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Economics

In search of succor
Shahid Hussain

Pakistan’s improving fiscal indicators are encouraging after the country
successfully tackled the coronavirus pandemic, with minimum human life
and economic losses as compared to regional and Western countries.
However, the question remains: Whether the economic turnaround will
sustain and its fruit will reach the common people, who have suffered unprecedented job losses, inflation and poverty in recent times?
No doubt, short-term trends indicate the economy is on the path to
growth. Exports are growing, the trade balance is narrowing with the passage of every month. Workers’ remittances are increasing. Over 23pc
more taxes have been collected in the first month of the new fiscal
against a target of Rs243b. The stock market has bounced back. Real
estate prices are also rising after concessions announced for construction and housing. Pakistan’s economy could expand by around 1pc in
the first quarter (Q1) of the current fiscal year but remittances would go
down to their monthly average of around $2.2 billion, according to the finance ministry. However, it said the Federal Board of Revenue (FBR)
had exaggerated tax collection by Rs10 billion for July. In its monthly
Economic Updates and Outlook report for August, the ministry said inflation would remain at its current level and there was less money available for private sector borrowings during the first five weeks of the current
fiscal year. In its previous outlook for July, the ministry said the economy
had grown by 0.97pc in the first (July-September) quarter of the last fiscal
year. In the last fiscal year, the economy contracted 0.4pc, largely because of the spread of the coronavirus pandemic. The ministry predicted
that inflation would remain in the range of 8.4pc to 9.7pc in August. It
was 9.3pc in July.
Pakistan’s exports rose by 20pc in July after a four-month decline following the coronavirus restrictions and lockdown in the country. The exports for July grew by 5.8pc in dollar value terms, as compared to the
same month last year. The current account swung back to surplus for the
third time since October 2019. According to the State Bank of Pakistan,
the country recorded a surplus of $424 million in July, a turnaround from
a deficit of $100 million the preceding month. Pakistanis abroad sent
home remittances worth $2.77 billion in July, which was the highest
amount of dollars Pakistanis overseas have ever sent back to their families. Experts have attributed the increase in remittances to seasonal inflows ahead of Eid and layoffs of Pakistani workers in the Gulf countries,
who brought with them their savings. Another factor that helped improve
the current account situation was exports. Exports went up 19.7pc in July,
after a 25.5pc growth in June. In recent months, international oil prices
have started recovering from recent lows and the dollar-rupee exchange
rate is also rising gradually. The rupee further shed its value and traded
at Rs168.43 against the greenback in the interbank market.
Pakistan has seen an 88pc increase in foreign direct investment (FDI),
from $1.36b in 2019 to $2.56b in 2020, according to the data released by
the State Bank. FDI improved from 2015 to 2018 and then fell in 2019,
because of the rupee depreciation but it is improving again in 2020 even
though the economy was hit hard by the coronavirus pandemic. The foreign investment improved because China is investing in the telecommunication and power sector via the CPEC programme. With Pakistan's new
government gaining the trust of its Chinese counterparts, it is expected
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that investment from China will keep coming in. The government expects
a strong economic rebound during the current quarter on the basis of
prospects of the international environment and the prevailing economic,
fiscal, monetary and exchange rate policies at home.
International financial institutions have also projected Pakistan’s economy to remain stable. In its latest report, Fitch Ratings has affirmed Pakistan’s long-term foreign credit rating at ‘B-’ with a stable outlook,
anticipating a surge in foreign exchange reserves to a four-year high at
$16 billion by June 2021 under the ongoing International Monetary Fund
(IMF) loan programme and available Saudi Arabia’s financing. It expects
Riyadh would withdraw the remaining deposit of $2 billion from the State
Bank of Pakistan’s (SBP) foreign exchange reserves on the scheduled
timeline of 2022. Besides, the country has plans in place to float Eurobond
and Sukuk to borrow more from the international market by December
2020. It expected economic revival in FY21, expecting gross domestic
product (GDP) growth of 1.2pc compared to a contraction of 0.38pc in
FY20. It also found Pakistan’s policy actions on the economic front like a
tight monetary policy and a flexible rupee-dollar exchange rate regime
very much sound.
The Covid-19 outbreak, however, prompted authorities to significantly
cut the benchmark interest rate by 625 basis points to 7pc to help households and businesses to cope with the pandemic. With this, the real interest rate has fallen to negative. Moreover, the net foreign exchange
reserves dropped to negative and the rupee depreciated further mainly
due to panic pullout of investment by foreigners from rupee-denominated
treasury bills and Pakistan Investment Bonds (PIBs) to the tune of $3 billion since the Covid-19 emergence. The current challenges to the economy like weak public finances, large fiscal deficits, high government
debt-to-GDP ratio and large external debt repayments against low foreign
exchange reserves led Fitch to rate Pakistan’s long-term foreign currency
issuer default rating (IDR) at ‘B-’. “The coronavirus pandemic has exacerbated these challenges by depressing economic growth and pressuring
public finances,” it said. Pakistan may face challenges in collection of revenue in taxes and workers’ remittance may drop due to Covid-19 challenges. It, however, finds it difficult for authorities to announce a second
stimulus package for individuals and businesses to cope with Covid-19
challenges. The situation may increase the debt-to-GDP ratio to 90pc in
FY21 and expected to reduce to 85pc by FY25. The agency, however,
strongly expected the country’s economic indicators to improve growing
forward, as Pakistan is committed to implement the economic reform
agenda under IMF loan programme.
Besides the short-term challenges, the government has failed to stabilize prices, which fluctuate on a daily basis instead of months and years.
It has already eroded the credibility of the government in the public. The
prices have more than doubled in the first two years of the PTI government. About 12.3 million to 18.5 million people have lost their jobs in Pakistan, according to the government’s own estimates. The national poverty
rate, which was 31.3pc in June 2018, could jump to over 40pc this year
and it is feared four out of every 10 Pakistanis will be poor in coming
months. People cannot be impressed with statistics and rhetoric, they
need jobs and relief from high prices urgently.
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Analysis

PTI: A mixed scorecard
Nasim Ahmed

What is the Pakistan Tehreek-i-Insaf (PTI) government’s scorecard during its two years in office? The official point of view is roses all the
way, but the opposition says that the situation
could not be worse. The truth lies somewhere in
between. As against the tall claims and listing of
achievements on the domestic and external
fronts by cabinet ministers, opposition leaders
Shahbaz Sharif and Bilawal Bhutto-Zardari have
come out with scathing criticism of the government’s performance. Surely, there is an element
of point scoring in both the opposite points of
view.
To begin with, the PTI inherited a formidable
bag of problems left behind by the previous government. The economy was in a mess and foreign policy in tatters. But the task that the new
administration undertook was made more onerous by its lack of experience and a clear sense
of direction. It resulted in shaky governance
marked by ill-advised decision-making and frequent policy reversals.
Managing a ramshackle economy was the immediate challenge. As a
result of the government's initiatives, the economy has grown despite the
Covid-19 crisis and the past month saw a six per cent increase in exports.
Cement sales and exports have also increased substantially. Due to the
government's policies, economic observers and organisations, like
Moody's, Fitch and Bloomberg, have lately improved Pakistan's rating.
A signal achievement was the launching of the Emergency Cash Assistance Programme, under which the government handed out cash to
lower-income families hit by the lockdown crisis. It was for the first time in
the history of Pakistan that a government had introduced a relief programme on this scale to support the masses. Millions of people benefitted
from the programme.
At the same time, the government introduced soft loans to assist small
traders so that they would not have to reduce their staff due to lack of
funds. The government also provided relief to traders by paying their power
bills for three months.
The PTI government can claim due credit for the successful handling
of Covid-19 that has brought the pandemic under control. The National
Command and Operation Centre (NCOC) has been a success story, and
it managed the Covid-19 crisis with clarity and vigour. Bill Gates, while
comparing the coronavirus situation in India and Pakistan, said that Pakistan had performed much better. The visiting UN General Assembly President-elect Volkan Bozkir, in his meeting with Foreign Minister Shah
Mehmood Qureshi, also said that the world could learn from Pakistan as
to how to successfully tackle the pandemic. The influential Wall Street
Journal too acknowledged that Pakistan was a bright spot in the world
when it comes to the coronavirus.
On the external front, the case of Kashmir was presented in a forceful
manner at the UN as a result of which the issue was internationalised and
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now the whole world is talking about the violation of rights of the people of
occupied Kashmir by the Indian forces.
Islamabad also played a crucial role in carrying the Afghan peace
process forward. Two years ago, the US had declared Pakistan as "part
of the problem". However, due to Pakistan's role in the Afghan peace
process, the country is now considered as part of the solution. Pakistan
also made efforts to develop an "economic partnership" with African countries which have a population of 1.3 billion people, and the Engage Africa
Initiative has gone a long way in exploring trade and investment opportunities in the continent. In the wake of the Balakot incident, Pakistan’s calibrated and mature response to Indian aggression was perhaps Prime
Minister Imran Khan’s finest hour. It was part of a new pattern of diplomacy
that has manifested itself in stable and balanced foreign policy and handling of external issues.
However, on the domestic front, the government’s performance left
much to be desired. Relations with the opposition remained strained and
the parliament witnessed much of its time wasted due to mud-slinging by
firebrand members from both sides. The administration signally failed to
control the rising prices of essential commodities and rein in sugar and
wheat mafias which continue to fleece the common people.
All said, it is not fair to judge a government at the two-year mark of its
five-year term. The value of such an assessment lies in discovering the
trends and sense of direction. From this point of view, the PTI government
does not seem to have done too badly. For the first time, the country got
rid of the two-party system which had degenerated into a game of musical
chairs in which the corrupt rich got all the goodies, while the people were
left high and dry.
In a nutshell, the first two years of the PTI government were a period
during which it tried to fathom the depth and find its feet. Now that it has
overcome its teething problems, it can be expected to deliver much better
results in the coming days.
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National grid

IPPs and power
sector reforms
Nasim Ahmed

The Independent Power Producers (IPPs) have for long been a thorn in
the side of Pakistan’s power sector. A recent inquiry committee report on
the independent power producers is an eye-opener. The losses of over
Rs4 trillion are a bigger scandal than any financial scam in Pakistan’s history.
It is good that the government has finally succeeded in resolving the
vexed issue of the IPPs. The government and the IPPs have reached an
understanding on a reduction in the rate of return on equity and late payment surcharge (LPS), and sharing of savings on account of plant efficiencies. A memorandum of understanding (MoU), containing 13 points, has
been signed between the two parties. The IPPs, which were set up under
the 2002 Power Policy, have now agreed to alter their existing contractual
agreements.
After approval by the National Electric Power Regulatory Authority
(NEPRA), the federal cabinet and IPPs’ Board of Directors, the documents
and procedures of the understandings would be completed within a short
time. They will be submitted to the NEPRA and the Central Power Purchasing Agency (CPPA) to be followed by legal documentation to reflect
the amendments needed to the relevant agreements.
It may be added here that the MoU is valid for six months and it will
stand terminated on the signing of the detailed agreement. According to
the MoU, the two parties have, in the larger national interest, voluntarily
agreed to provide concessions considering the fact that a significant period
has been passed since its Commercial Operation Date (CoD). It was
agreed that all projects will convert their contracts to a take-and-pay basis
and until then, the existing take-or-pay will continue.
The return on equity (RoE), including Return on Equity During Construction (RoEDC) for local investors, will be changed to 17pc per annum
in rupee terms without dollar indexation, while for foreign investors registered with the State Bank of Pakistan, RoE will be 12pc per annum on
NEPRA-approved equity at CoD. Similarly, any saving in fuel for oil-fired
projects would be shared on a sliding scale starting from 70:30 in favour
of the power purchaser for the first 0.5pc efficiency improvement while any
future savings in O&M of oil-fired projects will be shared 50:50 after accounting for any reserve for major overhauling which would be by the
power purchaser or the NEPRA as mutually agreed and the power purchaser will not share in any efficiency losses.
Likewise, for gas projects, fuel and O&M will be taken as one consolidated line and any net savings will be shared 60:40 by the government
and the IPPs for gas projects after accounting for any reserves for a major
overhaul. However, power purchasers will not share fuel, O&M and major
overhaul losses. Moreover, the NEPRA would take a decision if a company
has made any excess profits and it (NEPRA) will hear and decide the matter and also provide a mechanism for recoveries, where applicable. Also,
the power purchaser and the government will devise a formula for repayment of the outstanding receivables with an agreement on the payment of
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receivables within the agreed time period.
An important part of the IPPs report is key reforms, which include issues, like the future role of the government in the power sector, restructuring of the power ministry to make it more expertise-driven and putting
greater emphasis on transmission rather than generation. The inquiry committee also critically reviewed all previous power policies and balance
sheets of most of the IPPs.
Although all power policies have been involved in controversies since
their announcements, particularly the earliest one of 1994, the policies did
make considerable progress in alleviating the energy crisis. The installed
capacity, which was 11,000megawatts in 1994, has now tripled to
33,836MW. It is also important to note that most of the policies were implemented when the country was going through acute electricity shortages,
and the government had limited room to manoeuvre and not much scope
of negotiating better terms.
However, the committee has pinpointed as to how a majority of the IPPs
manipulated various rules and falsified data in their favour. Similarly, some
of the previous governments also share blame for their unwillingness to
initiate reforms, mainly for petty reasons. It will be the credit of the PTI government if it can complete the reforms before its term ends in 2023.
Besides the IPPs, the government should also consider undertaking
structural reforms in the power sector to put it on a stable footing on a longterm basis. There is rampant corruption and inefficiency, resulting in massive leakage and wastage of scarce resources. Theft is a widespread evil
among both general and commercial consumers. Line losses are a big
scandal, which also need to be tackled by upgrading transmission lines
and automating meter reading. It is an ailing sector and calls for a comprehensive strategy to set things right.
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Hate-mongering

Crackdown on
social media
Muhammad Hassan

The need for a crackdown on hate material on social media is felt in Pakistan whenever national institutions and religious and interfaith harmony
are targeted. It becomes a challenge for law enforcing agencies to maintain peace in Muharram. As international forces have intensified their efforts to create sectarian strife in Pakistan, an effective mechanism is
needed to curb online religious hatred to save the country from chaos.
Recently, Minister for Religious Affairs Noorul Haq Qadri said that female employees of Israel's secret agency are leading a campaign against
the dignity of sacred personalities of Islam to fan sectarianism in Pakistan.
Weeks ago, a religious leader of Lahore was booked for hate speech and
objectionable remarks. Large rallies were held in the whole country for and
against him. When the government announced a crackdown on social
media to deter content against national institutions and religious harmony,
it prompted accusations of curbing freedom of expression and victimizing
political activists. In the absence of effective measures, attacks on national
institutions have intensified on social media. The judiciary and the army,
which cannot be criticized even in the parliament, are targeted on social
media without any fear. A smear campaign is launched against national
institutions on every event in the Middle East, especially in Saudi Arabia
and Iran. Even journalists feel free to create religious controversies. There
is no doubt that social media is beneficial, if used positively. The internet
has revolutionized lives. In today’s digital era, social media has become
the most powerful tool for change. However, it is also being used by criminal-minded people to promote hate and extremist ideologies. Many analysts suggest that there is a direct link between social media and hate
crimes. According to a research report, social media has all the potential
to act as a propagation tool between online hate speech and real-life violent crime.
When the government announced action against elements using social
media to propagate extremist narrative, rights activists and opposition parties expressed serious reservations over the plan. The Human Rights
Commission of Pakistan (HRCP) said, “We strongly feel the need to equip
human rights defenders with measures to use social media apps safely
and productively amid growing fears of curbs on social media – especially
on social media activists and journalists who have spoken out on subjects
that receive little, if any, space in the mainstream media. The state must
pay heed to the sheer number of human rights defenders across the country, who rely on social media apps for news, information on human rights
violations, and calls to mobilize around rights-based issues – especially in
many areas where social media apps are the only secure means of communication. The fundamental right to information is closely linked with
ways of exercising freedom of expression, movement and assembly – all
of which are critical to human rights work in Pakistan.”
Experts say the crackdown on extremist narrative on social media is
an opportunity for the PTI government to show that it can distinguish between legitimate expression of political opinion and words that incite religious or ethnic hatred against individuals or communities. About a year
before coming to power, Prime Minister Imran Khan had accused the PMLN government of abusing the cybercrime law when some PTI activists
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were arrested, and denounced their detention as being “unacceptable in
a democracy”. According to Twitter’s biannual report, between January
and June 2018, the government, headed by the PML-N at the time, reported an unprecedented 3,004 profiles to the social networking site for
allegedly “inciting violence” and “spreading hate material” and sent requests seeking the removal of 243 accounts. As the PTI has come to
power, it can demonstrate that these were not merely empty gestures
made only to advance its own cause.
Curbing hate speech in various formats including social media is one
of the 20 points that comprise the National Action Plan. The civil-military
leadership, which devised the blueprint, recognised that kinetic action without social intervention was meaningless. According to a study, 41 banned
groups are active on social media in the form of hundreds of pages, groups
and individual user profiles. Many governments in the world have adopted
strategies to regulate social media. The situation in Pakistan is very disturbing. The presence of hate material and baseless propaganda against
vulnerable communities is particularly alarming. A nationwide awareness
campaign is required to highlight the importance of using social media for
the betterment of society. Instead of restricting social media by force, positive use of the internet must be encouraged. The internet regulation strategies of different countries, such as Turkey, China and Iran, could also be
analysed to make the crackdown effective.
Experts say if the government has decided to take a more proactive
approach in curbing extremist narratives, it must first define the parameters. Many political and rights activists opposed the Cybercrime Bill, apprehending that it would be liberally and arbitrarily applied to silence
dissent and diversity of political opinion. They say the crackdown on social
media in the name of hate speech is an old trick to silence the critics of
government policies. However, it is a fact that social media cannot be controlled, like electronic media. It needs different strategies. It is hoped that
the law will be applied to clamp down on violent extremism, rather than
political opponents.
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Environment

Urban flooding
in Pakistan
Muhammad Ali

Since June, at least 106 people have been killed by monsoon flooding across
Pakistan. Karachi received record rains, which affected its infrastructure badly.
The situation in the largest city of the country, which generates more revenue
than the whole Punjab, will affect Pakistan’s economy. It will take years to come
out of the losses and urgent measures are needed to save it from the similar
plight in future.
Prime Minister Imran Khan has announced a plan for a permanent solution
to the problems caused by floods by cleaning of drainage channels, fixing of
the sewage system and resolving the huge challenge of water supply to the
people of Karachi. The city received more than 223mm of rain in 12 hours on
August 27, the highest in a single day since records began. The rain in August
was more than 10 times the monthly average. The situation not only points to
poor civic facilities but also abnormal weather conditions in the country. It reminds the country and the world about their inadequate efforts to tackle the
global warming crisis. Experts warn winter and summer conditions will continue
to become harsher in Pakistan, which is the fifth most vulnerable country to
the effects of climate change despite producing less than 1pc of the total greenhouse gas emissions.
Hundreds of people had died while dozens of others were injured in different
parts of Pakistan due to heavy rains and snow that caused avalanches in January this year. Some parts of Pakistan remained colder than most Western
countries. Skardu shivered at -21 C for almost the whole month of January.
The cold wave broke a 25-year-old record in the country. Lahore recorded temperatures as low as 2 C, which was last recorded 35 years ago. Experts have
warned socioeconomic risks could increase significantly for those living in urban
areas of Pakistan and India by 2050 as heat waves push up against the limits
of human endurance and survivability. McKinsey Global Institute said countries
with lower per capita gross domestic product (GDP) rely more on outdoor work
and natural capital, and thus have less financial means to adapt quickly, the
consultancy’s research arm. The report warned that hot and humid countries
like Pakistan are expected to become significantly hotter and more humid by
2050. It would impact workability in urban settings, and the report expects an
average ten-percentage-point loss in annual share of effective outdoor working
hours in heat-exposed regions between today and 2050.
Poorer regions often have climates that are closer to physical thresholds,
the report said, adding that as heat gets worse, productivity could tumble. Reliance on outdoor work could also be severely affected because of heat waves,
as well as increasingly hot and humid climate. Pakistan’s projected GDP could
be at risk annually with rising temperatures, forcing people already at their physical threshold to cut the number of working hours. Agriculture, an outdoor sector, has a significant share in Pakistan’s economy. It contributes 18.5 percent
to its GDP, providing employment to 38.5 percent of the national labour force,
but it remains a backward sector of the economy. The government already
recognises high performing agriculture as key for economic growth and poverty
alleviation. The report suggests sectoral shifts in the national economy could
reduce the impacts of outdoor work on the GDP, especially in countries like
Pakistan. “The pace of sectoral shifts in national economies will strongly influence GDP outcomes and drive the range in the GDP at risk,” the report noted.
The report aims to help inform decision makers around the world so they
can better assess, adapt to, and mitigate the physical risks of climate change.
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It points to the risks in workability and liveability both, as Bangladesh, India,
and Pakistan, with lower per capita GDP levels, were the most affected countries under the Representative Concentration Pathway (RCP) 8.5 scenario.
Under RCP 8.5, the world’s average temperature would rise by 4.9 degrees
Celsius. “Under an RCP 8.5 scenario, urban areas in parts of India and Pakistan could be the first places in the world to experience heat waves that exceed
the survivability threshold for a healthy human being, with small regions projected to experience a more than 60 percent annual chance of such a heat
wave by 2050,” the report noted.
According to the Geremenwatch 2020 report, more than 526,000 people
have died all over the world and $3.3 trillion losses were incurred from 1998 to
2018. In the period, Pakistan’s share was 9,989 deaths and $3.8 billion in
losses due to more than 300 extreme weather events. Pakistan is already fifth
on the Global Climate Risk Index 2020; the list of nations most affected by climate change. The ranking shows Pakistan downgrading in terms of environmental security as the 2018 report had put Pakistan as the eighth most
vulnerable country. The situation is worsening in Pakistan as the UNEP Adaptation Gap Report of 2016 predicts “increasing impacts and resulting increases
in global adaptation costs by 2030 or 2050 that will likely be much higher than
currently expected: two-to-three times higher than current global estimates by
2030, and potentially four-to-five times higher by 2050”.
For the past several years, the country has been facing unusual weather
patterns. It experiences baking heat in the summer, excessive rainfalls or
droughts and prolonged spells of cold wave in the winter. The last winter started
unusually in November even in Karachi where the weather remains moderate
in November and December. Experts consider the extreme weather conditions
in Pakistan a fallout of the global warming crisis. It is a pity that Pakistan is one
the most vulnerable countries to the effects of climate change despite producing less than 1pc of the total greenhouse gas emissions. It is paying the price
for the greed of the developed world. Pakistan was devastated by floods a
decade ago, which caused approximately 2,000 deaths, while millions of others
were displaced from their homes.
The PTI government has launched an ambitious “10-billion-tree tsunami”
project to tackle the climate crisis. It needs large-scale measures to reverse
the damage already done. It should expedite its efforts to minimise the effects
of global change. The challenge is enormous but it has no option to lose.
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Politics

PTI’s two years
in office
Muhammad Zain

The Pakistan Tehreek-i-Insaf (PTI) government claims to have put the
country on the right track in its first two years in power and hopes people
would start getting benefits in the remaining period of its term. However,
the opposition sees worsening of all economic and social indicators and
warns the next years would be even tougher.
According to the government, it has stabilised the economy after inheriting the worst external crises, faced down the Indian threat after the
Balakot incident with courage and managed the biggest global COVID-19
threat by successfully balancing lives and livelihoods in its first two years.
It is a fact that despite internal and external challenges, economic indicators suggest that the country is moving forward now. Pakistan’s economic
performance has been recently hailed by international organisations, including the IMF, Moody’s and Fitch while Pakistan’s stock market has been
recognised as the best performing market by Bloomberg.
Pakistan’s current account deficit has dropped from $20 billion to $3
billion in two years. The government also repaid Rs5,000 billion loans borrowed by past governments. At the same time, several benefits were offered to the business community while no new taxes were imposed in the
current year budget despite the fact that the government needed extra
funds to tackle the pandemic and challenges created by it. Huge incentives
were offered to enhance exports and encourage investments. The government also took drastic measures to curtail its expenditure by reducing
the budgets of the President and Prime Minister’s House.
Pakistan is also among few countries which tackled the coronavirus
pandemic successfully – a strategy appreciated by global leaders including
philanthropist Bill Gates. Its smart lockdown policy was lauded all over the
world. A relief package of Rs1,240 billion was announced, including cash
transfer, to support the vulnerable communities. The timely decisions by
the present government during the pandemic period helped mitigate huge
losses. Government policies on electric vehicles and mobile manufacturing
are two significant steps, which will generate jobs and boost the economy.
To mitigate the suffering of the vulnerable segments of society during the
pandemic, the government launched the Ehsaas programme, the country’s
biggest ever social safety net, under which Rs145 billion were distributed
among 12 million daily wagers. The programme has been enhanced to
reach 16 million people. Pakistan also played a pivotal role in intra-Afghan
dialogue, which has been appreciated by the world community. Pakistan’s
relationship with China is evolving into a strong economic partnership as
the second phase of the China Pakistan Economic Corridor (CPEC) has
started. On the diplomatic front, a dramatic shift can be seen from isolation
to effective representation after the PTI government took over in August
2018. Despite India’s attempt to isolate Pakistan at regional and international forums, Prime Minister Imran Khan raised the Kashmir dispute at
the United Nations General Assembly (UNGA) and other platforms.
On the other hand, the main opposition parties, the Pakistan Muslim
League-Nawaz (PML-N) and Pakistan Peoples Party (PPP), criticised the
PTI government’s performance, terming it an “unmitigated disaster”. PMLN chief and leader of the Opposition in the National Assembly Shahbaz
Sharif remarked, “Imran Khan’s mismanagement of national affairs has in-
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creased the woes of the masses manifold” and blamed the PTI government for a “massive decline” in GDP. PPP Chairperson Bilawal Bhutto
Zardari took to Twitter to lambast PTI’s performance. “Two years in power
and Imran Khan has given us the worst economy in our country’s history,
foreign policy failures from Kashmir to Saudi Arabia, democracy and
human rights suffering, unemployment at all-time high, Transparency International has said corruption is higher than before,” he tweeted.
It is a fact that the first two years of the PTI government have been the
hardest for the people of the country. Inflation has already hit a five-year
high. Prices of vegetables, fruits and meat have posted a persistent increase in major urban centres. The government has increased prices of
all petroleum products almost every month. Power and gas tariff have also
been revised upward. The rupee has depreciated by over 33pc against
the dollar, which has skyrocketed prices of all essentials. The period was
quite difficult for the government due to an economic crisis it had inherited
from the previous regime but the PTI claims to have laid the foundation of
good governance and reforms.
Undoubtedly, the first two years have been a difficult period for the PTI
government and the people. The government believes it has performed
best in difficult circumstances while the opposition claims the PTI rule has
been a total disaster for the country and it failed on all fronts. It is a fact
that the government’s performance has been below par so far. It failed to
stabilise prices and provide jobs to people. According to the Asian Development Bank (ADB), 2.3 million young people in Pakistan may have lost
their jobs during the six-month lockdown period. According to the government’s own estimate, at least another 10 million people are expected to
slip below the poverty line as a consequence of the coronavirus pandemic.
“The Covid-19 is expected to have a negative impact on Pakistan's economy, and the number of people living below the poverty line may rise from
the existing figure of 50 million to 60m,” the Economic Survey 2019-20
said.
It is a fact that the government has nothing substantial to show to the
people on the economic front. But the opposition parties cannot blame the
PTI for the poor state of affairs because they are responsible for it. They
have remained in power for decades but failed to address Pakistan’s
chronic problems. It is also unfair to judge the government on the basis of
its two-year performance. The government hopes the situation will start
improving in a few months.
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Middle East

UAE-Israel deal: A
geopolitical earthquake
or formality?
Shahid Hussain

An agreement between the United Arab Emirates and Israel is a big development for the region. It may not have been abrupt but its timing is intriguing. As
more Gulf states are expected to normalise their relations with the Zionist state
for “regional peace and stability,” tension is also expected to rise after the divide between pro-America and pro-Iran forces sharpens in the Middle East.
Under the US-brokered deal, the UAE claims it has won a concession for
the Palestinians as Israel agreed to temporarily “suspend” its planned annexation of areas of the occupied West Bank. However, Israel Prime Minister
Benjamin Netanyahu remains committed to annexation. The great breakthrough, which is expected to open new horizons for peace and stability in
the region, also suggests increasing vulnerability of Arab states, which feel
that their survival is linked to the US and its closest ally in the region. It provides an opportunity to the US and Israel to exploit their vulnerabilities and
extract their resources. Analysts question the UAE move to come out of the
closet and normalise its relations with Tel Aviv publicly without any visible reciprocation when Israel has taken a hostile attitude towards Palestinians.
It was understandable when Iran denounced the act of “strategic stupidity from Abu Dhabi and Tel Aviv” and described the agreement as a “dagger … unjustly struck by the UAE in the backs of the Palestinian people
and all Muslims”. However, Turkey’s reaction was ridiculous. It threatened
to suspend its diplomatic relations with the United Arab Emirates and recall
its envoy over the deal. “The move against Palestine is not a step that can
be stomached,” President Recep Tayyip Erdo an told reporters. He said
he had told his foreign minister, “We may also take a step in the direction
of suspending diplomatic ties with the Abu Dhabi leadership or pulling back
our ambassador.” It is in sharp contrast to his country’s established diplomatic relations with Israel for decades. He should have announced severing
ties with Israel instead of the threats to the UEA. He should also have told
the Muslim world why it is fair for his country to establish ties with Israel but
it is unfair for other Islamic countries.
The Palestinian leadership has called the agreement a betrayal of
Jerusalem and the Palestinian cause. However, the new alliance has broken
the status quo in which Israel was mostly isolated by its neighbours as a
pariah. While the Palestinian issue has been sidelined regionally, mutual hostility towards Iran shared by Israel and several Middle East states has been
a critical factor in their budding relations in recent years. Meanwhile, Washington has attempted to gather a coalition of Israel and autocratic Arab leaders against Tehran and its allies. Anshel Pfeffer, an Israeli journalist and
author of a Netanyahu biography, wrote in the Haaretz newspaper that the
Israeli leader had won a significant diplomatic coup while giving nothing to
the Palestinians, previously seen as a requisite for regional acceptance.
Experts say it is not normalisation but the formalisation of bilateral relations under the auspices of the US, because the UAE had already normalised
its relations with Israel informally. The two countries have had close relations,
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especially since the eruption of the Arab insurgencies. Many Israeli officials
and ministers have visited Abu Dhabi and Dubai at different times in the last
several years. According to the Turkish media, the agreement has many regional implications. However, it will not cause a breakthrough in the region,
since it would not change the regional balance of power. First of all, the agreement is clearly against the Palestinian people and the Palestinian political
actors. The deal means that the decades-long Israeli occupation of the Palestinian lands will continue, and Israel would control the united Jerusalem. The
agreement will make a two-state solution to the Israeli-Palestinian problem
less likely, if not impossible.
The agreement also aims to solidify the position of both Israeli Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu and US President Donald Trump in their respective
domestic politics. A foreign policy victory may contribute to the reelection of
Trump in the coming American presidential elections, and it may provide political relief and an atmosphere for Netanyahu to establish a stable government and remain in power. Although more Arab regimes try to normalise their
relations with Israel, yet the Arab streets will not change their perspective of
Israel until it agrees to withdraw from the occupied territories and stop oppressing the Palestinian people. In other words, unless Israel agrees to normalise its policies, the Arab people will not change their perception of it.
On the other hand, Iran considers the deal a step toward Israeli intervention into the Gulf affairs. As mentioned by Netanyahu, there are intelligence
and security dimensions of the agreement, which bring the two states together against the Iranian threat. However, the UAE feels vulnerable against
Iran. Unlike the Israeli side, Abu Dhabi does not want to have a problem with
Tehran, which can directly threaten the UAE. According to the Tehran Times,
the accord was expected as military cooperation between the two countries
had been at its peak for years. It is actually an American-Israeli need. Its significance came at a desperate time to boost two dying leaders, Trump and
Netanyahu. The main purpose behind the agreement is to guarantee the
safety of Israel; diplomacy is led under the slogan George Bush Junior established, which states, "The road to Jerusalem begins in Baghdad,” meaning
that if you want peace in Israel, you need to have friendship with the surrounding Arab states.
According to New York Times columnist Thomas L. Friedman, the UAE
and Israel and the US showed – at least for one brief shining moment – that
the past does not always have to bury the future, that the haters and dividers
don’t always have to win.” He thinks that the Israel-UAE agreement is a
“geopolitical earthquake that just hit the Mideast” whose effects should be
felt throughout the region.
Experts say tension could rise after more nations normalise their relations
with the Zionist state as it would sharpen the divide in the region. It would
also widen differences between their governments and people. The deal
could help Trump and Netanyahu, but not peace.
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Economics

Early signs of amelioration
Husnain Shahid

Early signs of economic recovery are visible in Pakistan but some experts are
still skeptical about their sustainability. Pakistan’s challenges have compounded during the outbreak of the novel coronavirus and it needs urgent reforms to resolve public issues as the government can no longer blame the
pandemic for the turbulent economy.
Pakistan faced negative average growth of 0.4pc for the fiscal year 201920, for the first time in 68 years, with large-scale manufacturing decelerating
by over 10pc. Though no data is available, yet Pakistan must have the largest
number of unemployed people in its history. The Asian Development Bank
(ADB) fears the pandemic may leave around 2.3 million youths without jobs
in Pakistan. It predicts the youth unemployment rate may double from 2019.
According to a recent government report, inflation, the second biggest issue
of the people, is expected to remain almost unchanged during the current fiscal
year.
Fortunately, the economy has shown early signs of recovery. Pakistan’s
current account became surplus for the third time since October 2019, the
State Bank of Pakistan said. After a rough patch in the outgoing fiscal year,
exports have not only recuperated but also grown by 5.8pc year-on-year (YoY)
in dollar terms in July. It is the first time Pakistan has experienced export growth
since March. On the contrary, India saw a YoY contraction in exports in July
by over 10pc while Bangladesh’s exports improved by a mere 0.59pc. The
Pakistan Stock Exchange saw a gain of 14.05pc in its benchmark KSE-100
index in July. The monthly improvement was the highest in the last four years,
with the month being the best in seventeen years for the KSE-100 index in
terms of return.
Moreover, July saw a 40pc YoY growth in cement sales, reflecting the success of an unprecedented construction package. The Federal Board of Revenue (FBR) also exceeded the tax collection target by Rs 57 billion. The
monthly collection was 6pc (Rs 17 billion) higher than in the same period last
year. Pakistan also witnessed an increment in foreign remittances from
$2027.9 million to $2768.1 million on a YoY basis. The 36.5pc growth in remittances is the highest ever observed in a single month in Pakistan. The foreign direct investment (FDI) in various sectors also surged by 60pc YoY to
$114.3 million in July against $71.1 million last year. However, it was 35pc
lower as compared to $174.8 million FDI received in June. The average FDI
before the onset of the pandemic was $250-300 million.
Pakistan also saw a week-over-week (WoW) decline in the Sensitive Price
Index (SPI) for the first two weeks of August by 0.06pc and 0.22pc, respectively. The Supreme Court’s decision on gas infrastructure development cess
(GIDC) in favour of the government will save Rs 400 billion and successful
renegotiations with the Independent Power Producers (IPPs) would save Rs
605 billion.
Top international rating agencies have also recognised Pakistan’s economic achievements. Fitch Ratings has affirmed Pakistan’s long-term foreign
credit rating at ‘B-’ with a stable outlook, anticipating a surge in foreign exchange reserves to a four-year high at $16 billion by June 2021 under the ongoing International Monetary Fund’s (IMF) loan programme and available
Saudi Arabia’s financing. It expected economic revival in FY21, with gross domestic product (GDP) growth of 1.2pc compared to a contraction of 0.38pc in
FY20. It also found Pakistan’s policy actions on the economic front like a tight
monetary policy and a flexible rupee-dollar exchange rate regime very much
sound. The current challenges to the economy, like weak public finances, large
fiscal deficits, high government debt-to-GDP ratio and large external debt repayments against low foreign exchange reserves, led Fitch to rate Pakistan’s
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long-term foreign currency issuer default rating (IDR) at ‘B-’. “The coronavirus
pandemic has exacerbated the challenges by depressing economic growth
and pressuring public finances,” it said. Pakistan may face challenges in collection of revenue in taxes and workers’ remittance may drop due to Covid-19
challenges. The situation may increase the debt-to-GDP ratio to 90pc in FY21,
which will reduce to 85pc by FY25, it estimated.
The Standard & Poor’s (S&P) rating agency also affirmed Pakistan’s ‘B-’
long-term and ‘B’ short-term sovereign rating while maintaining a ‘stable’ longterm outlook. The New York-based rating agency also affirmed ‘B-’ long-term
issue rating on Pakistan’s senior unsecured debt and sukuk trust certificates.
It said the country’s rating remains constrained by a narrow tax base and domestic and external security risks, which continue to be high. Although the
country’s security situation has gradually improved over the recent years, yet
ongoing vulnerabilities weaken the government’s effectiveness and weigh on
the business climate. It said the Covid-19 pandemic exacerbated Pakistan’s
economic downturn but forecast the real GDP to recover to 1.3pc during the
current fiscal year. “We expect the sovereign’s credit metrics to remain under
pressure for the next two to three years”, said the S&P.
The agency, nevertheless, noted that the government had made solid
progress toward important fiscal and economic reforms before the start of the
global coronavirus outbreak, and reform momentum should return once the
pandemic was better contained. Multilateral and official funding will remain
critical to Pakistan’s external debt sustainability. It said the stable outlook reflected rating agency’s expectations that funding from the International Monetary Fund (IMF) and other partners, along with a recent improvement in
Pakistan’s balance of payments position will be sufficient for the country to
meet its considerable external obligations over the next 12 months. The rating
agency said it may lower its “ratings if Pakistan’s fiscal, economic, or external
indicators deteriorate further, such that the government’s external debt repayments come under pressure”. Indications of this would include external or fiscal
imbalances higher than expected. Pakistan’s economy is likely to recover only
gradually as the global pandemic is progressively better contained. Following
Pakistan’s worst economic performance on record in FY20, the agency forecast a modest expansion of 1.3pc in FY21.
Many people may find new jobs after the country opens up and economic
activity is gaining momentum. The government will have to encourage the private sector to create job opportunities. It will also have to take practical measures to cut prices of essentials, otherwise, an economic turnaround will be
meaningless for the people.
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Politics

Peshawar Bus Rapid
Transit: Overloaded with
PTI’s political ambitions
Raza Khan

Eventually, the grand project of the Pakistan Tehreek-e-Insaf (PTI) government in Khyber Pakhtunkhwa (KP), Peshawar Bus Rapid Transit
(PBRT), saw the light of the day when Prime Minister Imran Khan inaugurated it on August 13, not only fulfilling the dreams of millions of residents
of the provincial capital but also reviving the dwindling political base of the
ruling party in the province.
The PBRT is a grandiose project, initiated in October 2007 by the then
PTI Chief Minister of KP, Pervez Khattak, just seven months before the
five-year tenure of the provincial government. Khattak, while laying the
foundation of the project, had made a seemingly impossible claim that the
PBRT would be completed within six months or just a month before the
2018 national elections. Obviously, it was almost impossible as nobody
believed it, even the contractor and the implementing government agency,
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Peshawar Development Authority officials had serious doubts about the
deadline, because the civil work and the infrastructure that had to be constructed needed demolishing a considerable part of the city’s main roads
to build the longest metro service of Pakistan.
As expected, the PBRT could not be constructed before the July 2018
national elections; however, a huge amount of work had been completed.
It played on the psychology of the people of the province as well as of entire Pakistan, which became a key factor in the winning of the elections by
the PTI in the country. The fundamental cause of the PTI win in the 2018
national elections was the people’s exasperation with the former ruling parties, the Pakistan Muslim League-Nawaz (PML-N), Pakistan People’s
Party (PPP) and their regional collation partners, like the ANP, JUI-F,
PkMAP etc. Pakistanis wanted to give the PTI and Imran Khan’s agenda
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of “change” a chance to revive society and the economy. Nevertheless,
the performance of the PTI government in KP (2013-18), led by CM Khattak, was far better, particularly its relative transparency was also a key factor in convincing Pakistanis to vote in majority for the PTI. Had the PTI
government in KP not performed up to the mark, it would have been very
difficult for the party to win the elections in the length and breadth of the
country. It is important to note that the PTI swept KP in the 2018 national
elections by winning a two-thirds majority in the provincial assembly and
winning most of the National Assembly’s 39 seats from the province. The
seats were instrumental in enabling Imran Khan to become the Prime Minister of Pakistan.
Within KP, the PBRT was the signature project of the PTI government
and although it could not be constructed within the stipulated time, yet it
convinced the people of other provinces that similar projects could be initiated there if the PTI was voted to power. It was despite the fact that no
other than the PTI head, Imran Khan, was against the PBRT and had
asked CM Khattak not to go ahead with the idea. He wanted the KP PTI
government to invest in human development initiatives instead of infrastructure projects. However, PM Khan, while inaugurating the PBRT, admitted that he was wrong in trying to convince his former KP CM Khattak
not to go ahead with the mega project. The admission on part of PM Khan
is really welcome. Thus, seeing that the PTI government could launch similar mass transit projects in their own cities, people of Karachi and Quetta
also voted for the PTI in huge numbers. Karachi, the capital of Sindh
province, and Quetta, the capital of Balochistan province, are still without
any mass transit system. The PTI failure to win a large number of National
Assembly and Punjab Assembly seats from Lahore, the capital of the Punjab province, could be attributed to the fact that the city already had its
metro bus system, developed by the Pakistan Muslim League-Nawaz
(PML-N) government of Chief Minister Shahbaz Sharif. On the other hand,
more than a billion-dollar project of the Lahore Orange Line Metro Train
was well underway at the time of the 2018 elections. Thus, Lahorities did
not expect much from the PTI in terms of the provision of good transport
facilities, therefore, they did not vote for the party and they could not be
impressed with the PBRT.
Coming to the significance of the BRT, it seems that it is far more than
a transport project. Firstly, it is the largest infrastructure development project of the history of the province, consuming nearly half a billion dollars.
Never in the history of the province has any government, whether the PMLN, PPP, ANP or MMA (a religious parties alliance), initiated any such infrastructure development project. It has mainly been because that all are
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traditional political parties and they concentrate only on constituency-related development or micro-development projects. As the PTI has a large
urban base, therefore, its government rightly came up with an urban development megaproject in Peshawar to facilitate the residents of the city,
which in the last two elections gave the PTI nearly all Provincial and National Assembly seats. PM Khan himself got historic victories from Peshawar in both 2013 and 2018 national elections. Secondly, Peshawar
despite being the only truly urban centre of the entire province and adjoining Afghanistan, still it has few urban development projects. Thus, the completion and operationalization of the PBRT would have a huge impact on
the political psychology of the entire province, including the merged districts (former FATA) and even Afghans, living and trading in a huge number
in the provincial capital. There would be now policy demands from people
of other cities of the province for the construction of a mass transit system,
at least at a scale that corresponds to the needs of their residents. Afghans
experiencing the PBRT would most likely cherish and thus may start making demands from the Ashraf Ghani government and international donor
agencies to establish such a mass transit system in the Afghan capital,
Kabul, which is expanding fast.
Thirdly, the completion and operationalisation of the PBRT is all set to
revive the dwindling political fortunes of the PTI and PM Khan, as the people are quite perturbed by the policies and measures of the government in
the country. The PBRT would now convince the people in Pakistan that
the PTI government is also capable of devising and completing huge infrastructure projects in addition to beating the drum of putting an end to
corruption and it would go a long way in scratching the label from the party
being immature and unable to deliver on any front.
Although the PTI governments in the Centre and KP have been rightly
criticized for being unable to complete the PBRT in time and the project
developed many technical faults during construction, yet the party must
be credited for completing the project in a very difficult situation in the
province, particularly terrorism-torn Peshawar. The opposition political parties, particularly the PML-N, PPP, ANP, JUI-F and Jamaat-e-Islami, have
criticised the delay and quality of work on the PBRT, but they are finding it
difficult to convince the people after the completion of the project. The parties, as mentioned earlier, could not come up with any mega development
project for Peshawar during their respective governments; therefore, their
leaders are now finding it nearly impossible to neutralize the political
mileage which the PTI has drawn from the completion of the PBRT. It
would have a huge impact on the politics of the province, and consequently
of the country.
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State Bank profits
and national budget
Muhammad Jahangir

The government has released the budgetary financing operations (federal and provincial) report for July-June 2019-20, according to which
there was a substantial rise in non-tax revenue, from the budgeted
Rs894.4 billion to Rs1.296 trillion in budget documents and Rs1.524
trillion in the recently released consolidated budget operations data.
The improvement in the revenue collection is due to an increase in
State Bank of Pakistan profits, from the budgeted Rs406 billion to
Rs785 billion in the revised estimates as per the budget documents
and a little under a trillion rupees Rs935,519 billion as per the consolidated statement.
The SBP profits in the revised estimates as per the budgeted projection rose by 130 percent; and again by 19 percent in the consolidated budget operations data in comparison to the revised estimates
made in the budget presented to the parliament about two months ago.
However, experts question the rise in the SBP profits, as worldwide
central banks show profits just by making book entries, which invariably lead to an increase in the money supply and through it a hike in
the inflation rate. It is also known that good central banks, which are
expected to keep inflation at a low and stable level, do not target for
profits but allow profits to arise in their normal monetary policy operations. By the same token, if a central bank has increased its profit levels through its domestic operations, it means that the particular central
bank has caused inflation in the economy by expanding its asset base
and it is not a good barometer of evaluating the performance of a central bank.
Past records show that Pakistani governments traditionally rely on
borrowing from the SBP, barring years when the country was on an International Monetary Fund (IMF) programme as the Fund's standard
policy matrix includes zero borrowing from the central bank. Thus, the
government did not borrow from the SBP while it was on a three-year
Stand-By Arrangement (2008), a three-year Extended Fund Facility
(EFF) programme (2013) and, at present, in the 39-month EFF programme (2019). But the incumbent government used the source just
before going on the Fund programme. Ironically, while the SBP insisted
on a prohibitively high discount rate, 13.25 percent, that choked off all
economic activity, it was fuelling inflation through its profits.
As we know, there is always considerable political pressure to show
higher non-tax revenue with higher SBP profits, which is a relatively
easy option. The IMF, which guides policy decisions in Pakistan today,
in a recent working paper, said, “In developing countries, central bank
financing to the government may be warranted in the short run. In
these countries, government revenues exhibit seasonal fluctuations
and capital markets are shallow, thus making the case for allowing
central bank financing in the short run, via overdrafts or through advances to smooth out seasonal revenue fluctuations. The design of a
good institutional arrangement for government borrowing from the central bank is not independent of the country's exchange rate regime.
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While banning central bank lending to the government is as critical as
an anti-inflation policy stance, economies with conventional pegs and
intermediate exchange rate regimes (exchange rate bands) should be
even more compelled to endorse this principle. Exchange rate targeting countries are particularly vulnerable to a large financing of fiscal
deficits, as the increasing money supply can drain central bank international reserves, which, eventually, may lead to a costly balance of
payment crisis.”
As if existing financing problems were not enough, the corona epidemic further complicated matters. Lower revenue in the current year
is being attributed entirely to the coronavirus; however, the unrealistic
Rs5.5 trillion target agreed on 12 May 2019, by the then newly-inducted economic team leaders with the IMF as well as the choking off
of economic activity due to the contractionary monetary policy during
2019-20, are no less to blame for the situation.
The PTI government keeps claiming successes on the economic
front, but the truth is that the economy faces many difficult challenges.
The rise in revenue is only a small feat. The bigger problems staring
us in the face include continuing high prices and rising unemployment
made worse by the corona lockdown. The common man is in dire
straits as the cost of living has risen tremendously over the last two
years, while earning opportunities have shrunk. No surprise that the
poverty graph has gone upwards.
No doubt, the government has made brave efforts to provide relief
to the most vulnerable sections of people, but this operation is no substitute for a general upturn in the economic situation as a whole. For
it, sound planning and efficient and timely completion of development
projects should be the top priority of the government.
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Exports: A new
ray of hope
Muhammad Jahangir

The coronavirus pandemic devastated the
world economy, which is in the throes of a serious crisis. Different countries are formulating
new strategies to revive their economies
through enhanced exports. The world trade outlook is murky.
Against this background, it is welcome news
that Pakistan exports have begun to curl upwards. After hitting historic lows in the AprilJune quarter, Pakistan exports have perked up
in July. According to figures released by the
State Bank of Pakistan, Pakistan managed to
post 5.8 per cent growth in exports in July on a
year-on-year basis after recording an annual
drop of 54pc in April as the lockdown disrupted
all business operations
As per the available figures, the downward swing started in March 2020,
when exports fell by 8pc. After a steep fall in April, exports fared relatively
better by shrinking only 33.4pc in May. June witnessed a drop of 6pc after
which exports showed a positive trend.
The government has been very active during the period and helped manufacturers by lowering taxes and levies. The exporters’ community has
thanked the government for its relentless support while government
spokesmen have acknowledged the hard work of progressive entrepreneurs, techies and fruit and vegetable traders, who did not let the health
scare numb their competitive spirit and in the end they succeeded in beating all odds in the worst phase for trade and business.
Abdul Razak Dawood, adviser to the prime minister on commerce, is naturally jubilant, since his strategy on incentivising exports through subsidies
and concessions for the economic turnaround yielded fruitful results. He
has expressed confidence in the future of exports, assuming the gradual
return to normalcy around the globe. He has also promised to lift a ban on
the export of personal protection equipment (PPE) to expand Pakistan’s
footprint in the special market.
In a media talk recently, he said that since the medical community feared
a disaster in Pakistan in March, the government had to ban the export of
PPE, compromising the full utilisation of the installed production capacity
of the items in the country. However, the government later made an exception for cotton facemasks and activated commercial attachés to coordinate our exporters with overseas clients.
Without doubt, the lingering price hike in essential food items and power
supply disruptions are two most crucial issues that need urgent government attention. The authorities concerned in Islamabad have been approached to take up the issue of frequent power supply disruptions to
industries in Karachi with K-Electric. The matter has now been taken up
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at the highest level which raises the hope that a solution to the problem
will be found very soon.
In his various statements, the adviser on commerce has repeatedly underlined his commitment to free trade. To this end, his ministry has
launched a number of new initiatives towards geographical and product
diversification, duty-free import of raw materials and tariff rationalisation.
As suggested time and again by various chambers of commerce and industry in the country, the relevant official bodies need to engage more with
sectoral trade leaders and chambers to remove hurdles to exports. Mentionable in this context is the commerce ministry’s role in facilitating e-commerce, which was translated into better export performance by techies.
According to media reports, the ministry is now in the process of getting
input from chambers of commerce and trade bodies to develop strategies
to ensure better export performance by tech companies. The strategy will
focus on subsidised power rates, cheap credit and release of withheld duty
drawback claims as well as guidelines for old players and new entrants
into the export business.
Some circles have expressed doubt whether the July export data can sustain in the coming months. According to them, the country needs a wider
range of value-added products to sustain and gain export markets. Besides, in the absence of better compliance with international standards and
a credible certification infrastructure to check the health and sanitary status
of each consignment in a world in the grip of a pandemic, one mishap related to a contaminated container sourced from Pakistan anywhere can
damage the entire export sector.
In the long run, the government can succeed in its export development
drive only by widening the base of the economy through fast-paced industrialisation, strong marketing and geographical and product diversification.
Also, we will need to make greater and more varied use of digital platforms
and change production lines as per the demand of the world market.
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Earning dollars from
comforts of your own
home a reality now
Rasheed Ali

You just visit DigiSkills.pk. website of the Ministry of Information Technology and Telecom (MoIT&T), and you will find lots of “success stories.” People with their original identities, even with their photographs, are there to
claim having made good money after getting free training from ministryappointed trainers and experts.
Muhammad Irshad of Wah Cantt claims earning US$27,000 as a data
analyst and geospatial data scientist in the last few months. He says he’s
providing services on Fiverr. Muhammad Amir Zia of Sheikhupura took
courses from DigiSkills.pk, and he earned US$14,000. Now, he is successfully running a small agency.
Muhammad Yasir from a small town, Jalalpur Pirwala, in southern Punjab, was enrolled in the first batch of DigiSkills, and he earned more than
US$11,522. Muhammad Shoaib of Jhang is a special person with a speaking problem. He has been doing freelancing for the last 13 months and he
earned $11,192.
There are dozens of more individuals on the official website, who have
shared their stories about earning money in foreign currencies after getting
training and polishing their skills in particular fields. The stories may be
termed good examples of purpose-built literacy and training, which is
deemed essential in a developing country, like Pakistan. In almost hundred
per cent cases, the basic purpose of getting an education in the country is
believed to be for getting a good job, or making money through some skills.
Usman Latif, an MS in Communication Studies, and a trainer at the initiative, says there’s nothing fake in it that hundreds of thousands of Pakistanis are earning money at the cyberspace currently. The start of
information and communications technologies (ICT) has opened innumerable new possibilities for knowledge workers across the globe by enabling
them to provide their services remotely to clients, he tells Cutting Edge in
a special interaction. Usman – a Marcom Technologist – says by leveraging these ICT technologies, a new on-demand economy is being created,
where professional activities broken into discrete assignments are offered
to a virtual cloud of aspiring workers. The industry, often referred to as online outsourcing, is expected to generate gross service revenue between
$15 billion and $25 billion the world over in 2020.
The trainer, who has over 10 years of experience in digital marketing
and growth hacking, says that a major chunk of the online outsourcing industry is being taken by individuals having necessary and relevant skills
required to complete the temporary assignments and projects or contractbased work. Millions of individuals around the world are tapping into the
opportunity and earning money while working from the comfort of their own
homes.
Syed Amin-ul-Haque, Federal Minister for Information Technology and
Telecommunication, told the participants in a training session that Pakistan
was the world’s fourth largest provider of online freelancers with an estimated registered number of freelancers ranging in several hundred thousands. Most of the work done is for international clients; therefore, money
earned by them is brought into the country, mainly as foreign remittances.
While accurate data on money brought by freelancers is not available, es-
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timates range from $500 million to $1.3 billion annually, the minister told
Cutting Edge proudly at the interactive session.
Haque believes the amount is just a fraction of the country’s potential
as, with its large population, increasing internet connectivity, broadband
penetration, young and educated youth, thousands of IT graduates and
million-plus enrolled university students, Pakistan can increase the number
of freelancers manifold. It will help bring invaluable foreign exchange into
the country, and more importantly, reduce unemployment as the number
of fresh graduates passing out every year is a far more than the number
of new jobs created, adds the minister.
He says that the large-scale national Digital Skills (DigiSkills) Training
Programme has been launched across the country to offer one million
trainings free in the future, using technology. So far, he says, the ministry
has imparted training to 1.28 million youths in freelancing. The Virtual University of Pakistan has been selected to execute the mega training programme through the Ignite- National Technology Fund (formerly National
ICT R&D Fund).
He said that IT exports in the previous financial year had reached
US$1.11 billion, which is exemplary. Now the ministry has set the target of
taking IT exports up to US$5 billion in the next three years.
Amin-ul-Haque informed the virtual participants that the ministry had
entered into a partnership with JazzCash that will enable them to transfer
money from their Payoneer accounts into their JazzCash Mobile Account
in real-time and at the best exchange rates. Besides, DigiSkills freelancers
can also register their Payoneer Account from the JazzCash App, eliminating the need for commercial bank accounts.
The minister directed the departments concerned to extend the outreach of the DigiSkills programme to schools and colleges as well as increasing the ratio of women in the programme from 23 per cent to 33 per
cent and incorporating minorities and transgender persons in it. He
strongly believes that bringing women and young girls into the digital marketplace will not only boost the size of the domestic economy but also increase competitiveness, address growing demand, and help more families
to meet their education, health and lifestyle needs. There is hope that an
advanced digital marketplace of workers in Pakistan will facilitate e-commerce, allowing goods manufactured in Pakistan to be sold both domestically and internationally. Everything from technical skills to leather goods
and furniture can be marketed and exported using digital skills.
Usman Latif, the founder of Marcom Works and Digital Marketing Pakistan™, and a certified trainer and marketing instructor at Lahore University
of Management Sciences (LUMS), says the DigiSkills training programme
is aimed at not only developing key specialised skills but also imparting
knowledge about various freelancing and other employment and entrepreneurial opportunities available internationally and locally. The programme
envisages imparting training to the target audience in freelancing, e-commerce management, digital marketing, digital literacy, QuickBooks, AutoCAD, WordPress, Graphics Design, Creative Writing, SEO (Search Engine
Optimisation), etc., he adds.
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Governance

Karachi as a
new province
Raza Khan
Of late, some unfolding key political decisions and developments have
come to the centre stage, including the issue of making Karachi a new
province of the country. The developments include a decision by the ruling
party of the Sindh province, the Pakistan People’s Party (PPP), to carve
out a new administrative district in Karachi by bifurcating one of the existing
districts. The other important political development is the formation of a
committee of the main political stakeholders of Karachi, the PPP, Muttahida
Qaumi Movement (MQM) and the Pakistan Tehreek-e-Insaf (PTI), to meet
the challenging civic issues of the megapolis. The third important development is the renewal of the demand from the MQM of making Karachi a
new province of the country by separating it from Sindh.
The initiative by the PPP Sindh government to make another administrative district in the province is clearly aimed at drawing political leverage
from administrative changes. It is important to note that the local government in Sindh, including the mayoral setup of Karachi, headed by MQM’s
Wasim Akhter, is going to complete its tenure within the next few days.
Thus, the next local government polls will become necessary once the
COVID-19 situation, which has already improved considerably, in the country and Sindh, sustains. Sensing the situation and its loosening grip over
the entire province, as it has already politically lost Karachi, the PPP government now seemingly wishes to reclaim its lost political stature in the
city. It could be done with good policymaking and governance initiatives
but as the PPP does not seem to be in that mood and instead wants to attain the objectives through foul means. Therefore, before the next local
government elections, the PPP government has resorted to deliberate
changes in the administrative delimitations of constituencies to draw political advantage out of it. The carving out of a new district in Karachi would
be to the advantage of the PPP as it would divide the vote bank and support base of the MQM and the PTI. As the opposition parties, the MQM
and the PTI, have announced challenging the move by the PPP government in a court of law, one expects that the court would stop the Sindh
government from it.
Whether the PPP would be able to have its way in creating a new district in Karachi or not, the initiative will have far-reaching consequences
on the political psychology and behaviour of the main political stakeholders
of the mega city. The MQM would now demand creating a new province
in Karachi, more repeatedly and vociferously. It would have far more justification and rationale for the demand, because instead of addressing the
burgeoning civic issues of the port city, which is the largest city of Pakistan,
the PPP government is resorting to tactics to inflict damage on its political
opponents and draw mileage out of the situation. The strategy of the PPP
would backfire as increasing numbers of residents of Karachi, who already
have a deep dislike for PPP policies, would become totally annoyed. It
would spur the demand of the MQM for making Karachi a new province.
Before dilating upon the merits and demerits of making Karachi a possible new province, it is important to throw light on the formation of a political committee to address the issues of the city. The committee,
comprising PPP, PTI and MQM office-bearers as its members, has been
formulated on the prodding of the security establishment of the country.
This is a very important development and a big question mark on demo-
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cratic governance and its quality and worth in the country. If political stakeholders could not bring their heads together even in the face of the enormous challenges faced by the people of Karachi and it required the
pressure of the country’s security establishment to come together for the
common cause of improving the situation, then there is really something
wrong with the political system of the country. We have been consistently
arguing in these columns that the parliamentary political system of Pakistan does not have what it takes to address the key issues of the country
and society and in the case of Karachi, it is proving quite vividly.
In the situation, making Karachi another province makes a lot of sense,
because the PPP government in Sindh has received its entire political support and votes in the last two decades from rural areas of the province,
whereas the MQM has been dominating urban Sindh, including Karachi,
Hyderabad and Sukkur. The PPP has been trying to rule Karachi like rural
Sindh and the result is the party could not keep control of the situation. In
rural Sindh, people are politically conservative and inactive, therefore, they
have no bigger policy demands from the PPP except petty government
jobs. The PPP government in Sindh has provided a large number of jobs
to its supporters from rural Sindh while the party can also be credited for
providing landless peasants small landholdings way back in 1970s under
its founder Zulfikar Bhutto’s premiership. Karachi is an urban centre and
cannot be ruled with such a mindset. On the other hand, the MQM took
advantage of the situation created by the PPP and with the support of the
General Zia regime established a fascist stranglehold over Karachi. Therefore, Karachiites looked towards PM Khan as a messiah and voted in a
large number for PTI candidates, helping the party win the largest number
of National Assembly seats from the city, making it a key stakeholder. Although the PTI has so far not taken a firm stand on making Karachi a new
province, yet it seems that most of the party’s Sindh leadership, which is
based in Karachi, would be supportive of the idea. Now if the MQM and
the PTI develop a consensus on making Karachi a new province, the PPP
would be really on the back foot. Although making Karachi a new province
is not that easy, yet there does not seem to be any harm in doing so, as it
is not a matter of the ego of some people but the provision of relief and
better social services to the people of Karachi
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Opinion

Pakistan — after 73 years
Faheem Amir

Every nation takes pride in its independence, progress, prosperity, peace,
freedom and liberty. On August 14, the people of Pakistan also celebrated
73 years of independence with great zeal and national zest. After getting
independence, many nations have actualised the teachings and dreams
of their founding fathers by working hard. Tragically, the Pakistani nation
could not act upon the teachings of the Quaid-e-Azam. Due to it, the state
of Pakistan is still struggling to achieve its objectives after 73 years. Unfortunately, the ruling elite has not learnt any lesson from the tragic dismemberment of East Pakistan.
Pakistan faces huge problems, like weak institutions, political instability,
poor law and order, lack of accountability, corruption, feudalism, cartels,
mafias, criminal and unpatriotic political and religious leaders, illiteracy and
poor economy, which are militating against the stability of Pakistan. After
the demise of the Quaid-e-Azam and assassination of Liaquat Ali Khan,
political instability was created deliberately. From the very beginning, the
civil and military bureaucracy started to take part in the country’s politics.
At the time, the civil bureaucracy was more powerful than others. Malik
Ghulam Muhammad, the first finance minister in the Liaquat administration,
was an officer of the Indian Civil Service. After the assassination of Prime
Minister Liaquat Ali Khan in 1951, Khawaja Nazimuddin appointed him as
the Governor-General of Pakistan. Ghulam Muhammad dismissed Nazimuddin's administration after a language movement in Dacca and religious riots in Lahore. He also dismissed Prime Minister Muhammad Ali
Bogra on the pretext of restoring law and order in the country in 1954. In
1955, Ghulam Muhammad was forcefully removed from the office by Interior Minister Iskander Ali Mirza on poor health conditions.
Ghulam Muhammad, a former bureaucrat, was the person who fomented political intrigue in Pakistan. Without any regret, he sacked the
Constituent Assembly of Pakistan and authorised martial law in the name
of law and order. By committing the blunders, he derailed the democratic
process in the country. Tragically, the judiciary also helped Ghulam
Muhammad and played a negative role in destabilising the democratic system in the country. The Apex Court’s former Chief Justice Muhammad
Munir coined “the doctrine of necessity” to protect Ghulam Muhammad’s
actions. The doctrine has played a very important but negative role in the
politics of Pakistan. By using the doctrine, many political governments were
sent packing without any fear or hesitation.
Interestingly, Iskander Ali Mirza, a military officer who was transferred
to the civil service, also played a bad role in destabilising the democratic
system in Pakistan. After removing Malik Ghulam, he became the first
President of Pakistan in 1956. He dismissed four prime ministers in two
years. He removed Prime Minister Feroze Khan and imposed martial law
on October 7, 1958. He enforced martial law through his Army Commander, General Ayub Khan. After twenty days, General Ayub Khan took
over the presidency from Mirza.
Keeping aside all the progress in foreign relations, like the alliances
with America, China, Tashkent Declaration and the policy of privatisation
and industrialisation in the country, Ayub Khan played a very significant
role in destabilising democracy in the country. He started using intelligence
agencies in national politics. He created hatred in Pakistani politics by
using hard language against Fatima Jinnah to win elections. He supported
the corrupt wealthy class, which concentrated wealth in a few hands. Many
historians believe that Ayub Khan’s bad policies led to the creation of
Bangladesh. He was forced to resign to avoid protests across the country
in 1969. But, before quitting his office, he invited Army Chief Yahya Khan

18

to impose martial law for the second time in the country.
After the separation of East Pakistan, Zulfikar Ali Bhutto took over
power in Pakistan. He managed the release of thousands of prisoners of
war and reclaimed 5,000 sq mile territory from India after signing the Simla
Agreement. In his government, the parliament passed the 1973 Constitution. Relations with China and Saudi Arabia improved and Bangladesh was
recognised. He also hosted the Islamic Conference in Lahore in 1974.
After appointing Fazal Ilahi Chaudhry the President, he became the
Prime Minister of Pakistan. He initiated the country’s nuclear programme.
However, Bhutto's nationalisation created economic stagnation. His antidemocratic and feudal attitude forced him to commit many blunders. He
crushed his opponents ruthlessly. In 1973, he ordered an army operation
in Balochistan, causing deaths of thousands of civilians. He won the elections in 1977. However, the opposition blamed him for vote rigging. Religious parties and leaders also started protests against him. Zia-ul-Haq, the
Army Chief, imposed martial law in the country in 1977. Bhutto was tried
and executed by the Supreme Court of Pakistan in 1979 for abetting the
murder of a political opponent. Here, the judiciary again played its controversial role in hanging a political leader and supporting martial law.
Zia-ul- Haq’s era is regarded as the worst anti-democratic period in the
history of Pakistan. To weaken the PPP in Sindh, Zia supported Altaf Hussain for making the MQM. The MQM introduced politics of violence in Pakistan. It killed thousands of innocent people in Karachi. After the invasion
of the USSR in Afghanistan, Zia became a supporter of Islamic Jihad. To
protect his interests, he introduced Islamisation to the country. He deliberately discouraged scientific and progressive education. He encouraged extremism by opening up new madrassas. After the defeat of the USSR, the
extremists started killing innocent people of Pakistan. They killed more
than 70,000 innocent people, including children and women. Although the
army has crushed their power in the war against terror, they are not yet
fully defeated. Zia also supported Nawaz Sharif to create the PML-N
against the PPP. He got success in holding non-party based elections.
After the death of Zia, the establishment supported Nawaz Sharif against
Benazir Bhutto. The Apex Court’s decision in the Asghar Khan case fully
endorses the fact.
Economically, Pakistan is also not a free country as it is a client state
of the IMF and the World Bank. No country can make independent economic policy if it is entangled in a debt trap. Pakistan has taken 22 IMF
programmes since 1958. It means Pakistan has taken one programme
after every three years. In spite of taking the programmes, Pakistan has
not made any economic progress. Rather, its loans are increasing year by
year. Right now, Pakistan’s debt-to-GDP ratio stands at 93%. According
to the Economic Freedom Index, created by the Heritage Foundation and
Wall Street Journal, Pakistan stands at 135 amongst 180 countries in 2020.
Pakistan’s performance on government integrity, judicial effectiveness, fiscal health, property rights, financial and labour freedom is extremely poor.
The reason for the poor economic condition is simple. Pakistan cannot
make its own economic policy based on national needs and goals. Rather,
it is forced to chase targets set by the IMF, the World Bank and other
lenders. The lenders make policies for the country just to protect their loans
and interest. They don’t allow the country to break their debt trap. People,
like Hafeez Sheikh, are in the country to protect the interests of the IMF
and the World Bank. No power in the country can remove them from their
posts. It clearly shows that after 73 years, Pakistan is still not fully independent.
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Challenges

Teaching and learning of
21st century skills
Huma Mir
After going through the last six months of the major global health issue, COVID19 has taught us that teachers of the 21st century are undeniably dealing with
new challenges but they are now more accountable for a student’s overall development, placing the foundation for lifelong progress. In this unprecedented time,
it is up to educators to use the difficult conditions to take the next step forward and
develop capacity in modern skills.
After dealing with the global health challenge, it is the responsibility of the education sector to prepare educators on the requirements of the 21th century skills.
The global lockdowns provided the appraisals of education sectors all over the
world, including Pakistan. The challenges may have changed, but so have the
resources and rewards, and with constant new updates on the education sector,
the teaching scenario may only change for the better.
According to experts, 21st century skills, which are 12 capabilities that today’s
students need to succeed in their careers during the contemporary information
age, are critical thinking, creativity, collaboration, communication, information literacy, media literacy, technology literacy, flexibility, leadership, initiative, productivity
and social skills. The skills are proposed to help students keep up with the speedy
pace of today’s modern markets. Each skill is unique in helping students but all
the competencies have one quality in common, their indispensable role in the age
of information technology. There are three categories the skills fall into: Learning
skills, literacy skills and life skills. Learning skills come under the first category and
also known as four Cs i.e. critical thinking, creativity, a collaboration which teaches
students about the mental processes required to adapt and improve upon a modern work environment. 4Cs skills are taken as the heart and soul of teaching the
21th century skills as these are more recognizable in students who are in postsecondary education and career settings. Critical thinking is the mechanism that
weeds out problems and replaces them with fruitful solutions and trains students
to think critically without the support of teachers and mentors. It is a known fact
that critical thinking is considered to be the most in demand and significant skill
for any health sciences scholar and in upcoming business settings. It is an essential skill to indulge into employees for enhancement of practical knowledge.
Creativity is another equally important quality as a means of learning adaptation. This skill empowers students to see concepts in different ways, which leads
to innovation and improved concepts. In any field of life, innovation is the key to
the adaptability and overall success of any human resource unit. Collaboration
means getting students to work together to achieve compromises and acquire
the best possible results from solving a problem. Collaboration may be the most
difficult concept in the four Cs. But once it’s mastered by any learner and future
professional, they can settle down or will be able to sort the fundamental issues
of any team unit in crisis. Finally, communication is the glue that brings all of the
enlightening qualities together. Students must learn how to effectively convey
ideas among different personality types and situations. Effective communication
has the potential to eliminate confusion in any working environment, which educates students to convert into valuable parts of their teams, departments, and professional endeavours. Information literacy is the foundational skill and helps
students understand facts; especially, data points that they’ll encounter online.
More importantly; it teaches them how to separate fact from fiction. In an age of
blatant misinformation, finding the truth online has become a responsibility on its
own. It’s crucial that students can identify honesty on their own. Otherwise, they
can fall prey to myths, misconceptions, and outright lies.
Media literacy is the practice of identifying publishing methods, outlets, and
sources while distinguishing between the ones that are credible and the ones that
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aren’t. Just like the previous skill, media literacy helps find the truth in a world that’s
saturated with information. This is how students find trustworthy sources of information in their lives and students, who are equipped with it, can identify and differentiate which media outlets or formats to ignore. They also learn which ones to
consult and follow, which is an equally important competency.
Technology literacy goes another step further to teach students about the machines involved in the information age. As computers, cloud programming and
mobile devices become more important to the world and require more people to
understand the concepts in demand. Technology literacy gives students the basic
information they need to understand what gadgets perform what tasks and why.
The third significant category of the skills is called “Life Skills “or FLIPS skills
i.e. Flexibility, Leadership, Initiative, Productivity and Social Skills. Flexibility is the
expression of someone’s ability to adapt to changing circumstances. Developing
flexibility is a struggle for a lot of students, it requires them to show humbleness
and accept that they’ll always have a lot to learn — even when they’re experienced. Leadership involves someone’s abilities for setting goals, walking a team
through the steps required, and achieving the goals collaboratively. Whether
someone is a seasoned entrepreneur or a fresh hire just starting their careers,
leadership applies to life and career both. As students lead individual school departments, they can learn the ins and outs of their specific assignments. That
gives ambitious students the expertise they need to grow workwise and lead the
whole project. Leadership alone isn’t enough to get ahead though.
True success also requires initiative, requiring students to be self-starters. The
initiative only comes naturally to a handful of people. As a result, students need
to learn and practice it to fully succeed. This is, again, one of the hardest skills to
learn and practice. Initiative often means working on projects outside of regular
working hours. The rewards for students with extreme initiative vary from person
to person. Sometimes they’re good grades. Regardless, the initiative is an attribute
that earns rewards. It’s especially indicative of someone’s character in terms of
work ethic and professional progress. That goes double when the initiative is practised with added qualities like flexibility and leadership.
Along with initiative, modern skills require students to learn about productivity.
That’s a student’s ability to complete work in an appropriate amount of time and
it’s called “efficiency.” The common goal of any academic mentor at or workplace
supervisor is to get more done in less time. By understanding productivity strategies at every level, students discover how they work best while gaining an appreciation for how others work as well. That equips them with the practical means to
carry out the ideas they determine through flexibility, leadership, and initiative.
There is still one last skill that ties all other 21st century skills together.
Social skills are indispensable and crucial to the ongoing success of any
learner and professional. Projects and businesses are frequently done through
the connections one person makes with others around them. But this concept of
networking is more active in some industries than others, but proper social skills
are excellent tools for building long-lasting relationships.
In today’s world, the rises of social media and instant communications have
changed the nature of human interactions and, as a result, today’s students are
equipped with a wide range of social skills. Some are more socially skilful than
others; some are far behind their peers and some lucky few may be far ahead,
as socializing comes naturally to them. Teaching and learning four Cs are only
the beginning of modern skills as tools that can be universally applied to enhance
ways of thinking, learning, working and living in the world and guide students to
achieve higher leadership goals in life
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Viewpoint

The making of a Hindu India
Uday Chandra

On August 5, India's Prime Minister Narendra Modi laid the foundation
stone for a Hindu temple in the northern city of Ayodhya. This fulfilled the
orders of India's Supreme Court, which last November awarded a victory
to those who have long been campaigning to build a temple there, in place
of a Mughal-era mosque that was demolished by a right-wing Hindu mob
in 1992. The speculation that the mosque was built on the ruins of an ancient temple marking the mythological birthplace of the epic hero Ram remains unproven.
The groundbreaking ceremony for the temple was set on that particular
date to commemorate the altering of the country's constitution to justify a
shift from indirect to direct colonialism in the disputed Muslim-majority region of Jammu and Kashmir exactly a year ago. The temple construction
in Ayodhya, just like the constitutional amendment that revoked the Indianadministered Kashmir's limited autonomy, is a calculated move by the Modi
government to consolidate the new majoritarian polity in India.
Today, we are witnessing the final stages of the project to remake India
into a Hindu nation, but little is being said about the fabulous falsehoods
and cunning sleights of hand that this ambitious project was built upon.
The word "Hindu" is a Persianate derivative of "Sindhu", Sanskrit for the
Indus River. Only during India's colonial encounter in the 19th century did
"Hindu" become an ascriptive label for a wide range of practices and ideas
across South Asia that do not fall within the three world religions labelled
"Islam", "Christianity", and "Buddhism". But this term defined by negation
did not mean much to those located within a mosaic of Indic ritual and philosophical traditions that lacked a holy book based on divine revelation.
Scholars have attributed the invention of "Hinduism" as much to men
from dominant castes who sought to reform and remake a colonised society
as to colonial missionaries. These 19th-century reformers sought to go back
to ancient texts such as the Vedas or the Upanishads to propose a de-ritualised, quasi-monotheistic creed for a modern India. Such a move mimicked the textualist methods of the Protestant Reformation, and the then
fashionable European efforts to appropriate ancient Sanskrit spiritual texts
to construct an "Aryan" race identity.
The reformers were answering British criticisms of Indic polytheisms as
"beastly" and "superstitious". They enthusiastically embraced the colonial
view of Muslims being wholly separate from Hindus, ignoring the accommodations and intermixing over centuries that had produced shared ritual,
intellectual, sartorial, culinary, and musical traditions between the two
groups.
As the reforming Hindu men worked to draw sharp lines between "Hindus" and "Muslims", the newly emerging print media became their accomplice. The adoption of the Nagri script by reformist groups such as the Arya
Samaj contrasted with the shared orality of a public sphere defined by the
Hindustani language. Devanagari, the divine Nagri as it became known, also
started to be used alongside Urdu and English in the new world of print technology, helping reformists in their efforts to create a distinct Hindu identity.
Then, as it is now, the chief obstacle to transforming India into a Hindu
nation was the caste system which divided society into strict hierarchical
groups. To accommodate the lower orders of society, the conservatism of
the Brahmins, the traditional priestly class who sit atop the rigid caste hierarchy, had to be diluted. But to de-brahminise Hinduism would have dissolved the abstract new polity of the reformers' imagination into a melange
of lived traditions across the localities and regions of India.
A century ago, the arrival of Mohandas Karamchand Gandhi on the po-
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litical scene provided a solution to the reformers' dilemma. Gandhi claimed
that his religion as much as that of most "Hindus" was Sanatan Dharma,
the perennial faith, not the new-fangled textual abstractions put forward by
the reformers. Caste, he argued, was a necessary evil in the subcontinental
life. It could neither be wished away nor reformed out of existence.
A hierarchical society, suggested Gandhi, could learn to be humane and
to avoid excesses. Vertical hierarchies could be held together by horizontal
alliances between those of similar rank, whether at the top or the bottom.
Hindu and Muslim elites could be tied together by common interests of
peace and prosperity just as the Hindu and Muslim masses were held together by shared solidarities of class and occupation.
The Gandhian solution to the problem was largely embraced by the anticolonial movement in India led by the Congress party. Muhammad Ali Jinnah, who led the campaign for a separate state of Pakistan, had also
endorsed the Gandhian solution in British India, but he was prescient to realise that its appeal would wane steadily with modernisation once the fortunes of Indian Muslims were placed at the mercy of a consolidated Hindu
majority.
The principal critics of the Gandhian solution - anti-caste thinkers such
as Bhimrao Ramji Ambedkar and theorists of Hindu nationalism such as
Vinayak Damodar Savarkar - preferred a modern and egalitarian solution
to the problem faced by the 19th-century reformers. Both Ambedkar and
Savarkar sought equality in politics and society, not hierarchy. Yet Ambedkar reposed his faith in new constitutional liberalism derived from the French
and American constitutions. Savarkar endeavoured, by contrast, to create
a new political religion, called Hindutva (Hindu-ness) to unify India along
the lines of the Italian Risorgimento.
In the early decades after independence, the Congress governments
balanced the hierarchical accommodationist view proposed by Gandhi with
modernism rooted in equal citizenship regardless of caste or faith. This was
an era in which all were equal citizens of India, even Kashmiris, even if
long-standing social hierarchies remained intact. Elite Muslims and Christians featured prominently in public life just as they had done in the colonial
era.
With economic liberalisation and neoliberal globalisation since 1980,
the old hierarchies have been shaken up. The myriad castes that constitute
Indian society have been shattered into infinitesimal fragments, which have
given rise to fractalised identities vying for equality at the expense of each
other. The centrifugal force in pursuit of equality in public life led to dissensus, not a new national consensus.
In response, the Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP), particularly under Modi,
has revived Savarkar's vision of Hindutva as a political religion, albeit in a
distinctly populist vein. One's religious beliefs and practices matter less in
Hindutva than an absolute commitment to a Hindu "rashtra" or polity. The
fractalised selves of post-liberalisation have been brought together by the
centripetal force of electoral rituals, digital media, and a new Hindu state,
all of which offer an insurgent sense of equality.
Rhetorically, the Hindu rashtra is opposed to discrimination based on
caste for political Hindus. Modi's own humble origins and his rise to power
are presented as clinching evidence of a new egalitarian modernism. But,
in practice, Hindutva is willing to accommodate the everyday oppressions
that define Indian society. In effect, some are more equal than others. Conservatism is now couched increasingly in the modern semantics of class
("rich" and "poor") rather than in traditional caste terms.
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Genocide

The world cannot
forget the Rohingya
Tun Khin

Three years ago, the Myanmar military poured into Rakhine State and
launched a vicious operation against the Rohingya people. Over the
course of a few weeks, thousands of women, men and children were killed,
mutilated and raped, whole villages were burned to the ground, and hundreds of thousands fled into neighbouring Bangladesh.
Even for us Rohingya, who have been oppressed and rendered stateless in our home country for decades, the savagery of the violence in 2017
was unprecedented. Today, our plight has mostly disappeared from the
headlines in international media, but our people are still suffering. We need
the world's help more than ever to end the genocide against us in Myanmar.
Close to a million Rohingya continue to live as refugees in Bangladesh,
mainly in the southeastern district of Cox's Bazar. Bangladesh has generously welcomed and hosted people who fled for their lives, but an overcrowded refugee camp is no place for a life of dignity. A whole generation
of Rohingya children is growing up in deplorable conditions, with little access to education, or hope for the future.
What the refugees want the most is to return home to Myanmar, but
that is simply not possible today. The 600,000 Rohingya who remain in
Rakhine State live in an open-air prison. Every aspect of their lives is controlled by the state: To leave one's village to attend school, to make a living
or to go to a hospital usually requires special permission or a well-placed
bribe.
At the moment, Myanmar is gearing up to hold a general election on
November 8. It is the first vote since the historic election in 2015, when
Aung San Suu Kyi's National League for Democracy (NLD) won in a landslide, ending decades of direct military rule. Many Rohingya supported the
NLD at that time, but have since grown bitterly disillusioned with the party's
policies. Aung San Suu Kyi and her civilian government have proven complicit in the genocide against us by continuing to support the army's actions
and denying on international platforms what is happening on the ground.
Although in the past, many Rohingya in Myanmar were able to vote
and run in elections, today they are being barred from both. In 2015, Myanmar abruptly withdrew temporary citizenship cards from ethnic Rohingya,
which had given them the right to vote. This year, the authorities have also
rejected members of the Rohingya community who have tried to register
to run in the elections, claiming their parents were not citizens and that
they, therefore, did not meet the criteria. This is despite the fact that some
of these candidates have been allowed to run in previous elections.
There still is a glimmer of hope for the Rohingya, however: the momentum behind the international justice process. Last November, the Gambia
filed a case against Myanmar in the International Court of Justice (ICJ),
accusing it of committing genocide against the Rohingya. A few days later,
the International Criminal Court announced that it was launching an investigation into the Myanmar military for crimes against humanity.
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In January this year, the ICJ ordered Myanmar to end genocidal practices against the Rohingya, and to report regularly on how it complies with
these orders. But even though the government has claimed it was improving conditions in Rakhine State since, in reality, almost nothing has
changed. If anything, conditions have become even worse this year for the
Rohingya, as fighting between the military and armed groups has intensified while the pandemic has swept through the region.
My own organisation, the Burmese Rohingya Organisation UK, has
also brought a case against Aung San Suu Kyi, her government and the
military before the Argentinian judiciary. It relies on the principle of universal jurisdiction - the notion that some heinous crimes can be tried anywhere, regardless of where they took place. But for these efforts to be
effective, we need the international community's support. We have spent
the past three years telling the world about our plight and telling the same
stories over and over again. In return, we have received little more than
sympathy and empty promises.
The world has failed to take concrete action to help the Rohingya. Despite the overwhelming evidence against Myanmar of their crimes, our reality is the same - Rohingya are suffering, whether in villages in Rakhine
State or in refugee camps in Bangladesh. The UN Security Council has
remained paralysed for three years, failing to condemn Myanmar. The US
and the EU have imposed individual sanctions on members of the security
forces, but they do not go far enough in pressuring the military leadership.
They have also refused to use the term "genocide", in part because that
would bring with it some legal obligations to act.
Rohingya are only asking for an opportunity to live a life of dignity in
our own country. The oppression that has rendered us stateless and prisoners in our own homes must end immediately. Those responsible for the
violence against us must be held to account to prevent it from ever happening again. These are big but far from impossible tasks - history shows
that genocidal regimes do not last long. One year from now, on the next
anniversary, I hope we will have gotten closer to making this a reality.
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Voting for your enemy
in the US elections
Mark LeVine

American rapper Ice Cube has never shied from offering blistering critiques
of American racism and the political and economic system that it has fostered. From seminal hits like Straight Outta Compton (1988) and Tha Police (1988) with hip-hop group NWA, to his solo efforts such as Black Korea
(1991) and I Wanna Kill Sam (1991), where he literally predicted the LA
Riots of 1992 in the song's lyrics, while calling for the "ultimate drive-by"
against a United States government that has rarely let up on its unremitting
war against African Americans.
So it is not surprising that Ice Cube remains little more impressed with
the present Democratic offering of Joe Biden and Kamala Harris for the
presidential race than he is with incumbent President Donald Trump and
his running mate, Mike Pence. In an Instagram video uploaded shortly after
the Democratic National Convention (DNC) formally announced the Biden
and Harris nomination, he explained: "What I didn't hear (at the DNC) is,
what's in it for us? What's in it for the Black community besides the same
old thing we been getting from these parties? They just pulled $3 trillion
out and gave it to their friends. Democrats don't seem like they got a plan.
Republicans don't seem like they got a plan for us. So how the hell you
gonna vote for them?"
Critics have lambasted the rapper worth north of $100m, who has
played police officers in his movies, for adopting such a position. But Ice
Cube is not alone in his anger at the Democratic Party, its latest presidential ticket and American politics more broadly. For progressive Democrats
- particularly supporters of former presidential candidate Bernie Sanders and those on the front lines of social and racial justice struggles, the BidenHarris ticket cannot but be a great disappointment. On so many of the most
important issues, from judicial and penal reform and Medicare for All to
the Green New Deal and foreign policy, a large number of Democratic voters are far closer to the Sanders wing than to the party's neoliberal leadership.
From Bill Clinton to Barack Obama, we know how the story goes - great
"hope" and promises of change lead to tepid policies that reinforce rather
than reverse trends towards greater inequality and state violence. While
the Democratic Party seems convinced the path to the White House is
through winning over moderate Republicans, it is pretty clear that Trump
will likely be re-elected, legitimately even, if a similar number of progressive
young people sit out this time, as they did in 2016.
To forestall this possibility, Bernie Sanders used his DNC speech to
warn his young followers that "the future of democracy is at stake. The future of our planet is at stake. We must come together to defeat Donald
Trump." Even further to the left, Noam Chomsky warned of the existential
threat posed by four more years of Trump, urging people to vote for BidenHarris and then "haunt his dreams". Angela Davis urged progressives to
vote for Biden and Harris, arguing that they were the candidates who
"could be most effectively pressured into allowing more space for the
evolving anti-racist movement". Perhaps most powerfully, former First Lady
Michelle Obama warned Americans to "vote like your lives depend on it".
All these figures have painted Trump, rightly so, as a mortal threat to
democracy and even the future of humankind. And most, if not, all believe,
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as Chomsky points out, that whatever their faults, the candidates and the
Democratic platform, in fact, signal a progressive step forward beyond any
tandem or policies that came before. But given how the last two Democratic administrations reinforced rather than transformed the very forces
that have enabled the disasters of the Bush and now Trump presidencies,
it is hard not to join Ice Cube's sarcastic refrain and ask "What's in it for
the rest of us?" if the Democrats win, except a brief respite from more Republican Sturm und Drang?
In a world and a country beset by multiple interlocked crises that seem
beyond the possibility of a solution by ordinary politics - a sentiment which,
after all, helped elect Trump in the first place - it is no wonder that young
and disaffected voters are not lining up behind the latest avatars of "hope
and change". They understand viscerally that the system is simply too rotten to reform, that Clinton-Bush-Obama-Trump-Biden are merely the undulating rhythms of a political-economic system in the United States that
too rarely lived up to its lofty rhetoric and is now in the midst of an inevitable
and violent decline.
And while Trump offers racist and xenophobic bread and circuses to
the Republican masses, the Democratic Party is too inept even to pretend
to support core policies that the vast majority of its voters deeply desire.
With so much at stake, and the race inevitably tightening in swing
states, perhaps it is better to tell young, disaffected and uncommitted voters the truth: This election is not about voting for the president who will
lead us out of the Trumpian darkness towards a more just, equitable and
sustainable future. It is about choosing which enemy we would rather
spend the next four years fighting to secure a future that neither the two
parties, nor the system that ensconces them, have the interest or ability to
create.
Being told to vote like your life depends on it is not all that empowering,
if you have little faith that the people you are voting for can or will do all
that much to save you. But being told you have the chance to choose between two radically different enemies to fight for your survival makes the
choice and the motivation to vote far clearer.
On the one side, we have a ruthless narcissistic authoritarian with no
checks on his executive power and a Supreme Court almost entirely his
who is permanently enshrining a feudal oligarchy that disenfranchises and
disinherits the majority of Americans, and blowing past any survivable CO2
limit, thereby threatening the survival of humanity and a million more
species within a few decades. Trump 2.0 will unleash the full weight of the
federal government, including white nationalist-infiltrated federal security
forces, and tens of millions of heavily armed, fanatical and increasingly
apocalyptic followers onto the streets violently to crush any remaining opposition to the quest, quite literally, to usher in the End of Days.
On the other side, we have an enemy who is neither strong, cruel, authoritarian, sociopathic nor ultimately suicidal enough to rush headlong towards climate and environmental disaster or permanently entrench a
neo-feudal order. Even more so, Biden does not have the stomach or the
mandate to unleash a level of state and militia violence against protesters
that will be impossible to counter short of civil war.
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Your View
Post-US world

Tourism in KP
IN 2017, tourism contributed billions of rupees to our economy, according

This is apropos an online event organised by Aga Khan Univer-

to the World Travel and Tourism Council. Recently, the government an-

sity in which Dr Jeffrey Sachs, the eminent professor-cum-direc-

nounced its decision to open tourism and other sectors after the number of

tor at Columbia University, delivered the concluding remarks.

coronavirus cases fell. Like every year, this month thousands of local

One, he is absolutely right in noting that all nations have a

tourists from all over Pakistan thronged to Northern Areas, despite a ban

“common set of values”. For example, Pakistan and India have

and Section 144 imposed by the administration in hilly areas of Khyber

some common values, but owing to mistrust and misfortune,

Pakhtunkhwa. Even our prime minister visited Galiyat despite the ban.

both tend to look the other way by repeatedly emphasising the

There are no confirmed figures about foreign tourists this year owing to

negative aspects of their association. Two, he points out that the

coronavirus travel restrictions. Last year, over 17,000 foreigners travelled

US-led world for many decades has come to an end or is about

to Pakistan on tourist visas. Pakistan’s tourism sector lacks tourist-friendly

to come to an end. “The US no longer leads, it’s not even con-

infrastructure and has limited information about transport, hotels, guest-

structive. We are moving to a post-US led world, which will be a

houses, health, security, etc. Pakistan is considered an ideal tourist desti-

multipolar world, fraught with risks,” says Dr Sachs.

nation on social media. This is misleading for foreigners and local visitors,

Moreover, the new world order is also fraught with dangerous

for roads to Northern Areas are a nightmare for all travellers. Take for ex-

consequences, if there is any miscalculation or misadventure at

ample the Mardan to Swat valley road which can easily become a six-hour

the state level. Pakistan should prepare for the future by setting

journey instead of three hours because of road conditions, while the same

up civilian and military centres of excellence — think-tanks —

can be said of Kumrat and other valleys. Many tourists die every year be-

manned by professional analysts. Tomorrow’s wars and conflicts

cause of damaged infrastructure and landslides while travelling from one

may be entirely strategic, psychological or technological in na-

valley to other parts of the area. There are no lights, traffic wardens, traffic

ture; Therefore, instead of maintaining a huge standing army, it

rules and signboards. There is a lack of healthcare facilities for people who

would make sense to divert a portion of our security expenditure

get injured in road accidents nor is there air ambulance.

towards intelligence gathering, strategising and analysing the

There is no public transport for local tourists except that is run by a few pri-

coming trends, scenarios or realignments, so that we can steer

vate tour operators, who work without government support. You can book

our ship accordingly.

a Pakistan Tourism Development Corporation (PTDC) motel room if you

Ahmed Ali

are lucky or have connections; otherwise a one-night stay at a two-star pri-

Lahore

vate hotel will cost you about Rs20,000. In the other case, you have to
take a small tent on rent with a charpoy for two or more people without a
lantern; and the list goes on. Pakistan can become the number one tourist
destination in the world if the tourism ministry and PTDC work sincerely.
Alisher Khattak
Islamabad

Hasty celebrations
Claiming victory prematurely often has disastrous consequences and
Covid-19 is one enemy not to be trifled with. Though the curve of
coronavirus infections in Pakistan has flattened considerably, it does
not mean that the danger is over.

Judges appointment

It is a miracle because countries technologically and medically far ad-

Apropos the news report “Lawyers concerned at leak of nominated LHC judges list”. The report is a sad commentary on how
things have deteriorated in our country. In my opinion, the system
of judges’ appointment should be as transparent as possible. I

vanced than us have failed miserably in containing the virus. Compared to them, Pakistan with limited healthcare and a fragile health
infrastructure fared well and managed to fight the pandemic. In this
regard, the services of our frontline soldiers, the doctors, nurses and

feel the various forums representing lawyers try to work as pres-

paramedics, the army and police deserve an honourable mention. In

sure groups when it comes to the elevation of solicitors to the

the battle against the epidemic, a number of doctors and other staff

bench. Gone are the days when we had judges like A.R. Cor-

laid down their lives.

nelius, M.R. Kayani and K.M.A. Samdani. All of these luminaries

However, caution should be the watchword. The countries that de-

were selected through a merit-based competitive examination.

clared themselves coronavirus-free have seen a resurge of Covid-19.

To deliver justice to the people judges should be appointed which

Pakistan needs to be extra careful. To tackle Covid-19, we need to

can only come through transparent competitive examinations.

continue the strict enforcement of social distancing, using face

This selection process should be organised by the federal and

masks, avoiding handshakes and taking extra care of our children

provincial public service commissions.

and elderly.
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The closest black hole to Earth may have
been spotted 1,000 light-years away

Africa’s biggest collection of ancient
human footprints found

Lisa Grossman

Bruce Bower

The
closest
black hole to the
solar
system
ever spotted may
be just 1,000
light-years away.
This newfound
dark neighbor is
at least 4.2 times
as massive as
the sun, and
lives with two ordinary stars whose funny orbits gave the black hole’s
presence away, astronomers report.
Astronomers expect the Milky Way to harbor between 100 million and a
billion black holes with masses between a few and 100 times the sun’s.
But most of those black holes are invisible. “If it’s lonely out there without
a companion, you’ll never find it,” says astrophysicist Thomas Rivinius
of the European Southern Observatory in Santiago, Chile. The few dozen
small black holes that have been spotted so far interact violently with
their environments, gobbling up gas from a companion star and heating
the gas until it emits X-rays. The previous nearest known black hole,
called V616 Mon, emits X-rays from about 3,200 light-years away.
The new neighbor black hole, called HR 6819, is not actively eating and
so is invisible, the researchers say. But it appears to have two companions: one star that the black hole orbits every 40 days that is heavier and
hotter than the sun as well as a more distant, massive star orbiting the
star-black hole pair that is rotating so fast that it’s almost breaking apart.
The motions of those two stars first suggested something weighing at
least four solar masses must be orbiting with them, unseen. “We would
have seen it if it was a normal star,” Rivinius says. “If it’s not a normal
star, the only thing it can be otherwise is a black hole.”

More than 400 human
footprints preserved in
hardened volcanic sediment are providing a rare
peek at social life among
ancient East African
hunter-gatherers.
These
impressions,
found in northern Tanzania near a village called Engare Sero, add up to the largest collection of ancient human footprints ever found in Africa, say evolutionary biologist Kevin
Hatala of Chatham University in Pittsburgh and his colleagues. People
walked across a muddy layer of volcanic debris that dates to between around
19,100 and 5,760 years ago, the researchers report. Dating of a thin rock
layer that partly overlaps footprint sediment narrows the age range for the
footprints to between roughly 12,000 and 10,000 years ago, the team says.
Engare Sero lies in the vicinity of two much older hominid footprint sites —
nearly 3.7-million-year-old Laetoli in Tanzania and 1.5-million-year-old Ileret
in Kenya. At Engare Sero, Hatala’s team analyzed foot impression sizes,
distances between prints and which way prints pointed. One collection of
tracks was made by a group of 17 people walking southwest across the
landscape, the researchers found. Comparisons with modern human footprint measurements indicate that this group consisted of 14 women, two
men and one young boy. The women may have been foraging for food,
while a few males visited or accompanied them, the researchers speculate.
Some present-day hunter-gatherers, including Tanzania’s Hadza people,
form largely female food-gathering groups. In another set of six tracks, the
footprints point northeast. Those tracks probably weren’t made by people
traveling in a group. Instead, the impressions suggest that two women and
a man had ambled along leisurely, a woman and a man had walked briskly,
and another woman had run across the area, the researchers say.
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Doctors: Take effects of COVID-19 to heart
Sonya Collins
When Ken Koontz tested positive for the coronavirus in mid-July, he had
every reason to believe he’d recover fully and be just fine. The 53-year-old
from Woodstock, GA, is a 16-time Ironman and Half-Ironman finisher, a professional triathlon coach, and a lifelong swimmer.
The sickest of the sick, he had been hearing, seemed to be older folks with
other health problems, like diabetes, high blood pressure, and obesity. But then,
word came this month that Boston Red Sox pitcher Eduardo Rodriguez would
sit out the rest of the season due to a heart problem caused by COVID-19.
Doctors know relatively little about all the possible side effects of COVID-19
and the potential for long-term problems. After all, it’s still a new virus. But a
growing body of evidence suggests that anyone who gets the virus -- from the
sick and the elderly to elite athletes -- faces the risk of heart damage. “With any
viral infection, there’s the potential to affect the heart, but COVID-19 seems to
affect the heart more than other viruses,” says Eugene Chung, MD, director of
sports cardiology at the University of Michigan Frankel Cardiovascular Center.
A few days after Koontz was feeling better and cleared to go back to work,
he started working out again. He eased back into exercise with moderate
strength training for a couple of weeks. Then he felt ready to get back into
the pool. During a workout that should have been relatively easy for him, he
says, “My heart was pounding. After just a few intervals, I was gasping for
breath.” While he swam, he felt a particular kind of muscle soreness that he
knew, from a career in fitness, meant his muscles weren’t getting enough
oxygen. “Workout by workout, I wasn’t progressing as quickly -- in terms of
my cardiovascular endurance -- as I would have expected. I still struggle to

swim 500 yards.”
The racing heart and shortness of breath, even while exercising, can be signs
of myocarditis, a potentially life-threatening inflammation of the heart typically
caused by a virus. Other symptoms include chest pain, especially when lying
down; swelling in your legs, ankles, or feet; and fatigue. Myocarditis can go
away on its own with rest. But, elite athlete-level exercise before the heart
has had time to recover can make it worse -- even deadly. “For athletes, myocarditis is a common cause of sudden cardiac arrest or sudden cardiac
death,” Jonathan Kim, MD, chief of sports cardiology at Emory Healthcare in
Atlanta, said at a news conference.

High viral load makes kids COVID silent spreaders
E.J. Mundell
The largest study of its kind finds that children can carry exceedingly high
amounts of the new coronavirus, even in the absence of symptoms.
Researchers say that could make them ideal "silent spreaders" of COVID19, throwing the safety of reopening schools into question. "If schools were
to reopen fully without necessary precautions, it is likely that children will play
a larger role in this pandemic," said study senior author Dr. Alessio Fasano.
He directs the Mucosal Immunology and Biology Research Center at Massachusetts General Hospital in Boston. The study of 192 children and young
adults -- newborns to 22-year-olds -- found that 49 tested positive for SARSCoV-2 and another 18 showed symptoms of COVID-19 illness.
What's more, infected children harbored very high levels of virus within their
airways -- viral loads exceeding those of very sick adult patients cared for in
intensive care units. That's important, because the ability of an infected person to transmit SARS-CoV-2 rises with the amount of virus in their system. "I
was surprised by the high levels of virus we found in children of all ages, especially in the first two days of infection," said study lead author Dr. Lael
Yonker, director of the MGH Cystic Fibrosis Center. "I was not expecting the
viral load to be so high. You think of a hospital, and of all of the precautions
taken to treat severely ill adults, but the viral loads of these hospitalized patients are significantly lower than a 'healthy child' who is walking around with
a high SARS-CoV-2 viral load," she said in a hospital news release.
Fasano believes the role of kids in spreading COVID-19 may have been
underestimated. "During this COVID-19 pandemic, we have mainly
screened symptomatic subjects, so we have reached the erroneous conclusion that the vast majority of people infected are adults," he said in the
release. "However, our results show that kids are not protected against this
virus. We should not discount children as potential spreaders for this virus."
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The Boston team agreed that in the vast majority of cases, children infected
with the new coronavirus will not come down with severe illness. The real
danger lies in their mingling with more vulnerable adults. In the new study,
more than half of infected children came from low-income communities,
where homes often include multiple generations -- including grandparents
highly vulnerable to COVID-19. The new findings come as many schools
reopen for the fall. But the researchers believe in-person learning should
only occur under the strictest guidelines. Because so many kids with high
viral loads show no symptoms, relying on body temperature checks or
symptom monitoring won't be enough to keep teachers and other staff safe,
Fasano and Yonker said.
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Perfect 10

Babyteeth

Beth Webb

Christina Newland

Both filmmaker Eva Riley and
young talent Frankie Box make
a bold, auspicious debut in this
astutely observed story about
a neglected teenager cast
adrift in her small Brighton
community. With a title that as
much echoes the validation awarded to athletes as it does the judgements that are bestowed upon young women, Perfect 10 studies the
ways in which teenage gymnast Leigh (Box) performs for others in the
hope of earning a new sense of belonging. With her mother gone and
her father living with another woman, Leigh paces her now empty family home, stifling the need for human connection until Joe (Alfie Deegan) rolls in on a motorbike, chaotic, cocky and magnetic.
Sharp-tongued, mercurial and short-tempered, Joe is a balm for
Leigh’s loneliness, and she allows herself to be drawn further into the
thrilling world of small-time theft while elsewhere her confidence at the
gym wavers (a particularly cutting scene shows her peers mocking the
threadbare kickers that peek through her new leotard). Both Box and
Deegan deliver brittle yet vulnerable performances and maintain a
mesmerising rapport as their relationship spikes and falls. Their confident debuts showcase the continuing skill of casting director Lucy
Pardee, whose eye for bright, unpolished talent has paid off in recent
indie films like Andrea Arnold’s American Honey and the upcoming
British indie Rocks.

Tenet
Alex Godfrey
The blams come thick
and fast. Tenet, in fact,
might be Christopher
Nolan’s blammiest film
yet. BLAM! A terrifying
thing just happened.
BLAM! A shocking moment of revelation.
BLAM! Here’s a speedboat. (There really is a massive blam accompanying an otherwise ordinary shot of two people on a speedboat.)
It’s not even Hans Zimmer this time — here the great Ludwig Göransson (Black Panther, The Mandalorian) is on scoring duties, making it
all his own (you will nod your head intensely) but without ever scrimping on the blams. Because if a Christopher Nolan film doesn’t sound
like the end of the world, then something’s wrong. And this one really
is about the end of the world.
We’re told early on — defiantly and resolutely — that this is not a film
about time-travel. There are a handful of instances in Tenet where
one character lays things out to another, each time telling them it’s
okay if they don’t quite get it. “Don’t try to understand it,” says Clémence Poésy’s Laura, Tenet’s Q to John David Washington’s James
Bond, as she introduces him to backward bullets (they go back in
time… don’t try to understand it) and gives him a brief primer. It’s not
time-travel, she tells him, it’s “technology that can reverse an object’s
entropy”. In other words, Christopher Nolan wants you to know that
this is not Back to the Future.
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As far as the ‘lovestruck
teen with a terminal illness’ subgenre goes,
there’s usually more
mawkishness than insight, and more predictability than lived-in
feeling. Not so for
Shannon Murphy’s directorial debut Babyteeth, a lovely and vitality-infused story of an Australian teenager whose cancer diagnosis and doctor’s visits are never
shown to the audience. Instead, her illness provides a backdrop for the
events which unfold, including a blossoming and troubled romance between the headstrong Milla (Eliza Scanlen, Little Women’s Beth) and
Moses (Toby Wallace), a face-tattoo-sporting tearaway with a drug
problem who’s been kicked out of his house. The jolt of chemistry between them is instant and unyielding — not to mention inauspicious,
given that at one point Moses decides he’s going to rob Milla’s family
for drug money. Wallace makes Moses curiously enticing in spite of his
bad behaviour, with liquid brown eyes that flash with unwitting tenderness even as he postures.
Meanwhile, in the antiseptically tasteful interior of Milla’s home, her parents — the phenomenal pairing of Essie Davis and Ben Mendelsohn —
are falling apart, both alone and together, with mother Anna on a cocktail
of heavy medication. Mendelsohn’s Henry presents a facade of stoicism
while entertaining wild fantasies of escape. Milla refuses to act ‘sick’.

Sputnik
Ian Freer
A huge blockbuster in its
native Russia, Sputnik
draws heavily on the Ridley
Scott Playbook For AlienOn-The-Loose Movies, but
still comes up with a few
licks of its own. Egor Abramenko’s debut feature
starts as a slow-burn, sinister laboratory flick before devolving into more conventional kill-the-CG-monster
antics. The end result is familiar, but there is enough that is fresh within the Bmovie thrills to make it worth spending time in yet more dark, empty corridors.
It’s 1983. Cosmonaut Konstantin Veshnyakov (Pyotr Fyodorov) crashes back
down to Earth, with a dead co-pilot and amnesia, only to be confined to a secure military facility (the film makes good use of its period Brutalist settings).
Enter disgraced psychiatrist Tatyana (Oksana Akinshina), who we first meet
in a tribunal for treating an anxious teenage patient by holding his head under
the water (“It worked”) and is charged with getting the memories and truth out
of the dazed spaceman. It’s here Sputnik springs its first surprise. It becomes
clear that Konstantin didn’t come back home alone: he is playing host to a
murderous alien parasite (alien parasites are never just passive-aggressive)
that only comes out at night to play. What follows is a blunt but effective thriller
that makes up for in interesting ideas (a monster that feeds on cortisol), fun
creature design and good gore what it lacks in three-dimensional characters
and subtlety (it’s all driven by Oleg Karpachev’s bombastic score).
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South Africa's Brave New World

Gone With the Whisker

R. W. Johnson

Laurie Cass

The universal jubilation that
greeted Nelson Mandela's inauguration as president of South
Africa in 1994 and the process by
which the nightmare of apartheid
had been banished is one of the
most thrilling, hopeful stories in the
modern era: peaceful, rational
change was possible and, as with
the fall of the Berlin Wall, the
weight of an oppressive history
was suddenly lifted. R.W. Johnson's major new book tells the
story of South Africa from that
magic period to the bitter disappointment of the present. As it
turned out, it was not so easy for
South Africa to shake off its past. The profound damage of apartheid
meant there was not an adequate educated black middle class to run the
new state and apartheid had done great psychological harm too, issues
that no amount of goodwill could wish away. Equally damaging were the
new leaders, many of whom had lived in exile or in prison for much of
their adult lives and who tried to impose decrepit, Eastern Bloc political
ideas on a world that had long moved on. This disastrous combination
has had a terrible impact - it poisoned everything from big business to education to energy utilities to AIDS policy to relations with Zimbabwe. At
the heart of the book lies the ruinous figure of Thabo Mbeki, whose overreaching ambitions led to catastrophic failure on almost every front.

This Girl
Colleen Hoover
Colleen Hoover's New York Times
bestselling Slammedseries has
brought countless readers to their
knees with a whirlwind of love, passion and heartache. Layken and
Will's love has managed to withstand
the toughest of circumstances and
the young lovers, now married, are
beginning to feel safe and secure in
their union. As much as Layken relishes their new life together, she
finds herself wanting to know everything there is to know about her husband; even though Will makes it
clear he prefers to keep the painful
memories of the past where they belong. Still, he can't resist his wife's
pleas and so he begins to untangle his side of the story, revealing for
the first time his most intimate feelings and thoughts, retelling both the
good and bad moments, and sharing a few shocking confessions of his
own from the time when they first met. In This Girl, Will tells the story of
their complicated relationship from his point of view. Their future rests
on how well they deal with the past in this final instalment of the beloved
Slammed series.
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It's the summer season in Chilson, Michigan, and the town is packed with tourists
and merrymakers, ready for a fabulous
Fourth of July fireworks show. Minnie
Hamilton and her rescue cat, Eddie, have
spent a busy day on the bookmobile, delivering good cheer and great reads to even
the library's most far-flung patrons. But
Minnie is still up for the night-time festivities, eager to show off her little town to her
visiting niece, Katrina. But then, during the
grand finale of the fireworks display, Katrina
discovers a body.

No Roses for Harry!
Gene Zion
Harry is the not-too-happy recipient of a
handmade sweater, and what makes matters worse is that it's a sweater with a pattern of roses. Harry does everything he can
think of to get rid of that sweater. But when
it seems like he'll never lose the sweater, an
unexpected visitor helps him solve his problem. This is an irresistible story featuring a
classic picture book character, especially
perfect for young dog lovers and fans of
Harry the Dirty Dog. Harry the Dirty Dog has
been recognized by the National Education
Association as an all-time top-100 children's book. It has also been welcomed by a new generation at home, as Betty White's 2020 reading of
the story on StorylineOnline has been viewed more than 8 million times.

First Comes Scandal
Julia Quinn
She was given two choices. Georgiana
Bridgerton isn't against the idea of marriage.
She'd just thought she'd have some say in the
matter. But with her reputation hanging by a
thread after she's abducted for her dowry,
Georgie is given two options: live out her life
as a spinster or marry the rogue who has ruined her life. As the fourth son of an earl,
Nicholas Rokesby is prepared to chart his
own course. He has a life in Edinburgh, where
he's close to completing his medical studies,
and he has no time-or interest-to find a wife.
But when he discovers that Georgie Bridgerton-his literal girl-next-door-is facing ruin, he knows what he must do. It might not have been the most romantic
of proposals, but Nicholas never thought she'd say no. Georgie doesn't want
to be anyone's sacrifice, and besides, they could never think of each other
as anything more than childhood friends... or could they?
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