to Commerce Ministry data, the current account deficit
shrank by $8.7b or 27.4pc in the financial year 2019-20 due to a substantial
decline in imports as compared to a moderate fall in export proceeds. The
country’s trade deficit also came down by 27.41pc in the FY20 from a year
ago. The decline is mainly due to a double-digit fall in imports. Meanwhile,
the government’s corrective measures also helped slow down imports to
reduce pressures on foreign exchange reserves. In absolute terms, the
trade gap narrowed to $23.099b in July-June from $31.820b over the corresponding months last year.
At a meeting held in Islamabad recently, Adviser on Commerce Razzak
Dawood said that the government would continue its policy of encouraging
exports by facilitating the exploration of non-traditional markets. At the
same time, special attention needs to be paid to push our textile exports
because in recent months the sale of cotton yarn and fabric has gone down
in the world market. Talking about the export strategy, Dawood reiterated
that greater emphasis would be laid on product diversification with regard
to engineering products, pharmaceuticals, agriculture products and services.
Dawood voiced optimism over achieving the export target in the new
fiscal year and stressed that the government would continue the policy of
encouraging exports through incentives, both in bank credit and energy
costs. The latter holds crucial significance because energy is the costliest
in Pakistan as compared to rival exporting countries, which makes our
products uncompetitive in the world market.
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Mishandling
petrol prices
Muhammad Jahangir

In recent weeks the government has committed serious mistakes
in fixing and refixing POL prices. Consumers faced an overnight
shortage of gasoline and diesel at filling stations when the government had announced an unprecedentedly large increase in
their prices a fortnight ago. The earlier lowering of the prices by
a big margin and later an equally hefty hike were mishandled.
It may be recalled here that after a steep reduction in the prices
about a month ago, petrol disappeared from the market, despite
the federal government's repeated promises of controlling the
“mafia” that was responsible for the whole mess. Immediately afterwards, the government shocked everyone when it decided to
hike the prices of petroleum and its products four days ahead of
the usual monthly price review. Perhaps, it would have been better
not to go for a heavy cut in POL products' prices in the first place
as it would have obviated the need for the massive increase later
on. That's what the petroleum division is said to have advised the
government. Had the government heeded the advice, the confusion and mess that was created could have been avoided.
The PTI government later regretted its decision. According to
a detailed report submitted to the federal cabinet by the Oil and Gas Regulatory Authority (OGRA), the regulator was bypassed altogether in the decision-making process, undermining its position. It was, in fact, the
responsibility of the petroleum division to ensure adequate stockpiles. Yet,
not only did the petroleum division not perform that crucial duty, it also imposed an import ban just when the supply situation was threatening to spiral
out of control. Even the industry's request at the time, that the price be reviewed fortnightly instead of monthly, considering the unprecedented market volatility, was not accepted. One after the other, it took bad and
thoughtless decisions that hurt the consumers as well as other sectors.
It may be pointed out that the government had taken the right decision
when it decreased petrol prices a little over a month back, because of historically low international oil prices. But the government erred again and
over-corrected the price reduction. Historically, POL products' prices in Pakistan are fixed with an eye on the prices of the products in India and
Afghanistan because of the porous nature of our borders.
It is no secret that in case of a substantive price differential, POL products are smuggled out of the country. According to media reports, there
were reports of extraordinary demand of fuel in Khyber Pakhtunkhwa during
the month of June. While oil marketing companies were blaming mismanagement by the government for the shortage of POL products, the Petroleum Ministry attributed it to a sudden surge in demand due to the easing
of Covid-19 lockdown and accused the oil marketing companies of not
maintaining the mandatory stocks of products and indulging in hoarding to
avoid losses and make a killing once the prices rebound.
Needless to say, an upward revision of the prices of POL products results in big profits for the entire downstream chain of the petroleum sector
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in the shape of “inventory gain”. On the other hand, in the event of a reduction in the prices results in inventory losses and dealers, who operate petrol
pumps, simply do not have the capacity to absorb such a loss. Since POL
prices are regulated by the government and market players do not have
much elbow room, it is essential that the government must, at all cost, avoid
heavy and sudden changes in POL prices for any reason whatsoever. In
the light of the recent experience it is a must to review the entire mechanism
of the petrol price fixing process to stabilise the situation of supply and demand on a permanent basis.
Questions have been raised from time to time about defects in the petrol
pricing mechanism and also about the hefty levy that the government extracts as its pound of flesh. The government has now set up a four-member
committee to probe the recent shortages of petrol and fix responsibility and
re-examine the impact of the 27 to 66 percent increase in POL products'
prices notified on June 26, following a public outcry and consider making
some downward adjustments.
The committee is led by Shahzad Qasim, special assistant to the PM
on mineral resources, and comprises Rashid Farooq, a former member of
the Oil and Gas Regulatory Authority, Asim Murtaza, Chief Executive Officer
of the Petroleum Institute of Pakistan, and Naazir Abbas Zaidi, a former executive of Hascol Petroleum and Pakistan State Oil. In the opinion of oil industry experts, given the structure of the committee, no independent and
objective analysis of the issue can be expected from it. According to them,
the task should have been assigned to a team of independent professionals
in the field for a meaningful and conclusive report. Petrol prices are a sensitive issue which needs to be solved on a permanent basis. The matter
needs attention at the level of the Prime Minister himself.
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Education

Lessons for Pakistan in
Finnish education system
Rasheed Ali

Do you find it surprising that more than 81% of parents of public sector
school students wish to shift their children to private schools if they can afford it? A survey, conducted by scholars of Punjab University’s Institute of
Education and Research (IER) last year, showed that a huge majority of
parents of government school children were not satisfied with the quality
of education being imparted to their children. Almost all of the respondents
said they wanted their children to get “very good” education in schools.
Most of them were unable to explain the “good education” concept, but
it’s a reality that education, being provided to our new generations in public
or private schools, is not good at all. Leave aside the case of 22.84 million
Pakistani children aged 5-16, who are still out of school (UNICEF 2019),
even 50.62 million children, who are regularly attending schools, are not
learning properly. Even they are not getting an education, what to talk of
“good education.”
The Annual Status of Education Report (ASER) made a painful disclosure in its 2016 report that more than 50% of Pakistani students are not
learning much, despite attending their schools regularly. The researchers
found out that 54% of class five students could not read sentences in English, 48% were unable to read Urdu, Sindhi and Pashto, while 52% could
not do two-digit division in arithmetic.
The ASER data showed one thing very clearly that our schools, no matter public or private sector, are not imparting quality education to our children at all.
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Are there any schools in the world which impart good education to their
next generations?
Answer is, “yes, there are many”. And the top of them are those functioning in Finland. The country is located in the Nordic region of Europe.
With a small population of 5.528 million, the country is considered to have
one of the best education systems in the world.
It has been a top performer since the first Program for International Student Assessment (PISA) triennial international survey, back in 2000. But
what's special, what’s so great about Finland's education system, which
outperforms all other systems?
Here's how Finland's education system works, and in comparison,
what’s wrong with Pakistan’s education system, which always hinders accomplishment of the set goals, no matter which political party is in power
here.
International educationists say Finland's education system works because its entire structure has been built around several core principles.
First and foremost, equal access to education is a constitutional right.
On the contrary, around 20 million children in the 5-16 age group in
Pakistan have no access to education, according to UNICEF figures. On
April 19, 2010, the 18th Amendment to the Constitution guaranteed free
and compulsory education for all 5-16 year olds as a fundamental right via
the Article 25 A. Sadaf Taimur, Asst. Manager Communications and Partnerships, Idara-e-Taleem-o-Aagahi (ITA), regrets that 10 years down the
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road, implementation of the Article 25 A is yet to begin in almost all four
provinces and the Islamabad Capital Territory.
Another important principle in Finland’s system is that one should be
allowed to choose their educational path, which should never lead to a
dead-end. But, in our country, parents and teachers start telling children
they should become doctors, or engineers, when they grow up. Interestingly, most of them either exhaust their energies halfway, and leave education without securing any certificate or degrees, or prove to be a big
failure in the field after getting education of the disciplines not matching
their aptitudes.
Better we have a look at the Finnish education system from the beginning. Finland's early education is designed around the concepts of learning
through play. Finnish children aren't required to go to school until age 6,
when pre-primary education begins. They are free to spend the early years
playing, learning, and bonding with their elder ones.
And here in Pakistan, parents want their little ones to start getting an
education as early as three, four years. And that too, with a heavy bag,
full of many books. The bag is too heavy to be carried even by parents,
what to talk of children themselves.
When a Finnish child turns 7, it'll be time for basic education. Finland
doesn't divide its basic education into elementary and junior highs. Instead,
it offers single-structure education for nine years, 190 days per year. As
with Early Childhood Education and Care (ECEC), policymakers leave
plenty of room for local school administrators and teachers to revise and
revamp the curriculum to meet the needs of their unique student body.
“The ideology is to steer through information, support and funding,"
writes Finnish National Agency for Education, which sets core curricula requirements. Their stated goal for basic education is "to support pupils'
growth toward humanity and ethically responsible membership of society
and to provide them with the knowledge and skills needed in life." This latitude includes what tests to give, how to evaluate student progress and
needs, and even the ability to set daily and weekly timetables.
Can we compare such a great freedom and autonomy to children to
learn on their own, with the active support of teachers? There is no hesitation in admitting here that in our country, parents and teachers start turning the children into “parrots” from the first day of their school. They are
forced to learn every single word, written in the textbooks, by heart. Their
creativity is killed on purpose, so they might not raise any question ever.
Teaching is a highly respected and professional field in Finland. Most
teachers hold a master's degree, and basic-ed teachers are required to
hold them. Eighty per cent of basic-ed teachers also participate in continuing professional development. This level of learning and continuous development ensures Finland's educators are steeped in the science of
teaching.
Can we even think of comparing our teachers with the Finnish teachers
in any way: qualifications, training, wages, respect in society, and so on?
Once, it used to be said proverbially that if someone couldn’t join any other
“respectable” job, they should become a teacher, the easiest way to get a
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job in the country. And what type of education they would give to their students is anybody’s guess.
Finland's education system has no standardised testing. Their only exception is something called the National Matriculation Exam, which is a
voluntary test for students at the end of an upper-secondary school. All
children throughout Finland are graded on an individualised basis and the
grading system set by their teacher.
What often happens with standardised testing is that students learn to
cram just to pass a test and teachers will be teaching with the sole purpose
of students passing a test. Learning is then given little to zero priority.
We, in Pakistan, are well aware of this kind of standardised testing, or
examinations. Here, students are tested for their ability to cram lessons
and memorise books, not for the knowledge they gained in classes.
Writer and freelance journalist Kevin Dickinson says that while most
countries see the educational system as one big competition, the Finnish
believe that “real winners do not compete”. Their educational system doesn’t worry about artificial or arbitrary merit-based systems. There are no
lists of top performing schools or teachers. It’s not an environment of competition – instead, cooperation is the norm.
Another very interesting fact: students in Finland usually start school anywhere from 9:00 – 9:45 a.m., contrary to Pakistan where school starts anywhere from 7 a.m. to 8 a.m. A research from the U.S. National Library of
Medicine showed that early start times are detrimental to students’ wellbeing, health, and maturation. Finnish schools start the day later and usually
end by 2:00 – 2:45 p.m. They have longer class periods and much longer
breaks in between. The overall system isn’t there to ram and cram information to their students, but to create an environment of holistic learning.
There is a general trend in what Finland is doing with its schools; less
stress, less unneeded regimentation and more caring. Students usually
only have a couple of classes a day. They have several times to eat their
food, which is provided to them free of cost in schools, enjoy recreational
activities and generally just relax. Spread throughout the day are 15 to 20minute intervals where the kids can get up and stretch, grab some fresh
air and decompress.
In comparison, only one thing would be sufficient to portray the situation
in Pakistan: dozens of students commit suicide in the country due to studies and examination pressures.
According to the OECD, students in Finland have the least amount of
outside work and homework than any other student in the world. They
spend only half an hour a night working on stuff from school. Finnish students also don’t have tutors. Yet they are outperforming cultures that have
toxic school-to-life balances without the unneeded or unnecessary stress.
Pakistan is a typical example of the latter type. All students from all
school systems bring home lots of homework, and spend most of their time
at home completing that homework, without or with the help of private tutors. A lot of writing in notebooks, a lot of cramming for taking tests almost
on a daily basis, but the outcome almost nil. Would our education authorities ever ponder on the issue for a brighter future of Pakistan?
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Conflict

Politics and construction of
a Hindu temple in Islamabad
Faheem Amir

In Pakistan, religion has always played a significant role in shaping politics,
handling social, economic, cultural and educational issues, drafting internal
and international (foreign) policies. It is also a fact that religion is not only
used for unity but also for creating sectarian division, extremism, hatred
and prejudice among the people.
It is a tool in the hands of politicians, religious leaders and pirs to exploit
the people for protecting their partisan interests and the status quo. This
time political parties, like the PML-Q, PML-N and JUI-F, along with other
religious leaders and parties are using religion against the government for
allowing the construction of a Hindu temple in Islamabad. Interestingly,
they did not react strongly against the construction of the Gurdwara Darbar
Sahib Kartarpur for the Sikh community.
Over 3,000 Hindus, including government employees, private sector
employees, businesspeople and doctors, live in Islamabad. According to
Hindu Panchayat President Mahesh Chaudhry, “A large number of people
from various parts of the country, including Balochistan and Sindh, have
shifted to Islamabad, mainly due to insecurity in their areas. Now when we
have families here, there is a need for a crematorium, a place for collective
prayers and marriage ceremonies. Currently, we hold Holi and Diwali functions in government’s community halls or marquees.”
Ramesh Lal, a parliamentarian on a reserved seat for minorities, first
time raised the demand for the construction of a Hindu temple in Islamabad. A parliamentary committee on human rights passed a resolution in
July 2016 in the PML-N government. It directed the government for building
a temple and a crematorium for the Hindus. But, the project could not start
in the PML-N government.
Now, after the construction of a visa-free corridor for Sikh pilgrims from
India to the Gurdwara Darbar Sahib Kartarpur, Imran Khan’s PTI government has announced construction of a Hindu temple in Islamabad. Prime
Minister Imran Khan has already approved a grant of Rs100 million for the
construction of the first temple in the capital. According to news reports,
“the request for the grant of the amount was made to the Prime Minister
by Minister for Religious Affairs Pir Noorul Haq Qadri during a meeting with
him. The meeting was also attended by a delegation of MNAs belonging
to religious minorities, including Lal Chand Malhi, Dr Ramesh Vankwani,
Jai Prakash Ukrani, Shunila Ruth and James Thomas. The delegation
sought the support of the government for the construction of the first temple
in the capital.
To fulfil the demands and needs of the Hindus, Imran Khan approved
funds for the construction of the Hindu temple. But, the construction has
created a storm among many political and religious factions, which are
adamant that they will not allow it in Islamabad.
Clerics belonging to the JUI-F, Markazi Jamiat Ahle Hadith, Lal Masjid
and those affiliated with other seminaries of the capital have already threatened the government with agitation and demanded it should seek advice
from the Council of Islamic Ideology on the summary forwarded to the
Prime Minister. Feeling the pressure, a spokesman for the Ministry of Religious Affairs said: “The Prime Minister will decide on the funds for the
construction of a place of worship for the minority population, taking into
account all social and religious aspects”. The spokesman also said the
government would seek guidance and advice from the Council of Islamic
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Ideology on the summary forwarded to the Prime Minister.
The spokesman also clarified that “the ministry does not release funds
for the construction of minority places of worship; the Ministry of Religious
Affairs repairs and renovates the places of worship belonging to the religious minorities.”
On the other hand, the PML-Q, a crucial ally of the government, has
also opposed the construction of the temple in Islamabad. “Pakistan was
created in the name of Islam. The construction of a new temple in its capital
is not only against the spirit of Islam, but also an insult to the idea of Riayasat-e-Madina,” Punjab Assembly Speaker Chaudhry Pervaiz Elahi said
in a statement.
Interestingly, the PML-N, which took the initiative in its government, is
now opposing the construction just for gaining political advantage.
Analyst Rasul Bakhsh Rais writes in the Arab News, “Will Khan stand
his ground against the objectors on this issue? Only time will tell. Under
pressure, he has already decided to refer the matter for advice to the Council of Islamic Ideology, a government funded agency, and the Capital Development Authority (CDA) has stopped the construction of a boundary
wall on the pretext that the building plans have yet to be approved. The
Hindu panchayat has already performed the stone-laying ceremony for the
new Shri Krishna Mandir, the first temple complex in the capital. Severe
reactions from fringe communalist elements are understandable, but what
is not understandable is Khan taking the cover of the Ideology Council after
making a commitment to the Hindu community. Nobody can be sure if he
will stand by his word and protect the constitutional rights of the Hindus—
equality and religious freedom”.
Pakistan’s political history clearly shows that religion has been used to
remove many governments. The PML-Q's stand against the temple clearly
manifests that a “minus-Imran Khan formula” is in the offing. In the coming
days, political and religious parties might exploit religious feelings of the
people against Prime Minister Imran Khan. If they do it, it will be disservice
not only to Islam but also to the country, its people and democracy.
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Viewpoint

Socio-emotional learning
during Covid-19
Huma Mir

Across the world, children are affected by physical distancing, quarantines
and nationwide school closures due to the spread of the coronavirus epidemic.
Some children and young people may be feeling more isolated, worried, bored
and uncertain. They may feel fear and grief over the impact of the virus on
their families.
Undoubtedly, the coronavirus outbreak has changed our daily lives. But
even during the uncertain time, it’s an unquestionable fact that our children
are still growing and developing their socio-emotional learnings (SEL). Following the current social situation, there is a strong need for healthy execution
of SEL as a whole. Everyone can help support a child’s SEL development
during the critical time which may even help relieve one’s stress. Just a few
minutes spending positively with children and a few simple and interesting
everyday activities can make a difference. According to experts, early childhood is a critical period in human development when your child begins to learn
about their environment, develop a sense of self and explore how to express
emotions. While a huge part of development occurs before entering school,
children continue to grow and develop as they encounter new life experiences.
Positive relationships with parents help children to develop trust, empathy
and a compassionate family environment. During the current crisis, many parents find themselves in the role of a teacher due to schools' closures to prevent
the spread of the coronavirus. For decades, psychologists, child development
experts and educators have emphasized the importance of social and emotional learning or SEL.
According to experts, when schools teach youths to work well with others,
regulate their emotions and engage in problem-solving, students are better
prepared to deal with life’s challenges and be academically successful. SEL
education varies, based on the areas of focus and the child’s age.
Social and emotional learning involves creating positive relationships and
emotional connections as part of learning to help children develop the skills
they need to be successful in life. SEL has often been emphasized in schools,
given the amount of time spent in the classrooms and the opportunities available to practise these important skills. The skills include having the ability to:
Set and achieve positive goals, feel and show empathy toward others, establish and maintain positive relationships, make responsible decisions, understand and manage emotions.
Research has consistently shown the benefits of SEL. An investigation
work of Roger Weisberg, emeritus professor of psychology at the University
of Illinois at Chicago, who conducted decades of research on social and emotional learning, finds that students who participated in SEL programs, through
schools, show more positive outcomes compared to their peers in areas including social and emotional skills, attitudes toward self and others, positive
social behaviour, conduct problems, emotional distress and academic performance. Based on the confirmed benefits of social and emotional learning,
children must continue to receive some SEL while staying at home during the
Covid-19 pandemic observing social distancing.
Given that most children are at home with their parents during the pandemic, it provides a unique opportunity for parents to help foster social and
emotional development. Children and adolescents often learn about how to
behave by receiving direct feedback from adults. When you notice that your
child is engaging in the desired behaviour, such as sharing or helping others,
be sure to provide some verbal praise. The more you reinforce appropriate
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behaviour, the greater the chances children will repeat such behaviours and
those will become habits. Conflict resolution is necessary for navigating difficult
conversations, interacting with different personalities and maintaining relationships with peers. Create opportunities for your child to interact with peers or
family members to help them learn how to get along, share and manage their
frustrations. While being stuck inside homes observing social distancing for a
long period can lead to developing a “short temper” or poor expression of
emotions. Teach your child how to use their words to talk through situations
and learn how to compromise. Modelling appropriate behaviour for children
is another useful strategy to teach cooperation.
Children and adults need to be able to express their emotions to cope with
uncertainty in life and for their overall well-being. Emotional expression helps
others understand how you feel, allows you to manage stress, worry or sadness, and prevents negative coping. Holding in your emotions or denying your
feelings could lead to difficulties, such as acting out in anger or verbal or physical aggression. One easy way to teach children about expressing and managing their emotions is by using books and reading materials.
Empathy involves the ability to emotionally understand what others are
experiencing and to have some perspective on how others think and feel. Empathy is not only important to understand how others experience life, but it
can also prepare your child to have better relationships with their peers and
in adulthood.
Use examples from television, books or watching the news to help children
learn empathy. You could, for instance, discuss how medical doctors and
nurses are working to care for others with Covid-19 and ask your child what
thoughts or feelings they imagine healthcare workers are experiencing. By
teaching empathy, you can promote self-sacrifice, or helping others without
expecting something in return.
While going through this unpredictable time, we should remember that
many children are learning by watching the actions of adults in their lives. It’s
also a critical opportunity, as children grow, learn and develop, to prepare them
to deal with uncertainty in maturity.
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Rights

The racist double standards
of international development
Jason Hickel

Year after year, the luminaries of international development, from Bill Gates
to Jim Kim, Nick Kristof to Steven Pinker, line up to tell us about the wonderful progress that has been made against global poverty. According to
the most recent estimates, published by the World Bank, there were "only"
734 million people living on less than $1.90 per day in 2015, down from
1.9 billion people in 1990.
It sounds like wonderful news. But there is a problem with this narrative.
Oddly enough, there is no empirical basis for the $1.90 line. It is an arbitrary threshold that has no grounding in actual human needs. Empirical
evidence shows that $1.90 per day is not even enough for people to secure
decent nutrition, to say nothing of other basic requirements. In fact, at least
3.5 billion people live on more than this, and yet remain trapped in poverty.
It is important to recognise that the international poverty line is adjusted
for purchasing power. When we hear $1.90 per day, we commonly assume
that this means the equivalent of what an American might be able to buy
with that amount of money in, say, Sudan or India. But exactly the opposite
is true. It is the equivalent of what $1.90 can buy in the United States. Just
think for a moment about what this means. It is virtually nothing.
To get a sense for how low this standard is, the economist David Woodward once calculated that to live on the international poverty line in Britain,
in an earlier base year, would be like 35 people trying to survive "on a single minimum wage, with no benefits of any kind, no gifts, borrowing, scavenging, begging or savings to draw on (since these are all included as
"income" in poverty calculations)." This goes beyond any definition of "extreme". This brings us to an important question. Why is it that the barons
of international development judge the lives of people in the global South
by $1.90 per day, when everyone agrees - including the World Bank itself
- that this standard is far too low for a human being in the global North?
For comparison, the poverty line in the US is $15 per day.
There is a clear double standard here, and it does not take much to
recognise that it is racist. There is one standard for the (majority white)
people of the North, and another standard for the (majority Black and
brown) people of the South. It is a colonial logic that remains with us today,
and goes unchallenged year after year. Some try to justify this disparity by
saying these are totally separate economies, and so they require separate
standards. But this premise - the idea of separation - is simply not true.
The economies of the North and South have been integrated into a single
global system for at least 500 years, ever since the onset of colonialism.
We know that the rise of the North depended on cheap labour and raw
materials extracted from the South during the colonial period. It depended
on silver stolen from the Andes, rubber from the Congo, grain extracted
from India, as well as sugar and cotton grown by enslaved Africans on
land stolen from Indigenous Peoples. This might seem like ancient history,
but the very same arrangement remains in place today. People in the
global South sew the clothes that Steven Pinker wears each day. They assemble Bill Gates' laptops, including the one that Nick Kristof uses to write
his columns. They grow and pick the bananas and berries that Jim Kim
has for breakfast. And then there is our coffee and tea, the coltan in our
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gadgets, the oil that fuels our industries, the lithium we need for electric
cars … everywhere we look, it is overwhelmingly clear that we live in a
single global economy.
In fact, trade data shows that high-income nations are totally reliant on
resources and labour from the South. In 2015, high-income nations appropriated a net total of 10.1 billion tonnes of materials, and 379 billion
hours of human labour from the rest of the world. There is an enormous
net flow of resources and embodied labour from poor countries to rich
countries. One cannot have it both ways. You cannot have a single global
economy when it suits you to use the labour and resources of the poor,
but then insist on separation in order to measure their lives by different
standards. That is the logic of apartheid.
Global capitalism depends on resources and labour extracted from the
South, and yet the people who render it - including those who work in the
factories, mines and plantations of multinational companies - receive but
pennies in return. Pinker and Gates tell us to celebrate when workers in
the South go from one to two dollars a day. But would we celebrate if we
learned that workers in the North were earning two dollars a day, while
employed by the biggest brands in the world? No. We would be outraged.
Because for workers in the North we apply the standards of morality and
justice, yet for workers in the South we apply the standards of bare existence.
The analogy to apartheid is appropriate. South African law required
one wage for white people and a much lower wage for Black people. Those
who benefitted from this system insisted that it was natural: just how the
market works. Economists devised elaborate arguments to explain why
Black people's labour was worth less - ignoring, of course, that the economy depended on it. Similar arguments persist today. Economists say that
workers in the South have lower wages because of lower productivity. But
it is not true. Keep in mind that in many cases they are working for the
same companies with the same technology (say, a GM factory in Mexico,
or a Nike sweatshop in Bangladesh). In fact, Southern workers are often
more productive than their Northern counterparts, as they work under
much more extractive conditions. And yet they are paid as little as 1/30th
the amount - for the same work, in the same industries.
For 500 years, capital has relied on the devaluation of lives in the global
South, whether it be through colonisation, dispossession, genocide and
slavery, or, more recently, through structural adjustment programmes, free
trade agreements and corporate land grabs that depress the costs of
Southern labour and resources. The $1.90 line is the legacy of this long
history. It is part of a colonial ideology that sees people of colour as cheap.
In the 21st century, in the era of Black Lives Matter, we can no longer accept the racist double standards of international development. We must
reject the logic of apartheid. If we are going to live in a single global economy, then we must demand a single standard for all human lives: that all
people receive fair wages for their labour and fair prices for their resources.
This is the principle that international development must demand, if it is to
have any moral standing. This is what real progress looks like.
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Opinion

To resolve the Palestinian question
we need to end colonialism
Wesam Ahmad

Amid a global pandemic, economic recession and simmering racial tensions around the world, Israel's threat to formally annex parts of occupied
Palestinian territory presents yet another international crisis in the making.
This is because, with this outrageous move, the Israeli government threatens to unravel the rules-based system of international relations.
Today's international law regime was established in the first half of the
20th century not only to regulate relations between states but also to assist
the movements for self-determination across the world and oversee the
end of colonialism. The looming Israeli annexation of Palestinian land and
the global inaction on it evidence the failure of this regime to help end colonialism and put its very raison d'etre in question. Much of the narrative in
international diplomatic circles around the issue of annexation has revolved around deterrence, with the rationale being the threat of tangible
consequences to annexation will lead to a reconsideration of the move.
Yet this narrative fails to acknowledge that we have reached a point, where
Israel will annex yet another chunk of Palestinian territory precisely because deterrence has not worked. The threat of consequences has merely
forced successive Israeli governments to innovate.
In fact, Israel has enjoyed wide-ranging impunity throughout the various
stages of colonisation of Palestine as the international community has
treated it as if it were a law-abiding sovereign state and not a colonising
power. Israel's participation in the European Union's Horizon 2020 programme is just one example of this. Israel, of course, is not alone in having
expansionist ambitions. History is replete with examples of rapacious colonial states and the means, methods and justifications they have used in
moving forward their colonial practices. In the vast majority of cases, these
states have showed no self-restraint, requiring an external force (most
often the drive for freedom of the oppressed colonial subjects) to challenge
and subdue those ambitions.
It is for this reason that international law includes provisions that are
supposed to curb expansionism. But while the legal framework exists, its
enforcement mechanisms have been weak, which has only encouraged
powerful actors to manipulate and break it. The continued colonisation of
Palestine is a prime example of this. From the early days of the occupation
in 1967, Israeli officials were advised that the appropriation of property for
the purposes of civilian settlements would be considered a violation of international humanitarian law which theoretically prohibits the practice of
colonialism.
Nevertheless, they decided to exploit provisions in the law of armed
conflict which allow for the seizure of property when "imperatively demanded by the necessities of war" in order to provide an umbrella for the
eventual development and expansion of Jewish settlements on Palestinian
land. When the Israeli High Court ruled against the appropriation of Palestinian private property in the 1979 Elon Moreh case, Israeli policy adapted
to exploit Ottoman-era law to treat public lands as state lands and continue
to expand its settlement enterprise through the distinction between public
and private property in occupied territory. Whether it was through the treatment of settlers as part of the civilian population in occupied territory or
the justification of the exploitation of natural resources through royalty payments to the Israeli Civil Administration and employment for Palestinians,
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the Israeli judicial system has provided "legal" cover to Israel's broader
colonial enterprise by exploiting another principle of the law of armed conflict, which allows changes to be made in occupied territory if they are
made in the interests of the civilian population therein.
Throughout its 72-year history, Israel has continued to refine the art of
colonisation and put forward what could be considered the best business
practices of colonialism. The Israeli colonial project has many of the common colonial characteristics, such as supremacy, exploitation and entitlement, but it also has at least one distinguishing feature - its multinational
corporate nature. By incorporating globalisation and the free market economy into its colonial enterprise, Israel has created an economic incentive
structure which continues to perpetuate the conflict in order to grow profit.
By coupling state policy with private investment, Israel has invited both
state and multinational corporate actors to benefit from its colonial enterprise.
For example, Germany's Heidelberg Cement, one of the world's largest
building materials companies, has been accused of profiting from the extraction of resources from Palestinian land illegally confiscated by Israel
in the West Bank and the sale of construction materials to illegal Israeli
settlements. Thus, corporate considerations - direct and indirect economic
benefits - have discouraged governments from taking political action to
hinder the momentum of Israel's colonial project and thus both state and
multinational corporate actors have contributed to its operation. This incentive structure helps explain the Janus-faced response by the international community to Israel's colonial enterprise: its condemnation of Israel
and insistence on the implementation of international legal provisions and
its simultaneous willingness not to take any serious measures to stop it.
The problem is that decades of impunity have led many Israeli officials
to believe that there is no longer even a need to bend international rules
and seek a creeping de facto annexation and, with the backing of the
Trump administration, they have now sought a de jure seizure of Palestinian land. This has disturbed the delicate balance the international community has tried to maintain between the integrity of the international legal
system and its inaction on Israeli violations, with the costs of this now potentially outweighing the benefits (including economic ones). If Israel is exempted from the rule of international law, how can the EU evoke
international law to justify its position on matters such as Russia's annexation of Crimea, for example?
With 2020 marking the final year of the Third International Decade for
the Eradication of Colonialism, it is time for the international community to
realise that the current Israeli colonial practices cannot be separated from
the history of colonialism. Although international law was supposed to put
an end to the practice of colonialism, it is clear that it has not yet finished
the job. Colonialism can never truly be eradicated so long as the colonisation of Palestine continues. If the international community wants to salvage
the rule of law in international relations, it has to take concrete action. Its
response to the threat of formal annexation cannot be merely trying to push
back from the tipping point by threatening the sanctioning of Israel to prevent it from acting on its threats. This will simply allow it to slip back into
its old strategy of de facto annexation.
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Opinion

Boris Johnson is
threatening to undo UK's
international standing
Preet Kaur Gill

The United Kingdom has long been proud
of the role and status of the Department for
International Development (DfID) as a world
leader in providing support for life-changing
and life-saving services for millions of people around the world - from vaccines to
clean water to education. It has also consistently been rated as the most effective,
transparent department at delivering real
value for money for British taxpayers.
On June 16, British Prime Minister Boris
Johnson announced the takeover of the
DfID by the Foreign and Commonwealth Office (FCO). He took questions about the rationale behind the decision as well as about
the makeup of the new department, which
he did not answer. Later in the week, Foreign Secretary Dominic Raab was dragged
before the House of Commons with an Urgent Question. He did not have any answers either. That is because the merger was not a decision based on
evidence or any meaningful consultation, but rather it was an attempt to
deflect from the government's failings in the handling of the coronavirus
pandemic. That the prime minister decided to throw the world's poorest
and most vulnerable under the bus as collateral tells you everything you
need to know about the direction his moral compass points.
We have had one of the highest death tolls from Covid-19 in the world
and face the worst unemployment crisis in a generation which will hit young
people and the lowest paid the hardest. The government should be focussed on getting on with its job of governing and steering our country
through the huge challenges we are facing. Instead, they have decided to
try and score some cheap headlines with a large-scale restructure that will
cost millions of pounds of public money. Let me make it very clear, getting
rid of an independent DfID in the middle of a global pandemic is irresponsible, counterproductive and wrong.
For all the talk of efficiency as a result of this restructure, numerous independent reviews found that DfID is far stronger on effectiveness and
value for money than the FCO. It is also a world leader on transparency.
The DfID was held up as an example of a "global champion" when it came
to value for money according to the Independent Commission for Aid Impact. Meanwhile, we have seen reports from the cross-party International
Development Committee that spending aid outside of DfID has resulted in
an erosion of accountability. The department is world-renowned for the
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work it does and the expertise it has built up. Now, many of the officials
from the department have already started to look for ways out; a common
occurrence in similar mergers has been a large brain drain.
Support for the department cuts across the political spectrum. A week
before the prime minister's announcement, Anne-Marie Trevelyan, the secretary of state for international development, stood in front of me and said,
"The effectiveness with which DfID is able to deliver aid is because the department has decades of honed experience in understanding the most effective and targeted ways of spending taxpayers' money." Former Prime
Minister David Cameron, who usually keeps out of politics, said the decision was a mistake and the end of DfID will "mean less expertise, less
voice for development at the top table and ultimately less respect for the
UK overseas".
The prime minister's decision taken without any plans in place as to
what the department will look like and with little consultation signifies to
the rest of the world a retreat from the global stage, and a move which
damages our soft power and erases our moral standing and credibility. It
stands in total conflict with everything that the UK could and should be.
The Labour Party is committed to a progressive, outward-looking, collaborative form of development and we will seek to strengthen, not diminish,
the UK's ability to set the agenda to tackle extreme poverty, global inequality and the climate crisis. Only by doing this will we have the potential to
make the world safer, fairer and better for us all.
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Your View
PIA humiliation

Intellectual rights
It is with a heavy heart that one must bring to your attention the worsening

The humiliation PIA is suffering is its own doing. The national

conditions and shortfalls at all intellectual property (IP) offices throughout

flag carrier’s top management did not even once consider the

Pakistan. I feel that I am a member of the IP fraternity in Pakistan as such

repercussions of allowing black sheep to join the airline.

it would be grossly inappropriate that I do not highlight these gross inade-

Along with PIA, the CAA (Civil Aviation Authority) and PALPA

quacies in the systems and operations of our fair industry.

(Pakistan Airline Pilots Association) are equally to blame. The

These shortfalls are causing loss of pride, efficiency and revenues to our

former enjoyed perks and privileges to which their pilots with

IP offices. This then leads to a loss of prestige and image for Pakistani

fake and dubious degrees were not entitled, whereas the latter

brand holders and creates a barrier for international brands to represent

issued permits for personal material gains. No one was wor-

themselves in Pakistan. Due to the inefficiency and overall lack of trans-

ried about the safety of passengers or aircraft. They were not

parency, local and foreign businesses find it hard to invest in IP protection

bothered about the shame their acts would bring to the coun-

and registration services. This not only limits their protection but also al-

try. PALPA, which champions the cause of the pilots, is to

lows counterfeiting and imitation products to be sold openly in the market.

blame because it chose to keep its eyes closed.

This lack of confidence holds back international brand holders from launch-

The Pakistan Tehreek-i-Insaf government is also to blame.

ing their brands in Pakistan.

The government, its aviation minister and the PIA chief execu-

Regarding the physical condition of offices and the associated equipment

tive kept quiet although they have been in power for two years.

and technologies, the situation is grave. IP offices are vacant owing to lack

It is time the government really brought about the change it

of staff, equipment, technology and basic infrastructure. The ground reality

had promised and which saw them voted into power.

is that opposition cases have been pending for decades. Half of these

Dr Sabeeh Haider

cases are based on incorrect and ‘un-updated’ information in the gazettes -

Karachi

-which then snowball into further oppositions which are baseless. This is
further expounded by the fact that the department has been grossly understaffed for decades. With the increase in IP applications from both local
and international businesses, the department is unable to meet the demand. From the outside, it looks as if it has collapsed. We need the introduction of modern systems and software to maintain and grow the IP
offices. The number of examination officers and staff to expedite pending
cases should be increased.
Karimullah Adeni
Karachi

KE’s incompetence
It is a pity that the government appears helpless in holding
someone responsible for the present electricity crisis in Karachi
where people have been facing misery in the form of hours of
power outages in this extreme hot and sultry weather.
On June 29, a high-level meeting of all important ministers,
secretaries, K-Electric management and advisers deliberated
upon the causes and issues of otherwise avoidable power outages in Karachi. Unfortunately, it failed to identify who is re-

Extremism in seminaries

sponsible for the crisis. Instead, the meeting decided to

This refers to the news report “E-7 seminary in Islamabad becomes site of

constitute another inquiry committee to ascertain the causes

unexpected conflict”. It is shocking to learn that Maulana Abdul Aziz is at it

of the problem without announcing any measures to end

again. We know that when the crunch came, the maulana ran for his life,

power outages.

hiding in a burqa, and surrounded by women. However, it is quite shame-

Had there been capable and competent participants in the

ful that such a character has the cheek to hold the capital’s authorities to

meeting, responsibility for this electricity crisis would have been

ransom every now and then, and instead of taking firm action against him,

fixed and many heads would have rolled. As things stand, the

the authorities try to solve the problem through appeasement/negotiations,

entire remaining country should be prepared for another round

thus encouraging him in his mischief.

of power outages and a power tariff hike. There is a suppressed

In the latest episode, the maulana has occupied the administration of-

power demand at the moment owing to the slowing down of in-

fice of Jamia Fareedia, moving in with his wife and 50 female students

dustrial and commercial activities. Once things become normal,

at Fajr. Now that the armed forces have brought militancy and terrorism

loadshedding will be unavoidable. Is accountability restricted to

in the name of religion under control, but only at the cost of over 70,000

politicians? Are people responsible for managing and delivering

Pakistani civilians, soldiers and other law enforcement personnel, and a

good and efficient services to the people in different sectors ex-

massive loss to infrastructure, it will be a shame to let it raise its ugly

empt from accountability? One wonders how long my fellow citi-

head again.

zens will have to suffer from so many problems.
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Fish eggs can hatch after being eaten
and pooped out by ducks

Underwater caves once hosted the
Americas’ oldest known ochre mines

Carolyn Wilke

Bruce Bower

For fish eggs, getting
gobbled by a duck
kicks off a harrowing
journey that includes
a pummeling in the
gizzard and an attack
by stomach acids.
But a few eggs can
exit unscathed in a
duck’s excrement,
possibly helping to spread those fish, including invasive species, to different places, a new study finds. It’s been an “open question for centuries
how these isolated water bodies can be populated by fish,” says fish biologist Patricia Burkhardt-Holm of the University of Basel in Switzerland,
who was not involved with the work. This study shows one way that water
birds may disperse fish, she says. Birds’ feathers, feet and feces can
spread hardy plant seeds and invertebrates. But since many fish eggs
are soft, researchers didn’t expect that they could survive a bird’s gut,
says Orsolya Vincze, an evolutionary biologist at the Centre for Ecological
Research in Debrecen, Hungary. In the lab, Vincze and her colleagues
fed thousands of eggs from two invasive carp species to eight mallard
ducks. About 0.2 percent of ingested eggs, 18 of 8,000, were intact after
defecation, the team found. Some of those eggs contained wriggling embryos and a few eggs hatched, the team reports in the Proceedings of
the National Academy of Sciences. It’s not clear yet whether eggs survive
in this way in the wild. Most of the viable eggs were pooped out within an
hour of being eaten, while one took at least four hours to pass. Migratory
ducks could travel dozens or possibly hundreds of kilometers before excreting those eggs, the scientists suggest. Though the surviving egg count
is low, their numbers may add up, making bird poop a possibly important
vehicle for spreading fish.

Ancient Americans
ventured deep into
caves along a stretch
of Mexico’s Yucatán
Peninsula to mine a
red pigment that
could have had both
practical and ritual
uses, researchers
say. Discoveries of
mining-related artifacts and digging areas by divers in three now-submerged cave systems indicate that people there removed a natural pigment called red ochre, say archaeologist Brandi MacDonald of the
University of Missouri in Columbia and her colleagues. Radiocarbon dates
of burned wood from fires used to illuminate mining areas place humans
at these sites between roughly 12,000 and 10,000 years ago, making it
the oldest evidence of ochre mining in the Americas, the investigators report in Science Advances. Previous finds have suggested that ancient
Americans used red ochre in many ways, including as an antiseptic, sunscreen, hide-tanning agent and for body painting and other symbolic purposes. Floating through the eerie depths of a submerged cave system on
the Yucatán Peninsula, divers recovered evidence that ancient people dug
up deposits of the red pigment as early as 12,000 years ago when the
chambers were dry. The findings make this the oldest known ochre mine
in the Americas. Remnants of ancient pigment mining uncovered by MacDonald’s team raise the possibility that some miners may have died and
been left where they perished. Divers previously found at least 10 human
skeletons in Yucatán caves dating to as early as around 12,000 years ago,
before rising seas inundated the underground chambers. In one cave system, an approximately 900-meter-long series of tunnels dubbed La Mina
contained extensive evidence of red ochre extraction.
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An HIV drug taken twice a year?
Amy Norton
Scientists are reporting an early step toward an HIV drug that could potentially
be taken only a couple of times per year. A single injection of the experimental
drug, called lenacapavir, was able to lower blood levels of HIV in a small
group of patients. And it was capable of maintaining active levels in the blood
for more than six months. It all raises the possibility of one day having an HIV
treatment that only needs to be taken twice a year.The current treatment regimens for HIV -- combinations of oral drugs often called "cocktails" -- generally
work quite well, said study co-author Dr. Martin Rhee. "But patients often say
that over time, taking daily pills can be a burden," said Rhee, director of clinical research for Gilead Sciences, Inc. -- which is developing lenacapavir. So
the hope is that longer-acting HIV medications could "free people from daily
pills," Rhee said. Beyond that, he noted, longer-acting drugs could potentially
offer a simpler way to prevent HIV in high-risk people: Right now, that's done
with a daily pill regimen known as PrEP (pre-exposure prophylaxis). However,
much more work remains ahead. The new study, published in the journal Nature, offers a "proof of principle" that a dosing interval of every six months is
possible, Rhee said. The researchers found that in 40 healthy people, lenacapavir appeared safe and could remain active in the body for more than six
months. And in 32 people with previously untreated HIV, a single injection
reduced viral levels in the blood within nine days It's encouraging that the
drug is "amenable to dosing every six months," said Dr. Rajesh Gandhi, an
infectious disease physician at Massachusetts General Hospital, in Boston.
Gandhi, who is also chair-elect of the HIV Medicine Association, agreed there
is a need for longer-acting HIV drugs. The catch is that HIV is not treated with
one drug alone -- to keep the virus suppressed and limit the chances of it be-

coming resistant to medication. So, for any twice-a-year regimen to become
a reality, Gandhi explained, two long-acting drugs would have to be paired.
"So the question is, what do you partner this drug with?" he said. Rhee said
Gilead is working on such a partner. More immediately, the researchers will
study the effects of lenacapavir, taken every six months, in HIV patients
who've tried many standard drugs and are resistant to them. Other longeracting drugs for HIV are further along -- though the doses are more frequent
than twice a year. Researchers are studying a combination of two injection
drugs -- cabotegravir and rilpivirine -- that is given monthly. The hope is to
keep HIV suppressed in patients who've gotten the virus down to very low
levels with standard oral drugs.

Use of muscle relaxants for back pain is soaring
Serena Gordon
Back pain plagues many Americans, and new research shows that doctors are doling out muscle relaxant prescriptions to treat the pain -- often
along with an opioid painkiller. Experts worry that muscle relaxants may
not help much and could cause troubling side effects, especially in older
patients. The study found the rate of long-term prescriptions for muscle
relaxants to treat back and other muscle pain tripled between 2005 and
2016. Also concerning, nearly 70% of those prescribed muscle relaxants
were given a prescription for an opioid pain-relieving medication like oxycodone (OxyContin) at the same time. Taking these medications together
increases the potential risk of ill effects, the researchers said. "We tried
to develop a picture of the national (use) of skeletal muscle relaxants
under the hypothesis that maybe physicians -- concerned about the use
of opioids -- might be prescribing skeletal muscle relaxants more often,"
said study lead author Charles Leonard. He's an assistant professor of
epidemiology at the University of Pennsylvania Perelman School of Medicine. "We saw about a threefold increase in patients on continued therapy with skeletal muscle relaxants. People get put on these drugs and
they stay on these drugs," Leonard said. But the problem is they haven't
been studied for long-term use. Skeletal muscle relaxants are approved
for short-term treatment of muscle spasms and back pain. Recommendations generally limit use of these drugs to a maximum of three weeks,
since they have not been shown to work for muscle spasms beyond that
time. Leonard said these medications can be very sedating. Serious side
effects associated with their use include dizziness, falls, fractures, car
accidents, dependence and overdose. Muscle relaxants pose a signifi-
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cant risk to people over 65, and the American Geriatrics Society advises
against their use in this age group. Despite this recommendation, nearly
a quarter of office visits for muscle relaxants in 2016 were for seniors,
the study noted. This group makes up less than 15% of the general population. "Older adults seem to disproportionately get these drugs,"
Leonard said, adding that seniors are often taking other medications as
well, which can boost the odds of an adverse reaction.
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Homemade

Hamilton

Ian Freer

Helen O'Hara

There was a fear that
Homemade, Netflix’s portmanteau of films by a coterie of 17 international
filmmakers essaying global
lockdown, may have turned
into an arthouse version of
Gal Gadot’s ‘Imagine’ singa-long: a group of well-intentioned cineastes loftily musing on the themes
of quarantine without ever getting to the harsh, messy realities of confinement.Happily, that’s largely unfounded. While anthology films are, by
their nature, a mixed bag and the filter is mostly one of privilege —
there’s no film here about queuing outside ASDA — the enterprise,
spearheaded by Jackie director Pablo Larraín, proves worthwhile in documenting a range of responses to coronavirus across an eclectic bunch
of approaches. The dominant mode here is video diary, often featuring
members of the filmmakers’ family as cast and crew. Rachel Morrison,
Johnny Ma, Natalia Beristáin, David Mackenzie and Nadine Labaki all
deliver slight, simple efforts on the effects of quarantine on domestic life,
Labaki’s following her daughter Mayroun’s adventures with a toy unicorn
in an office — Mayroun herself is a force of nature. Gurinder Chadha
provides an honest account of lockdown life, co-created with her kids,
ranging from home-schooling to shared cooking to funerals over Facebook. It’s perhaps the most down-to-earth, relatable depiction on the list.
Others are more ambitious.

Family Romance
Dan Jolin
One of Werner Herzog's greatest talents as a filmmaker is
rooting out true, stranger-thanfiction stories and re-telling them
in such a way that their humanity, in all its complex fascination,
shines through. Sometimes
these are adapted into narratives (Fitzcarraldo), often they are documentaries (Grizzly Man); in one instance, both (documentary Little Dieter Wants
to Fly was remade as the Christian Bale-starring Rescue Dawn). With Family Romance, LLC Herzog for the first time blends both his approaches into
a single film, with intriguing if uneven results. The company of the title, based
in Tokyo, loans out actors to people who need to fill specific emotional holes
in their lives. They might need to rent a father to give away a bride because
her real dad is a raging alcoholic. They may need to create an instant workplace friend to take the blame for a shameful cock-up. Or perhaps they just
require a quick burst of life-reaffirming happiness through the recreation of
their fondest memory. All of the above, and more, are presented by Herzog
in a series of vignettes, shot in a handheld-video style that feels substantially
similar to any of his documentaries. Furthermore, Family Romance, LLC is
a real company, and its founder, Yuichi Ishii, appears as himself, taking a
delicate, fictional assignment which provides a loose plotline. In the role of
a long-absent father, Ishii connects with fictional 12-year-old Mahiro (Mahiro
Tanimoto), performing an intricate deception which could easily be read as
cruel (Tanimoto appears unaware that he's not the real deal), but which
also, in its own creepy way, has a benevolent effect on the girl.
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The biggest theatre phenomenon of the last
decade, and one of the
biggest cultural phenomena full stop, began life
when Tony-winning composer Lin-Manuel Miranda took a holiday. He
packed a copy of Ron
Chernow’s book on Alexander Hamilton, and realised that the first US Secretary of the Treasury had a “hip-hop life”: from rags to riches via revolution,
duels, scandal and tragedy. Hamilton therefore became a hip-hop musical,
a densely plotted, endlessly energetic panorama of an extraordinary historical moment. From George III’s admonition to turn off your phones onward,
this Disney+ offering makes no apologies: it is a filmed theatre performance,
not a Hamilton movie. But neither is it a static effort: director Thomas Kail allows his camera to drift across the stage from character to character, and
mixes in some overhead shots to highlight the show’s extraordinary choreography and close-ups to enhance the drama’s powerful moments — particularly in Aaron Burr’s (Leslie Odom Jr) showstopping ‘Wait For It’. The
camera often finishes in the footlights, tilted slightly up, adding to the monumental stature of its characters. The artificiality of the show’s devices — the
minimalist staging and continually moving cast — takes a little getting used
to on film, as does the fact that the soundtrack is not precisely the same as
the cast recording you’ve been singing along to for four years now. But these
are nits: Hamilton retains the power to move you to tears.

Lynn + Lucy
Beth Webb
Working-class community
warfare is laid bare in this
starkly captured feature
debut from Fyzal Boulifa. At
its epicentre are best friends
Lynn (Roxanne Scrimshaw)
and Lucy (Nichola Burley),
the former a dutiful, meek
family woman who had her daughter in her teens, the latter reminiscent
of Bria Vinaite in The Florida Project, with her aquamarine hair and silver puffa jacket fronting as vivacity, yet a deep fear of responsibility
lurks close to the surface. Boulifa cast Scrimshaw from the streets to
play Lynn, and her captivatingly stoic debut performance more than
holds its own against Burley’s more seasoned one. We join the pair as
Lucy learns the ropes of motherhood while sparring with her younger,
feckless partner, and Lynn secures a bottom-rung job at a local hair
salon and endures a passionless marriage at home. A night out confirms that Lucy’s brimming confidence dominates the friendship, with
Lynn loyally at hand to smooth out her erratic tendencies. Their bond
— branded with matching heart tattoos — seems concrete at first.
Then, a horrific development upends the balance; Lucy is left alone
and unstable, and Lynn enjoys new validation as her fickle, bloodthirsty
colleagues coax her further into the fold. The plot moves swiftly, and
Boulifa’s script leaves motives largely unexplored as the friendship
plummets to new depths.

July 16-31, 2020

04
Books

Genesis

Calligraphies of Love

Edward O. Wilson

Hassan Massoudy

Of all species that have ever existed on earth,
only one has reached human levels of intelligence and social organisation: us. Why? In
Genesis, celebrated biologist Edward O. Wilson traces the great transitions of evolution,
from the origin of life to the invention of reproduction to the development of language itself.
The only way for us to fully understand human
behaviour, Wilson argues, is to study the evolutionary histories of nonhuman species. Of
these, he demonstrates that at least seventeen
- from the African naked mole rat and the sponge-dwelling shrimp to one
of the oldest species on earth, the termite - have been found to have advanced societies based on altruism, cooperation and the division of labour.
These rare eusocial species form the prehistory to our human social patterns, even, according to Wilson, suggesting the possible biological benefits of homosexuality and elderly grandmothers. Whether writing about
midges who dance about like acrobats, schools of anchovies who protectively huddle to appear like a gigantic fish or well-organised flocks becoming potentially immortal, Genesis is a pathbreaking work of evolutionary
theory filled with lyrical observations.

Unbreakable
Richard Askwith
Czechoslovakia, October 1937. Vast
crowds have gathered to watch the
Grand Pardubice steeplechase, Europe's most blood-curdling sporting test
of manhood. With war looming, the race
has a brutal political significance. The
Nazis have sent the SS's all-conquering
paramilitary horsemen to crush – yet
again – the ‘subhuman Slavs’. But Lata
Brandisova, a silver-haired countess on
a little golden mare, has other ideas.

Lift as You Climb
Viv Groskop
We all have difficult moments at work, times
when we feel awkward, when our daily microinteractions make us uncomfortable, perhaps
when we have to say no or assert ourselves
in a way that makes us feel less like ourselves, less “sisterly”. Part self-help guide,
part master class in survival skills for life and
work, Lift as You Climb examines what sisterhood looks like these days, asks what you
can do to make things better for other women
and considers how to do that without disadvantaging yourself. It’s the ultimate confidence bible for women who want to plan a
career in a fast moving world, but without leaving anyone else behind. And
it addresses one of the biggest issues women face in the workplace - how
to be ambitious without losing your sense of self. It must be possible, right?

Normal People

Jurassic Giants

Sally Rooney

Jacqueline A. Ball

Connell and Marianne grow up in the
same small town in rural Ireland. The
similarities end there; they are from very
different worlds. When they both earn
places at Trinity College in Dublin, a connection that has grown between them
lasts long into the following years. This
is an exquisite love story about how a
person can change another person's life
- a simple yet profound realisation that
unfolds beautifully over the course of the
novel. It tells us how difficult it is to talk
about how we feel and it tells us - blazingly - about cycles of domination,
legitimacy and privilege. Alternating menace with overwhelming tenderness, Sally Rooney's second novel breathes fiction with new life.

Jurassic Giants gives you an up-close
and personal look at T. rex—and its favorite meals. Fierce predators, epic
battles, enormous teeth—life in the
Mesozoic Era was really hard unless,
of course, you happened to be a
Tyrannosaurus rex! With its powerful
jaws and its keen sense of smell, this
King of the Cretaceous had no problem tracking down, killing, and eating its
prey. Tyrannosaurus rex may have reigned supreme, but there were lots of
other predators to worry about: Giganotosaurus, Spinosaurus, Allosaurus,
and Utahraptor to name a few. How did leaf eaters survive in a world full of
carnivores? What caused the dinosaurs to go extinct?
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Inspired by timeless poems from
around the world, Hassan Massoudy's
calligraphy takes us on a visual journey through love in its many forms.
Through his signature broad strokes
and vibrant colours, this master calligrapher brings to life the words and wisdom of some of our greatest poets,
from Ibn Zaydoun and Rumi to Kahlil
Gibran, John Keats and Paul Éluard.
Beautifully designed and illustrated
throughout, Calligraphies of Love is
the perfect gift for lovers, poets and
dreamers.
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