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Pandemic

Are we winning the battle
against Covid-19?
It is too early to declare victory, but the signs
are encouraging. The latest reports show the
rate of confirmed Covid-19 cases in the country
is declining. According to Planning Minister and
National Command and Operation Centre
(NCOC) Chairman Asad Umar, the positivity
ratio — determined by the number of people
testing positive for the coronavirus out of the
total number tested in a day — has gone down.
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Trump’s receding prospects
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from the blue for President Donald Trump.
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the situation if an effective vaccine arrives and
new cases begin to drop, yet public support for
him has been on the decline by the day in the
run-up to the election.
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Economics

Hiding behind the
pandemic?
Shahid Hussain

Pakistan has flattened the coronavirus curve as more than 81pc of patients have recovered. It is a highly positive sign for the people of the
country but it will shift their focus to the poor economy, for which the government squarely blames the pandemic.
The economy shrunk by -0.38pc in the last fiscal year, which ended
on June 2020. Data released by the government presents a dismal economic performance as all indictors painted broad-based setbacks last
year and the government blamed Covid-19 for a loss of over Rs3 trillion
to the national income. The data showed that not only most of the economic sectors actually went down but a few ones in the positive zone also
missed targets.
The government feared that exports and remittances could suffer and
unemployment would increase if lockdowns and social distancing prolonged in the world and the country. The GDP was expected to increase
by 3pc with the support of economic policies, but went down by -0.4pc, a
3pc to 3.5pc loss. FBR revenues, which were projected to reach Rs4.7tr
before the Covid-19 crisis, hardly reached Rs3.9tr, making a loss of about
Rs800b.
The agriculture sector performed better with 2.67pc growth even
though it missed the 3.5pc target. The industry went down by -2.64pc
against a 2.3pc growth target, while the services sector dipped by -3.4pc
against a 4.8pc growth target. A 7.1pc contract in transport and communication and 22.9pc fall in manufacturing, while the fiscal deficit was estimated to touch 9.4pc against the 7.2pc target.
According to the Economic Survey, public debt increased to 88pc of
GDP. The external debt and liabilities stand at $76.5 billion. The government borrowed Rs7.6tr in the first year but only Rs1.5tr was on account
of expenditure while all others accrued on account of revaluation of old
debt due to devaluation or over Rs1.2tr for cash buffer for strategic reason. At least another 10 million people are expected to slip below the
poverty line as a consequence of the coronavirus pandemic. On the basis
of Rs3,250.3 per adult per month, 24.3pc of the population is below the
poverty line. Lockdowns and restrictions required to stem the spread of
coronavirus caused a loss of 1.4 million to 18.53m jobs in the country.
Pakistan’s gross public debt as a proportion of revenue collection has
risen sharply in recent years. The tax exemptions cost in the last fiscal
year rose to Rs1.149 trillion, up 18.25 per cent from Rs972.4 billion in the
preceding year. The first seven months of the last fiscal year saw high inflationary pressures as CPI rose by 14.6pc in January, compared to 5.6pc
in the same month last year, primarily due to a steep surge in food inflation. The trend came about due to a number of factors such as temporary
supply disruptions in perishables and higher transportation costs.
On the spending side, total expenditures grew by 15.8pc to Rs6.376tr
(15.3pc of GDP) as compared with Rs5.506tr (14.5pc of GDP) a year ago.
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Of it, current expenditure surged by 16.9pc to Rs5.611tr in nine months
versus Rs4.798tr in 9MFY19. The increase was primarily attributed to
higher mark-up payments, grants for social spending and spending on
social protection. The grants payment soared by 50pc, followed by a 28pc
increase in mark-up on both domestic and foreign debt. The defence expenditures also edged up by 3.6pc to reach Rs802.4b in the 9MFY20, as
against Rs774.7b in the same period last year. Similarly, subsidies
amounted to Rs169.5b, versus Rs96.8b last year, registering a surge of
75pc with the bulk of them used on inter-Disco tariff differentials.
Development expenditure grew by 14.6pc to Rs751.7b against
Rs655.9b in the same period last year. The sharp rise has been realized
across both federal and provincial levels. In particular, PSDP expenditures
grew by 24.9pc during July-March, FY20, in contrast to a sharp decline
observed during the same period last year. In absolute term, PSDP expenditures escalated to Rs722.5b in the first nine months of the last fiscal
year against Rs578.5b the previous year.
The government seeks growth of gross domestic product (GDP) at
2.1pc for the fiscal year 2020-21, with targets set for three key areas of
the national economy – agriculture, industry and services sectors. However, the Annual Development Plan (ADP) underlines that growth targets
are subject to risks of extreme weather fluctuations, the ongoing Covid19 pandemic, interruption in envisaged reforms and non-aligned monetary
and fiscal policies.
Among the economic risks, the finance ministry noted that for the first
time in many decades, Pakistan’s economy has entered into recession
as GDP contracted by 0.4pc in 2019-20. As per the current estimates,
economic growth is projected at 2.1pc in 2020-21. However, there are
downward risks to target growth emanating from two uncertainties — the
worsening global economic situation and prolonged recovery in domestic
markets. If these risks materialise, the tax revenue collection target is
likely to be impacted. On the other hand, energy sector losses are also a
major risk to the budget. It includes high off-budget arrears and liabilities
emanating from non-reduction of flow of energy sector losses, and nonpayment of arrears and liabilities.
According to the government, the economy was poised to take off after
three years of slowdown but the pandemic has hit people and businesses
hard since mid-March 2020. It is a fact that fiscal indicators were bad even
before the onset of the pandemic. The economy had slowed down, millions of people lost jobs and thousands of businesses shut down as a result of economic policies of the present government. It blames the
pandemic for all its failures while there was no pandemic in the country in
the first nine months of the last fiscal year. With an improved Covid-19
situation, the government will be left with no excuse for its poor performance.
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Pandemic

Are we winning the
battle against Covid-19?
Nasim Ahmed

It is too early to declare victory, but the signs are encouraging. The latest
reports show the rate of confirmed Covid-19 cases in the country is declining.
According to Planning Minister and National Command and Operation
Centre (NCOC) Chairman Asad Umar, the positivity ratio — determined
by the number of people testing positive for the coronavirus out of the total
number tested in a day — has gone down. The minister also said that,
whereas in mid-June the rate of those testing positive was 22pc, that percentage has now dropped to around 9pc. As an example, he quoted the
figure of 2,145 people who tested positive out of a total of 24,262 tested
on July 15.
Asad Umar also shared a breakdown of the Covid-19 data from June
1 to June 15 to demonstrate that daily average tests at 23,403 in the period
resulted in approximately 5,056 positive cases. Yet from July 1 to July 15,
he said, 22,969 daily tests returned 3,097 positive cases. On the first day
of the third week of July, the country recorded fewer than 2,000 new cases,
the lowest number of daily cases in months, compared to between 5,000
and 6,000 in May and June.
In view of the improving situation, the government has shut down a
1,000-bed facility for coronavirus patients in Lahore, citing a reduction in
the number of new cases and a "home isolation" policy for patients. According to official claims, there has been a 28pc reduction in recent weeks
in the number of patients who require ventilators and oxygen cylinders. It
is said to be the result of the government's smart lockdown policy, enforcement of SOPs and a more responsible response from the public.
Dr Faisal Sultan, the prime minister's focal person on the coronavirus,
has also come out with an optimistic statement on the epidemic situation
in the country. According to him, the peak that hit the country's healthcare
system in the middle of June has curved downwards, mainly because of
the government's lockdown strategy, aggressive public awareness campaigns and visible behavioral change among the masses.
But independent health experts do not agree with the government’s
reading of the situation. They are skeptical about the government's claim,
warning it is too early to declare success against the virus that has already
infected more than 260,000 people across the country with over 5,500
deaths, while around 70 per cent of the patients have recovered.
They say that a decrease in the number of tests is the main reason behind the dwindling number of new virus cases. The number of coronavirus
tests has dropped from 28,000 per day to below 24,500 in the past few
weeks, even though the government has developed enhanced testing capacity. In view of it, the Pakistan Medical Association has advised the government to enhance daily Covid-19 tests to 100,000.
According to other medical experts, an important reason for the de-
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crease in the number of tests is that doctors nowadays are not forcing patients to get themselves tested for mild reasons. The panic that hit the people in the initial stages of the outbreak of the epidemic has subsided and
people are no more rushing to hospitals and laboratories for Covid-19 tests
in case of mild cough, fever and pain.
Experiences from around the world show that all epidemics pass
through three stages. First, they start with a bang, then touch the peak and
lastly they start declining. In our case, while the panic is by and large over,
the threat is still there. The major challenge is posed by patients with no
or mild symptoms. If they are not tested, it is difficult to know if they are infected or not.
Experts are of the opinion that virus trends can only be forecast by collecting and analysing data which is gathered through mass testing over a
period of time. At present, Pakistan’s trajectory of confirmed Covid-19
cases is outwardly encouraging, but the situation is not yet fully stable.
Regarding the declining number of coronavirus cases, one theory is
that it is due to the presence of some kind of inbuilt immunity unique to the
Pakistani population. However, such theories have not yet been tested and
scientifically proved.
An important reason behind the decline in the infection ratio is said to
be heightened awareness among the people of the threat posed by the
epidemic and precautionary measures adopted. It seems people have now
realized that the coronavirus is not going away anytime soon and until a
vaccine is developed they have to live with it for months or years.
Surely, the battle against the coronavirus is going to be long and tough
and the government and people must prepare for it.
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Opinion

Another wheat
crisis in the offing?
Nasim Ahmed

In view of a recent wheat and flour crisis, the government is keeping a
watch on the market to prevent the situation from getting out of control.
Prime Minister Imran Khan has ordered the provision of wheat at affordable
prices and its unhindered availability to the common people. He directed
authorities concerned to ensure its obstacle-free inter-province movement.
It is feared his steps may not be enough to ward off the crisis.
Prime Minister Imran Khan instructed all provincial chief secretaries
under the chairmanship of Minister for National Food Security Syed Fakhar
Imam to evolve a coordinated strategy to ensure sufficient stocks of wheat
in every province as per its needs along with uniform prices of wheat and
flour in the federating units. The prime minister directed that farmers and
the common people should be the axis of the strategy, as those involved
in profiteering and hoarding in the past had deprived the cultivators of their
due profit, while the common man was compelled to buy flour at higher
rates. He also ordered the authorities concerned to take effective action
against hoarders of sugar in light of an investigation report.
The Punjab chief secretary informed the meeting that 716 tonnes of
flour and 16,0008.5 tonnes of sugar worth over Rs1 billion had been seized
from hoarders and dealers. The chief secretary told the participants that
the Punjab government was going to release wheat worth Rs35 billion,
which would help end flour shortages as well as reduce prices of wheat
and flour in a gradual manner.
However, according to media reports, the overall wheat supply situation
is far from stable. It is said that if the government does not move quickly to
control the situation, the country may face another flour crisis. As we know,
the previous flour crisis led to a surge in the price of the commodity resulting in shortages all across the country. Reportedly, the new crisis could
arise following the early release of wheat stocks by the Punjab, lack of
proper planning due to the unavailability of accurate production and consumption data and non-procurement of wheat by Khyber Pakhtunkhwa and
Balochistan.
It may be recalled here that the PTI government, taking notice of the
recent wheat and flour crisis, had held an inquiry into the market manipulation by flour mill owners involved in cartelisation that led to a jump in flour
prices. In a bid to break up the cartel of millers and stabilise prices in the
local market, the Punjab had released wheat stocks early in the market instead of the end of the year as it normally does.
In this connection, important questions have been raised by experts regarding the accuracy of production and consumption data. They have also
expressed concerns that the early release of wheat stocks could further
aggravate the situation. As things stand, despite the release of wheat
stocks earlier than scheduled, the government has not succeeded in bringing down flour prices.
It is relevant to point out here that the Economic Coordination Committee (ECC) had taken some key decisions in consultation with the provinces
to respond to the emerging situation and stabilise the market. To improve
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the supply situation, the Punjab was asked to release 900,000 metric
tonnes of wheat. The private sector was also allowed to import wheat without placing any quantitative limits. At the same time, border authorities
were instructed to enforce strict measures to curb the smuggling of wheat.
In addition, KP and the Balochistan governments were asked to work
out an arrangement with the Pakistan Agricultural Storage and Services
Corporation (PASSCO) and the Punjab to mitigate the situation, besides
engaging directly with importers to meet their requirements. The Sindh government had also been asked to share its wheat release schedule to ensure predictability and stability in the market. The conversion rate of wheat
to flour was enhanced to maximise the supply of the latter from the available stocks.
Two issues have now come to the fore. One is the early release of
stocks and the other is the high release price of Rs1,550-1,575 per 40 kg
fixed by the Punjab. It is despite the fact that wheat was purchased at
Rs1,300 per 40 kg last year and Rs50 incidental charges were added to it.
This year, the incidental cost has increased to Rs175. Needless to say, the
high wheat price will eventually translate into higher flour prices unless the
Punjab revises down the release price through some subsidy. A further
complicating factor is the veracity of data of wheat consumption and production necessary for proper planning of the supply chain activities.
It is not yet too late to initiate steps to stabilise the wheat and flour supply and price situation. Last time, the country faced a shortfall of 1.5 to 2
million metric tonnes, coupled with aggressive procurement by the government for storage. It affected the availability of the produce in the domestic
market. The higher international price of Rs1,700 per 40 kg against the
local price of Rs1,550-1,557 per 40 kg had also made smuggling of wheat
to Afghanistan lucrative. The situation worsened further due to the nonprocurement of wheat by KP and Balochistan governments. To deal with
the emerging situation, a high level inter-provincial committee should be
set up to monitor the stocks, movement, supply and prices of wheat in the
country. If needed, imports should be ordered in advance and all smuggling
routes sealed to frustrate the game of hoarders and black marketers.
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Inequality

Benefiting from
the pandemic
Muhammad Hassan
Amazon founder and CEO Jeff Bezos added a whooping $25 billion to his
already incredible wealth in a single day on April 15. Most billionaires are
making the most of the pandemic while nearly half of the world’s population
lives on less than $2.50 a day. Over 1.3 billion live in extreme poverty —
less than $1.25 a day.
According to the Institute for Policy Studies, billionaire wealth has
boomed, while over 26 million people have filed for unemployment since
mid-March in the US. The percentage of taxes paid by billionaires has
fallen 79% since 1980. From the start of March to now, the group of billionaires’ total wealth has increased by $308 billion. They boast a combined net worth of $3.229 trillion and their collective wealth skyrocketed
up 1,130% between 1990 and 2020. Besides Jeff Bezos, Eric Yuan, the
founder and CEO of Zoom, the now ubiquitous online video conferencing
technology company, realized a rapid rise in his wealth throughout the outbreak and is reported to be worth about $2.58 billion, according to the
Forbes magazine.
Billionaires, including Bezos, his ex-wife MacKenzie Bezos, Eric Yuan,
former Microsoft chief Steve Ballmer and Elon Musk, each saw their fortunes jump by more than $1billion dollars. Bezos, Bill Gates and Warren
Buffett have as much money as the bottom half of all American households. This is juxtaposed with roughly 78% of people in the United States
living paycheck to paycheck, 20% with no or negative net worth and lack
three months worth of emergency funds.
As the billionaires are being suspected of indulging in unethical practices to have attained that much wealth, especially during the pandemic,
over 1.6 billion of the world’s two billion informal economy workers have
been affected by Covid-19 lockdown and containment measures. According to the International Labour Organisation (ILO), most are working in the
hardest-hit sectors or in small units more vulnerable to shocks including
workers in accommodation and food services, manufacturing, wholesale
and retail, and the more than 500 million farmers producing for the urban
market. Women are particularly affected in high-risk sectors. The Covid19 lockdown and containment measures threaten to increase relative
poverty levels among the world’s informal economy workers by as much
as 56 percentage points in low-income countries. In high-income countries,
relative poverty levels among informal workers is estimated to increase by
52 percentage points, while in upper middle-income countries the increase
is estimated to be 21 percentage points.
According to UNICEF, 22,000 children die each day due to poverty.
Over 805 million people worldwide do not have enough food to eat. More
than 750 million people lack adequate access to clean drinking water. Diarrhea caused by inadequate drinking water, sanitation, and hand hygiene
kills an estimated 842,000 people every year globally, or approximately
2,300 people per day. In 2011, 165 million children under the age 5 were
stunted (reduced rate of growth and development) due to chronic malnutrition. Oxfam estimates that it would take $60 billion annually to end extreme global poverty--that's less than 1/4 the income of the top 100 richest
billionaires.
Before the pandemic struck, global spending on defence rose by four
per cent in 2019, the largest growth in 10 years. The increase alone in US
spending from 2018 to 2019, $53.4 billion, was almost as big as Britain’s
entire defence budget. The International Institute for Strategic Studies
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(IISS) said the rise was fuelled by growing rivalries between big powers,
new military technologies and rumbling conflicts from Ukraine to Libya.
Beijing’s military modernisation programme, which includes developing
new hard-to-detect hypersonic missiles, is alarming Washington and helping drive US defence spending. Its annual “Military Balance” report said
both the US and China had increased spending by 6.6pc, to $684.6 billion
and $181.1 billion respectively. Europe — driven by concerns about Russia
— stepped up by 4.2pc, but this only brought the continent’s defence
spending back to 2008 levels, before the global financial crisis saw budgets slashed. Elsewhere, spending in Asia is booming — growing more than
50pc in a decade, rising from $275 billion in 2010 to $423b in 2019 in real
terms as the continent’s economic success has allowed countries to invest
more in their militaries.
On the other hand, more than 3 billion people live on less than $2.50 a
day while over 1.3 billion live in extreme poverty. Over 80pc of the world
population lives on less than $10 a day. One billion children worldwide live
in poverty. According to the Daily Mail, the combined wealth of the world's
top ten billionaires is greater than the total GDP of the 85 poorest countries
on Earth. The world's richest individuals including Jeff Bezos, Bill Gates
and Mark Zuckerberg have a combined net worth of $858 billion. Meanwhile, the 85 smallest economies in the world have a combined GDP of
just $814 billion, far behind a small handful of rich businessmen. Their cumulative wealth is even higher than the GDP of developed countries, such
as Sweden and Belgium, and the oil-exporting powerhouse of Saudi Arabia.
If converted to GDP, the top ten billionaires' combined $858 billion wealth
would make them the 18th richest country in the world. The elite club would
be wealthier than large regional powers such as Saudi Arabia, Turkey and
Iran and Western nations including Austria, Sweden and Belgium.
The World Social Report 2020 of the UN Department of Economic and
Social Affairs shows that income inequality has increased in most developed countries, and some middle-income countries - including China,
which has the world’s fastest growing economy. The study shows that the
richest one percent of the population are the big winners in the changing
global economy, increasing their share of income between 1990 and 2015,
while at the other end of the scale, the bottom 40pc earned less than a
quarter of income in all countries surveyed.
One of the consequences of inequality within societies, notes the report, is slower economic growth. In unequal societies, with wide disparities
in areas such as healthcare and education, people are more likely to remain trapped in poverty, across several generations. As the UN’s 2020 report on the global economy showed, the climate crisis is negatively
impacting the quality of life, and vulnerable populations are bearing the
brunt of environmental degradation and extreme weather events. Climate
change, according to the World Social Report, is making the world’s poorest countries even poorer, and could reverse progress made in reducing
inequality among countries.
Income disparities and a lack of opportunities are creating a vicious
cycle of inequality, frustration and discontent among people across the
globe. Governments and international organisations have a role to play in
leveling the playing field and creating a fairer world for all. They will have
to find a solution to sharpening inequalities, otherwise disgruntlement and
conflict will rise and affect the whole world.
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Environment

Climate crisis — an
existential threat
Muhammad Ali

Billions of people would be worst affected over the next 30 years if the
world doesn’t act urgently to address the global environmental crisis. Rising food prices, droughts, food shortages, extreme flooding and coastal
erosion will wipe trillions of pounds off economies around the world. Climate change has already put the future of every child around the world at
stake.
The climate crisis poses more serious threats to the planet and its inhabitants than what was previously feared. Scientists warn we have not
been left with much time to reverse its bad effects. A World Wildlife Fund
report reveals for the first time the countries whose economies would be
worst affected over the next 30 years if the world doesn’t act urgently to
address the crisis. The study, Global Futures, which calculated the economic cost of nature’s decline across 140 countries ranging from India to
Brazil, shows that if the world carries on with “business as usual,” the
United States would see the largest losses of annual GDP in absolute
terms, with $83 billion wiped off its economy each year by 2050 – an
amount equivalent to the entire annual GDP of Guatemala.
The study found the status quo approach would cost the world at least
$479 billion a year, adding up to $9.87 trillion by 2050 – roughly equivalent
to the combined economies of the UK, France, India and Brazil. Japan and
the UK also stand to lose staggering amounts – $80 billion and $21 billion
every year respectively. The projected economic losses in the United
States, Japan and the UK are due largely to expected damage to their
coastal infrastructure and agricultural land through increased flooding and
erosion as a result of losses of natural coastal defenses such as coral reefs
and mangroves.
Developing countries will also be badly affected, with Eastern and
Western Africa, central Asia and parts of South America hit particularly
hard, as nature loss impacts on production levels, trade and food prices.
According to the report, the top three countries predicted to lose the most
as a percentage of their GDP are Madagascar, Togo and Vietnam, which
by 2050 are expected to respectively see declines of 4.2pc, 3.4pc and
2.8pc per year. In contrast, under a scenario in which land-use is carefully
managed to avoid further loss of areas important for biodiversity and
ecosystem services, which the study terms the “Global Conservation” scenario, economic outcomes would be dramatically better, with global GDP
rising by $490 billion per year above the business as usual calculation.
Scientists say humanity faces some major challenges, all of which need
to be overcome to ensure life on Earth continues to thrive. Some of the
problems humanity faces include global warming, the booming population
which is set to reach 10 billion by 2050, extreme weather events which will
be exacerbated by climate change and the dwindling stores of freshwater
supply, to name a few issues. A survey which questioned 200 scientists
found that as the issues are all occurring at the same time, they are exacerbating one another which is creating a vicious cycle that humanity needs
to tackle. For example, the report states heat waves caused by extreme
weather lead to further global warming, accelerated by the planet releasing
natural gasses, such as CO2 stored in the ice caps. This in turn leads to
a loss of biodiversity, which threatens the global food chain and natural resources.
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The report, from Future Earth, lists five things which are the major problems humanity faces immediately. They are: Extreme weather, climate
change, the decline of life-sustaining ecosystems, food security and dwindling stores of fresh water. The planet continues to warm, with scientists
stating the global temperature has risen by roughly 0.15-0.20C per decade.
This has led to the visible loss of ice in the polar caps but frozen water is
also melting beneath the surface, scientists have warned.
According to a major international report released by the World Health
Organisation (WHO) and United Nations Children's Fund (UNICEF), climate change, conflict and harmful marketing practices that drive obesity
threaten the health and future of children worldwide. The report, titled “A
Future for the World’s Children,” found that no country is adequately protecting children's health, their environment and their future in the face of
"environmental and existential threats". Researchers analysed data from
180 countries and compared performance on child survival and wellbeing,
based on health, education, nutrition, equity and sustainability measures.
Children in Norway, Korea and the Netherlands were found to have the
best chance of good health, education and nutrition, while children in Central African Republic, Chad and Somalia faced the worst odds. While
wealthy countries tended to do better on child health and development outcomes, their disproportionately high carbon emissions threatened the future of all children. "Every child worldwide now faces existential threats
from climate change and commercial pressures," it warned.
Besides claiming almost 300,000 lives in the world, Covid-19 also hampered global efforts to address climate change, which is feared to be more
difficult to tackle after the pandemic ends. Global warming has already
made parts of the world hotter than the human body can withstand,
decades earlier than climate models expected. Scientists say if global
warming exceeds 4 degrees Celsius by the year 2100 in line with current
projections, devastating health consequences are predicted, due to heat
waves, malnutrition and the proliferation of diseases like malaria and
dengue. Decades of deliberate harm to nature has come to haunt humans
now. They will have to take urgent measures to reverse the situation.
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Hunger

In search of nutritious,
sufficient food
Muhammad Zain

Almost half of Balochistan’s households face mild to severe food insecurity.
Among the 36.9pc food insecure households in the country, 18.3pc face
severe food insecurity. The situation will worsen after the onset of the coronavirus pandemic, which is projected to push over 10 million more people
below the poverty line.
Lockdowns and restrictions aimed to contain the spread of the disease
are feared to cause a loss of 1.4 million to 18.53m jobs in the country.
These are government’s own estimates mentioned in the Economic Survey 2019-20 and the situation could be even worse if analyzed independently. After Covid-19’s negative impact on Pakistan’s economy, the number
of people living below the poverty line may rise from the existing figure of
50 million to 60m. Calculated on the basis of Rs3,250.3 per adult per
month by the Planning Commission, 24.3pc of the population is below the
poverty line. If a household’s consumption goes down by 5pc, the headcount will rise from existing 24.3pc to 29pc, and that would lead to around
10pc people falling below the poverty line. If a household’s consumption
goes down by 10pc, the headcount in the case could rise to 33.5pc.
According to the State Bank of Pakistan (SBP), almost a quarter of
Pakistan’s population lives below the poverty line. It means that around
50 million people in the country are unable to meet their basic needs. Most
of these people live in rural areas where the poverty rate is 30.7pc. The
central bank noted provincial disparities in terms of food security in Pakistan. In Balochistan, at least 30pc households experience hunger on a
chronic basis. On the other hand, Gilgit-Baltistan has the most food secure
households, nearly 80pc in the region, followed by Khyber Paktunkhwa
(70pc). Only 63.1pc of the country’s households are “food secure” despite
the fact that Pakistan is self-sufficient in major staples. According to the
Ministry of Health and UNCEF’s National Nutrition Survey, 2018, Pakistan
is ranked 8th in producing wheat, 10th in rice, 5th in sugarcane, and 4th
in milk production. However, Pakistan is among seven countries that cumulatively account for two-thirds of the world’s undernourished population
A high population growth and unfavourable water and climatic conditions in the country mean that concerns about food security may increase
manifold over the next two to three decades. “In case of Pakistan, estimates
suggest that malnutrition and its outcomes cost the economy 3pc of GDP
($7.6 billion) every year,” says the SBP report. With per capita income of
$1,497, Pakistan is still struggling with issues such as undernourishment,
micronutrient (iron, calcium, vitamin-A, etc) deficiencies, and a deficit of
safe drinkable water. “Per capita consumption of food products that possess
high-nutritional value, like beef, chicken, fish, milk, vegetables and fruits, is
almost 6-10 times lower than that of developed countries,” it noted.
More worryingly, almost half of the children under five years are stunted
(low height-for-age) and one in ten has been suffering from low-weight-for
height. Incorporating the factors, Pakistan was ranked 106th among 119
countries surveyed for the Global Hunger Index, and has been characterised as facing a “serious” level of hunger. In fact, Pakistan is among
those seven countries that cumulatively account for two-thirds of the
world’s undernourished population along with Bangladesh, China, Congo,
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Ethiopia, India and Indonesia. According to the report, under-5 malnutrition
costs heavily. About $2.24b is estimated as the loss of future labour force
resulting from under-5 mortality; over $1b is the estimated healthcare expense, which the families incur to address diarrhea and respiratory infection among children; $3.7b is the estimated cost of low labour productivity
emanating from stunting, anemia or iodine deficiencies in childhood; and
$657m is the estimated cost of prevalence of chronic weakness and fatigue among 10m working adults with anemia experience.
Only 0.3pc of the population in Balochistan and 1.8pc in the Punjab benefit from social protection programmes of some kind. The ratio, however,
is relatively higher for the people in Sindh (12.7pc), Gilgit-Baltistan (10.3pc)
and KP (5.1pc). “Although the country relies heavily on imports for certain
food items such as edible oil, tea and pulses, yet it is able to provide for
major staples on its own. If the population increases at the existing pace
over the next couple of decades, it will become extremely challenging for
Pakistan to sustain even the food self-sufficiency,” the report warned.
Currently, water productivity of most crops in Pakistan is lower than the
desirable range. For instance, sugarcane and wheat use around four times
the global average of irrigation water, while rice consumes more than six
times the world’s average. Going forward, growing water shortages are
expected to drag down yield of different crops on a considerable scale.
The United Nations has warned that the number of people going hungry in the world is rising. In a report, the UN blamed conflict, climate shocks
and economic slowdowns for rising hunger in the world. More than 2 billion
people lack access to healthy food, putting them at risk of health problems
- and many of them live in North America or Europe, the UN said, urging
governments to “look beyond hunger.” More than a quarter of the world's
population now struggles to eat “safe, nutritious and sufficient food”, according to the UN’s State of Food Security and Nutrition in the World 2019
report. It includes about 8pc of people in Europe and North America, according to the annual study, which for the first time includes people affected
by "moderate food insecurity" as well as outright hunger. The findings show
governments need to pay more attention to different aspects of food availability instead of just focusing on producing more. The report said there
were 822 million obese people in 2016, the most recent year for which figures were available, when 796.5 million people were undernourished.
It is alarming that only 63pc of Pakistan’s households are food secure,
which is despite the fact that Pakistan is self-sufficient in major staple
foods. The fact that one-third of all households in the country are not food
secure in a country which produces almost all of its food means that the
problem lies in the mechanism for distribution as well as the low rate of
compensating rural labour.
The bottom 60pc of households in the country spend a substantial part
of their incomes (45pc on average) on food, which compromises their nutritional security. Even if prices are relatively low and stable, the poorest
of the poor still lack the purchasing power to buy food. Pakistan will have
to take measures to increase the real incomes of the poor. It will also have
to expedite its efforts for population control.
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US elections

Trump’s receding prospects
Shahid Hussain

The coronavirus pandemic has come as a bolt from the blue for President
Donald Trump. Though he still has a few months to turn around the situation
if an effective vaccine arrives and new cases begin to drop, yet public support for him has been on the decline by the day in the run-up to the election.
According to a recent poll, his rival Joe Biden enjoys a two-point lead over
Trump in Georgia—where a Democratic presidential candidate has not won
since 1992.
His Republican Party’s 2-point lead in January has turned into an 11point deficit. Most Americans disapprove of his handling of the COVID-19
pandemic, which pushed the country into a deep recession. The situation
has also raised doubts about his ability to manage the economy. Besides,
a bombshell book written by his niece could be the last straw. It is never a
good sign when a candidate is forced to replace his campaign manager
less than four months before the election. In Donald Trump’s case, it is an
indication that his reelection campaign is in a crisis so pervasive that it
threatens to take down not only his presidency but his entire party, observes
the Brookings Institute. At the national level, former Vice President Joe
Biden now leads President Trump by an average of about 9 percentage
points according to FiveThirtyEight, which adjusts for the timing and quality
of individual surveys. Focusing on the highest-quality surveys released during the past few weeks, the picture gets even darker for the president. A 9point win for Biden would give him the largest margin of victory since Ronald
Reagan, while an 11.5-point win would exceed even Reagan’s victory margin over one-term president Jimmy Carter in 1980.
The outlook for the president is no brighter in the most closely contested
states, whose results will determine the outcome in the Electoral College.
President Trump is trailing by substantial margins in all three “Blue Wall”
states—Michigan, Pennsylvania, and Wisconsin—which he narrowly carried in 2016, and he is running no better than even with Joe Biden in two
Midwestern states—Ohio and Iowa—which he won by substantial margins
four years ago. Although he won every contested race in the South in 2016,
he is trailing badly in Florida, in trouble in North Carolina and Arizona, and
fighting to prevail in Georgia and Texas, where he won easily four years
ago.
Earlier this year, the Trump campaign hoped to expand the field into
Minnesota, New Hampshire, and Nevada, states the president lost by narrow margins in 2016. As of now, it does not appear that any of these states
is in play. It is the Biden campaign that is widening the contest, forcing the
Trump campaign to defend states Republican presidential candidates have
long taken for granted.
President Trump’s weak political standing is having an impact on other
Republican candidates. It has created tougher-than-expected battles for
Republican Senate incumbents in Arizona, Georgia, Iowa, and North Carolina, and it is dimming the hopes of the Republican challenger in Michigan.
The president’s double-digit deficits in Colorado and Maine, both of which
Hillary Clinton carried by smaller margins in 2016, is making life more difficult for Republican incumbents in these states as well.
President Trump’s impact is also apparent in two deep-Red states that
should be slam-dunks for Republican Senate candidates. In 2016, Trump
prevailed in Montana by 20.4 percentage points and in Kansas by 20.6
points. As of now, his lead in both these states is down to 9 points. The Democrats’ Senate candidate in Montana, the current governor, is running
about even with the incumbent Republican senator, and Kansas Republicans openly worry than if they nominate a Trump-style populist conservative
in their primary, they could end up with a Democratic senator for the first
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time since 1932.
President Trump is reshaping public assessments of the two major parties to the disadvantage of the Republicans. A Gallup survey released on
July 16 found that the 2-point edge in party affiliation the Republicans enjoyed as recently as January of 2020 had turned into an 11-point Democratic advantage by the end of June. The bulk of the Republican erosion
has occurred during the past two months. For the first time ever, a highquality survey has found a majority trusting Joe Biden to manage the economy better than Donald Trump, and they prefer him over the president as
the country’s pandemic manager by a margin of 59 to 35.
The more the 2020 election turns into a referendum on President Trump
as crisis manager, the worse the outcome will be for him. As recently as
June 7, 47% of Americans thought the coronavirus situation was getting
better, compared to just 30% who thought it was getting worse. Just three
weeks later, after the massive upsurge in COVID-19 cases, the share of
Americans who thought the situation was getting better fell by half to just
23% while the share who thought it was getting worse had more than doubled to 65%. An ABC/Washington Post poll released on July 17 found that
approval of the president’s handling of the pandemic fell from 51% in March
and 46% in May to just 38% in mid-July, while disapproval rose from 45%
in March to 53% in May and 60% today.
Americans are losing hope, at least for the near-term. Seventy-four percent expect the coronavirus disruption that has upended their lives to last
through the end of 2020 or longer. Fifty-six percent worry about catching
COVID-19, the highest since April, and 72% say that it is better to hunker
down at home rather than resuming normal activities. Until these attitudes
become more positive, it is hard to see how the economy can regain its
vigor.
Republicans should be terrified. President Donald Trump's reelection
prospects look increasingly grim, with polls showing that his ticket is vulnerable in states like North Carolina, Ohio and Texas, CNN observed. A
number of young and diverse voters are already moving to solidly conservative states and it's conceivable that an urban exodus that results from
the pandemic could accelerate these trends. More importantly, President
Trump and the blistering, smashmouth partisanship that constantly flows
from the White House have forced Americans to confront the GOP's ugly
transformation since the 1980s. Trump's botched response to the pandemic
and his attempts to pander to extremists through backlash politics have
forced a difficult conversation about the future of the Republican Party. The
potential costs of another four years under Trump have become clear, and
it seems voters are leaning blue. Trump has failed to contain the spread of
COVID-19, and the US faces a deadly, tumultuous and dysfunctional future
as other countries are reopening. The odds of a huge defeat, of course,
are slim. Polarization is a powerful thing and despite all the sturm and drang
from the Trump White House, most voters might just end up coming home.
It's important to remember that President Trump has yet to unload his full
arsenal—from the inevitable smear campaigns to the possible investigations the Justice Department could launch to undermine Biden.
According to the Brookings Institute, if a vaccine demonstrates its safety
and effectiveness by early fall and new cases begin to drop, the public
mood could shift. The president could admit error and change course in
both substance and tone, as savvy Republican analysts have recommended. Joe Biden could commit a gaffe as damaging as Hillary Clinton’s
“basket of deplorables” comment, or he could perform badly enough in the
debates to raise doubts about his fitness for the presidency.
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Two years of misrule
Husnain Shahid

July 25 marks two years of the victory of the Pakistan Tehreek-i-Insaf in
the 2018 elections. Prime Minister Imran Khan’s critics accuse him of taking U-turns on election promises while his sympathizers still have hope despite facing the hardest times of their lives.
His critics term the poor economy his biggest blunder, especially after
the onset of the pandemic. Prime Minister Imran Khan is taunted for reneging on his promise to fix Pakistan’s economy without taking foreign loans
while his government has broken all previous records of borrowing. Data
released by the government says at least another 10 million people are
expected to slip below the poverty line as a consequence of the coronavirus pandemic. The existing figure is already 50 million to 60 million. According to the Economic Survey 2019-20, 1.4 million to 18.53 million
people have lost jobs in the country.
Total debt and liabilities of the country rose by Rs2.597 trillion in the
period from July 2019 to March 2020. The bulk of the increase came from
government domestic debt, which rose by Rs1.746tr in the period. The remaining increase came from the government's external debt which rose
by Rs603 billion. The total public debt has risen to 84.4pc of GDP by March
2020. The budget deficit is expected to exceed the target of 7.5pc of GDP
and may go to 9.4pc of GDP owing to disruption in economic activity and
increasing expenditure on public health and social safety net programs
lessening the impact of Covid-19. The crisis has caused a loss of Rs3tr to
Pakistan’s gross domestic product (GDP), which was expected to increase
by three per cent, but went down by -0.4pc. Prime Minister Imran Khan is
also accused of silencing the opposition through the National Accountability Bureau (NAB).
There is no doubt that the country’s economic outlook has sharply deteriorated over the past two years. Faced with a large fiscal deficit, higher
inflation and lower GDP growth, the government unveiled an aggressive
plan for revenue generation through newer taxes and increased tax rates.
Subsidies have also been withdrawn. The foreign exchange rate has been
linked to market dynamics because of which the rupee devalued significantly in the government of Prime Minister Imran Khan. Energy costs have
also gone up.
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 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. Despite tall claims, the government failed
to stabilize wheat and flour prices in the country. The Punjab government
had to release wheat forthwith in the market because of its shortage and
rising prices.
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
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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
decision after hiking power prices four times in the first 11 months of his
government. 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.
The government has increased the 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 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 the prices of essentials. It may have taken
some measures to reform the economy, but their positive results have not
reached the common people.
Medicine rates have increased by at least 22pc on paper in his two
years, but they cost much more than it. The government’s policies have
only hurt the common people and more adjustments mean more trouble
for them. Almost all industries and traders in the country are resisting taxation measures of the government.
It is a fact that Prime Minister Imran Khan had inherited an economy,
which was on the verge of collapse but his attempts to revive it have only
overburdened the common people. He had to receive massive loans to
pay back interest on loans received by PPP and PML-N governments. The
past governments failed to take timely decisions for political gains and the
result was that almost all national institutions were making heavy losses
when his government took power.
Despite the setbacks, people have still not lost hope from the government and believe it will improve its performance in coming days, because
Prime Minister Imran Khan is not corrupt and is working diligently to improve the lives of the common people.
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Flaws in Pakistan’s
political system
Raza Khan

Of late, Pakistan is yet again facing acute political instability with the federal
government failing to control mafias in different sectors, raising questions
whether the extant governmental dispensation has what it takes to address
the key issues of society.
Whether it is the sugar mafia jacking up the price of the commodity in the
country or the petroleum mafia making artificial shortages after the government
brought down the rates in line with international market dynamics, the government looks helpless to control self-interest groups. The aim and purpose of a
government is to safeguard and promote the general public interest in the face
of efforts from self-interest groups to have their way. Now the biggest question
is that with the wherewithal to make and enforce laws why the state is seemingly so helpless? The reason is that the federal government, representing the
state, does not have the required strength to take on the issues and mafias by
the forelock. Why the government does not have the strength is another important question and there could be several answers to it.
The foremost reason for the government’s inability to take on mafias and
special interest groups, which exploit the situation to their utter advantage at
the altar of the masses and society, is that the mafias have their representatives on important positions in institutions of the political system. They prevent
any action from the government to break their stranglehold in different areas.
In other words, the government is blackmailed by representatives of the mafias
present within the ruling party or coalition parties. However, the crux of the
issue is that why the government could not act against the black sheep in the
ruling party despite a mandate from the people to provide them with relief in
every possible manner and devise every way and mean for the welfare and
development of the masses, the underlying cause is the nature of the political
system. In the parliamentary political system, which Pakistan has, the government emerges from the parliament and it is the legislative body that gives
birth to the supreme executive body of the state. Here lies the real problem.
In the parliamentary system, the ruling political party has to maintain its majority members with it. As Pakistan is a nascent democracy and the country
lacks democratic culture, therefore, for any parliamentary ruling political party
it is very difficult to first get a majority in the National Assembly. Even if a party
is able to get a majority in the parliament it is mostly thin. Consequently, the
ruling party has to fall back upon small political groups to get and maintain a
majority to remain in power. This is politically nerve-wrecking and the government has to indulge in every kind of chicanery, collusion, connivance, financial
corruption and bribery to keep its majority in the National Assembly. In the
process, the energies and resources of the government are diverted towards
keeping its party parliamentarians and coalition partners on its side. Thus,
every act of appeasement is used to achieve the purpose. No government
since the death of General Zia-ul-Haq in 1988 could protect itself from dependency. All had to depend on party parliamentarians and coalition partners.
Resultantly, most governments could not fulfil their election promises.
It is interesting to note that the ruling Pakistan Tehreek-e-Insaf (PTI) chief
and now Prime Minister Imran Khan, before the election, had claimed that
his party, if given an opportunity to come to power, would not provide public
developmental funds to members of national and provincial assemblies, because developmental funds ought to be spent by local government authorities
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instead of MPs. For the purpose, the PTI promised to upgrade local government institutions and make parliamentarians solely focus on legislation and
policymaking. Unfortunately, PM Khan could not resist the demands of the
ruling party and coalition partners for long to provide them with public development funds. The latter have been demanding funds as they claim that in
order to keep their respective political support intact they have to carry out
public works, like streets, roads and bridges construction and set up dispensaries in their constituencies. So, without visible performance an MP, who is
elected by the local population, cannot stand a chance to win elections again
unless they are from an influential social background.
Providing public funds to legislators to carry out public works and developmental activities is the basic cause of many afflictions of our political culture. Most people join politics to become public representatives either at the
provincial or federal level. After becoming a legislator a multipronged tug-ofwar starts among the ruling party MPs to become ministers, advisers or at
least parliamentary secretaries, as the positions have a lot of perks and privileges and also financial and administrative powers. The monetary and administrative powers can be used or misused for personal and group
aggrandizement. It is important to note that those who don’t get the chance
to become a minister or adviser, start criticising the ministers and advisers
for their acts of omission and commission, so that to remove them from their
position and replace them. Interestingly, even the prime minister is not safe
from such efforts from within his own party at times.
This is the situation PM Khan is really facing today in Pakistan as efforts
are being made to send him packing. Within the political circles it is termed
the “minus-one formula,” which means that except Imran Khan anyone else
from the PTI could become the prime minister and if the treasury benches
do not support him, he would be backed by the opposition MPs. These chicaneries and bizarre acts are only possible in the parliamentary system of
government. Therefore, the political system cannot be expected to provide
much-needed political stability to the country, what to talk of national development and find a solution to public issues.
The PTI government of PM Khan has been facing the situation since its
installation and the reason has been that the party could not get a clear majority in the National Assembly in the July 2018 national elections and it had
to fall back upon on a number of small parties, like the Muttahida Qaumi
Movement, the Pakistan Muslim League-Quaid (PML-Q), Balochistan National Party-Mengal and others. Most of these political parties have not been
ideologically compatible with the PTI. However, for political expediency the
PTI embraced them and the small groups joined the government to have
perks and privileges of power. However, extravagant demands from the coalition partners have unnerved the government of the PTI. Undue demands
from its own MPs and leaders have also made the government ineffective.
The opposition parties have started demanding that the only way out of the
current political chaos is to call new national elections to bring to the saddle
a new government. This is like crying for the moon. It is also a fact that
whichever political party and whosoever would become the prime minister
cannot address issues the country is facing as long as the existing political
system remains intact.
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Delayed LG polls
Raza Khan

As the rate of infection and death from the novel coronavirus is gradually coming down in the entire country, the Khyber Pakhtunkhwa (KP) government has
made a controversial decision of postponing local government elections in the
province till November 2021. With it hopes of the return of local government
institutions in one of the sensitive provinces of the country have died down.
The same is the situation in the largest province of the country, the Punjab,
and yet another very important federating unit, Balochistan.
Most issues of the provinces of Pakistan, or for that matter, Pakistanis, as
they live in the provinces, are related to politico-administrative vacuums at the
local tier of administration. In other words, as people live in villages, union
councils and districts, most of their issues and problems are related to the
local administration. The issues range from insecurity, lawlessness, agricultural and industrial development, public works, conflicts and disputes. However, if the local government with elected representatives not manning the
administrative positions is not there, how come a myriad of problems faced
by the people could be addressed? Unfortunately, there has been least realization within political parties and the elite of the importance and need of local
government institutions in the country. A lack of realization is not because political leaders do not know the significance of the local government institutions
but they fear that the structures would be against their political interests. In
other words, ruling parties think that local government institutions in place
would take away their power and resources. This is something stupid thinking
on part of the political parties because if local government structures share
their power and resources, then they would also share their public service responsibilities. It would provide more time and energy to provincial and federal
governments to serve the masses in the shape of relevant and vibrant laws
and policies. Consequently, the masses would support the political system
and the most important outcome of it would be political stability in the country,
which is essential for multifaceted development of society. As famous political
scientist David Easton’s Input-Output model explains, political support and
demands from the people are the inputs of the political system and public policies, works and development by the authorities are the outputs. Thus, with
local government institutions in place, basic issues could be addressed on
one hand, while on the other hand provincial governments could come up with
vibrant policies and laws providing the context and direction for effective and
good governance. However, self-centeredness, myopic thinking and incompetence on part of the political leadership have prevented it to happen in Pakistan, which has left the country unstable politically and reeling administratively.
The situation has its roots in the lack of democratic culture in the country.
A vibrant democratic culture in Pakistan could not flourish because wider
societal culture is ultraconservative with completely undemocratic institutions.
The political culture takes its shape, substance and direction from the wider
societal culture and, therefore, it is highly undemocratic. However, it is generally expected that the political culture and the system it produces would bring
about pro-social changes and make it more open, accommodating and forward-looking. Unfortunately, Pakistan’s political system could not address the
issues of the state, society and the people because it was established by the
political elite which were the outcome of the same ultraconservative and undemocratic political culture.
There have been ever-growing civic problems in Pakistan, leading to the
creation of many issues and even conflicts in the country and the key cause
of the state of affairs is the lack of good governance at the primary level. The
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lack of good governance in the country, among other factors, has also been
due to the ineffective local government system and bodies. Opponents of the
theory of local government institutions as a panacea for most issues of people
might argue that what difference they had made when the structures were in
place in the provinces until a few years ago? It must be noted that by the end
of the last year, elected local government institutions completed their respective tenures in four provinces. It was the second time that the local government
bodies had completed their tenures on the trot. However, the local government
bodies have not flowered as strong institutions in any of the provinces to be
of any real value.
There are various reasons for the ineffectiveness and incapacity of the
local government bodies in the provinces. The reasons range from personal
inability, poor leadership, administrative lacunas, systemic constraints and
lack of financial power. But the most important reason for the ineffective local
government system has been the cunningness of the political parties, which
do not allow the municipal bodies to flourish in the country and their respective
provinces and strongholds. The government of the Pakistan Tehreek-e-Insaf
(PTI), under the vision of Prime Minister Imran Khan, wanted to introduce a
strong and effective local government system in the country and it was to be
enforced uniformly in all provinces. Regardless of the good intentions of PM
Khan of the introduction of a vibrant and effective local government system,
there has been stiff resistance from within the PTI to his proposals. As mentioned above, the reason is that if leaders of political parties allow the local
government system to flourish in the country, it fundamentally compromises
their personal and group interests.
The last time, the provincial governments of different political parties had
unwillingly announced schedules for holding local bodies’ elections after great
delay and defying the Supreme Court of Pakistan (SCP) order. It was only
after the strong intervention of the court that compelled them to hold elections.
However, before that all political parties had joined hands and passed “unanimous” resolutions in the National Assembly and the Senate asking for the
deferment of the polls citing various reasons for holding such a mega exercise.
Holding local government elections is a constitutional obligation of the
provinces and the Centre and there must be no option but to hold the elections. Delaying LG polls would serve as a serious blow to the political system
as the people have already lost faith in its utility and vibrancy.
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Power sector’s
endless woes
Muhammad Jahangir

The power sector is an Achilles’ heel of the Pakistan economy. The list of
its woes is endless: a ramshackle governance structure, high system
losses, poor recoveries resulting in unaffordable tariffs and subsidy from
the public treasury.
The problems have been highlighted in the latest report of the Auditor
General of Pakistan (AGP) for 2018-19, which says that the power division
has not been able to deliver on its medium-term goal of developing an efficient and consumer-centric generation system that could meet the needs
of the people and boost the economy.
The energy mix is a vital factor in the power sector that determines the
cost of energy. As on June 30, 2019, the national installed energy capacity
stood at 32,809MW and de-rated energy capacity was 29,763MW. Only
25.20 per cent of energy is being produced from cheap hydel resources and
5.46pc from renewable sources, whereas the remaining 4.18pc from nuclear
and 65.16pc is generated from other expensive thermal sources. It reflects
that the energy mix is highly skewed towards expensive fuel constituents.
Paradoxically, Pakistan now has excess energy capacity at its disposal,
significantly more than the current or short-term expected demand. The
available power generation capacity in 2018-19 stood at 31,986MW, including 17,680MW of private power. On the other hand, peak demand remained at 20,795MW and 21,425MW during 2017-18 and 2018-19
respectively, implying that excessive capacity payments are being made
to independent power producers (IPPs) as per binding agreements without
the purchase of energy. Moreover, new IPPs with 7500MW capacity are
due to be made part of the national grid in the coming 3-4 years.
The AGP has pointed out the ad hoc mechanism in dealing with the
power sector debt and payment of liabilities to the independent power producers (IPPs) are flawed. The loans and their financial charges are an
extra uncovered cost related to the purchase of financing worth Rs200 billion raised through the issuance of sukuk to partially settle the circular debt
of the energy sector. About 70 properties of power companies were sold
and leased back from Meezan Bank Ltd (head of a consortium of banks)
along with the issuance of sukuk bonds. “It implies that power sector government properties could face a risk of en-masse sale/transfer out to private bodies on account of default in any principal re-payments”.
The performance of the power division has been especially deficient in
the matter of recoveries. All distribution companies (Discos) are facing revenue shortfalls. In 2018-19, about 93,887 million units worth Rs1.342 trillion were billed to consumers against which recovery of Rs1.061tr was
made, indicating a recovery percentage of 79.06. The shortfall resulted in
less receipt of revenue by the Discos, showing managerial inefficiencies
and policy bottlenecks. Compared with the last financial year, there was
an improvement of 1pc in revenue recovery. Still, the recovery shortfall of
21pc posed a significant operational challenge to the Discos. Recovery in
Hyderabad, Tribal Areas, Quetta and Sukkur companies was only 54.17pc,
18.92pc, 24.29pc and 38.54pc respectively in 2018-19.
The transmission and distribution (T&D) losses are another major drag
on the power sector. T&D losses in the Discos and their financial impact
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amounted to Rs37.5b and Rs35.8b in 2017-18 and 2018-19, respectively.
Thus, the performance of the Discos in reducing T&D losses remained unsatisfactory. It also shows that the development initiatives being made in
the companies for enhancing the power transmission and distribution system are yet to show any results.
Huge receivables are a major challenge. Over the years, the volume
of receivables from running and dead energy defaulters has increased significantly and it has become an important cause for power sector debt accumulation. As of June 2019, the total receivables amounted to
Rs572.179b. Of it, Rs476.932b pertained to running defaulters and
Rs95.247b to dead defaulters. The huge amount of receivables has added
to the financial crunch in the power sector.
Due to the late payment of government subsidies, like tariff differential
subsidy, agricultural subsidy for tube-wells, other provincial government
subsidies, subsidy to the Azad Jammu and Kashmir government and outstanding payments from K-Electric, Rs.549.2b was held up as of June
2019. The receivables are adding up to the overall circular debt of the
power sector. As on June 30, 2019, the total amount of circular debt stood
at Rs.1.517tr, including Power Holding Private Limited loans of
Rs809.840b from Rs1.160tr in 2017-18, registering an increase of
Rs357.378b or 31pc in one financial year.
A major objective of foreign-funded projects had been the enhancement
and strengthening of the power sector at both distribution and transmission
levels. However, five Asian Development Bank Efficiency and Distribution
Enhancement Investment programmes were closed during 2018-19. The
projects had been started for the enhancement of transmission lines, construction of grids etc with total funding of $684.20m, but despite a revision
of closing dates from June 30, 2018, to September 16, 2019, the $188m
loan i.e. 27pc remained unutilised.
After analysing the power situation in detail, the report has recommended that the government formulate a new policy and create a more
efficient governance structure to make the power market more competitive
by providing an enabling environment and enacting progressive laws and
regulations to attract foreign investment.
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Economics

Our complex
tax system
Muhammad Jahangir

The government exacts two kinds of taxes from the people - direct and indirect. While direct taxes include income tax and capital value taxes, indirect taxes are sales tax, customs and duties, and federal excise duty,
governed by the Sales Tax Act 1990, the Customs Act 1990, and the Federal Excise Act 1990.
The primary purpose of taxes is to generate revenue to run the affairs
of the state. According to the latest data, a total of Rs3.91 trillion were collected for the fiscal year 2020, 41.4 per cent of which were collected as
income tax, 36.5 per cent as indirect sales tax, 7.9 per cent as excise and
14 per cent under custom duties. For the current fiscal year, the government has estimated to collect Rs2.04 trillion from direct and Rs2.9 trillion
from indirect taxes.
The government uses the money to meet the cost of administration and
carry out social and economic development, such as encouraging the production of certain goods or promoting a certain sector. Taxes may be imposed on certain goods (through imports) to encourage the growth of the
local industry. Tax credits are also allowed for investment in modern equipment and generation of employment.
Besides being a tool of the documentation of the economy, the tax system is a vehicle for a more equitable distribution of wealth and income
among various classes of people. Taxation helps in regulating how certain
products are consumed or it may be imposed on commodities, the consumption of which the government wishes to restrict or discourage. Taxes
on cigarettes are a pertinent example.
Foreign and Pakistani source income, generated by a resident person
within a normal tax year (1st July – 30th June), is chargeable to tax
whereas a non-resident person shall pay tax solely on their Pakistan
source income. The condition to qualify as a resident is that the person be
present in Pakistan for an aggregate of 183 days in a tax year or remains
in Pakistan for 123 days in the tax year under question in addition to 365
days in the four preceding tax years.
Income tax for an individual is charged on an earning, which is derived
from the heads of either salary, business, property capital gains or other
sources. Any salary (being either revenue or capital in nature) received
from the employer) is treated under the head of salary when it is received
by the person. It includes wages, remuneration, perquisites, payment instead of leave, overtime bonuses, commissions, gratuity, etc.
Interestingly, the collection of tax is also used as a tool of bargaining in
trade negotiations with bodies, such as the International Monetary Fund
(IMF), which treats it as an indicator for future forecasts before agreeing
to provide financial assistance.
Income from business includes all incomes that are derived as profit
or gains from a business activity carried out by a person. Any income from
any trade/professional association from the sale of goods or rendering of
services, hire of tangible moveable property and yielding of the fair value
of any benefit, derived during past, present or prospective business rela-
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tionships. Profit or interest on debt where the business of a person generates income from such an activity is treated as taxable business income.
In computing income from the lines of businesses, deductions are allowed
for any expenditure incurred wholly and exclusively for the business.
Income from property includes any rent and non-adjustable amounts
received by a person for a tax year; however, an individual or association
of persons having derived an amount of rent up to Rs 200,000 in a tax
year is not required to pay tax. Gains arising from the sale of a capital
asset are chargeable under a separate head: Income from capital gain,
where the term “capital asset” is applied to any property held by a person,
whether or not connected to a business. Stock in trade, consumable
stores, a property for which deductions have already been obtained under
the head of business and any moveable property held for personal use
are not covered by the term “capital asset.”
By definition, gain on sale of shares of a private and public unlisted
company, the share of a member in a partnership firm, goodwill, copyrights,
patents, immovable properties, corporate debt securities, jewellery, antiques and collectables etc. all fall under the head of income from capital
gains.
Where an income cannot be classified under any of the heads, it is considered income from other sources. It includes dividends (cash or bonus
shares), royalties, profit on debt (where such is not the business clause of
a person), additional payments on delayed refund under any tax law,
ground rent, rent from sublease of land or building, income from the lease
of any building together with plant or machinery and the provision of amenities and services to a tenant of a property.
As can be seen, our income tax laws are complicated and cumbersome
and give too much discretionary power to tax authorities which leave ample
room for corruption. Unless the tax laws are simplified and rates revised
down, taxpayers will continue to avoid their liabilities and the Federal Board
of Revenue (FBR) can never achieve its target.
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Education

Uniform national
curriculum: a
great initiative
Rasheed Ali

Preparation for a single national curriculum by the Pakistan Tehreek-eInsaf (PTI)-led federal government for class one to five initially, and its introduction across the country from the next year (2021) was announced
last month. A detailed plan was presented by Federal Education Minister
Shafqat Mahmood, which was duly appreciated by Prime Minister Imran
Khan, and widely published by the national media.
However, before the actual curricula are made public, an Islamabadbased professor of physics published a scathing criticism of the plan and
the content of the textbooks, in an English-language daily last week, on
the basis of some questionable reasons.
The professor believes the new system, being introduced by Prime Minister Imran Khan’s government, will spell disaster for the country’s education, like the one let loose by “the extremist regime of Gen Ziaul Haq”
through his education policy. The critic believes a morally attractive idea
of a uniform national curriculum “has been hijacked, corrupted, mutilated
and beaten out of shape by those near-sighted persons now holding Pakistan’s future in their hands”. According to the professor, these people, like
their boss (Imran Khan),
kowtow to the madrasa establishment. He has serious
objections to the single national curriculum “massively
prioritising ideology over education quality and acquisition of basic skills”.
Before the issue is discussed in little detail and the
critic’s
objections
are
analysed, the education policy, ideology and the
roadmap, given by the ruling
party in its manifesto need to
be looked at carefully.
The PTI’s agenda for education, as stated in the party
manifesto, outlined four priority areas in its National Education Policy Framework
(NEPF) 2018: (i) decrease
the number of out of school
children and increase school
participation, (ii) ensure a
uniform education system
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across Pakistan, (iii) improve quality, and (iv) enhance access and relevance of skills training.
In the following lines, the second priority area, “Ensuring a uniform education system across the country’, would be the main focus of attention,
being the most objectionable thing by the critic. In the words of the prime
minister, whose guidelines played crucial role in making the party’s education policy, the aim behind the enforcement of a uniform educational curriculum was to equip the young generation with skills to help them cope
with the challenges of the technological age, and to instil in them social
values that highlight a distinct national character.
Speaking in the National Assembly, he emphasised that the teachings
of Holy Prophet Hazrat Muhammad (Peace be upon him), guidelines of
Quaid-i-Azam Mohammad Ali Jinnah and the philosophy of Allama
Muhammad Iqbal should be made part of the curriculum. He stressed that
the curriculum should cater to the needs of modern times. Currently, he
added, there are three education systems in the country: English medium,
public schools and madrasas, in which different education is imparted to
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students. According to the premier, lengthy consultations were held with
private schools and other stakeholders for a uniform education system.
He believes that the present class-based education system has not only
divided the educational institutions, education standards, teachers and students, but also created a system based on a social and economic structure, which is serving the interests of a particular class. The system is
creating a diverging mindset in society and dividing national consciousness
and psyche.
The premier also stressed the need for bringing seminaries into the
mainstream as 2.5 million Pakistani children are pursuing education in
seminaries. He said religious leaders were also consulted so that they
could start teaching contemporary subjects to provide an opportunity to
their students to excel and compete in society.
Should we take all these statements merely as verbosity? Perhaps, a
large majority would not agree with the assertion, as there seem some
practical efforts in line with the party policy also. It means the party and its
chief are pursuing the implementation of their education policy sincerely,
leave aside the assertion, for the time-being, whether the policy has some
substance or not.
Soon after coming to power, the party formed the National Curriculum
Council, comprising representatives from all federating units, besides representatives of the private sector and madrassas. The rationale behind the
decision, what the party chief says, was to eliminate the disparity between
curriculum, facilities, mediums of instruction, teachers and students’ performance, which had resulted in differing mindsets, causing a fractured
national psyche.
Returning to the criticism of the plans, the professor has objections to
“the huge volume of religious material the books contain beats all curriculums in the country’s history.” However, in the same write-up, he negates
his own claim in the following lines. “When teaching any secular subject
such as geography, social studies or science, all streams have to cover
the same topics. While details and emphases obviously differ, each must
deal with exactly seven continents and water being H2O.”
There might be some more pages, or chapters, in Urdu or social studies
books containing the religious material, but portraying the curriculum as
that of some religious seminary could not be justified in any way. Of course,
English, general knowledge, general science, and mathematics would also
be taught to all students under the plan.
Another objection is about “summoning (of) an army of madrassa-educated holy men – hafiz and qaris – as paid teachers inside schools”, of
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course for teaching students Islamiat. The professor wonders “how this
will affect the general ambiance and the safety of students”.
Should the critic be reminded of the incidents of a Lahore school, a
Khairpur (Sindh) teacher raping a child, a lot of such incidents taking place
in all types of schools across Pakistan? Should we blame only madrassas
for affecting the general ambiance and the safety of students?
The professor is hundred percent right in saying that “modern education
rests squarely upon critical thinking, and success/failure is determined in
relation to problem solving and worldly knowledge.” But that does not
mean at all that efforts should never be made to bring madrassas into the
mainstream, and madrassa students should never be told that critical thinking is the mainstay of modern education. Until and unless madrassa education is mainstreamed, the education goals of its students could not be
changed, or modified. If “reasoning is sparse and authoritarianism dominates” in teaching even secular subjects in madrassas, whose responsibility it is to set the courses right. And if the PTI government is taking the
first and crucial step in the direction, it should be appreciated, not criticised
for the sake of criticism.
Another “bigger change” the professor sees “around the corner'' is the
Punjab government making teaching of the Holy Quran compulsory at the
college and university level. Without passing the required examination, no
student will be able to get a B.A., B.Sc., B.E., M.E., M.A., M.Sc., M.Phil.,
Ph.D. or medical degree.” Here, the critic needs to be told that there’s nothing new to it. The religious topics students start learning from the primary
level and continue till the master’s level. However, Quran learning is not
compulsory for non-Muslims. They would be offered ‘Ethics’ as a subject;
therefore, the professor should not be so worried about it.
Minister for Federal Education and Professional Training Shafqat Mahmood told Cutting Edge by telephone that the single national curriculum
programme was being launched after years of preparations. He said that
extensive consultations were held with all stakeholders and workshops
were conducted in all provinces. In the workshops, more than 400 experts
participated, including members of the Ittehad Tanzeem-ul-Madaris. Giving
the timeframe of the implementation of the plan, he said the uniform education system would be introduced in three phases: At the start of the academic year 2021, the government will introduce the uniform education
system across the country at the primary level. Then, in April, 2022, it will
introduce the uniform education system for class 6 to 8 and, in the final
stage, at the start of academic year 2023, the PTI government will introduce the system for class 9 to 12.
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Viewpoint

Criminals and politics
in Pakistan
Faheem Amir

In Pakistan, politicians do not use politics to serve the country and its people. They use it for plundering and enslaving poor Pakistanis, controlling
and looting the resources of the country. They deliberately develop mega
projects and form economic and social policies which provide monetary
benefits to them. They make and pass laws which only protect their partisan interests. They take pride in breaking their promises. They feel elated
in deceiving poor people. They feel proud of their foreign nationalities, work
permits, permanent residencies and properties. In short, most Pakistani
politicians are dishonest, unprincipled, corrupt, demagogues, cruel, greedy
and unpatriotic.
Joint Investigation Team (JIT) reports on the Baldia Town factory fire,
Uzair Baloch and Nisar Morai, the former chairman of the Fishermen Cooperative Society, clearly show that all political parties have criminals in
their ranks to control people and rule the country. IPPs, sugar, wheat and
PIA scandals clearly manifest that all political parties are run and controlled
by mafias and cartels. The JIT reports also show that there is no rule of
the law in the country.
The Model Town carnage, Sahiwal killings, Nawaz Sharif’s exit from jail
and the country, Asif Ali Zardari’s bail and presence in Sindh, Maryam
Nawaz and Shahbaz Sharif’s bails and Pervaiz Musharraf’s abode in Dubai
endorse the thesis that there is a different law for the ruling elite, including
politicians, businesspeople, religious leaders and high-ranking officers,
while poor people have a different law in Pakistan.
Durdana Najam, a columnist, writes: “The JIT (Baldia Town factory) report has identified the hand that had set the factory on fire, the MQM, which
ruled Karachi for over two decades with impunity. The JIT has identified
the person who had ordered to seal every door leading out of the factory
to ensure that no one could escape the furnace that the perpetrators had
decided to make the venue — head of the MQM Karachi Tanzeemi Committee, Hammad Siddiqui. It has identified the police officers, lawmakers,
businessmen, and the factory’s administrator, who were involved in the
gory incident. The JIT has it all. But it has not been enough for the judiciary
to act upon. Every JIT and every criminal are assets in the basket of opportunities to keep the ship of the state rowing in the direction that takes
the proverbial 1% to their destination. Whether it is extracting desirable results in elections or getting short-term financial gains from artificially created supply-side shortages, crimes committed by an elite is an instrument
of convenience, not to be squandered in convictions for the so-called institutional reforms”.
History tells us that General Ziaul Haq formed and supported the MQM
to counter the PPP in Karachi. Under the patronage of Zia, the MQM indulged in sectarianism, violence and other criminal activities without any
fear. It is a fact that the MQM has introduced politics of hatred, violence,
torture and extortion in Karachi.
In Ziaul Haq’s era, the Afghan war also brought drugs and weapons to
Karachi’s Sohrab Goth area. Resultantly, the area became a den of criminals, smugglers and gangsters. Criminal groups, ethnic and sectarian parties were also promoted to depoliticise society and counter the PPP. Due
to the policy, politics has become criminalised. The criminalisation of politics has, so far, killed around 50,000 people in Karachi.
In spite of the JIT report, no action has been taken against the persons
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who were involved in the heinous crime. It shows the power of the MQM
in Pakistani politics. The MQM is still a part of the PTI’s federal government. Imran Khan, who pretends to be an honest man, has not felt any
hesitation to get support from the MQM for forming his government. The
PTI government does not like to offend the MQM by supporting the JIT report.
The JIT on Uzair Baloch also sheds light on the criminalisation of politics in Pakistan. According to the report, "The accused (Uzair Jan Baloch)
is found involved in espionage activities by providing secret
information/sketches of army installations and officials to foreign agents,
which is a violation of Official Secrets Act, 1923. The accused has accepted his criminal acts before the JIT and co-related all his actions with
actual criminal happenings on the ground," the report said of the chief of
the outlawed Peoples Amn Committee (PAC). He also martyred several
police and Rangers personnel and attacked police stations. In total, Baloch
“confessed” to killing 198 people on ethnic and political grounds and owing
to gang-war rivalry.” In addition to the murders, the JIT said Baloch was
also involved in extortion, land grabbing, China-cutting and narcotics trafficking.
It is an open secret that Uzair Baloch had full support of PPP leaders
Asif Ali Zardari, Faryal Talpur and Zulfiqar Mirza in his criminal activities.
The JIT says through his gang, Uzair Baloch unleashed a reign of terror
on Lyari in cohorts with “MNA Qadir Patel, Senator Yousaf Baloch, Nisar
Morai, Owais Muzaffar Tappi and Zulfiqar Mirza” all of whom “supported
Uzair Baloch with arms and finances on the directions of Asif Ali Zardari.”
Interestingly, it is reported that the PTI also tried to make inroads into
Lyari through Uzair Baloch. He and his group supported the PTI in holding
rallies in the area in the 2018 elections. It clearly shows that the PTI has
also links with criminals and murderers for protecting its interests.
Due to the criminalisation of politics, Pakistan is drifting towards utter
failure and chaos. The chaos can be stopped by introducing the rule of
the law in the country. No political party should be allowed to support
criminals because politics and crime cannot go together in a real democratic system.
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Learning

Time to explore soft
skills in children
Huma Mir
The recognition of the significance of early learning on a child’s life is not a new
phenomenon. According to experts, social and emotional skills known as soft
skills are equally important as academic skills – also called hard skills in the
early learning years. However, it is a pragmatic fact that social and emotional
development of children has not been critically incorporated in economic plans
and investments.
It has been observed that children, who exhibit in their early years' traits such
as being more likely to share, cooperate, or be helpful with other kids, were also
more likely to be successful as young adults. On the other hand, children or students who exhibited weaker social competency skills were more likely to drop
out of schools, adopted abusive behaviours or got addicted, and required
greater assistance to cope in life.
While a child may be learning ABCs and numbers at their preschool or
kindergarten, one thing that schools have a difficult time teaching are soft skills,
especially communication and emotional intelligence. A classroom environment
can help a child learn basic communication skills, such as how to raise their
hand, say “please” and “thank you”, and listen to instructions. However, many
important communication skills and other soft skills cannot be taught at schools.
Particularly in underdeveloped countries like Pakistan, it is a sad fact that
because of larger classroom sizes and lack of personal connection with each
student, most teachers cannot devote the one-on-one, personalized time it takes
to demonstrate the soft skills to everyone in their classroom. Kindergarten is a
great first step, but it alone won’t teach a child how to voice their emotions, practice active listening, or fully develop their language skills. It is important to realize
by educators as well as parents that soft communication skills are vital to success later in life. Numerous studies indicated that communication skills, empathy, emotional intelligence AND understanding social cues are all soft skills that
are most wanted by future employers hiring.
If a child understands and possesses the soft skills effectively as early as
possible, they are much more likely to be hired, find a job they love and be successful in their future career. Soft skills are very beneficial for a child’s personal
and emotional well-being too. Educating communication, empathy, emotional
awareness, and self-esteem bring clarity and understanding to family, friends,
and romantic relationships and tend to make us more satisfied with our lives in
general. But while learning soft skills there is one major catch and a common
consensus that you can’t teach soft skills, at least not like you would teach your
child their basic literacy skills or other hard skills. Soft skills aren’t teachable because these are not really “skills”, as we commonly define them. Soft skills may
be better explained simply as personal benefits that come from possessing an
intelligent awareness of emotions of ourselves and others. While hard skills are
trainable behaviours, like how to use a computer or how to memorize any information text, soft skills are defined as “personal attributes that enable someone
to interact effectively and harmoniously with other people.” In other words, it’s
difficult to teach soft skills because they are personal behavioral traits, not skills.
On top of all that, soft skills are very difficult to measure, whether in school or
education environments or the career field. This makes it very difficult for educators and school board members to tell whether their efforts are making a difference. But there are many things parents can do while keeping the current
mental health condition of children in view by encouraging their child to develop
or learn these soft skills on their own. It just requires providing some creative
environment, parental supervision and getting much better results. Due to the
coronavirus outbreak, parents are in a more supportive position to help their
child develop these all-important soft skills of communication, emotional intelli-
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gence, and sociability by spending more healthy family time together. The best
thing you can do is be an example to your child and take every opportunity to
help them discover what ways of good communication are. Your child is always
watching, learning, and imitating behaviours and words around them, whether
that’s from you, their peers, or the media they watch. You can take advantage
of that to demonstrate soft skills that will be valuable to them later in life.
Encourage your child to unplug, instead of letting them have unlimited time
to watch TV or play games on a tablet or phone, regularly allow and provide
your children with some exposure to real-life experiences beyond the screen.
Explain to them about the benefits of keeping good hygiene and saving others’
lives too. Make them practically participate in performing some empathetic activities while helping others who are sick or have a shortage of food. Letting your
child spend time interacting with peers and adults will allow them to become familiar with social cues and good forms of communication. Letting them spend
some “quiet time” playing by themselves will also help them develop better emotional self-awareness.
Most children love creative, imaginative role plays and fairy tales. Pretending
to be a doctor, a leader, the president, or even a princess, are not only sources
of fun and joy, but also great ways to learn important life skills. Whether parents
play with their children or take them to a friend’s house or a school so they can
interact and play with peers, giving a child the gift of imaginative play will help
them develop better soft skills.
Listening to a child is one of the most important things one can do to contribute to their personal development. There are several ways that one can create a safe and fun environment that will help a child learn to communicate their
emotions and ideas. Listening to a child as they tell a story, talk about their ideas,
or try to express a feeling will help them develop great soft skills through practice
and affirmative action. And it all starts by simply listening to them and encouraging them to express themselves through open-ended questions.
Educational toys and games can help a child develop Soft Skills. A great
way to supplement make-believe games and real-life peer and parent interaction
are to use toys and educational games.
Playing with dolls, stuffed animals, or learning toys can help a child learn
language skills. This playtime will then translate into improved communication
with others. With the right toys and games, parents can create a fun, no-pressure context in which to talk and bring up real-life conversational situations. By
simply playing with toys, one can introduce children to important life concepts
that will translate into soft skills. By responding to vocal statements and interactive questions, answers activity will encourage various soft skills like communication, positivity, self-esteem, and love of learning and exploring. Parents can
enjoy playing “peek a boo” while exploring each other and looking for different
hiding places also can have imaginative role plays with children to support developing innovative ideas and imagination. Parents must keep their children
closer to the real world and nature by introducing them to different pets, plants
and trees. Plan an exciting nature walk with children, let them experience real
birds and animals, touch plants and flowers and discuss their habitat and food
they eat. This all can help children to observe and discuss things around them
and build communication skills, emotional intelligence, and self-confidence.
Such activities are best to practice during the current situation and social distancing is also greatly affecting the healthy social and emotional development
of young children. So, under the current global, environmental and health situation it is the best time and core responsibility of parents to work more on developing the emotional intelligence and communication skills of their children

19

Middle East

Israel's nightmare: The dissolution
of the Palestinian Authority
Adnan Abu Amer

Amid the anticipation of Israeli annexation of large parts of the occupied
West Bank, there have been significant developments on the Palestinian
political scene. It seems that there is an increasing likelihood that the
Palestinian Authority (PA) will be dissolved, or at the very least, its powers
greatly reduced.
In late May, Palestinian officials announced that they are ceasing security coordination with Israel in response to Israeli Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu's annexation threats. Shortly after, PA security forces
withdrew from areas jointly monitored with Israeli forces in north and east
Jerusalem, including from the towns of Abu Dis, Bedou, Qatana and Beit
Iksa. Around the same time, the PA also announced that it will no longer
accept transfers of funds from taxes Israel collects on its behalf which go
towards paying for salaries and services in the West Bank and Gaza. It
also stopped issuing permits for Palestinians living in the West Bank to
cross into Israel.
This created confusion and led to chaotic scenes in front of Israeli liaison offices in the West Bank, particularly in Al-Khalil (Hebron), where thousands of Palestinians gathered to apply for permits. The PA stood by and
did not intervene. It has done little to stop the flow of workers, businesspeople and sick individuals crossing into Israeli territory every day, despite
the emergency situation surrounding the spread of the coronavirus. In the
past, the movement of Palestinians was always coordinated between Israel and the PA to ensure security and order. This development seems to
indicate that the Israeli authorities are gradually establishing a direct line
of communication and relations with the Palestinian population, sidelining
the PA's mediatory role.
The authority was established in 1994 on the tail of the Oslo Accords
and was supposed to be an interim body during the transition to an independent Palestinian state in the West Bank and Gaza. Israel's aggressive
encroachment on Palestinian rights and path towards statehood over the
past few years, as the Trump administration gave it full backing, have severely undermined the PA's political powers and seem to be reducing it to
a service provider - something Ramallah would not accept.
The PA has feared this scenario for a while - Israel weakening its power
by establishing direct relations with the Palestinian public and eventually
eliminating its political role. Recently, PA officials have voiced such fears
and have warned that the PA will not be reduced to a local council or a
charity.
At the same time, the PA has taken a number of security measures in
preparation for the annexation. According to reports in the Israeli media,
in June it removed illegal weapons from its offices, fearing members of
Hamas may try to take them and launch an armed assault on Israeli forces
if tensions escalate in the West Bank.
These weapons have been collected from the civilian population during
disarming operations since the end of the second intifada in 2005. The PA
is also in possession of 26,000 Kalashnikovs and pistols and dozens of
armoured vehicles under licence from the Israeli authorities, which control
the armament of the Palestinian forces as per the Oslo Accords.
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According to Israeli TV channel Kan, the PA has made plans to hand
over these weapons to Israel, in the event of an escalation in the West Bank
following the annexation. It plans to send them in trucks to the Israeli military
base at the Beit El Israeli settlement north of Ramallah and leave the Israeli
army to assume full responsibility for the security of the West Bank.
Meanwhile, there have also been reports that the Palestinian intelligence has received instructions to remove secret security documents from
its offices. Given that Israel has full knowledge of the PA's security operations - either because it hands over such information directly to the Israelis,
or because the latter have their spies in its ranks - this move is likely intended to prevent the Palestinian people from laying their hands on such
files, which could potentially implicate PA figures in collaboration with Israel. The last time the PA issued such orders was at the beginning of the
second intifada in 2000.
The sidelining of the PA is not only a problem for Ramallah, it will soon
be a problem for Israel as well. If the PA proceeds with dissolving its security apparatus, the onus of providing security in the West Bank will fall on
the Israeli authorities, which hides many risks for them.
Israeli scholars have already warned of the consequences of sidelining
the PA. In an op-ed for Israeli media outlet Ynet, Michael Milstein, the head
of the Palestinian Studies Forum at Tel Aviv University, wrote that the present situation can turn into a "nightmare" for Israel. According to Milstein,
as the Palestinians establish direct relations with Israel, they will start seeking an improvement of living standards and services from the Israeli authorities and eventually demand citizenship, which would be another step
towards a one-state solution.
Indeed, this realisation may be one of the factors, along with Western
pressure, which has caused the Israeli government to delay the announcement of the annexation. Wiser heads in Israel's conservative leadership
may have prevailed, having recognised that their aggressive expansionism
in recent years may have accelerated Israel's advance towards the
dreaded but inevitable outcome of their desire to colonise all of Palestine
- the establishment of one Israeli-Palestinian state with equal citizenship
for all inhabitants.
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Africa

More women should lead
Africa's coronavirus response
Damaris Matoke-Muhia

As the race to contain one of the worst pandemics in history continues,
there is an urgent need for more stringent and innovative strategies to battle COVID-19.
But on the world stage, one critically important element remains a low
priority. While women perform 70 percent of the world's healthcare services, they comprise only 25 percent of global health leadership. And while
some might say debating gender statistics during a global health crisis is
pointless, one believes it is the perfect time to focus on why more women's
leadership is needed - at decision-making tables, in high-level policy conversations, running community-level initiatives and serving in the highest
positions of international health organisations.
African countries have many assets and strengths to respond to this
pandemic because we have had many "practice drills" in coping with outbreaks of diseases like Ebola, chikungunya, yellow fever, cholera, dengue,
malaria. As a result, we have myriad policies, strategies, and educational
initiatives for pandemic response.
However, where gender equity is concerned, discrimination and exclusion of women in leadership is still deeply rooted globally - more so in
Africa, where historically only men were the ones to make decisions and
participate in problem-solving strategies. Now, more than in any other
health crisis on the continent, it is necessary to take stringent and necessary steps in accommodating increased women's participation in the design and implementation of solutions to the problem of controlling the
spread of COVID-19.
One only has to study healthcare access and delivery at the local level
to see why. As a researcher at the Kenya Medical Research Institute and
the Pan African Mosquito Control Association, every day one sees women
as key drivers in the utilisation of control tools that we implement. For example, when we roll out insecticide-treated bed nets for use in areas with
high rates of malaria, women are the ones who are available to receive
them, and also to make sure that members of their family are all covered
by nets, including the husband.
We are all aware that women are the ones who ensure their children
get proper treatment once they are diagnosed with malaria. Now, let us
transfer that same energy to the policy table, or to the laboratory or to the
strategy meeting. There is no questioning that in 2020, more women than
ever on the African continent have received advanced education across a
range of fields, including STEM: science, technology, engineering and
mathematics. These are the professions that yield the solutions to health
and development challenges in countries around the world.
And yet, on many COVID-19 strategy groups and management panels,
women's participation is scarce or non-existent. Of course, there are many
highly qualified male experts at management levels, but there is a need to
bring the force that has been missing and thus hindering the realisation of
disease control and eventually eradication. Inclusion of women at decision-making tables will bring diverse perspectives and experiences which
are rarely witnessed in a male-dominated management front.
Globally, the aforementioned majority of women at the front line of
COVID-19 response may be at significantly greater risk of infection be-
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cause of the roles they play in healthcare systems. This is coupled with
the fact that they are also the primary home caregivers and community
health volunteers. And yet, there are numerous reports of personal protective equipment (PPE) designed solely for men, and which do not take
women's menstrual needs into account.
Women also make up the majority (more than 80 percent) of the informal employment sector (domestic workers, small scale traders) in Africa,
and they have been hit hard with the current measures developed to respond to COVID-19, especially the lockdowns. Here in Kenya, teenage
pregnancies are reported to be rising during this period, effectively shuttering the dreams of the girl.
What difference would it make to have women leading the solutions to
these COVID-19 related challenges? One believes it would fuel responsive
strategies that provide effective solutions.
As a scientist, I am currently involved in the COVID-19 response in my
country, focusing on testing and research. Because of my research background, I know there is an urgent need for more people to act as "contact
tracers". They are the front line workers who identify where cases exist,
who those people have been in contact with, and who then communicate
with those potential cases as well.
The women who are already caring for their families and communities
have often earned the trust and the access needed to perform this kind of
work. If it is compensated and professionalised on a wide scale, this could
yield significant progress in stemming the spread of COVID-19.
It is clear the leadership, creativity and courage of women scientists,
community advocates, policymakers and front-line workers is of equal
value in times of crisis. At this point, locking out or hindering female participation in global health preparedness and emergency response could
be catastrophic.
If Africa is to truly rise, it must embrace the wisdom, strength, and resilience of its women. As a scientist I have confirmed the validity of the evidence: Ask an African woman what it takes to keep her community
healthy. Her decisions will save you.
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The American media is not
a cop-watch programme
Yannick Giovanni Marshall

Imagine believing police reports. After all of the independent autopsies,
the cellphone video recordings, the body-cam footage found to be "not
consistent with the police report" imagine still assuming these reports to
be a record of the facts as they occurred.
After the police obfuscation of Laquan McDonald's murder, the toy guns
of Baltimore, the evidence planting, the DNA exonerations, imagine still
reporting police narratives as truth and still writing sentences for
teleprompter scripts like "the police officer thought the suspect was reaching for a gun". Imagine taking US justice seriously after what happened to
Kalief Browder.
In a fair society, an institution that has consistently proven itself so willing to misrepresent facts on race and violence that it has become a running
joke for generations of Black stand-up comedians might have its "reports"
viewed with suspicion. In American society, the media is embedded with
the police, just as it is in American imperialism where journalists are embedded with the US army, hitching a ride in army convoys, observing conflict from the perspective of one belligerent and yet performing objectivity.
The media is not a check on power when it comes to the police. It is not
a cop-watch programme. It humanises a violent, paramilitary institution, it
publishes its mugshots and aids in surveillance, it disciplines populations
into obedience and is the velvet glove to order's iron fist. It amplifies "official"
narratives. It normalises the presumption of police innocence. It takes the
police at their word: police do not claim something happened, their report
is what happened. Trial verdicts do not claim the convict did it; the convict
did it, as can be seen by the trial verdict. The law through the doctrine of
"cognisable offences" or "probable cause" sacralises the cop, elevating their
notepads and testimony to a gospel truth and the media runs to the town
people to preach. Functionally, the media is an arm of policing.
There are no prime time television programmes about life escaping the
fining, harassment, groping and physical assault of the roving, murdering
warlords of white supremacy and capital. No character-driven dramas
about surviving the colony's paramilitary forces ushering in an orderly gentrification and the accumulation of lives and living spaces to make room
for yuppie royalty. No shows for the beaten to watch their batterers being
frog-marched out of their neighbourhoods if only on screen. Instead "Live
PD" "The First 48", "Investigative Discovery" and the constant proliferation
of cop dramas lionise the colony's henchmen.
In the media, the badge-wearing violent are heroes and heroines
sweeping away crime with an unwavering commitment to honour and fairness. They are depicted in the same flattering light colonists depicted their
pioneer forebearers sweeping away "native savagery" a century ago. In
place of the pith helmet and moustache are the cop haircut and the badge,
but the arms remain akimbo.
Television, whether deliberately or not, complements police power and
permits no abolitionist perspectives. Dick Wolf is to American policing what
John Wayne was to US empire. Cable news, at a moment when people
demand the abolishing of the police and the voicing of different futures, invites police chiefs who provide "examples of police leadership". Liberal
hosts parrot activist language of social justice in monologues only to then
give platforms to commanders of the institution the activists protest against.
The invited police chiefs then proceed to patronise protesters as "not only
anarchists", as if being radically against the order of bleach-drinking and
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potato-sack kidnappings is something to be ashamed of.
Anchors on centrist networks offer, in place of analysis, tears and declarations of shock at witnessing the sadism of the George Floyd murder.
Transient outrage takes up time that could otherwise be filled with examining the police institution itself. Answers are tapped out of the same onhand Black liberal academics instead of thinkers in the Black radical
tradition who, since slavery, have been devoted to the critique of the forceful capture and destruction of Black people.
Anchors cry or look into the camera and call the president a thug but
offer no mea culpa for complicity in the policing project, which has now
come full circle. The American policing project today bears similarity to the
Nazi regime which applied colonialist procedures to Europeans previously
reserved exclusively for the colonies - the arbitrary arrests, the slave patrol,
forced disappearances, etc.
Today, political dissidents and activists, including those who are white,
face practices previously reserved for the Black underclass, the unhomed
and the immigrants. It is not only in the colonies and "postcolonies" of
Africa, Asia and Latin America that "the policeman and the soldier, by their
immediate presence and their frequent and direct action... advise (the people) by means of rifle butts and napalm not to budge". Today, it also happens in the business districts of American metropolises.
It is no longer unimaginable that it will be white people in the suburbs,
corporate offices and Democratic Party headquarters who are next to be
thrown against the hood of a cruiser or pushed into unmarked police vehicles.
However intense the display or forceful the condemnation, punditry is
all sound and fury signifying nothing. Worse than nothing. Liberal pundits
carry water for police. They sell "retraining" and "reform" and the other PR
catchwords police keep in their back pockets for whenever one of their
killings spills out onto the national stage.
They affect a highway robbery of abolitionist efforts. They suggest beginning a conversation - a project that not only reveals the depths of the
disregard paid to the history of Black outcry and opposition to racist state
violence but disingenuously presents dialogue as a solution rather than
their business. Individual racists cannot be persuaded away from racism
at a faster rate than white supremacist society produces racists. Dialogue
is a scam.
Police-embedded media is particularly harmful at this moment because
it shares the media landscape with an expanding white nationalist news
media. Nightly, the most powerful white nationalist television network in
the world attempts to incite white mobs against protesters. Every night
their hosts look directly into the camera and warn about anarchist protesters and unruly thugs coming to get the viewer and their property - assured,
of course, that their audience is not out protesting against racial injustice.
Every night they inch closer to telling their viewers to grab their pangas
and "cut down the tall trees". They carry the mantle of those who incited
mobs of white people to massacre Black people in 1919 Elaine, Arkansas
in 1921 Tulsa, Oklahoma and in a hundred other "race riots". Every night
they use their chyrons - like the white nationalist, lynch-mob apologist
newspapers before them used their editorial pages - to incite violence
against non-white people, disfigure and criminalise the memories of the
victims of racist violence and excuse their killers.
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Your View
Rainwater harvesting

Do Kashmiri lives matter?
Like “Black Lives Matter”, the lives of the minorities and the marginalised in

I have seen in Australia that houses there have separate rain-

India and anywhere else in the world should matter too. This is the crux of the

water down pipes from the roof leading to an underground

hundreds of articles in the Black Lives Matter theme appearing in the media.

water tank built for collecting water. This water is used for gar-

The protests are not just about George Floyd but about the systemic culture of

dening, washing cars and all purposes except drinking. In fact

harassment by state organs, legitimised with blanket impunity and political pa-

the Australian embassy in Islamabad has employed the same

tronage. They indicate that the protests often turned violent and are public re-

technique and with success. In Pakistan it is mandatory for

sponses to conditions that have become unbearable. Police brutality and the

houses to build an underground tank. A portion of this tank can

culture of harassment Kashmiris are facing resemble what has happened in

be partitioned and maybe used for the same purpose. The pub-

the United States. The police brutality seen in the recent anti-Citizens Amend-

lic should also be educated on employing means to saving and

ment Act (CAA) campaigns in Delhi, Uttar Pradesh and other parts of India is

using rainwater. However in the past, many proposals for rain-

eerie. In some cases of mob lynching policemen were found involved. This

water harvesting have fallen prey to the inefficiency of the de-

triggered aggression from people in the same way as in the United States but

partment’s concerned staff, who couldn’t care less about water

in India this reaction is called terrorism. This led to an outpouring of protests by

conservation. One immediate measure of rainwater harvesting

liberal and secular Indians in streets. The protests first began in universities,

can be using the traffic medians on city dual carriageways to

where students were not only brutalised but also criminalised, with hundreds

be built in such a manner that the water goes into the ground.

of them arrested. Kashmir may be a political issue, but let us not forget that the

This will not only ensure rain water does not remain on the

people who own the disputed territory, have been living in conditions worse

roads and it goes to replenish the depleting underground water

than those imposed by the Nazis in concentration camps. Since the illegal In-

levels. Another idea to harvest rainwater is to have large under-

dian occupation began seven decades ago, hundreds of thousands of Kash-

water reservoirs in parks and universities to store rainwater and

miris have been killed, and many more injured by Indian occupation forces.

use the supplies to water parks and universities.

Scores of human rights organisations have condemned India’s actions in oc-

Mohammad Ali Bhatti

cupied Jammu and Kashmir. In a report published last year, Amnesty Interna-

Lahore

tional highlighted the numerous human rights violations in occupied J&K, and
demanded accountability of the Indian security forces A Human Rights Watch
report states that the Indian security forces are responsible for the torture and
murder of Kashmiri people in fake encounter killings. The world has to act as
the massacres in occupied Jammu and Kashmir are many times worse than
the Srebrenica genocide whose anniversary was commemorated on July 11.
Syed Tahir Rashdi
Shahdadpur

Teaching religion
A recent article urges readers to visualise a scenario after the
Islamisation of curricula and our education system. I am a
teacher and I have observed that the morning assembly at public schools has already been — pardon the expression —‘Islamised’. The recitation of Quranic verses, Naats and Islamic

Bird hits

tenets is mandatory. At some schools students are even asked

According to media reports, at least ten incidents of birds striking different aircraft during landing or take-off have been reported in July.
This is an alarming situation as birds striking aircraft can cause signifi-

daily to raise their hands to confirm whether they offered the five
obligatory prayers or not. This display often causes discomfort
among the minority students who stand embarrassed. It is

cant damage and in rare instances even cause a plane to crash.

therefore natural that minority students would be uninterested in

The Civil Aviation Authority needs to take immediate notice and adopt

morning assembly proceedings. Some of the more sensitive mi-

a strategy to prevent aircraft from suffering further bird hits in future.

nority students deliberately reach school late to avoid assembly

The primary reason for birds entering a danger zone, which is run-

and get punished by school managements for being late. This is

ways, are the housing schemes that have been allowed in close prox-

an insensitive behaviour on the part of school managements.

imity to airports. The open garbage bins or large heaps of trash

The federal and provincial governments should look into the

scattered around these societies attract the feathered scavengers who

issue. If we want to ensure Pakistan as a progressive nation-

inadvertently cross the path of airliners. The CAA must conduct a sur-

state then the minorities will have to be given the respect and

vey of all societies located close to runways and ask them to either re-

status that is their due. I hope that my views are not taken out of

move the garbage bins altogether or ensure a quick disposal of trash

context and labelled as the ranting of a liberal. I have only writ-

to get rid of the birds.

ten what I have observed as a teacher.
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How some superblack fish disappear
into the darkness of the deep sea

The universe might have a fundamental
clock that ticks very, very fast

Erin Garcia de Jesus

Emily Conover

In the depths of the
ocean, it might take more
than a little light to illuminate some of the planet’s
darkest fish. Some deepsea fish have ultrablack
skin capable of soaking
up almost all light that
hits it, making the fish
nearly invisible. That camouflage is the result of a layer of densely packed
pigment-containing structures just below the skin’s surface, researchers report in Current Biology. The skin may hide the fish from predators, or prey,
and might inspire new designs for ultrablack materials used in telescopes
or fabric. Although little light reaches the deep sea, bioluminescent organisms can brighten the inky darkness. For creatures trying to swim undetected, living in these depths is “like trying to play hide and seek on a
football field,” says Karen Osborn, a marine biologist at the Smithsonian
National Museum of Natural History in Washington, D.C. “There’s nowhere
to hide.” Enter superblack skin. Osborn and her colleagues captured 18
species of ultrablack fish from up to 2,000 meters deep in Monterey Bay
off California and in the Gulf of Mexico. The team then measured how much
light reflected off of the fish. The researchers also examined skin from nine
species using electron microscopy and calculated how structures in the
skin might absorb light. The skin has a layer of closely packed, circular,
melanin-containing structures called melanosomes that can absorb up to
99.95 percent of light with wavelengths similar to ambient sunlight in the
ocean or light from bioluminescent animals. The melanosomes’ size, shape
and arrangement may help direct light that isn’t absorbed by an individual
melanosome to others in the layer, trapping even more light. Other darkcolored fish tend to have unpigmented gaps between melanosomes, which
leads to more light being reflected and a more visible fish.

Like a metronome that
sets the tempo for a musician, a fundamental
cosmic clock may be
keeping time throughout
the universe. But if such
a clock exists, it ticks
extremely
fast.
In
physics, time is typically
thought of as a fourth dimension. But some physicists have speculated
that time may be the result of a physical process, like the ticking of a builtin clock. If the universe does have a fundamental clock, it must tick faster
than a billion trillion trillion times per second, according to a theoretical
study published June 19 in Physical Review Letters. In particle physics,
tiny fundamental particles can attain properties by interactions with other
particles or fields. Particles acquire mass, for example, by interacting with
the Higgs field, a sort of molasses that pervades all of space. Perhaps particles could experience time by interacting with a similar type of field, says
physicist Martin Bojowald of Penn State. That field could oscillate, with
each cycle serving as a regular tick. “It’s really just like what we do with
our clocks,” says Bojowald, a coauthor of the study. Time is a puzzling
concept in physics: Two key physics theories clash on how they define it.
In quantum mechanics, which describes tiny atoms and particles, “time is
just there. It’s fixed. It’s a background,” says physicist Flaminia Giacomini
of the Perimeter Institute in Waterloo, Canada. But in the general theory
of relativity, which describes gravity, time shifts in bizarre ways. A clock
near a massive object ticks slower than one farther away, so a clock on
the surface of the Earth lags behind one aboard an orbiting satellite, for
example. In attempts to combine these two theories into one theory of
quantum gravity, “the problem of time is actually quite important,” says Giacomini, who was not involved with the research.
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Skin cream may offer new psoriasis treatment option
Amy Norton
A cream medication that eases skin inflammation might offer a safer treatment
option for people with psoriasis, a new clinical trial suggests. Psoriasis is a
chronic skin condition that affects more than 8 million Americans, according
to the National Psoriasis Foundation. The disease arises from an abnormal
immune response that triggers rapid turnover of skin cells, causing them to
pile up on the skin's surface. Most people have a form called plaque psoriasis,
where they periodically develop red, scaly patches on the skin that can be
itchy and painful. The new study tested an experimental cream medication
that may bypass the side effects of current topical treatments for psoriasis.
The cream contains a drug called roflumilast, which blocks an inflammationproducing enzyme. The researchers found that among patients randomly assigned to use the cream once a day, roughly one-quarter saw their skin clear
up within six weeks. That compared with 8% of those given an inactive
("placebo") cream. Experts called the results "exciting" -- in large part because the treatment is not expected to cause the side effects that can come
with topical corticosteroids, the most common skin treatment for psoriasis.
High-potency steroids can be effective for the condition. But the downsides
include thinning of the skin, changes in pigmentation and irreversible stretch
marks, said Dr. Mark Lebwohl, the lead researcher on the trial.That limits the
drugs' use, he explained, especially on sensitive areas like the face. Other
options, like vitamin D analogues, don't work all that well and can irritate the
skin, said Lebwohl, chair of dermatology at Mount Sinai's Icahn School of
Medicine in New York City. Meanwhile, there are systemic treatments for psoriasis, including various injection and oral drugs. But they are usually reserved
for more severe cases. "The market has become crowded with systemic ther-

apies," Lebwohl said. "But most people have more moderate disease."
Among the oral medications is apremilast (Otezla), a pill that targets an inflammation-producing enzyme called PDE-4. Roflumilast, the new creambased medication, is also a PDE-4 inhibitor. And, Lebwohl said, it could offer
patients an equally effective nonsteroid alternative -- if it is approved by the
U.S. Food and Drug Administration. Dr. Lawrence Eichenfield, a dermatologist who was not involved in the study, agreed that a new topical option would
be "welcome." "It would be exciting to see an effective topical treatment for
psoriasis that's also well-tolerated," said Eichenfield. He's a professor of dermatology at the University of California, San Diego, and member of the American Academy of Dermatology.

Air conditioning may be spreading coronavirus
Brenda Goodman
As COVID-19 cases rise rapidly throughout the South, some scientists
believe there could be an important, but overlooked factor in the spread
of the virus in the region--air conditioning. Just as chilly winter temps create the perfect conditions for passing colds and flu—driving people indoors and into closer proximity for more hours of the day where it’s easy
to swap germs, researchers believe broiling heat in the southern U.S.
could be having the same effect, sending people indoors where whirring
air conditioners are running full blast. “You go indoors for the cool, just
as in the northeast and other cool places you go in for the warmth in winter, so you’re less socially distanced,” says Edward Nardell, MD, professor of environmental health and immunology and infectious diseases at
Harvard’s T.H. Chan School of Public Health. “You’re more likely to be
touching the same surfaces that have been contaminated by people
speaking and coughing etc.,” he says. Air conditioning is also risky because of the way air handlers work. When outdoor temperatures are extreme, HVAC systems adjust the mix of fresh air they pull in to save
energy. That means the hotter it is outside, the more indoor air recirculates, which means, “You’re breathing a higher percentage of the same
air that other people are exhaling,” Nardell says. If someone in the building is shedding the new coronavirus, it can build up in the recirculated
air. And this may seem obvious, but air conditioners have fans that blow
the air around. That gives the smallest viral particles—aerosols--extra lift
to say suspended in the air for longer. “The air currents that are produced
by air conditioners and also fans and other air moving devices can carry
particles further than they might otherwise go,” he says.
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Air conditioners also remove moisture from the air, “and we know viruses
prefer dry air,” he says. In certain situations, that combination of factors
may create the perfect conditions for contagion. Studies of air conditioning come as more evidence emerges about airborne spread of COVID19. In a commentary in the journal Clinical Infectious Diseases, an
international group of 239 scientists have appealed to “national and international bodies” including the World Health Organization, to recognize
this potential for airborne spread.
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Arthur & Merlin

Clemency

Dan Jolin

Pamela Hutchinson

There’s a lot you can do
with Arthurian myth, from
the gory opera of Excalibur,
to the faux-historical grit of
Antoine Fuqua’s 2004 King
Arthur, to Guy Ritchie’s
bizarre mix of high fantasy
and geezer swagger in his
2017 misfire of the same name. Arthur & Merlin feels like a blend of all
three, though was made on a budget that we suspect wouldn’t have covered Ritchie’s lunch expenses, and lacks the vision, wit or inventiveness
to rise above its limitations. Lore-wise, it’s a meaningless hotchpotch of a
story which doesn’t know where to start (Arthur and Lancelot, already old
buddies, find Guinevere in a cave), isn’t sure how to end (with a lacklustre
scrap in a barely furnished throne room) and struggles to join all the
sketchy dots that lie in-between. The device of Arthur’s foreign adventures
— fighting the Romans, oddly — and his weak, royal snideness of a son
wrecking the country while he’s away is more reminiscent of the Robin
Hood legend’s take on Richard III and Prince John. Meanwhile, details
like Arthur’s loss of Excalibur, or the root of his loss of faith in his ability to
rule — apparently crucial to this version of the character — are never explored. As the bushy-bearded monarch, Richard Short (from TV’s Mary
Kills People) wrestles manfully with the thin material, but there is an air of
perpetual constipation to his performance. You feel less inclined to sympathise with him than wish he’d take some laxatives.

Back Roads
Ella Kemp
Despite a valiant aim, to raise
awareness of the horrifying realities of child abuse, Alex Pettyfer’s directorial debut is
unfortunately too brusquely
paced and shallow to achieve
anything substantial.
The actor has cast himself as the main character, the brooding Harley,
scarred by his dysfunctional family in light of the tragedy, and prior trauma,
that has come to define him. After his mother Bonnie (Juliette Lewis) is jailed
for killing his abusive father, the bulk of the film sees Harley discover the
truth of his devastating past through prison visits with his mother and sessions in a grey therapist’s office. The problem is that such delicate subject
matter is verbalised with such a lack of subtlety that important matters become almost laughable. Beyond a handful of conversations which relay hidden histories and explain Harley’s impenetrable frostiness, it’s difficult to find
a reason to invest emotionally in any part of his story.
Harley struggles with intimacy – his relationship with Amber (Nicola Peltz),
the eldest of his three young sisters, is fraught. Things develop as he starts
meeting older neighbour Callie (Jennifer Morrison). Their affair is not layered
enough to be deemed a relationship; or at least, if it’s supposed to be, Pettyfer fails to add enough depth or detail to make that ring true — all Harley
and Callie know about each other is that they both enjoy Impressionism.
Add to this the fact that Pettyfer directs these scenes with an aggressive
style, all curt body language and jerky camera movements, and it feels like
this pair share no chemistry nor empathy whatsoever.

26

Clemency’s
opening
scene shows prison
warden
Bernadine
Williams
(Alfre
Woodard) overseeing
the 11th execution of
her career. The inmate’s face contorts in
pain and he recites the
Lord’s Prayer as his mother raises her cross to the glass; the injection
fails, and the execution is horribly botched. The prisoner dies on schedule, but he dies anguished in his body and his soul. The rest of writerdirector Chinonye Chukwu’s powerful, needle-sharp drama follows the
run-up to execution number 12, as the reality of Bernadine’s job destabilises her peace of mind, her sleep and her marriage. Woodard’s subtle but affecting lead performance draws us into her private hell as she
follows the regulations for killing a man by day, and drowns her demons
in a local bar by night. Bernadine’s husband Jonathan (Wendell Pierce)
warns her that she lives in fragments, and the film itself mirrors her
emotional disconnect. Information is drip-fed unobtrusively into the narrative: the film’s quiet economy is in inverse proportion to its moral heft.
The prisoner sentenced to die is Anthony Woods (Aldis Hodge), a
young Black man convicted of murdering a police officer. He proclaims
his innocence, as do his determined, righteous lawyer (Richard Schiff)
and the anonymous protestors chanting his name in solidarity outside
the prison walls.

Cursed
Beth Webb
Those who have already tired
of the female revamp trend in
Hollywood shouldn’t write off
Cursed too hastily. The Netflix
show, based on the graphic
novel written by Tom Wheeler
and illustrated by Frank Miller
(both serve as co-creators here), is sure enough rooted in Arthurian legend — lead character Nimue (Katherine Langford) is known in medieval
legend as the Lady of the Lake — and the king remains a central character. Yet the tether that binds Nimue’s story to Arthur’s isn’t a strained
one, and the more it slackens, the more exhilarating Cursed becomes. A
nexus of knotty, backstabbing politics, graphic violence and chaotic storytelling that severs character arcs at unruly junctures, the show’s writing
grows in confidence as it rumbles onwards, peppered with gorgeous,
sprawling animated segments and showcasing Langford’s abilities as a
rising action star. The show’s opening episodes are its weakest, specifically because they are the ones most concerned with detailing Arthur’s
legacy. Before we cross paths with the future king, we’re introduced to
Nimue, the outcast, who suffers from a severe case of uncontrollable
powers and is brutally mistreated by her people until the Red Paladins,
led by a reliably nefarious Peter Mullen, wipe out her hometown. From
here the story struggles to stay on solid ground as it establishes a myriad
of key characters, while the inevitable Arthurian references are presented
in clumsy ways that dampen the agency of Nimue’s genesis.
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Adventures in Morocco

Hero at the Fall

Alice Morrison

Alwyn Hamilton

When Alice Morrison headed out to Morocco, it
was to take on one of the most daunting challenges: to run in the famous Marathon des
Sables. Little did she expect to end up living
there. But once she settled in a flat in Marrakech,
she was won over by the people, the spectacular
scenery and the ancient alleyways of the souks.
Soon she was hiking over the Atlas mountains,
joining nomads to sample their timeless way of
life as they crossed the Sahara desert, and finding peace in a tranquil oasis. Despite more than
10 million tourists coming to Morocco each year, there are remarkably few
books about its people, their customs and the extraordinary range of places
to visit, from bustling markets to vast, empty deserts. Alice makes sure she
samples it all, and as she does she provides a stunning portrait of a beautiful
country. As a lone woman, she often attracts plenty of curiosity, but her willingness to participate - whether thigh deep in pigeon droppings in a tannery
or helping out herding goats - ensures that she is welcomed everywhere by
a people who are among the most hospitable on the planet.

Once, in the desert country of Miraji, there
was a Sultan without an heir. The heir had
been killed by his own brother, the treacherous Rebel Prince, who was consumed
by jealousy and sought the throne for himself. Or so it was said by some. There
were others who said that the Rebel
Prince was not a traitor but a hero. In the
final battle for the throne, Amani must fight
for everything she believes in, but with the
rebellion in pieces, and the Sultan's
armies advancing across the desert
plains, who will lead, who will triumph, who will live and who will die?

Game of Snipers
Stephen Hunter
When Bob Lee Swagger is approached by a
woman who lost a son to war and has spent the
years since risking all that she has to find the
sniper who pulled the trigger, he knows right
away he'll do everything in his power to help her.
But what begins as a favor becomes an obsession, and soon Swagger is back in the action,
teaming up with the Mossad, the FBI, and local
American law enforcement as he tracks a sniper
who is his own equal...and attempts to decipher
that assassin's ultimate target before it's too late.
With all-too-real threats and twisty, masterly storytelling, Game of Snipers is
another gripping addition to a bestselling Bob Lee Swagger series.

Kim Ghattas
For decades, the question has haunted the
Arab and Muslim world, heard across Iran and
Syria, Saudi Arabia and Pakistan, and in the
author's home country of Lebanon. Was it always so? When did the extremism, intolerance
and bloodletting of today displace the region's
cultural promise and diversity? In Black Wave,
award-winning journalist and author Kim Ghattas argues that the turning point in the modern
history of the Middle East can be located in the
toxic confluence of three major events in 1979:
the Iranian revolution; the siege of the Holy
Mosque in Mecca; and the Soviet invasion of Afghanistan. Before this year,
Saudi Arabia and Iran had been working allies and twin pillars of US strategy
in the region - but the radical legacy of these events made them mortal enemies, unleashing a process that transformed culture, society, religion and
geopolitics across the region for decades to come.

The Science of Game of Thrones

Annelies

Helen Keen

David Gillham

Do dragons actually exist? Is it possible to
crush a person's head with your bare
hands? What really happened when royal
families interbreed? How does wildfire win
wars? Can you really kill someone with
molten gold? Award-winning comedian and
popular-science writer Helen Keen uncovers
the astounding science behind the world's
most popular television show. Join Helen as
she sifts the fact from fantasy, discovers the
truth beneath the togas, and reveals a world
more fantastical than Daenerys Targaryen's
wildest dreams. So pour yourself a bowl of brown, climb on your beast of
burden, and prepare yourself for an amazing adventure. It's time to see
the Seven Kingdoms as you have never seen them before.

In 1945, aged sixteen, Anne Frank walks out of
the liberated Bergen-Belsen concentration camp
and into a new life as a survivor of the Holocaust.
Returning to Amsterdam, she is reunited with her
beloved father. Yet Anne feels like a ghost. In the
city where she and her family were betrayed,
Anne struggles to let go of the horrors she witnessed, to forget the cruel death of her mother
and her sister Margot. She dreams of being a
writer, but how do you carry on when you've lost
everything you once were? To create a new life
for herself, a life of freedom as a woman and a writer, she knows she must
transform her story of trauma into a story of redemption and hope.
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