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Pakistan’s total public debt skyrocketed to Rs36.3 trillion or $216 billion by
June 30, 2020, from Rs24.95 trillion in June 2018 and Rs18.2 trillion in
June 2013. Prime Minister Imran Khan’s government has added Rs11.3
trillion to national debt in just two years, which is already more than the
borrowing by the past two governments in their five-year terms.

Pakistan’s debt has increased by Rs11.3 trillion over the last two years
and the government plans to seek another $15 billion or Rs2.52 trillion for-
eign loans during the ongoing fiscal year to service maturing external pub-
lic debt and build foreign exchange reserves. The public debt stands at
87pc of Gross Domestic Production (GDP) against 72.5pc of GDP at the
end the Pakistan Muslim League-Nawaz (PML-N) government’s tenure in
May 2018. The high debt-to-GDP ratio raises serious questions about the
performance of the government of Prime Minister Imran Khan, who used
to savage the previous governments for overburdening the people of Pak-
istan with foreign loans. He believed galloping loans indicated the rulers
were corrupt. It is ironic that the debt situation has worsened in his gov-
ernment.

The government’s unprecedented borrowing spree may break all pre-
vious records. Pakistan obtained $1.8 billion in gross foreign loans in July
2020, to repay $1 billion to Saudi Arabia, which was 263pc higher than the
same month of the previous year. In July 2019, Pakistan had received
$495 million worth of foreign loans. Excluding $1 billion in Chinese loan,
the $800 million disbursements were equal to 7pc of the annual budget
estimate of $12.2 billion for the entire fiscal year 2020-21, according to the
Economic Affairs Ministry. “In the first month of fiscal year 2020-21, the
government has received $800 million external inflows from multiple fi-
nancing sources,” the ministry reported. It was besides $1 billion in Chi-
nese loan that Pakistan obtained in August to return the Saudi loan.

According to the ministry, Pakistan had to borrow $800 million from in-
ternational lenders in July after the national economy was affected by the
pandemic. “In the aftermath of the pandemic and its persistence in the
country, the disbursements of project financing from development partners
dried up during the last quarter of the outgoing fiscal year 2019-20. The
pandemic has closed most of the economic activities across the country
including development project activities. However, after an ease in the
lockdown by the government, the economic activity is reviving, which might
jack up project financing in the fiscal year 2020-21,” it explained.

A break-down of data compiled by the Finance Ministry shows that Pak-
istan’s total public debt has increased to Rs36.3 trillion by the end of June
2020, with Rs23.2 trillion domestic debt and Rs13.1 trillion external debt.
The debt is increasing continuously, according to the data. The public debt
was Rs6.1 trillion in 2007-08, Rs14.3 trillion in 2012-13, Rs25 trillion in
2017-18 and surged to Rs36.3 trillion in 2019-20. The public debt had in-
creased by Rs8.2 trillion in the PPP tenure from 2009 to 2013 and Rs10.7
trillion in the PML-N term from 2013 to 2018. However, it went up by Rs11.3
trillion in the first two years of the PTI government.

According to Fitch Ratings, which recently affirmed Pakistan’s long-
term foreign credit rating at ‘B-’ with a stable outlook, the situation in Pak-
istan after the pandemic may increase the debt-to-GDP ratio to 90pc in
FY21. “Foreign holdings (in T-bills/PIBs) have stabilised since then
(CVOID-19), and reserves have been restored through multilateral and bi-

lateral disbursements. The central bank’s net forward position has in-
creased somewhat in the past months and net reserves remain negative,
even though they have narrowed,” it said. Pakistan’s current account deficit
narrowed to 1.1pc of GDP in FY20, from a peak of 6.1pc in FY18, due
mainly to import compression and lower oil prices. Fitch forecast a slight
widening of the current account deficit to 1.7pc in FY21 due to a modest
recovery in imports and declining remittances. External financing require-
ments have declined, in line with the narrowing of the current account
deficit. However, the government’s external debt repayments remain high
at about $10.3 billion (about 80pc of current gross liquid reserves) in FY21
and $8.9 billion in FY22, it noted.

The Standard & Poor’s (S&P) rating agency said the pandemic had ex-
acerbated Pakistan’s economic downturn but forecast the real GDP to re-
cover 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,” it
observed. It said it could 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. Conversely, it may
raise ratings on Pakistan if the economy materially outperforms expecta-
tions, strengthening the country’s fiscal and external positions more quickly
than forecast.

Earlier, Moody's Investors Service reaffirmed Pakistan’s stable outlook,
meaning it is capable of paying back its foreign debt, after placing the
country under review for downgrade amid the coronavirus pandemic in
May this year. "The government's commitment to its current International
Monetary Fund (IMF) Extended Fund Facility (EFF) continues to unlock a
large financial envelope that Moody's expects will cover its external financ-
ing needs over the next 12-18 months, and provides an anchor for ongoing
fiscal reforms," the agency said.

Contrary to the ground reality, the government claims public debt man-
agement indicators have improved significantly during its second year. It
accepts it has received record loans but says it repaid $9.5b last year,
which has never happened in the past. However, it is a fact that the gov-
ernment is receiving loans to repay loans. It will have to break the vicious
cycle by increasing exports and generating more revenue.

Economics

Shahid Hussain

Pakistan’s ballooning debt
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The process of destruction of Karachi, which has
been going on for the last four decades, saw its
climax weeks ago when torrential rains hit the
city, creating a big deluge and exposing all the
hidden political and social fault lines that have
turned the megapolis into a living hell for its citi-
zens.

Karachi is no stranger to rains. But this time it
was different. The disaster wrought by the pro-
longed cloudburst was unprecedented in its fe-
rocity. Not only the slums and middle-class
localities but the more prosperous areas too were
inundated. The ramshackle civic infrastructure
collapsed like a house of cards. The government,
both provincial and municipal, was conspicuous
by its absence. It was no less than a nightmare
for more than 20 million people in the city. The
rains caused unparalleled damage to the city.
Many precious lives were lost, business and per-
sonal assets destroyed, means of livelihoods
blocked, properties and constructed structures damaged. It was water
everywhere, not only on roads but inside homes and shops and markets.

While all this happened, the provincial and municipal governments
played an unseemly blame game. No one was ready to take responsibility
for the calamity that befell the hapless people of Karachi. Nothing could
be more sad and ridiculous than the controversy over who is responsible
for cleaning the gutter lines and addressing drainage problems in the city.

Karachi is much bigger than the population of many countries but it
does not have an effective municipal body, let alone an empowered city
government to run it. There are several authorities controlling different
parts of the city. The administrative chaos has become more pronounced
with each passing year, with each body jealously guarding its turf so as to
get as much booty as possible.

The Pakistan Peoples’ Party (PPP) has been continuously ruling the
province for more than 12 years and cannot be absolved of responsibility
in the matter. It did not invest enough to improve the city infrastructure and
provide basic amenities to the people. For its selfish political ends it also
curtailed the powers of the local government — a main reason behind the
worsening plight of the city. Without doubt, the PPP has throughout meted
out a selective treatment to Karachi.

But there are other authorities too in the city which should share the
blame for the miserable plight of the people. Almost a third of the urban
monstrosity falls under the cantonment boards and the Defence Housing
Authority. Some parts also come under the federal government. This mul-
tiplicity of jurisdiction has contributed to the poor state of governance in
the city. On their part, successive federal governments too have completely
ignored the needs of essential infrastructure development in a city which
is the country’s economic lifeline.

A plethora of ills plagues the city – corruption at all levels, poor quality
of human resources, paucity of operational budgets, weak monitoring

mechanisms, absence of effective audit and accounts procedures, finan-
cial dependence on the federal and provincial governments, lack of control
over the police, undue pressure exercised by federal and provincial insti-
tutions, and the inability to generate finance for local works. The net result
is that Karachi struggles with a shortage of funds to strengthen vital serv-
ices such as sanitation, water supply, informal settlement upgradation and
firefighting.

The immediate needs include speedy repair of roads and streets, put-
ting in place a dependable drainage system, overhaul of power, telecom
and digital infrastructure and compensation for losses of life and property
suffered by the citizens. It is obvious that, with the current institutional
arrangements, these goals cannot be achieved. It goes without saying that
the metropolis cannot be completely transformed without radically altering
the political status quo and governance structure.

There is an urgent need to analyze Karachi’s problems beyond the cur-
rent disaster caused by the rains. There is a lot more to be done to make
the city more livable. Karachi’s development is inextricably linked with the
country’s economic growth needs and momentum. The constant political
battle between the federal government and the province must cease in the
interest of Karachi as well as the country.

Despite all its chaos and mayhem, Karachi is the most vibrant and dy-
namic city in the country. It is the country’s economic jugular vein and fi-
nancial hub. A few years ago it became a city of daily deaths. Mafias rule
everywhere. It is a place where politics and crime mix. The drug and land
mafias are more powerful than the state.

For a long-term solution, there is a need for greater understanding of
the city’s political and social dynamics. Our political leaders need to see
things beyond their nose. It is indeed a good sign that Prime Minister Imran
Khan has offered to work with the provincial government to help pull out
the city from the debris. Karachi is a mini-Pakistan. We must save Karachi
to save Pakistan.

Nasim Ahmed

Save Karachi, save Pakistan

Reconstruction
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Environment

Nasim Ahmed

Climate change — a
disaster in the making

We can no longer ignore the emerging reality of climate change. Disastrous
rains in Karachi have proved beyond any shadow of doubt that climate
change is now a stark and dreadful reality for Pakistan. And the sooner we
wake up to the threat and take it seriously, the better for our future gener-
ations.

The global atmosphere is changing fast as manifested in sudden alter-
ations in the climate cycle for various countries. These alterations stem
from large-scale deforestation, increased use of fossil fuels, and other toxic
commercial and industrial activities. In terms of climate change, Pakistan
is a high-risk country. The Global Climate Risk Index 2019 by German-
watch ranked Pakistan as the 8th most affected country when it comes to
extreme weather events. The report noted: “Countries like Pakistan that
are recurrently affected by catastrophes continuously rank among the most
affected countries both in the long-term index and in the index for the re-
spective year”. In the same report, India is placed at the 14th position in
terms of the impact of extreme weather events.

According to an estimate, natural disasters claim around 90,000 lives
and affect more than 150 million around the world every year. Among
these, floods pose the greatest threat to lives and livelihoods, inundating
large swathes of land across borders. Figures quoted by authoritative
sources show that between 1998 and 2017, floods affected nearly a third
of the global population, or 2 billion people worldwide. Floods have long-
term effects on a country’s economy. These include destruction of infra-
structure, loss of means of livelihood and disastrous ecological changes
which arrest the economy’s growth momentum.

A steep rise in the frequency and intensity of floods is the most devas-
tating consequence of climate change. It is estimated that 80-90pc of all
natural disasters in the past decades have, on average, been a result of
floods, heat waves, droughts, and storms. Floods and extreme variations
in precipitation are expected to contribute to flooding in areas that have
historically remained immune to it. A recent report of the United Nations
Economic and Social Commission for Asia and the Pacific on the risk of
floods and droughts during the monsoon season said that over eight million
people would be exposed to flood risk in Pakistan this year alone.

Agriculture in most countries in South Asia is dependent on monsoon
rains in the months of June to September. Rains during these crucial
months irrigate about 60pc of cultivated land in Pakistan and India. Failure
of the monsoon or abnormal showers destroy standing crops. Over the
past few years, there have been wide-ranging temporal and spatial varia-
tions in monsoon rainfall. The repetitive cycle of floods and drought means
the loss of livelihood for millions of farmers dependent on nature’s bounty.

Pakistan was a victim of devastating floods in 2010, which destroyed
the hearth and homes of over 20 million people. The loss computed in eco-
nomic terms was around $10 billion. Floods in parts of Pakistan are now a
recurrent annual phenomenon. But no long-term strategy has yet been de-
veloped to deal with the threat. Surely, the time has come to put in place

an effective mechanism to deal with the growing menace of urban flood-
ing.

We saw what happened in Karachi in the last fortnight. The devastating
rain spell later spread to the north, inundating large tracts of land in Khyber
Pakhtunkhwa and Gilgit-Baltistan. But Karachi was the hardest hit of all.
The mega city’s administrative and operational infrastructure virtually col-
lapsed under the weight of incessant rainfall. Besides the loss of over 50
lives, the city’s industry and businesses suffered loss of tens of billions of
rupees, a conservative estimate according to knowledgeable circles.

Urban floods are caused by rapacious land use, haphazard and mind-
less urbanisation and proliferation of squatter colonies, alteration of natural
watercourses, and inadequate drainage and sanitation infrastructure.
Urban flooding hits, when rains exceed the capacity of an urban area’s
drainage system.

Over the years, agricultural land and green pastures around our major
cities have disappeared in the face of creeping urbanisation and illegal
housing projects. Unplanned residential settlements, buildings, roads, and
bridges come in the way of natural water flow channels. With the absorption
capacity of the soil sapped over time, sudden cloudbursts result in uncon-
trolled flooding.

The situation is worsened by the obstruction of drainage systems and
other pathways by solid waste causing flood water to spread all over. The
accumulation of sediments and refuse in canals and waterways, and out-
dated and overburdened drainage and sanitation infrastructure, contribute
to the kind of flood devastation we saw in Karachi. The problem calls for
both micro and macro level solutions. Pakistan’s forest cover of around 4
percent is one of the lowest in the world. A billion tree plantation drive is
the right step in addressing the issue.
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In a landmark decision, Prime Minister Imran Khan has ordered an early
release of female prisoners, who are facing trial or convicted. Under the
plan, the government would bear all expenses for the release of women
whose remaining sentence is less than three years and they are serving
imprisonment for their inability to pay fines.

Under the move, prisoners less than 16 years of age and women, ex-
cept those sentenced in heinous crimes, like murder, will be freed. The
order is part of jail reforms which are in the pipeline under guidelines from
the Supreme Court of Pakistan, which has directed the government to re-
lease prisoners suffering from a physical or mental illness, under-trial pris-
oners, who are 55 or older, male under-trial prisoners, who have not been
convicted in the past as well as female and juvenile prisoners. The
provinces will generate funds through the Baitul Mal and Social Welfare
Department to pay fines of prisoners.

According to a report of a committee formed by the prime minister six
months ago, more than 500 women and juvenile prisoners are detained in
petty offences. Almost 75pc of them are in Punjab jails. According to the
report on “Plight of Women in Pakistan’s Prisons,” 134 women have chil-
dren with them in prison, some as old as 9 and 10, despite the legal limit
of 5 years. The report finds that prison laws do not meet international stan-
dards and that officials often ignore laws meant to protect women prison-
ers. Of the 1,121 women in prison as of mid-2020, 66pc had not been
convicted of any offence and were detained while awaiting conclusion of
their trial. More than 300 women were detained in facilities outside the dis-
tricts where they lived, making family visits nearly impossible. The prison-
ers included 46 women over the age of 60 and 10 girls under the age of
18. Only 24 female health workers are available to provide full-time care
to women and girls in prisons across the country.

The report found that prison staff routinely failed to observe appropriate
protections against the spread of the coronavirus. Prison staff failed to put
social distancing measures in place or require prisoners and staff to wear
masks. It urged comprehensive medical screening for all entering prison-
ers. Children who accompany their mothers in prison face additional risks.
At least 195 children were housed in prisons as of 2020. A critical lack of
funding in the prison healthcare system has meant that mothers whose
children are with them in prison often lack essential health care, leaving
both women and children at risk of contracting infections. One prisoner re-
ported that her child, who had a developmental disability, was not offered
any support services or medical care despite the prisoner’s repeated re-
quests during her six years of incarceration.

The committee recommended reducing the proportion of prisoners held
in pretrial detention, allowing women to be detained close to their homes
to facilitate family visits, and reducing the number of women and girls in
prison by developing alternative sentencing options and non-custodial
measures for women and girls. It also proposed that individual cases
should be reviewed to identify possible human rights violations and hu-
manitarian needs, and recommended more training of prison staff, re-
sources, and policies to address the mental health needs of women in
prison, and development of post-release programs to help women and

girls reintegrate into the community.
The report includes a detailed analysis of the extent to which Pakistan’s

national and provincial laws comply with the United Nations Rules for the
Treatment of Women Prisoners and Non-custodial Measures for Women
Offenders (the “Bangkok Rules”). It found important gaps requiring reform
in the provincial and national legislative framework. Only Sindh has en-
acted prison rules that comply with international standards. Under the
Bangkok Rules, non-custodial alternatives to custody should be preferred
where possible if someone facing imprisonment is pregnant or has sole
child-caring responsibilities. Children accompanying their mothers must
receive suitable health care, at least equivalent to that available in the com-
munity. The decision as to whether a child is to accompany their mother in
prison or be separated must be based on individual assessments and the
best interests of the child. Children in prison with their mother should never
be treated as prisoners, and their environment must be as close as possi-
ble to that of a child outside prison.

According to a recent report by a commission set up by the Islamabad
High Court, prisoners are subject to daily humiliation and deprivations.
More than 5,000 out of a total of 73,661 prisoners are afflicted with some
form of disease: 2,100 suffered from physical ailments, while nearly 2,400
were infected with contagious diseases such as HIV, hepatitis and tuber-
culosis. Over 600 prisoners suffer from psychological disorders. Almost
50pc of medical jail staff posts were vacant. In a November 2019 report,
the Federal Ombudsman had informed the Supreme Court that a total of
77,275 inmates, including 1,204 women, were housed in 114 prisons in
the four provinces against a sanctioned capacity of 57,742.

It is high time the government acted upon the recommendations of the
committee to reform prisons and made Pakistan a civilised society which
respects the dignity of people, even those serving sentences for heinous
crimes. It will also improve the image of the country, which is often criticized
for its poor record of human rights.

Rights

Muhammad Hassan

The plight of female 
inmates
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Between 1.4m and 18.53m jobs have been lost and at least 10m peo-
ple are feared to have slipped below the poverty line as a consequence
of the coronavirus pandemic, raising the number of poor people to 10m
in Pakistan. Extreme poverty is expected to increase drastically in the
world after it is experiencing the worst global recession since World
War II, with a 5.2pc reduction of global GDP.

Pakistan suffered huge economic losses despite tackling the health
challenge most successfully as compared to regional and other coun-
tries of the world. Over 6,000 deaths in Pakistan are negligible as com-
pared to 75,000 in neighbourng India and 190,000 in the US. However,
Pakistan’s economy is set to contract for the first time in 68 years by
0.38pc due to the adverse impact of the virus. Economists project Pak-
istan’s economy to shrink by $15 billion, with a 10pc decline in gross
domestic product in the fourth quarter of financial year 2020-21. Ac-
cording to data released by the government, Covid-19 caused a loss
of over Rs3 trillion to the national income.

Fitch Ratings has projected a massive 10.5pc contraction of India’s
economy in the current financial year. India recorded one of the
sharpest gross domestic product (GDP) contractions in the world in
April-June. India’s GDP shrank by a staggering 24pc year-on-year
amid the imposition of one of the most stringent global nationwide lock-
downs. “GDP should rebound strongly in 3Q20 (October-December)
amid a re-opening of the economy, but there are signs that the recov-
ery has been sluggish and uneven,” Fitch said. It had earlier projected
India’s GDP to contract 5pc this fiscal.

Over 4.1m youths have already lost jobs due to the pandemic in
India, according to a report by the International Labour Organization
(ILO) and the Asian Development Bank (ADB). Even before the crisis,
youths in Asia and the Pacific faced challenges in the labour market,
resulting in high unemployment rates and large shares of youths ex-
cluded from both school and work. In 2019, the regional youth unem-
ployment rate was 13.8pc, compared to 3pc for adults; and more than
160 million youths (24pc of the population) were not in employment,
education or training. Four in five young workers in the region were
engaged in informal employment — a higher share than among adults
— and one in four young workers was living in conditions of extreme
or moderate poverty. The pre-crisis challenges for youths are now am-
plified since Covid-19 hit. Without sufficient attention, the risks are cre-
ating a “lockdown generation” that could feel the weight of the crisis
for many years to come, the report warned. It estimated between 10m
and 15m youths may have lost jobs in 13 countries in Asia and the Pa-
cific in 2020.

The pandemic will widen the poverty gap between women and men,
pushing 47 million more women and girls into impoverished lives by
next year, the United Nations said. Worldwide, more women than men
will be made poor by the economic fallout and massive job losses
caused by Covid-19, with informal workers worst hit in sub-Saharan
Africa and Latin America, according to new UN estimates. During the
pandemic, women have lost their jobs at a faster rate than men have,
as they are more likely to be employed in the sectors hardest hit by
long lockdowns such as retail, restaurants and hotels, it said. Overall,

the pandemic will push an additional 96 million people into extreme
poverty by next year, of whom nearly half are women and girls, accord-
ing to estimates by UN Women and the UN Development Programme
(UNDP).

The World Bank has warned the world is experiencing the worst
global recession since World War II, with a 5.2pc reduction of global
GDP due to the pandemic. Because of this, extreme poverty is ex-
pected to increase drastically. As developed economies recover from
the economic effects of the pandemic, developing countries are strug-
gling to keep their populations from falling into extreme poverty. Most
lower and middle-income countries do not have social safety nets that
provide reliable healthcare services, unemployment benefits and
homeless shelters for those in poverty. Moreover, while most develop-
ing countries’ relief comes from foreign aid and non-governmental or-
ganizations, more must be done to lessen the consequential impacts
of a global recession, it noted.

Extreme poverty is defined as living on less than $1.90 per day, the
international poverty line. For comparison, the average American
spends $164.55 per day. Extreme poverty rates were on a constant
decline in recent years, with an estimated decrease from 614 million
living under the global poverty line in 2019 to 595 million in 2020. The
pandemic changed the 2020 estimate to a range of 684 million to 712
million and is expected to slightly increase or decrease in 2021, de-
pending on foreign aid efforts and global recovery.

As developed countries have more economic activity, their
economies will be impacted more directly than in developing countries.
However, since developed countries provide aid to developing coun-
tries, developed countries could have a hard time coming up with the
necessary funds to support poverty-stricken nations, especially during
a global recession. For example, the United Kingdom’s economy
shrunk by 20.4pc in April, and in the United States, newly filed unem-
ployment claims totaled 45.7 million since the pandemic began. As the
number of citizens in developed countries facing poverty rises dramat-
ically, congressional leaders will likely focus on domestic relief, putting
global poverty on the back burner, it observed.

Developing countries’ economies were already incredibly vulnera-
ble due to the high levels of debt that has formulated in the past
decades. Now, due to the pandemic, per capita incomes are expected
to shrink, which will likely put millions into poverty worldwide. More-
over, without foreign relief, those in poverty may be pushed into ex-
treme poverty. Additionally, citizens in countries that have
commodity-based economies, specifically oil-reliant countries, will
likely suffer from severe economic consequences. The World Bank es-
timated in April that 40 to 60 million people could be pushed into ex-
treme poverty due to COVID-19, and updated the number on June 8
to 71 to 100 million people.

The reports suggest the world will have to face the fallout of the
pandemic for years and decades and poor countries, like Pakistan, will
have to face a huge challenge to save their people from hunger. The
situation becomes more serious when developed countries are no
more in a position to help developing countries.

Poverty

Muhammad Ali

Covid-19 aftershocks
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The opposition parties have announced calling an All Parties Conference
(APC) in Islamabad on September 20. They aim to discuss possibilities of
an in-house change or fresh elections. However, serious rifts between two
mainstream parties mean the opposition will end up making the govern-
ment of Prime Minister Imran Khan more powerful and confident despite
its failure to deliver.

The Pakistan Muslim League-Nawaz (PML-N) and Pakistan Peoples’
Party (PPP) have developed deep mistrust of each other, which could not
be bridged despite several meetings of their leaders. Recently, PML-N
President Shahbaz Sharif called on PPP Co-chairman Asif Zardari in
Karachi. However, both parties are suspicious of each other. It is also a
fact that the opposition parties do not have the required majority to bring
a no-trust motion against Prime Minister Imran Khan. The only option to
force the government to announce fresh elections is en bloc resignations.
However, the PPP and the PML-N will never use the option because they
have stakes in the system. The PPP rules Sindh and it has come closer to
the PTI after Prime Minister Imran Khan announced a Rs1,100 billion
Karachi package. On the other hand, the PML-N is the main opposition
party in the Punjab and the Centre and resignations will seriously damage
its political interests.

It is clear that the opposition is not in a position to pose a serious chal-
lenge to the government of Prime Minister Imran Khan. It is bad gover-
nance that has tainted his government. He holds meetings for up to 12-14
hours in the Prime Minister’s House daily, but governance has not im-
proved. He openly expresses his displeasure over his ministers for their
failure or lack of interest in implementing government policies. He also
blames an inefficient and corrupt system for his failure to provide relief to
the common people, which critics say is an open admission of his poor
performance on all fronts.

He has vented out his frustration with the system and ministers on
many occasions. He was annoyed after relevant ministries and ministers
failed to implement his repeated orders to take effective measures to re-
duce prices of essentials. Addressing a public gathering, he expressed his
annoyance at the “unprofessional” conduct of his cabinet members, who,
he said, were creating more trouble for the government than the opposi-
tion. “Sometimes, the opposition doesn’t even need to do something
against the government as the ministers’ performance is sufficient to land
the government in trouble. When the opposition does nothing, some min-
ister makes such a statement that it becomes difficult to handle,” he told
his party’s social media team.

Critics say it is an open admission of his failure to run the affairs of his
party and government. He has come to power on the promise to change
the system. He waged a long struggle against his entrenched political ri-
vals and he was supposed to be fully aware of the weaknesses of the sys-
tem and how to remove them. It is disheartening for the people of the
country to hear him merely complaining against the system and not making
an effort to change it. He could have at least changed his ministers who
he thinks are not delivering.

His critics and opposition parties daily remind him of his election prom-
ises. His major election promise was to cut prices. Instead, prices of all
essentials have almost doubled after rupee devaluation against the dollar

and hikes in electricity and gas tariff. Medicine rates are also beyond the
reach of the common man. His government policies have badly hurt the
common people.

The opposition accuses him of taking U-turns on every election prom-
ise. The poor economy is called his biggest blunder after Pakistan’s cur-
rency lost 35pc of its value in the first year of his government. Imran Khan
is taunted for reneging on his promise to fix Pakistan’s economy without
taking foreign loans while his government has broken all previous records
by borrowing $16b in just one year, the highest ever external borrowing in
any fiscal year since Pakistan’s creation in 1947. Like the Pakistan Muslim
League-Nawaz (PML-N), the PTI government also relied on short-term for-
eign commercial loans to run the affairs of the country. The PML-N had
added Rs15 trillion to public debt and liabilities in five years, while the PTI
increased total debt and liabilities by Rs11 trillion in one year. More than
80pc loan was piled up by the PTI in one year in comparison with five years
of the PML-N. The public debt and liabilities stood at Rs29 trillion in June
2018, which peaked to Rs40 trillion on June 30, 2019.

Imran Khan also blames mafias in the country for obstructing and cre-
ating trouble for his government. He may be right to some extent but he
cannot absolve himself and his government of bad governance and inef-
ficiency. He should have come to power with better preparedness when
he already knew he had to face such hurdles.

It is a fact that past governments failed to make structural changes and
improve governance but the PTI government cannot blame them now.
Consequences of all blunders, mismanagement and inaction of the past
governments lie on the table of Prime Minister Imran Khan and he has no
option of failure. The situation is not easy to handle. The government is
finding it difficult even to foot debt servicing and necessary expenditure
and funds for public welfare look impossible at the moment.

He has promised to make Pakistan a modern welfare state. The gov-
ernment will have to take harsh measures for years for it. Modern welfare
states have gained status after hard work for centuries. It will be a great
achievement of the government if the people even start feeling that the
country has been put on the path to become a welfare state.
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Russia and China are moving in the direction of a formal alliance and it could
reshape dynamics in the world. A peaceful boundary, expanding trade and
a shared distrust of America form the basis of the Sino-Russian partnership.
Western sanctions have pushed Russia closer to China. Falling oil prices
and fears of new sanctions on Russian gas supplies have compelled them
to largely depend on China, which has also strengthened China’s strategic
position in the world.

Encouraged by an influx of petrodollars that saw living standards soar in
the country, Russia has risen on the international stage to wrest back its po-
sition and restore the balance of power. It happened as Russian President
Vladimir Putin started fourth term in May 2018, extending his almost two-
decade rule by another six years. For supporters, Putin is a saviour, who re-
stored pride and traditional values to a nation, which was humiliated after
the breakup of the Soviet Union at the hand of its archrival about three
decades ago. According to his foes, democracy has further eroded under
his rule and the state is being run by a new elite of former secret police
cronies. To his credit, Putin has dealt with three US presidents, started a
new rivalry with the West by snatching Crimea from Ukraine and launched
a pivotal intervention in Syria, which helped defeat Daesh and improve its
image.

According to analysts, his biggest problem at home is that he has failed
to groom his successor and competitor and without constitutional reform, he
will not be able to run for a fifth time as the Russian Constitution bars serving
more than two consecutive terms. He will turn 72 in 2024, when his term ex-
pires and age would also be not on his side. He still can revisit his 2008
move, which saw him put forward Dmitry Medvedev as president while he
himself became prime minister before returning to the Kremlin in 2012.

The highest point of his political career came when the US accused
the Russian government of interfering in its 2016 presidential election, to
increase political instability in the United States and to damage Hillary
Clinton's presidential campaign by bolstering the candidacies of Donald
Trump, Bernie Sanders and Jill Stein. A January 2017 assessment by the
Office of the Director of National Intelligence (ODNI) stated that Russian
leadership had favoured presidential candidate Donald Trump over Hillary
Clinton, and that Russian President Vladimir Putin personally ordered an
"influence campaign" to harm Clinton's electoral chances and "undermine
public faith in the US democratic process." On October 7, 2016, the ODNI
and the Department of Homeland Security (DHS) jointly stated that the
US Intelligence Community was confident that the Russian government
had directed hacking of e-mails with the intention of interfering with the
US election process. According to the ODNI�s January 6, 2017 report,
the Russian military intelligence service (GRU) had hacked the servers
of the Democratic National Committee (DNC) and the personal Google
email account of Clinton campaign chairman John Podesta and forwarded
their contents to WikiLeaks. According to the US media, there was strong
forensic evidence linking the DNC breach to known Russian operations.
In January 2017, Director of National Intelligence James Clapper testified
that Russia had also interfered in the elections by disseminating fake
news that was promoted on social media. On October 31, 2016, President
Barack Obama warned Putin via the "red phone" to stop interfering or face

consequences. It could be called a great achievement of Russia and Putin
if even one percent of the allegations are true.

According to experts, Russia’s relations with the United States and the
UK are worse than in the 1950s, and the chance of a direct conflict is higher
than at any time since the 1962 Cuban missile crisis. Given the complexity
of today’s strategic nuclear weapons and the systems designed to neutralise
them, one cannot rule out the possibility that some actor on either side, or a
third party, could provoke escalation. Making matters worse, communication
between US and Russian leaders is nonexistent, owing to the lack of trust
on both sides. This psychological backdrop to the bilateral relationship truly
is worse than during the Cold War. But that does not mean that today’s ten-
sions amount to a sequel. Such a confrontation would require an ideological
component that is decidedly lacking on the Russian side. Russia has no in-
tention of waging another Cold War. Although some degree of confrontation
with the US does help President Vladimir Putin unite the public while bur-
nishing Russian elites’ nationalist credentials, Russia is not an ideologically
motivated state.

Analysts say the US establishment is using the scarecrow of Russian
interference to regain its lost political control, particularly in the realm of
social media, where a discontented population and maverick politicians
have finally found a voice. But even if American elites do manage to wrest
back control, the deeper source of Western angst will remain. For at least
the past decade, the world has been witnessing the endgame of the
West’s 500-year hegemony. For a few decades in the second half of the
twentieth century, the West’s dominant position was challenged by the
Soviet Union and China. But after the Soviet Union imploded, the US
emerged as the sole hegemon, and the world seemed to return to its his-
toric status quo. Soon enough, however, the US overextended itself by
plunging into geopolitical misadventures like the invasion of Iraq. And then
came the 2008 financial crisis, which exposed the weaknesses of twenty-
first-century capitalism.

At the same time, the US has long pursued military superiority. In 2002,
it unilaterally abrogated the 1972 Anti-Ballistic Missile Treaty. And, more re-
cently, it has embarked on a massive build-up of conventional forces and a
large-scale modernisation of its nuclear arsenal. Still, Russia, China and the
rest of the world will not allow a return to US hegemony. Putin recently made
this clear by unveiling a number of new, cutting-edge strategic weapons sys-
tems, as part of a strategy of “preemptive deterrence”. The message was
that the US cannot hope to regain absolute military superiority, even if it de-
cides to bleed itself dry in an arms race, as the Soviet Union did.

Even if the US decides to wage a unilateral Cold War, its chances against
Russia, China and other emerging powers would not be very good. The bal-
ance of military, political, economic and moral power has simply shifted too
far away from the West to be reversed. Putin has made the West realize it.
When Britain expelled 23 Russian diplomats in response to an alleged nerve
agent attack in Salisbury, England, Moscow not only evicted an equal num-
ber of British diplomats, but also ordered the closing of the British Council.
It also expelled 59 diplomats from 23 countries. Russia’s image and influ-
ence has increased in the world during Putin’s rule and his critics believe he
will stay put in politics, one way or the other, to torment the US and its allies.
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Short-live celebrations
on exports

The government’s celebrations on a 20pc increase in Pakistan’s exports in
July were cut short when they decreased by 14.8pc in August. The govern-
ment blames floods and heavy rains in different parts of the country, especially
in Karachi, for the decline but the situation points out constraints to our efforts
to boost exports.

It is a fact that the government had started the celebrations too early. Blam-
ing floods and rains for the declining exports is ridiculous because their effects
could not have been felt so early. Pakistan’s exports have plunged by around
20pc in August. The imports also dropped by 20pc, though the trade deficit
shrank by 20.6pc in August 2020, against the same month last year. Pakistan’s
trade deficit contracted to $3.4 billion in the first two months of the current fiscal
year due to shrinking imports. However, exports have also gone down by over
4pc during the period. According to the Pakistan Bureau of Statistics (PBS),
exports dropped in terms of all three indicators, annual, monthly and cumula-
tive. Exports, which registered a negative growth of 4.2pc, stood at only $3.6
billion during the first two months of the current fiscal year. In absolute terms,
the exports shrank $160 million.

The trade deficit, which stood at $3.7 billion in the comparative period of
the last fiscal year, shrank to $3.4 billion during July-August of 2020-21. In ab-
solute terms, there was a reduction of $307 million or around 8pc in the trade
deficit in the current fiscal year. Overall, imports dropped 6.3pc to nearly $7
billion during the July-August period. In absolute terms, the imports contracted
$467 million.

The Ministry of Finance expected that receipts on exports of goods would
fluctuate around July levels in August 2020, implying that they would recover/or
surpass the level seen in August 2019. However, it did not happen. Instead of
finding lame excuses, Pakistan needs to remove barriers to boost its exports.
Pakistan can increase its exports by up to $12 billion by 2024 even after taking
into account disruptions due to Covid-19, according to the International Trade
Centre’s latest export potential assessment for the country. More than half of
the country’s exporters struggle with domestic and foreign regulatory barriers,
says Invisible Barriers to Trade — Pakistan 2020: Business Perspectives. The
report was made in collaboration with the World Bank Group’s country office.
Market frictions such as regulatory obstacles and lack of information trans-
parency put up to $7b of this untapped export potential at risk — especially
for small businesses looking to trade more across borders.

The report, based on a survey of 1,152 importers and exporters, identifies
the toughest trade hurdles facing Pakistani businesses. Almost half of these
hurdles are homegrown, which means the government can fix many of the
problems holding back exporters. The report suggests ways for the govern-
ment and the private sector to crank up competitiveness by addressing issues
such as export inspections, tax refunds, and certification. It identifies the most
challenging non-tariff measures that Pakistani businesses face which include:
complying with technical requirements, lack of trade-related information and
inadequate domestic infrastructure. Women entrepreneurs also face social
constraints and a general lack of support in government agencies and other
institutions. Almost half of the challenges these firms reported stem from Pak-
istani rules on matters such as export inspections, tax refunds, and export cer-
tification.

The invisible barriers to trade affect exporters and importers differently, and
their impact varies across sectors. The publication finds that regulations and
the procedures to comply with them are difficult for 51pc of Pakistani exporters
and 46pc of importers. Most agricultural exporters (60pc) — especially those
dealing with fresh and processed foods — experience difficulties with these
measures, as most countries have stringent regulations in place to protect
human health and the environment. In comparison, 47pc of the Pakistani com-
panies that export manufactured goods face problems. Conformity assess-
ment is the top challenge with requirements like testing and product
certification are a bigger concern (41pc) than rules related to quality standards,
safety, and production processes (4pc). Pakistani exporters say complying
with European rules is difficult and the accompanying conformity assessment
procedures are too strict. The neighbouring SAARC countries account for only
5pc of the problems that local exporters experience with foreign regulations.

At the individual partner country level, the United Arab Emirates and the
United Kingdom are responsible for the most reported regulations, each ac-
counting for 8pc. German measures account for 6pc, while Oman and the
United States for 5pc each. Meanwhile, local regulations account for about
45pc of the troublesome measures that exporters face. Most of these involve
export inspections (31pc), tax refunds (27pc), and export certification (10pc).
Pakistani policies cause 55pc of the problems reported by exporters of man-
ufactured goods, and one-third of agriculture. Large firms (52pc) face more
problems with domestic export regulations than small and medium-sized busi-
nesses (45pc). Exporters say the regulations are overly strict or compliance
is difficult in just 12pc of the cases. In contrast, the procedures are the problem
in 70pc of the cases — and most of these occur in Pakistan itself. The remain-
ing 18pc are difficult due to both the regulation and related procedures, of
which more than two-thirds occur in the country. The most important ones are
slow processes on the necessary paperwork and high fees and charges to
obtain required certification or testing. Informal payments and inadequate fa-
cilities for testing and certification in Pakistan were also frequently reported.

As a way forward, the survey identifies numerous challenges, especially
regarding export-quality management and infrastructure in the country. For in-
stance, Pakistan should increase the capacity of local laboratories to carry out
required testing and certification. Efforts need to be made to strengthen the
capacity of small and medium-sized enterprises to comply with international
market access requirements. The absence of a proper warehouse and cold
storage facilities at major borders points is a serious problem that must be
fixed. Trade procedures need to be streamlined and paperwork at government
and customs offices be automated to reduce the administrative burdens and
costs shouldered by Pakistani exporters.

Traders need a proper portal that can provide reliable export- and import-
related information which should also guide on trade regulations and proce-
dures, provide facts about relevant agencies, port authorities, and customs.
Finally, Pakistani trade regulations and processes must be streamlined to fa-
cilitate exports. A policy rethink is needed on advance payment restrictions on
raw material imports and processes involving the duty drawback scheme. Ex-
port inspection processes at the customs also should be improved. Pakistan
can improve its exports by following the guidelines.
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After a landmark Israel-United Arab Emirates (UAE) normalization of rela-
tions deal of August 13, the start of intra-Afghan dialogue, Pakistan’s iso-
lation or ditching by its allies on the question of atrocities of Indian Prime
Minister Narendra Modi on Kashmiris and economic meltdown, the federal
government of Prime Minister Imran Khan must make critical adjustments
to the country’s foreign policy to protect national and public interests.

The intimidation of Pakistan in the international arena could be gauged
from the fact that Pakistan has assumed a circumspect stance over the
Israel-UAE deal while it has not made a very strong reaction to Indian de-
mands to the United Nations Security Council (UNSC) to drop the Kashmir
issue from its agenda.

Pakistan’s cautious response to the Israel-UAE accord could be
gauged from the country’s Foreign Office spokesman statement. The
spokesman said, "We have noted the joint statement announcing the
agreement of the UAE and Israel to have full normalisation of relations.
For just, comprehensive and lasting peace, Pakistan has consistently sup-
ported a two-state solution in accordance with the relevant UN and OIC
resolutions as well as international law." The statement clearly desisted
from criticizing the agreement, the UAE or even Israel. It also emphasized
on the two-state solution, suggesting that the official stance is not reflective
of the Pakistani Islamist sentiment of putting an end to Israel. There has
been no other statement from Pakistan official spokespersons. However,
during a short visit of Army Chief General Qamar Javed Bajwa to Saudi
Arabia, Prime Minister Imran Khan came out in the open belatedly to say
that Pakistan would never recognize Israel unless the statehood of Pales-
tine is ensured.

Pakistan’s thinking political circles and diplomatic officials generally be-
lieve that the situation that has emerged after the August 13 normalization
of relations between Israel and the UAE has put Islamabad in a very diffi-
cult situation. Because most likely, other Arab-Muslim countries would fol-
low Abu Dhabi and India has come out in complete support of the
normalization of relations. It is generally believed that Saudi Arabia, the
UAE and other important Arab countries have already left Pakistan alone
on the Kashmir issue, where India imposed a blanket curfew in August
2019, and virtually annexed the only Muslim majority state by amending
Article 370 and Article 35-A of its constitution under which Kashmir had a
special status in Indian Union. Some critics claim Riyadh has already
snubbed Pakistan for criticizing it for not supporting Kashmiris and asked
it to pay back one billion dollar loan immediately and it has also threatened
to stop providing cash-strapped Pakistan oil on deferred payment. If Pak-
istan openly opposes the UAE for normalizing its relations with Israel, it
would definitely annoy not only Abu Dhabi but also the architect of the
arrangement, Muhammad bin Salman-led Saudi Arabia, they claim. Al-
ready, Riyadh and Abu Dhabi have billions of dollars worth of business
deals with India and they could not afford to support Pakistan or Kashmir.
Pakistan, on the other hand, is highly indebted to Saudi Arabia and the
UAE financially and if it criticizes the normalization of relations of the UAE,
and possibly by Riyadh, with Tel Aviv and works to make another anti-Is-
raeli or Jewish Muslim countries block together with Iran, Turkey, Malaysia
and non-Arab countries, it would have to face a severe economic crisis.
By keeping silence on the UAE-Israel deal, it would give up its traditional

leadership role of the Islamic world. So, Pakistan would have to walk a
very tightrope and in this regard one suggests its actions in the foreign pol-
icy arena to be rational rather than emotional.

Pakistan’s foreign policy, whether on China, India, Afghanistan, the
United States or even Saudi Arabia, has been dominated by rationality but
on the Israel-Palestine conflict it has been totally emotional. Otherwise, if
it is a Muslim or Islamic question, Pakistan or even any Islamist party of
Pakistan has never raised a voice against gross human rights violation of
millions of Uighur Muslims in Xinjiang, China, purely on the basis of na-
tional interest.

The emerging global and regional situation has also thrown important
opportunities for Pakistan. If the situation is managed adroitly by the US,
then Pakistan could be forced to make the much–needed rectification in
its foreign policy by giving up its anti-Israeli stance, if not having normal
diplomatic relations with Tel Aviv as it would be quite beneficial for Islam-
abad in the prevailing situation. However, much would depend upon Israel
and how it would like to look at Pakistan. Whether by having good relations
(however concealed) with Pakistan, Israel could prevent Pakistan from ag-
gressively supporting the Arab states militarily, particularly at a time when
there is much anger within Pakistani policy circles about some key Arab
allies’ policies on Pakistan, India and Palestine. On its part, Israel would
like to have normal relations with Pakistan to keep it away from supporting
Arab countries and even Iran militarily and excellent relations with India,
so that it can take advantage of the immense consumer market of India
as well as a big market for Israeli defence equipment. However, by having
extensive defence cooperation with India, Tel Aviv would be unable to win
over the tacit support of Pakistan.

Pakistani strategists must take into consideration the interest of its
workers in the UAE and Gulf countries. A large number of Pakistani work-
ers have jobs in the UAE while sizable Pakistanis have their big and small
concerns in the Emirates. They cannot back Pakistan’s obstinate stance
on the Israel-UAE deal, fearing a harsh reaction from the UAE government.
It would be a big influence on Pakistan’s foreign policy and diplomacy on
the Israel-UAE normalization of relations.

A debate is also going on within the Pakistan policy circles that if other
Arab-Gulf countries follow suit and establish diplomatic relations with Is-
rael, it would be very difficult for Islamabad to stick to its traditional stance
of not recognizing the Jewish state, because it is illogical that if the regional
Arab-Muslim countries recognize Israel, then why Pakistan should con-
tinue to have no diplomatic relations with Tel Aviv. Secondly, the pressure
from traditional but now estranged allies would be irresistible for Islamabad
to take a policy line on Israel that is different from the Arab kingdoms and
sheikhdoms. Thirdly, by having normal relations with Israel, Pakistan could
prevent Tel Aviv from going further close to India, the archrival of Islam-
abad. Because the basic problem of Israel is with Arab or Muslim countries
and Tel Aviv has been desirous of having more and more Muslim countries
to its side on the Palestinian issue. In this regard, Pakistan seems to be
arguably the most important non-Arab Muslim, rather the most significant
Muslim state. The reason is that Pakistan is the only nuclear power among
Muslim countries. Pakistan has to exploit the situation on the basis of its
importance and potential.
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Demands for the revocation of the parliamentary system of government
and replacing it with the presidential system of government in the coun-
try are growing. Three constitutional petitions have been submitted with
the Supreme Court of Pakistan, while a provincial governor has also
openly called for the imposition of the presidential system of govern-
ment. Although the earlier two constitutional petitions filed in August
were returned with objections by the court; yet the third one filed by a
famous constitutional expert and one of the architects of the 1973 Con-
stitution, Ahmed Raza Khan Kasuri, is quite important and meaningful.
The significance of the constitutional petitions asking for the replace-
ment of the parliamentary system with the presidential system has
boosted after Khyber Pakhtunkhwa Governor Shah Farman also de-
manded the presidential system.

The demand for the presidential system in the country by Governor
Shah Farman is extremely significant. He is not only a sitting governor but
an important leader of the ruling Pakistan Tehreek-e-Insaf (PTI) party of
Prime Minister Imran Khan. Moreover, he has been a confidante of PM
Khan for more than a decade. Farman is also a noted law expert. Talking
to a news channel, he talked sense. He said that he had absolutely no
doubt that in the existing parliamentary system the prime minister or he
could not serve the people desirably. He cited the example of the United
States in the initial years and said that one of their long serving Chief Jus-
tices, John Marshal, by liberally interpreting the constitution made it a really
federal in orientation. It is absolutely correct and we have almost 200 years
of American experience in front of us, where the presidential system and
the theory of separation of powers among the three pillars of the state i.e.
the President, Congress and the judiciary, have kept a perfect balance.
The checks and balances, separated and strong executive authority, rest-
ing in the office of the President, had made the United States a world
power by the dawn of the 20th century and it is still economically, educa-
tionally and militarily the strongest power on earth. The role of the presi-
dential political system in the success of America is the single most
important factor. In the case of Pakistan, we inherited the parliamentary
system of government from the British colonial rulers. However, the system
of government is tailor-made for unitary states and not a federal, multi-eth-
nic state, like Pakistan, or for that matter, the US.

Coming to the petition of Ahmed Raza Kasuri, he solicited the Supreme
Court to ask Prime Minister Imran Khan to hold a referendum to ascertain
the will of the citizens of Pakistan under the Article 48(6) of the 1973 Con-
stitution. The basis of Kasuri’s petition is Article 184(3) of the Constitution,
so he argued that the welfare of the people and the wellbeing of the coun-
try demanded the presidential system. He said, “If at any stage in the na-
tional interest the State and the constitution confront each other, naturally
the choice of the people would be to save the State instead of the consti-
tution.”

Kasuri’s arguments are absolutely correct, because Pakistan, despite
bequeathing the parliamentary form of government from Britain, had no
background of democratic norms. As he argued, parliamentary democracy
without uniform education is tantamount to hypocrisy. At the same time,

the feudal social structure in vogue in the large part of Pakistan along with
the parliamentary system of governance has been a real recipe for disas-
ter. This is what we have seen in Pakistan. The parliamentary system has
reinforced the feudal social structure through its constituency-based poli-
tics instead of dismantling it which the country long required. The political
elite of the country have been dominated by landed gentry along with Mus-
lim clergy, whose members slowly and gradually become an auxiliary to
the political elite, and the bureaucracy has been supporting and defending
the parliamentary political system as it ensures their dominance instead
of the people. Therefore, the political elite of Pakistan have been making
fortunes while the common people have been facing unbearable problems.

One point which Kasuri also identified is that democratic political culture
is the backbone of the parliamentary form of government. A country and
society lacking democratic culture is not fit for parliamentary democracy.
If Pakistan’s history is any guide, the parliamentary system even in the ini-
tial years could not provide much-needed political stability or pave the way
for nation-building and state-formation. For instance, in the initial nine
years of Pakistan, Liaquat Ali Khan, Khawaja Nazimuddin, Muhammad Ali
Bogra, I.I. Chundrigar, Chaudhry Muhammad Ali and Sir Feroz Khan Noon
were appointed and removed as prime ministers. It indicates how fragile
the parliamentary form of government has been in Pakistan. The present
parliamentary system of government in Pakistan, fashioned after the UK,
has completely failed to provide a satisfactory system of government to
Pakistan, which is facing a serious crisis in every sphere of governance
and social life. It may be mentioned that PM Khan is personally in favour
of the presidential system of government and he has expressed it on sev-
eral occasions.

Before Kasuri, Tahir Aziz Khan, Chairman Hum Awam Pakistan, and
Dr Sadiq Ali, holding a PhD in turbine design from Ulster University, had
also filed petitions for the presidential system, which were dismissed. It is
important to note that whether Governor Farman, constitutionalist Kasuri,
Tahir Aziz or Dr. Sadiq, they all are highly educated and experienced indi-
viduals and have made the demand for the presidential system seemingly
in good faith. It is important to note that it has long been argued by the po-
litical parties of Pakistan that the political system would start delivering and
ameliorating the lot of the common people once there is continuity in the
system. Their argument has been that the imposition of martial law by mil-
itary dictators made the political system ineffective and inconsequential.
The argument seems to have lost substance as the parliamentary system
of government has been continuously in place in the country without inter-
ruption since 2002 and three governments have completed their respective
five-year tenures and the fourth one is on its way. Nevertheless, political
stability is still a pipedream. This needs deep soul-searching. There may
be many politicians, whether former Prime Minister Nawaz Sharif, Presi-
dent Asif Zardari, current PM Imran Khan and many others in the political
parties but they could not do anything because of system constraints. If
they had come through a really country-wide mandate, which is only pos-
sible through the presidential system, they could have been able to deliver
to their maximum potential and will.
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Debt is the bugbear of Pakistan’s economy. It haunts every new govern-
ment and is the main cause of their failure in turning the situation around.
The Pakistan Tehreek-i-Insaf (PTI) government faced the same challenge
when it came to power. During its first year in office, the government tested
the waters but could not accomplish anything. However, in the second
year, it has considerably improved its public debt management system and
succeeded in reducing the cost of borrowing besides slowing down the
pace of debt accumulation.

No doubt, the public debt swelled to unsustainable levels in the first
two years of the PTI government, but the latest figures show that the debt
build-up was 50pc less in the second year as compared to the first year.
In the first year, the public debt rose due to an addition of Rs3.1 trillion
caused by currency devaluation and a build-up of Rs1.2 trillion cash buffer.
By excluding the two factors, the increase in the public debt in the first year
was almost equal to that in the second year. Significantly, the cost of bor-
rowing of three-year, five-year and 10-year Pakistan Investment Bonds
(PIBs) was lower as compared with the first year but the gains were lost
due to the unrealistically high-interest rate of 13.25pc set by the central
bank.

As we know, the cost of borrowing remained above the policy rate due
to increasing inflation in the first year. The cost fell in the second year be-
cause the inflation rate came down but the State Bank of Pakistan (SBP)
did not cut the policy rate. The debt management gains could also have
been lost if the government had not moved swiftly to revive the stalled In-
ternational Monetary Fund (IMF) loan programme. A well-negotiated IMF
programme, based on ground realities, has strengthened the hands of the
Ministry of Finance in enforcing fiscal discipline.

For a fair assessment of the debt situation, we should keep the overall
context in mind. During the fiscal year 2018-19, which was the first year of
the PTI government, the Finance Ministry contracted long-term debt at
fixed rates that were 2.9pc to 3.9pc above the central bank’s policy rate.
But in the fiscal year 2019-20, the cost of long-term debt was either slightly
above the policy rate or was lower than it, according to statistics compiled
by the ministry.

During the first nine and a half months of the last fiscal year, the SBP
kept the interest rate at 13.25pc, which not only increased the cost of bor-
rowing for the federal government but also stifled economic growth. How-
ever, banks offered long-term debt to the federal government at rates that
were either 0.2pc above the policy rate in case of three-year bonds or
below the policy rate, according to the statistics.

The PTI government came to power in August 2018 and it took about
10 months to finalise a deal with the IMF – a phase of uncertainty that
caused huge damage to the economy. According to economic experts, the

PTI government was not very confident in its first year in power and de-
layed many crucial decisions. As a result, in the last two years, the PTI
government added 45pc to the debt stock, exposing it to severe criticism.
The gross public debt, which was the direct responsibility of the govern-
ment, stood at Rs36.4 trillion by the end of June this year.

The Finance Ministry statistics show that Rs7.7 trillion was added to
the total public debt in the first year and the accumulation in the second
year was Rs3.7 trillion. As compared to the first year, the accumulation
was lower by 52pc. In terms of the size of the economy, the gross public
debt shot up to 86.1pc of GDP in the fiscal year 2018-19, up from 72.1pc
a year ago. However, in the second year, the ratio deteriorated further by
1.1pc of GDP to 87.2pc.

The government’s domestic debt surged to Rs23.2 trillion with an ad-
dition of Rs6.8 trillion in the last two fiscal years. Out of this, Rs4.3 trillion
was added in the first year and Rs2.6 trillion during the second year. The
PTI’s fiscal performance was also marred by high interest rates and steep
currency devaluation of about 39pc in two years. But the devaluation was
less in the second year which helped slow the debt build-up. During the
first year, the currency devaluation added Rs3.1 trillion to the public debt
– 40pc of the total build-up. In the second year, the contribution of currency
devaluation was Rs400 billion or 11pc of the additional debt. In the first
year, interest expenses stood at Rs2.1 trillion, which contributed 27pc to
the debt accumulation. In the second year, the interest expenses shot up
to Rs2.6 trillion and had a staggering 71pc share in the additional debt.

From the analysis, it is clear that without prudent debt management,
the government cannot put the economy back on track. It must control its
appetite for more loans and, instead, put more reliance on domestic rev-
enue generation and export earnings.

Economics

Muhammad Jahangir
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Revenue mobilization is the Achilles heel of our economy. Despite tremen-
dous tax potential, revenue collection always falls short of the target. All
efforts made over the years by successive governments have failed to yield
the desired results. Whether legislative or administrative forms, all have
failed to work. Where lies the problem?

As identified by experts, the main issue is of approach. There are nu-
merous rules and regulations and no dearth of processes and procedures.
But the missing element in all the measures taken so far is the main stake-
holder – the taxpayer. They figure nowhere. No effort has been made to
win their trust or to convince them that paying taxes is in their own interest.
A country with lower tax morale cannot achieve success with revenue mo-
bilization efforts. No system can deliver unless there is a “willingness to
pay” by the citizens of the country.

In our country, life is difficult for the honest taxpayer while the cheats
get off scot-free. It is impossible to pay taxes honestly in the present cir-
cumstances in the country. There is so much distortion in the business
landscape owing to smuggling, massive tax evasion, higher tariffs and cor-
ruption, which makes it very hard for a willing taxpayer to sustain the pres-
ent tax burden fairly, thus forcing them to become part of the rot.

People working in the organized sector are willing to pay their legitimate
obligation, provided there is a level playing field and the tax compliance
does not make their business unsustainable. But the system is distorted
which punishes the honest and rewards the tax evader. There is a general
lack of trust in the ecosystem of our business sector, as it is not being en-
gaged by the state to resolve the issues and create an environment con-
ducive to tax payment. The state cannot succeed unless it creates a level
playing field for its businesses, makes payment of taxes a sustainable op-
tion, ensures the benefits of taxation for all its citizens and wins their will-
ingness to do so.

Modern tax administrations everywhere are friendly to its citizens and
businesses. Given the range and nature of laws to be administered, the
tax administration has to attend to a large number of clients and needs ad-
equate powers and autonomy to perform in an efficient and effective man-
ner. But it must operate in a fair and impartial manner, and be subject to a
range of checks and balances to ensure transparency in its operations.

To this end, a transparent accountability mechanism is needed for the
overall management of the tax system. There is a need to establish a
strong governance and oversight mechanism for the Federal Board of Rev-
enue (FBR). It should work without direct interference by the federal gov-
ernment under a strong and functional board which should keep a vigilant
eye on its performance and functions as a fiscal policy adviser for the fed-
eral government.

A good taxation policy is the key to a successful economic policy. In all
developed societies, there is an interactive participation of the stakeholders
in policy formulations. The process could not be implemented in Pakistan

in the past. So, potential revenue has been wasted owing to the absence
of requisite policymaking that is essential to ensure sustainable growth in
the revenue.

All over the world, the tax system and administration is technology-dri-
ven. Automation is the name of the game. Technology provides avenues
and innovations to support tax revenue mobilization. It presents an oppor-
tunity to formalize informal businesses, expand the tax base, and increase
the tax capacity. Simplifying processes and reducing the cost of formal-
ization can help firms make the transition to the formal sector. The largest
impact on compliance can result from the real-time exchange and analysis
of taxpayer/trader data among the Federal Board of Revenue (FBR),
provincial tax authorities, withholding agents, other national and interna-
tional databases. Big data and computing power help tax authorities to
better detect tax evasion by tracking and registering all ongoing transac-
tions.

There should also be an audit and fraud investigation programme
based on clear risk assessment criteria. The transition to a technology-
based audit will result in fewer, well-targeted taxpayer audits. It will enable
tax officers to devote their quality time to medium and high-risk cases, build
confidence of the compliant taxpayers and improve the Federal Board of
Revenue (FBR) image.

Smuggling drives a big hole in tax collection. It has played a central
part in fuelling the informal economy and limiting growth. The government
should rationalize the import duties and contain smuggling through a single
law enforcement agency, rather than mandating it to multiple agencies as
being done presently. The customs checking and monitoring of the western
borders should also be upgraded in addition to visible vigilance and action
in the markets selling smuggled goods. The FBR should also digitise its
customs entry-exit system by investing in equipment and software for the
non-intrusive inspection of import, export and transit cargo. It will acceler-
ate customs clearance, reduce the frequency of inspections and seam-
lessly detect fraudulent declarations. 

Muhammad Jahangir

Taxation

Taxation and revenue
mobilization — an
unmet challenge
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Education

When the novel coronavirus broke out in the country in March this year,
two sections of society on the education scene seemed most worried: par-
ents, and the owners/administrators as well as teachers of private schools.
And now, when the federal and provincial governments have announced
reopening of campuses in three phases, the most worried persons of so-
ciety are again the same factions; parents and low-fee private school own-
ers. Both have their peculiar reasons.

Shabbir Ahmad*, a resident of the Tajpura locality of Lahore, is a typical
example of parents, upset by the closure of schools in the wake of the
coronavirus pandemic, and now an announcement of the reopening of
schools. A father of four, Shabbir was rendered jobless by the pandemic.
His employer, the branch manager of a big private life insurance company,
plainly told him by telephone after one month of the virus outbreak that he
should not expect any wages or financial help from the company until the

crisis was over. Being a chronic asthmatic, it was really hard for him to find
a job involving physical labour. Almost all economic activities had come to
a halt abruptly. At the end of only the first month of lockdown, the family
knew beyond any doubt that they would have to face starvation if some-
thing unusual was not done immediately.

At the stage, his eldest son, a tenth grader, came forward to rescue the
family. With the permission of Shabbir Ahmad, he started working as a fill-
ing station attendant at a nearby petrol pump. The boy was a mediocre
student, but Shabbir Ahmad had great expectations of him, being his only
son among his four children. He had never thought of sending him to such
a workplace, as the family was spending a humble but respectable life in
his limited income. However, the fear of starvation and his special health
condition forced him to agree to the suggestion that the teenager should
work and bring some money home every month. He had planned he would

Rasheed Ali

Post-pandemic crisis
equally terrible for 
parents, school owners
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stop the boy from work and send him to school as soon as the situation
normalises and educational institutions reopen.

However, the end of lockdown and an announcement of the reopening
of schools have proved to be even more challenging for him. His son has
refused to quit his job at the petrol pump and rejoin his school, a private
low-fee school in the locality. He says he would continue his studies as a
private candidate, along with the filling station job. But Shabbir Ahmad
feels deep inside him, he would not be able to persuade his son to quit
the job and resume his classes as a regular student, and his dream of
making his son a “bara adami” (an officer) after the completion of a good
professional degree would never come true now. God knows how many
Shabbir Ahmads are facing the same dilemma in the country these days.

However, Murhsad Owais Alam’s predicament is even more terrible. He
is, rather was, the owner-cum-principal of a private school in Allama Iqbal
Town of Lahore. Himself a master’s degree holder in education, he had
launched his Shining Star “English medium” school about nine years ago.
“Because of my hard work and appointment of only qualified and trained
teachers, my school was making steady progress,” Mr Alam tells Cutting
Edge. “I never compromised on the quality of teachers as well as the edu-
cation they imparted to students, hence a slow progress to launch the sec-
ondary section,” he claims. “I was able to launch the middle classes, from
6 to 8, after about seven years of the start of my school,” he says.

“Despite functioning in a rented building, very high utility bills, and
charging a nominal fee from students, I always paid good salaries to my
teachers and managed the school system effectively,” adds Murhsad
Alam. But then the coronavirus pandemic hit the country hard when his
school was about to start new classes and the admissions process was
under way.

“The blow was so severe that it took away everything of my school,
along with 10 years of my hard work,” the principal said, who is in his early
50s. The government had directed private schools not to fire any teacher
or employee. But, on the other hand, parents refused to pay any fee, either
due to non-completion of the admission process or because of government
announcements that schools might not open for the whole year due to the
magnitude of the pandemic. “After paying one-month salary to teachers
and staff, and paying the building rent for two months, I exhausted all my
savings,” he said. The owner evicted him from the building and rented it
to a stockist of an international brand beverage company. Now, while the
education department has allowed reopening of schools and resumption
of classes with the observance of SOPs (standard operating procedures),
the principal seems in a quandary where to start his school and how?

Dr M Ilyas Wali, the president of Punjab Private Schools Association
(PPSA), is saddened by the ordeal of Mr Alam. But, he says, it’s not a sin-
gle case of the kind. “All private low-fee private schools, which were func-
tioning in rented buildings, have met the same fate,” he tells Cutting Edge
by telephone.

As the private schools’ operational cost is dependent on revenue gen-

erated through school tuition fee with no financial support available from
the government, all private schools had to suffer badly due to the pan-
demic. Since the lockdown, the government enforced a 20pc discount in
private schools fee, while many parents flatly refused to pay the fee at all,
owners of a large number of private schools were pushed to deep crisis,
adds Dr Wali. On an average, only 25-30pc of the fee is being recovered,
leading to extreme situations for school owners and managements, he
adds.

The PPSA president believes that at least 7-8pc of all low-fee private
schools have been closed down in the Punjab province due to the pan-
demic, and their owners would have to start their setups from the begin-
ning. He rues the impression among the general public as well as the
institutions that private schools were making big money and they were
fleecing parents.

Dr Wali says a large majority of private schools are low-fee schools,
which are, in fact, helping the state to materialise the “education for all”
dream under Article 25 A of the Constitution of Pakistan. According to the
PPSA definition, those charging less than Rs1500 monthly fee are low-
cost or low-fee schools.

According to the Annual Status of Education Report (ASER), private
schooling in Pakistan has significant presence, around 40pc, according to
the number of schools and student enrolment, both in urban and rural
areas. The low-cost affordable private schools are catering to the middle
class and poor families, who are not satisfied with the education provided
in public sector schools.

ASER as well as various other studies show that in public schools al-
most 50pc of grade 5 students cannot read or write basic sentences in the
English or Urdu of the grade 2 level. However, students of private schools
performed better during the surveys by the educationists.

According to the Pakistan Bureau of Statistics, the education system
of Pakistan is composed of almost 197,000 public schools and over
120,000 private schools. The public sector provides access to about 28.68
million students to complete their education while the remaining 21.60 mil-
lion students are catered by the private sector of education.

The president of the Punjab Private Schools Association, with 73,000
membership counts across the province, regrets that the government was
not ready to help the crucial sector in the crisis. Press reports that Federal
Minister for Education and Professional Training Shafqat Mahmood an-
nounced in the National Assembly last month that a financial package was
under consideration for low-fee schools did not impress Mr Wali at all. The
minister had announced that schools could also benefit from the loan
scheme, introduced by the State Bank of Pakistan, under which loans at
3-5pc mark-up were being offered to the businesses affected by the pan-
demic. The PPSA president says no such loans are being offered to low-
fee schools. And if the facility is offered to the sinking schools, it will be a
real service to the education sector, school owners as well as parents,
whose children are getting quality education at a nominal fee.
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Viewpoint

Faheem Amir

Recently, two issues - Karachi’s woes after rains and serious allega-
tions against CPEC Authority Chairman Lt-Gen (retd) Asim Saleem
Bajwa - have captured the people's attention.

Karachi’s decades-old problems cannot be solved overnight. Prime
Minister Imran Khan has announced a Rs1.1tr package to transform
the city by solving its water, drainage, waste disposal, encroachment
and public transport problems. The Centre and Sindh have contributed
to the package. A provincial coordination implementation committee
under Sindh Chief Minister Murad Ali Shah will execute the plan.

It is tragic rather shameful that PTI’s federal and PPP’s Sindh gov-
ernments announced the programme after the death of around 50 in-
nocent people and the destruction of many houses by heavy rains and
flooded water. If they had taken steps earlier to tackle the city’s prob-
lems, precious lives and huge economic losses could have been
averted. No doubt, this time the rains were heavy and unprecedented.
But, a good administration might have been able to lessen the dam-
age. Unfortunately, decades of neglect, corruption, partisan interests
and sectarian bias have aggravated the situation and problems in
Karachi. Weeks have passed since the torrential rainfall, yet many
areas of the city — including the DHA — are still flooded with rainwa-
ter. While many areas are still without electricity.

The structural collapse clearly shows that the federal, provincial
and local governments have totally failed to deliver in Karachi. There
are many causes of the failure of deliverance. Three military dictators,
who ruled Pakistan for about 30 years, ignored the city badly. They
did not try to build a good infrastructure which could fulfil the needs
of the metropolitan city. Tragically, they ignored the economic signifi-
cance of the city. Ziaul Haq introduced the MQM to Karachi. He en-
couraged the party to indulge in violence for getting control and
crushing the PPP in Karachi. Resultantly, the MQM plundered
Karachi's resources ruthlessly. It introduced violent politics, nepotism,
favouritism, extortion, racial prejudice, kidnapping and corruption in
the city. It did not pay heed to the development of Karachi.

The PPP, which is enjoying its 12-year continuous rule in the
province, has criminally neglected the mega city. The PPP’s corrupt
leadership and governments have ruthlessly plundered the resources
of the city. They deliberately encouraged corruption, facilitated en-
croachment, created the Peoples Aman Committee, supported Uzair
Baloch and other land mafias to counter the MQM and protect their
own partisan interests. They are ignoring the city because the people
of Karachi do not vote for them in elections. So, the corrupt leaders
of the PPP are taking revenge from the innocent people of the city by
not introducing development projects to Karachi.

The blame also rests on the shoulders of the people of Karachi as
well. The people of Karachi have always voted for religious parties,
like the JI (Jamaat-e-Islami), JUI (Jamiat Ulema-e-Islam), JUP (Jamiat
Ulema-e-Pakistan) and MQM (ethnic parties) that have not formed the
government in the Centre. The situation compels the PPP to focus on

rural Sindh voters and ignore the Urdu speakers and Pakhtuns living
in Karachi.

PTI’s federal and PPP’s provincial governments can solve the gi-
gantic problems of the city if they keep aside politics. But unfortu-
nately, both parties are not willing to stop playing politics over the
mega city. Cracks have already appeared between the Centre and the
province over the implementation of the Rs1.1tr Karachi transforma-
tion plan. After the announcement of the plan by Prime Minister Imran
Khan, PPP Chairman Bilawal Bhutto said, “The Sindh government
would contribute Rs800b to the package, while the Centre pays the
rest of the cost.” Criticising the statement, federal Minister Asad Umar
claimed that the Centre was contributing 62 percent to it. He said there
should be no politics on the package implementation. The develop-
ment clearly shows that there lies mistrust and rivalries between the
two parties. Asad Umar’s declaration that “the 18th Amendment is a
hurdle to the city’s uplift” has also strengthened the PPP’s misgivings,
which are not easy to remove in the coming days. No doubt, the PTI
should respect the spirit of devolution. On the other hand, the PPP’s
Sindh government should also realise that its local government law
(the SLGA 2013) has failed to solve Karachi’s problems. The law has
made the Karachi Metropolitan Corporation a toothless body by snap-
ping up nearly all powers of the local bodies. The PPP should give
due rights to the local bodies, if it wants to bring about prosperity and
progress in Karachi.

The second issue relating to General (retd) Asim Bajwa, Special
Assistant to Prime Minister (SAPM) and CPEC Authority Chairman,
has shown not only the power of social media but also the true face
of Pakistan’s journalism. On August 27, a journalist broke the news
on his website about the alleged business empire of General Asim
Saleem Bajwa’s family in the US. Interestingly, media outlets in Pak-
istan preferred to not carry the story. However, General (retd) Asim
Bajwa has termed the report “malicious propaganda”. He tendered his
resignation from the post as special adviser to the prime minister after
issuing a four-page clarification. After the clarification, Prime Minister
Imran Khan did not accept his resignation. However, the controversy
will not die soon.

According to a newspaper: “Mr Bajwa took the right decision by at-
tempting to resign as SAPM, even though he did not choose to relin-
quish his charge as chairman CPEC Authority. Nevertheless, the
gravity of the allegations against him is such that notwithstanding the
prime minister’s vote of confidence, the retired general needs to be
more forthcoming in terms of documentation, particularly as he claims
he can present the complete money trail. A perception that he is shy-
ing away from accountability, like some politicians, would reflect neg-
atively on him. Even if his assertion is correct that no wrongdoing is
involved, he must for the sake of transparency, and to clear his name
and that of his family, demonstrate willingness to cooperate with an
FBR or NAB investigation”. The truth should prevail. 

Justice and truth
should prevail
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The latest images circulating on the internet are a disgraceful commentary on
the politicians and on the high judiciary of Pakistan. The nexus between the
PML-N and courts indicated how the bail was allowed to a convicted criminal
under a law which does not exist in the law books of Pakistan or anywhere
else for that matter.

To proclaim that mercy was invoked for the medical condition of former
Prime Minister Nawaz Sharif is incorrect for mercy is not a legal condition in
any law book of the world. But the judges and politicians choice of the word
“mercy” is because it alludes to that which is bestowed by Allah The Merciful
Who is revered for this quality. They assume that this cannot be challenged
because it is a power unto the Almighty. This misuse by a judge is then a form
of blasphemy. The punishment of which is detailed in the Holy Quran.

The picture circulating on the internet shows the details of the wedding of
the daughter of a judge. The function, lavish in its splendor, is indeed the quid
pro quo for the bail. To us it is the smoking gun which shows indeed how the
bail was granted. A more damning indictment of the Sharifs and the judiciary
cannot be more obvious. How many more judgments happened that were ac-
counted for under this heading?

Only the rich successful litigious have reaped this benefit while the poor
roast in their cells with their pleas unheard and unjudged, marked pending.
Prime Minister Imran Khan’s duty is to scrape this corrupt and sordid system.
Cast aside these parasites who thrive on the misery of others. They excel at
generating opportunities out of misery. They create wealth out of shortages
of sugar and flour. The prices are dictated by them and benefits pocketed by
them. The bail is also granted by their own judiciary.

The system contributed and worked to their advantage, and is the reason
why it must be scrapped. And one can never be part of the system for the rot-
tenness is too ingrained to change. Only Imran Khan can scrap the corrupt
politicians. Imran Khan has succeeded in increasing his stature abroad by the
American-Afghan accord and bringing peace to the region after 25 years of
relentless struggle. The Afghans look to him as a fearless leader and will sup-
port him in his moves to oust the corrupt from the ranks. They render support
to Imran Khan by denying a safe haven to anyone in Afghanistan.

The problem will arise in London where Nawaz Sharif and Altaf Hussein
are already enjoying the British hospitality. This has been extended to Nawaz
Sharif and his billions, making prosecution in Pakistan difficult, if not impossi-
ble, with the judiciary already showing its bias. This is the time to scrap the
assemblies and call for a ruthless action against the politics of corruption that
has so far ruled this country.

Malik Qayyum taking dictation from Shahbaz Sharif on the telephone and
the attack by the PML-N goons on the Supreme Court. Where all clues are
the PML-N march to the control of the judiciary including the revolt of the
judges in Balochistan fuelled by Rs4o million cash, hand carried by Justice
Rafiq Tarar and Shahbaz Sharif. After the successful reward, Rafiq Tarar was
elevated to the Presidency of Pakistan, adding to the shameful historical
crimes by the PML-N.

Imran Khan has the goodwill and a huge following inside and outside Pak-
istan to be able to impose a new system. His leadership is unquestioned but

his methods need to be sharpened and a new set of colleagues put together,
talented and meritorious.  Those found wanting in any manner, should be cast
aside with no mercy. Democracy has been sullied and the vote has been used
as a collective arrangement by which the chosen few are given the power
over the many. With the judiciary under the control of the executive it becomes
a one-party state, and is open to the whims of a dictatorship. With a collusive
judiciary it becomes a Hell’s Kitchen prone to elite evils.

Punjab under Rana Sanaullah as law minister was a network of child
abuse and drug trade. The shift from the tribal areas of heroin manufacture to
the tribal areas of the Punjab is the proof of the PML-N under him. This is a
natural progression of the power exercised by him with the blessings of the
Sharif family. It could not have been possible without their support. Thus, the
success was intertwined and guaranteed. When politics and drugs become
collaborators, then indeed democracy itself is to be blamed as it has become
the conduit to power and the evils that go with it. Imran must don the role of
saviour or else Pakistan is doomed.

The pictures of the wedding scenes show the higher judiciary of Pakistan
in its corrupt glory. The images are almost a parody of an Ambani wedding.
The gossip and pictures are enough to prove how the PML-N has been pro-
tected and given immunity by judges. It is no wonder Nawaz Sharif continued
to rule Pakistan in the fashion of a Mughal emperor. These images are of a
society gone mad, where the former Punjab law minister is charged with the
possession of 19 kilos of heroin. This province also harboured the largest child
pornographic ring, supplying pictures to the internet.

Not a single case was successfully prosecuted in the Punjab, so complete
was his control. These are the ugly realities of the misuse of democracy in
Pakistan. Can Imran Khan allow the system to exist for another day? No, the
time is nigh, act now or be consumed by these evils.

(Note: The views expressed are the author's own and do not reflect 
Cutting Edge’s editorial stance.)

Fakir Syed Ayazuddin

Opinion

The PML-N-judiciary
nexus
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I was a graduate student in Oxford when the planes crashed into the
Twin Towers in New York. After hearing the news, I met up with a
friend. We had been planning to attend a book reading, but instead,
we held each other tightly and sobbed.

At that moment, I did not understand that I was about to face even
more heartbreak. In the ensuing days, Americans of Muslim, Arab and
South Asian backgrounds - who were still grieving for their compatriots
- were themselves assaulted, killed and blamed for the attacks. On the
19th anniversary of that devastating day, a similar tragedy is unfolding
for Americans of Chinese and East Asian ancestry. These communities
are facing the challenges and uncertainties of the global pandemic
compounded by a "second pandemic" of anti-Asian violence.

Almost 2,600 incidents were reported between March and early Au-
gust, including attempted murder, death threats, verbal assaults, and
a huge spike in online racism across the United States. During this
pandemic, 31 percent of Asian Americans report being the subject of
slurs or jokes and 26 percent worry about being threatened or physi-
cally attacked. These numbers are higher than for any other racial
group.

Just as September 11 prompted a resurgence of Islamophobia, the
pandemic has catalysed a new wave of Sinophobia. Historians have
chronicled American Sinophobia dating back to the 1850s and its gov-
ernment sanction in numerous laws including the 1882 Chinese Exclu-
sion Act.

While much has rightly been made of US President Donald Trump's
jingoistic emphasis on the origin of the coronavirus and the tepid re-
sponse of the Justice Department to anti-Asian violence, focusing
solely on these actors detracts from an uncomfortable truth.

Millions of liberals and conservatives across the country - con-
sciously or unconsciously - harbour anti-Chinese sentiments. They
view those of Chinese ancestry and other Asian Americans, as com-
petent and hard-working but also cunning, unidimensional and clan-
nish. After all, if the virus had originated in Sweden, would we be
seeing the same kinds of attacks on Scandinavian Americans?

The prevalence and intensity of Sinophobia has shifted with the
changing political, economic, and social relationship between the US
and China. According to a recent report from the Pew Research Cen-
ter, 73 percent of Americans hold an unfavourable view of China, up
from 47 percent in 2018. The escalating trade war, China's human
rights abuses, and Trump's rhetoric have triggered the shift.

Given the longstanding perception of Chinese Americans as alien,
policy positions against China often lead to negative actions against
Americans of Chinese ancestry. A similar fate plagues other immi-
grants and people of colour who are considered perpetually foreign,
despite their allegiance to and investment in the US. One of the most
egregious examples is that of the 120,000 Japanese Americans who

were interned during World War II due to suspicions about their loyal-
ties.

Sinophobia is a byproduct of a racialised state. While the history
and experience of the Chinese in America is different from other racial
groups, anti-Asian sentiment forms a powerful, self-perpetuating foun-
dation that undergirds the violence we are witnessing today. Most of
us readily denounce anti-Asian bias, but we have not acknowledged
our tacit complicity in it. Nor have we taken seriously the power and
responsibility we have to prevent it.

Acknowledging Sinophobia cannot come at the expense of the
overdue focus on anti-Black racism. Addressing both of these as part
of a broader agenda exposes the shared origins of racial oppression.
It also cuts against the dominant narrative that pits minority groups
against one another rather than uniting them in solidarity.

Confronting bias against Asian Americans or any other racial mi-
nority is a daunting task. Doing so requires three things: acknowledg-
ing biases and recognising that they can be altered; engaging friends,
family, and co-workers who make disparaging remarks and confronting
hate in public settings; and identifying institutional racism and demand-
ing changes from schools, media organisations, and employers.

As the events of the last few months have so tragically demon-
strated, racially-based violence remains pervasive in the United
States. Not all forms of racism are the same, but they share a goal to
subordinate and dehumanise a group of people.

It is time to recognise and confront the forces that seek to perpet-
uate inequality, regardless of the group affected. This requires us to
end the silence at our dinner tables, in our classrooms, and at the (vir-
tual) water cooler. As risky as it feels to step into the fray, our continued
inaction is even riskier.

Racism

Aly Kassam-Remtulla

Sinophobia, the new
Islamophobia
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A seismic shift befell American politics after the September 11 attacks,
and 19 years later, Muslim Americans are still dealing with the after-
shocks.

Most people are familiar with the so-called war on terror's targeting of
Muslims as well as anti-Muslim discrimination in the public sphere in the
United States. But few know of Muslims' difficulty in attaining justice in
American courts in either of these cases. As part of an ongoing study by
the Rutgers Center for Security, Race and Rights, we reviewed 175 Mus-
lim civil rights cases filed across the US since 2001 and found that only
17 percent of claims made it to trial, with most cases dismissed by judges
in the pre-trial phase. Our preliminary findings point to a troubling trend:
not only have Muslims experienced more discrimination since 2001, but
they have also not been able to find meaningful relief in the courts.

While most civil rights violations rarely proceed to litigation due to the
prohibitive cost of retaining a lawyer, the success rate of those which do
remains abysmally low. This outcome, which plagues civil rights cases in
general, is due in part to the judges' gatekeeping role in the litigation
process. The Civil Rights Act of 1964 prohibits discrimination based on
religion or ethnic origin, which are the most common cases filed by Mus-
lims. Discrimination cases are already hard to win because judges con-
sistently read anti-discrimination law with high deference towards
employers, supervisors and law enforcement. In cases filed by Muslims,
the judges' exercise of discretion pre-trial demonstrates an ignorance at
best, or callousness at worst, of discrimination experienced by Muslim
communities.

In post-9/11 America, thus, Muslim plaintiffs face a nearly insurmount-
able battle to try their case before a jury of their peers, despite rising Is-
lamophobia in society. Take the case of Skwikar Ali Abdelkader in
Maryland. For seven years without incident, she took Fridays off from her
job at Sears to observe the Muslim Sabbath. In 2007, her supervisor sud-
denly demanded that she come in to work on Fridays, notwithstanding
her long service to the company. When Abdelkader sued her employer,
the judge flippantly noted that she could have used her vacation days to
take Fridays off. 

Never mind that Abdelkader was not asked to use her vacation days
during the first seven years of her employment or that the average Amer-
ican worker gets a paltry 10 days paid vacation per year. Neither of these
considerations mattered enough for the judge to take seriously this Mus-
lim woman's request for religious accommodation to allow her to have her
day in court before a jury. Instead, the judge accepted the employer’s ren-
dition of the facts and dismissed Abdelkader's case.

Anti-Muslim discrimination cases alleging a "hostile work environment"
have often met the same fate. When a workplace is "permeated" with dis-
crimination, ridicule and insult, and the discrimination is "severe or per-
vasive" enough to affect the victim's work, the workplace is unlawfully
hostile.

On its face, this legal protection should be a useful tool to fight dis-
crimination, but courts rarely decide that words alone are enough to pro-
duce a hostile environment. Even taunts that a Muslim employee is
"Taliban" or "Al-Qaeda", or that they were responsible for the 9/11 attacks
have been held insufficient.

Judges have used the "severe or pervasive" requirement to dismiss
filed lawsuits because they deem the anti-Muslim discrimination too
"episodic", even in cases where such discrimination persists for five years.
Worse yet, when the discrimination is found to be "severe or pervasive",
some cases have been dismissed if a plaintiff is able to do their work, de-
spite the discrimination. In other words, if a Muslim worker is resilient
enough to work through the hostility, that will be used against her in court.
This is nothing short of a Muslim tax.

Muslim plaintiffs' intersectional identities can also be used against
them by the court. For example, an Egyptian Muslim plaintiff's racial dis-
crimination case was dismissed because neither his Egyptian nor his
Muslim identities qualified as a "race" for the purpose of anti-discrimina-
tion law. This decision completely ignores the reality that race is an arbi-
trary social construct, and that Islamophobia is a type of racism even
though Islam is not a race. Many Muslims in the United States are dis-
criminated against for the colour of their skin, too, even if they cannot be
neatly categorised into a common racial descriptor like "Black" or "White."

These troubling trends are not limited to employment cases; the Amer-
ican judicial system has proven to be unfriendly to Muslim victims of dis-
crimination in a myriad of contexts. From Muslim inmates being refused
a halal diet, to worshippers being afforded "diminished privacy" when in-
side places of prayer, to mosques being refused building permits because
they would somehow affect the "historic" or "stable" nature of the neigh-
bourhood, discrimination proceedings are stacked against Muslim plain-
tiffs across the board.

A case in point is Abdulrahman Cherri, who brought a retaliation claim
against the FBI for subjecting him to unfair and discriminatory questioning
at the border. The court dismissed Cherri's claim because the questioning
did not injure Cherri enough to "deter" him "from further participation" in
his faith. Put another way, if Cherri were actually hurt by the US govern-
ment, he would have given up Islam to avoid further questioning. In a
country where free exercise of religion is protected by the constitution, it
is nothing short of un-American to bar a Muslim from recovery because
he refused to give up his faith.

The problem is not the law per se, but judges who have been so-
cialised by the media and American culture to discount the dignitary
harms experienced by Muslims facing discrimination. A lack of empathy
for pain suffered by minorities is a common consequence of systemic
racism. Nineteen years after the 9/11 attacks, the American justice system
continues to be stacked against Muslim plaintiffs as the rate of docu-
mented anti-Muslim attacks remains high.

USA

Sahar Aziz  & Braxton Haake

No justice for post-9/11
discrimination
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China

Tom Hussain

What is behind the hype about
the new Iran-China partnership?

The mainstream US media and think-tanks based along the Washington,
DC, beltway have been gripped by two recent momentous developments
in the Middle East, both interpreted as escalations in the geopolitical con-
flict between the US and Iran: the news of a prospective strategic part-
nership agreement between Iran and China, and the normalisation of
relations between the United Arab Emirates (UAE) and Israel.

In fact, the first development was a media creation. The New York
Times (NYT) ran a front-page story citing a "leaked" draft of the 25-year
strategic partnership agreement under negotiation between China and
Iran since 2016. It was provocatively headlined: Defying US, China and
Iran near trade and military partnership. "The investment and security pact
would vastly extend China's influence in the Middle East, throwing Iran
an economic lifeline and creating new flashpoints with the United States,"
read the accompanying blurb.

There was no mention of a military partnership in the reported draft
agreement, however, and speculation that Iran could lease strategic Gulf
islands to China was spread by former-president Mahmoud Ahmadinejad
and members of Iran's parliament suspicious of Beijing's intentions.

Nonetheless, the NYT headline set the breathless tone for the US
media's coverage of the August 13 establishment of diplomatic relations
between Israel and the UAE. It was not long before the US media was
discussing how the UAE-Israel agreement represented the formation of
a US-led grand alliance against a new "axis of evil" between Iran, China
and possibly also Turkey. This echoed earlier US media scoops about
confidential negotiations between Israeli and Emirati leaders.

Gripping, is it not? Well, it is also a disservice to the media's audi-
ences. There is no grand alliance or "evil axis" - just tentative diplomacy
and proxy warfare amid shifts in the balance of power in the Middle East,
necessitated in part by the withdrawal of US combat forces from the re-
gion, as well as the seepage of power to Beijing from Washington. This
information is not hard to come by. A little digging quickly uncovers the
large, eloquent body of research and analysis that is maintained and con-
stantly updated by very capable academics.

These genuine experts are easy to find on Twitter, where they share
each other's work and chat about the latest news. Unsurprisingly, they
have not been impressed with the mainstream media's melodramatic cov-
erage of US-China competition in the Middle East. Guy Burton, author of
the recently published book, China and Middle East Conflicts, took ex-
ception to a story published by The Hill, headlined: A China-Iran partner-
ship would make China the Middle East arbiter. "Articles like this overplay
China's investment and influence in Iran (and Israel)," Burton tweeted.
"How much of this is intentional (to influence US policy) or because of a
misunderstanding of Chinese interest and capacity?" he asked.

Ironically, his question was answered by the State Department's own
media arm, Voice of America (VoA), in a nicely balanced article pegged
to Secretary of State Mike Pompeo's recent bombast on the subject. In
an August 2 interview with Fox News, Pompeo claimed that the prospec-
tive China-Iran deal would put Communist cash in the Islamic Revolution-
ary Guard Corps's hands. "China's entry into Iran will destabilise the
Middle East. It'll put Israel at risk. It'll put the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia
and the Emirates at risk as well," Pompeo said. The VoA report quoted

two Washington-based think-tank hawks supportive of Pompeo's rhetoric.
Then - braving the Trump administration's campaign to turn the VoA into
a partisan parrot - the report cited interviews with three acknowledged ex-
perts on the region who debunked Pompeo's rhetoric. I suspect the VOA
Farsi service journalists who conducted those interviews had come across
articles written by these specialists, all deploring the twisted portrayal of
the media.

Writing for the aptly-named website Responsible Statecraft, Jacopo
Scita, a doctoral fellow at Durham University, said: "The news of a 25-
year comprehensive cooperation agreement secretly signed between the
Iranian government and China has been the hot topic of the last few
weeks, generating a considerable amount of speculation, exaggeration,
and politically biased interpretation. In reality, the accord does not seem
to have the potential to revolutionise the path of China-Iran relations,
which has been quite consistent since 1979," he said.

Scita and his fellow academics have explained in great detail where
the misleading hype originated from, why China has no motivation what-
soever to take sides in the Middle East's conflicts, and why Pompeo's
alarmist rhetoric is driven by the prospect that he and his boss might soon
lose their jobs. Karen Young, a resident scholar at the American Enterprise
Institute, summed up the Trump administration's failures in an article for
Al-Monitor entitled: The false logic of a China-US choice in the Middle East.
She said countering China in the Middle East "has proven challenging due
to inconsistencies within US policy and with the growing perception of
China's attractiveness to the region." Framing the discussion of China's
rise or role in the Middle East to a zero-sum game of choosing either US
or Chinese patronage and partnership has served rhetorically only to in-
crease China's stature among the region's political leadership, she said.

And relatedly, Young said, the US security strategy that explicitly men-
tions the importance of allies and shared values has failed to rely on those
strengths in counterarguments to the Chinese "choice." Burton explained
that the real target of Washington is Beijing's Belt and Road Initiative
(BRI). While the Trump administration was busy setting the Middle East
alight by withdrawing from the 2015 nuclear deal with Iran, the Chinese
were building ports and industrial zones around the region.

Primarily a means of projecting soft power, the BRI may eventually
become a cause of conflict in the Middle East because it may result in
greater competition by countries to attract Chinese interest and invest-
ment, Burton said. "The outcome may be that China ceases to be an out-
side observer of conflict and becomes an active - albeit reluctant -
participant," he said. In other words, China risks being sucked into other
nations' rivalries, but it will not be the one to pick a fight. At the risk of
spotlighting my own inadequacies as a journalist, I cannot help wonder-
ing why editors and writers seem so willing to fan the flames of war. They
have evoked painful memories of how the US media - with the Pulitzer
Prize-winning exception of Knight Ridder - unquestioningly propagated
the entirely false "weapons of mass destruction" justification for the 2003
invasion of Iraq.

The long-suffering peoples of the Middle East could do without jour-
nalists once again playing cheerleader for American politicians who per-
petuate their domestic power by igniting conflict in others' backyards.



Making peace in Afghanistan is not a simple issue because the coun-

try is serving as the chessboard for the new great game. The following

facts need to be taken into account while striving to make peace in this

land. First, Afghanistan is a multi-lingual and ethnically diverse country

with 14 different ethnic groups. It is a strategically important land which

connects Asia with the energy-rich Central Asian countries. Second,

the Taliban are not the only insurgent group in the country. The terrorist

outfit, Islamic State, is very active in Afghanistan. Second, to ensure

peace, all ethnic groups in the country have to be persuaded to unite

against the IS to defeat it and drive it out of Afghanistan. Third, differ-

ent countries have stakes in this region. Many of them don’t want a

stable and peaceful Afghanistan because it would end the proxy war

they are fanning. India uses Afghan soil against Pakistan. Therefore

New Delhi is peeved at being kept out of the peace deal as it is a great

setback to Indian designs which is probably why it fanned the Kashmir

issue. A peaceful Afghanistan can only be achieved if all nations with

vested interests set aside their agenda and think of becoming a part of

the peace process to take Afghanistan on a road towards a lasting set-

tlement. Pakistan has always supported Afghanistan through thick and

thin and has always strived for peace. A peaceful Afghanistan means

stability in our country.

Natasha Iftikhar

Peshawar

Peace in Afghanistan
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Your View

Bajaur is one of the far-flung and backward areas of Pakistan having 1.20 mil-

lion population. The people of Bajaur are mostly loyal and brave and have stood

shoulder to shoulder with the law enforcement agencies whenever required. We

believe ourselves as a volunteer paramilitary force of Pakistan, ready to fight

along with the Pakistan Army whenever and wherever required. The district has

only one girls’ degree college at its headquarters in Khar. This college had a

two-year BA/BSc programme in all science and arts subjects. The programme

was running smoothly until the University of Malakand abolished its two-year

BA/BSc programme last year and announced a four-year BS programme in all

science and arts subjects. But only girl students of Islamic studies were given

admission in 2019, while students of chemistry, physics, English and Urdu were

deprived of studies in both BSc/BA (two years) and BS (four years) pro-

grammes. This wasted one year of these students in 2019.  Unfortunately, the

University of Malakand has not yet started the departments in its BS programme

at Girls’ Degree College, Bajaur, and students have to lose another valuable ac-

ademic year 2020-2021. The higher authorities should push the Malakand Uni-

versity to start the subjects of science/arts this September. The question is: if the

Malakand University was incapable of starting a BS programme in chemistry,

physics, Urdu and English, why did it abolish the BA/BSc programme from Ba-

jaur’s girls’ college? Such injustice will push Bajaur girl students into a state of

anxiety and frustration. A negative mind always gives birth to negative thoughts.

The Indian intelligence, RAW, is already active in the tribal belt seeking every

opportunity to exploit the sense of deprivation among people in these regions.

The army has won hearts of the tribal people by constructing Cadet College

Mohmand, Mohmand Model School, Bajaur Governor Model School, Bajaur

Scouts Model School, Mohmand roads and Bajaur Barang Road.  I hope the

army will play its role in starting BS chemistry, physics, Urdu and English classes

in the Girls’ Degree College, Khar, Bajaur, too to win the hearts of the next gen-

eration. The Khyber Pakhtunkhwa governor, chancellor of Malakand University

and corps commander are urged to tackle the issue as one of their top priorities.

Mian Muhammad Ayub

Khar, Bajaur

Girls education in Bajaur
To the chagrin of the people of Karachi, the unusual consensus that

had developed between the PTI-led federal government and the

PPP-led Sindh government over the Rs1.1 trillion Karachi transfor-

mation plan seems to be disappearing sooner than was expected.

Going by the political history of the metropolis, this political wran-

gling will come at great expense to the hapless people of Karachi.

Each time it is the citizens who bore the brunt as hardly any mega

project announced has seen the light of day. This has pushed Pak-

istan’s economic hub towards an abyss. The maladies that ail the

city will continue until an autonomous and effective local govern-

ment system is put into place. Fixing civic issues is not the business

of the federal and provincial governments nor could they prove

equal to the task; only a locally elected set-up can effectively re-

solve such issues. Disbursement through elected local representa-

tives would yield far better results. Undoubtedly, foregoing some

financial and administrative powers in favour of local representa-

tives is a tough call for the political elite of the country, but this is the

only way forward and panacea for not only issues of Karachi but for

the whole country too.

Murrawat Hussain

Chiniot

Karachi package

The Quaid-i-Azam University in Islamabad is one of the most prestigious

institutions of the country with many students aspiring to study here. The

campus is a hub of diversity, and students of every region and social

background strive to be admitted. Unfortunately, this semester the univer-

sity administration has increased the tuition fee from Rs37,000 to

Rs76,000 per semester, which is more than a 100 per cent increase. This

is a great blow to students whose parents have modest financial means,

especially because the coronavirus pandemic has brought nearly all eco-

nomic activities to a halt and the masses are being driven towards

penury. The education ministry and higher authorities are requested to

look into the issue and resolve the matter urgently as the future of thou-

sands of students is at stake.

Affected students

Islamabad

University fee hike
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These ancient seafloor microbes woke
up after over 100 million years

Protecting half the planet could help
solve climate change and save species

Carolyn Gramling Jonathan Lambert

ROUND UP
Our guide to keeping you updated on the latest

news and reviews from around the world

Movies, Books, Science, Health

01
Science

Even after 100 million
years buried in the
seafloor, some microbes
can wake up. And
they’re hungry.
An analysis of seafloor
sediments dating from
13 million to nearly 102
million years ago found
that nearly all of the mi-
crobes in the sediments were only dormant, not dead. When given food,
even the most ancient microbes revived themselves and multiplied, re-
searchers report. Scientists have pondered how long energy-starved mi-
crobes might survive within the seafloor. That such ancient microbes can
still be metabolically active, the researchers say, just goes to show that
scientists are still fathoming the most extreme limits to life on Earth.
The microbes’ patch of seafloor lies beneath a kind of ocean desert, part
of a vast abyssal plain about 3,700 to 5,700 meters below sea level. Re-
searchers, led by microbiologist Yuki Morono of the Japan Agency for
Marine-Earth Science and Technology in Kochi, examined sediments
collected in 2010 from part of the abyssal plain beneath the South Pacific
Gyre. That region of the Pacific Ocean contains few nutrients that might
fuel phytoplankton blooms and thereby support a cascade of ocean life.
As a result, very little organic matter makes its way down through the
water to settle on the seafloor. The extremely slow accumulation of or-
ganic material and other sediments in this region does allow oxygen in
the water to seep deep into the sediments. So Morono and colleagues
wondered whether any aerobic, or oxygen-liking, microbes found there
might be revivable. After “feeding” microbes from the collected sediments
with nutrients including carbon and nitrogen, the team tracked the or-
ganisms’ activity based on what was consumed.

Earth faces two interre-
lated crises: accelerating
loss of biodiversity and
climate change. Both are
worsened by human de-
velopment of natural
lands that would other-
wise allow species to
flourish and would store
atmosphere-warming carbon, stabilizing the climate.
A new study argues that nations can help avert the biodiversity and climate
crises by preserving the roughly 50 percent of land that remains relatively
undeveloped. The researchers dub that conserved area a “Global Safety
Net,” mapping out regions that can meet critical conservation and climate
goals in a study. Eric Dinerstein, a conservation biologist at RESOLVE, a
nonprofit based in Washington, D.C., and colleagues began by mapping out
existing protected areas, which cover about 15 percent of land. The team
then sequentially added slices of land needed to meet different conservation
goals, using existing biodiversity databases. To protect species most threat-
ened by extinction that aren’t already protected, an extra 2.3 percent of land
would need to be set aside. The researchers also identified new areas that
could preserve hot spots of exceptional species diversity, and large tracts
of wilderness needed to support wide-ranging animals like caribou.
Much of the land identified as important for biodiversity also stores a lot of
carbon, underlining the connection between conservation and climate goals.
But the researchers found an additional 4.7 percent of land, including forests
in the northeastern United States, that would help keep climate-warming
carbon out of the atmosphere. Providing some level of protection or sus-
tainable management for these lands could achieve various climate and
conservation goals, the researchers argue. But Dinerstein says nations must
act much faster than they are to protect these areas. 
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As the coronavirus pandemic has swept across America, so has an epidemic
of depression, a new study shows.
Since the pandemic began, the prevalence of depression symptoms has
roughly tripled, with the poor who lost jobs and savings most affected, re-
searchers report. "People with lower income were twice as likely to have de-
pression, and people with the same income but who had less savings were
1.5 times more likely to have depression," said lead researcher Catherine
Ettman, director of strategic development at Boston University's School of
Public Health. "We were surprised at the high levels of depression," she said.
"These rates were higher than what we've seen in the general population
after other large-scale traumas like September 11 and Hurricane Katrina."
The current pandemic is not just one event. With COVID there is fear, anxiety
and dramatic economic consequences, especially among people with fewer
resources, Ettman said. "This calls for us paying attention to mental health
problems that are arising at this moment that will need attention in the coming
months and years," she said. For the study, the researchers used a survey
of more than 1,400 people aged 18 and over who completed the COVID-19
and Life Stressors Impact on Mental Health and Well-Being survey, con-
ducted March 31 to April 13. That data was then compared with data on more
than 5,000 people who took part in the National Health and Nutrition Exam-
ination Survey from 2017 to 2018. Since the pandemic, 25pc of responders
reported being mildly depressed, compared with 16pc before the pandemic.
Fifteen percent were moderately depressed, compared with 6pc before the
pandemic.There were 8pc with moderately severe depression, compared
with 2pc before COVID-19 and 5pc with severe depression, compared with

less than 1pc before COVID-19.
The risk for depression symptoms was highest among people with less than
$5,000 in savings, the researchers found. Ettman believes that in addition to
more access to mental health care, programs that keep people's heads
above water economically are needed to ensure that they have the resources
to weather through these times. These can include moratoriums on evictions,
extended unemployment compensation and universal access to health care.
One expert not involved with the study thinks that the rates of depression tied
to COVID-19 may be even higher now than they were in March and April. "I
would anticipate that it's even more, but there's no way of knowing for sure,"
said Dr. Robert Dicker, associate director of the division of child and adoles-
cent psychiatry at Northwell Health in New Hyde Park, N.Y.

A COVID-19 infection can cause a lot of serious, sometimes lingering health
problems, like lung damage, kidney damage and ongoing heart issues.
Lately, research has suggested it may also cause the sudden onset of in-
sulin-dependent diabetes.
A new report details the case of a 19-year-old German with asymptomatic
COVID-19 infection who ended up hospitalized with a new case of insulin-
dependent diabetes. Five to seven weeks before his diabetes developed,
the young man's parents developed COVID-19 symptoms after an Austrian
ski trip. Eventually, the entire family was tested. Both parents tested positive
for COVID-19 antibodies, as did the 19-year-old, indicating all had been in-
fected with the coronavirus. However, the son had never had symptoms of
the infection. When the 19-year-old was admitted to the hospital, he was
exhausted, had lost more than 26 pounds in a few weeks, was urinating
frequently and had left-sided flank pain. His blood sugar level was over 550
milligrams per deciliter (mg/dL) -- a normal level is less than 140 mg/dL on
a random blood test.
Doctors suspected he had type 1 diabetes. He tested positive for a genetic
variant that is rarely associated with type 1 diabetes, but not genetic variants
commonly present in type 1. He also didn't have antibodies that people with
type 1 diabetes usually have at diagnosis. This left the experts puzzled.
Was this type 1 or type 2 diabetes or some new type of diabetes? If it isn't
type 1 diabetes, might this sudden onset diabetes go away on its own? And
finally, they couldn't be sure that the COVID-19 infection caused the dia-
betes. It's possible it was a preexisting condition that hadn't yet been diag-
nosed. Still, the authors of the study, led by Dr. Matthias Laudes of

University Medical Centre Schleswig-Holstein in Kiel, Germany, believe they
have a plausible explanation for how COVID-19 infections could lead to a
new and sudden diabetes diagnosis. Beta cells in the pancreas contain a
significant number of so-called ACE2 receptors. These receptors are be-
lieved to be where the spike protein from the coronavirus attaches to cells.
Beta cells produce insulin, a hormone that helps usher the sugar from foods
into the body's cells for fuel. The authors theorized that a coronavirus in-
fection, which affects the ACE2 receptors, might also damage beta cells in
the pancreas.

Rate of depression are triple of pre-COVID levels

Can COVID-19 cause diabetes?

Steven Reinberg

Serena Gordon
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Matthias & Maxime
Sophie Monks Kaufman

There is a lovely delicacy to
Xavier Dolan's eighth feature
film as director. The Quebecois
auteur, often described as a
'wunderkind' due to being a
Cannes mainstay since his film
debut at the age of 20, tends to
trade in emotion as a source of high-wire melodrama, letting cattiness
enliven the screen with the snarling ferocity of youth. Matthias &
Maxime marks an evolution in his preoccupation with passion. His two
lead men struggle to process desire and confusion, yet these feelings
are restrained by the exterior forces which govern the rest of their lives.
The central relationship dynamic is deftly embedded within the casual
rhythm of a friendship group. Everyone trades insults with a good-na-
tured familiarity born of a shared history. At a group hang, the host's
sister Erika (Camille Felton), a “wacky hoe”, solicits two male cast
members for her student film. Matthias (Freitas) and Maxime (Dolan)
step up, discovering at the last moment that their scene requires a kiss.
Dolan doesn't show the kiss, instead focusing on the new electrified
fault-lines that fissure outwards in the countdown to Maxime's depar-
ture. Chaotic domestic scenes with Dolan's favourite actress, Mommy
star Anne Dorval, wrapped in a dressing gown and spitting acidic re-
marks, reveal the toxic atmosphere that Max wants to escape, while a
wine-coloured birthmark on one side of his face is designed to show
the self-consciousness he carries. 

The New Mutants
Amon Warmann

The road to the big
screen has been long
and fraught for The
New Mutants. Origi-
nally due to arrive in
cinemas in April 2018,
it’s been beset by de-
lays, a corporate
merger, and thanks to a global pandemic that grounded the world to
a halt, yet more deferrals. After all of that, there’s something strange
– and a little remarkable – about Josh Boone’s film being one of the
few to manage a cinematic release at a time when many cinemas
aren’t even open for business. But while it’s not as awful as some had
feared, The New Mutants isn’t worth the wait either. Part of the frus-
tration here is that the foundations are solid. Each character is dutifully
given an origin – some more effectively than others – and the familiar
themes of othering and belonging that are part and parcel of the X-
Men franchise are present and accounted for. The small-scale nature
of this film when compared to the world-shaking stakes of other su-
perhero flicks is welcome too. But Boone (The Fault in Our Stars) and
Knate Lee’s uncomplicated screenplay barely goes beyond surface-
deep on a thematic or character level. It’s hard to tell whether it was
edited out or never there to begin with, but every character ends this
movie in dire need of more depth. One area where it looked like The
New Mutants might feel distinct is with its visuals, with early bits of
marketing leaning into its apparent horror aesthetic. 

Chemical Hearts
Ella Kemp

Teen movies can often be
divided into two different
brackets defined by age.
There’s early adolescence,
where puberty and shame
take hold of a young per-
son’s sense of self with ex-
cruciating intensity. And
then there’s young adulthood, where these teens aren’t yet old enough
to live on their own but have still lived enough to realise how terrifying
and complex the world truly is. Chemical Hearts belongs to the second
category, a romantic drama with a formulaic pairing that still aims to dig
deep and do justice to the heartbreaking and overwhelming reality of
being a teenager feeling everything all the time. Henry (Abrams) is a fa-
miliar protagonist, a teenage boy who desperately wants to better un-
derstand the world around him, namely via the girl he’s just fallen in love
with. He tries to fix things, to comprehend situations he hasn’t lived, by
relating them to pop culture. He might not have experienced it, but he’ll
find a poem or a lyric for it. Grace (Reinhart) is his everything, a girl who
has known grief and love greater than Henry could ever wish for. Abrams
and Reinhart channel the marrow-deep intensity of their prior roles – he
as Ethan in Euphoria, she as Betty in Riverdale – to let the characters
both grow and complement each other. Chemical Hearts speaks to an
audience who are already listening: those in the same demographic as
these onscreen teens, desperately searching for meaning, for stimulation
and satisfaction on Tumblr and in each other. 

Les Misérables
Ian Freer

It takes grosses boules of
steel for a French film to
name itself after perhaps
the most famous work in
the country’s literary pan-
theon. Yet Les Misérables
gets away with it. The first
feature from documentar-
ian-turned-fiction film-
maker Ladj Ly, this mostly mesmerising street thriller shares little plot-wise
with Victor Hugo’s 1862 doorstep (nor is there any warbling about dream-
ing dreams, masters of the house or one more day), but instead appro-
priates the sacred cow of a title for a new, diverse generation of Parisians
equally fuelled by inequality and unrest. Expanded from Ly’s César-nom-
inated 2018 short, it’s an exciting, extended cops versus youths show-
down that at once feels location-specific but could also take place in any
major city in the world. Following documentary footage of the multi-cul-
tural celebrations following France’s 2018 World Cup win — a soon-to-
be-forgotten joyous note — the action takes place over two days in Les
Bosquets, a housing estate in the eastern Parisian suburb of Montfermeil
(also a key locale in Hugo’s novel). Rookie idealistic cop Stéphane
(Damien Bonnard, solid) joins the Anti-Crime Squad who police the proj-
ects — chiefly racist, repugnant alpha male Chris (an electric Alexis Ma-
nenti) and his Black partner Gwada (Djebril Zonga), who bristles at Chris’
behaviour but is not beyond reproach. 
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The Wife
Alafair Burke

In our age of accusations, blurred lines,
and shifting allegiances, what would you
do? When Angela meets Jason Powell,
a brilliant university professor, she as-
sumes their romance to be a fling. But
when they marry the following summer
and move to Manhattan, Angela feels
she's been given the chance to escape
her past. Six years later, however, Jason,
by now a celebrated liberal figurehead,
faces serious allegations made by one of
his young college interns, and Angela's
seemingly perfect life is under threat.

The Little Book of Daily Rituals
Vicki Vrint

A ritual is an act of self-care that is car-
ried out mindfully, and with reverence: a
gratitude ritual to relive the high points of
your day; a ritual for self-expression to
free unexpressed emotions; a candle rit-
ual to focus your mind on peace. With
over 80 guided practices to choose from,
there is something in this book for every
intention. Whether you want to reflect, to
recharge your batteries, or rekindle your
motivation, you will find the perfect ritual
to refresh your mind, body and spirit.

Out of Egypt
Andre Aciman

A mesmerizing portrait of a now van-
ished world. Aciman's story of Alexan-
dria is the story of his own family, a
Jewish family with Italian and Turkish
roots that tied its future to Egypt and
made its home there for three genera-
tions, only to find itself peremptorily ex-
pelled by the government in the early
1960's. It is the story of a fractious clan
of dreamers and con men and the emo-
tional price they would pay for exile, the
story of a young boy's coming of age
and his memories of the city he loved in
his youth. Writing in lucid, lyrical prose,
Mr. Aciman does an exquisite job of conjuring up the daily rhythms and
rituals of his family's life: their weekly trips to the movies, their daily
jaunts to the beach, their internecine squabbles over everything from
religion to money to the pronunciation of words. There are some won-
derfully vivid scenes here, as strange and marvelous as something in
Garcia Marquez, as comical and surprising as something in Chekhov.

Pills, Powder, and Smoke
Antony Loewenstein

The War on Drugs has been
official American policy since
the 1970s, with the UK, Eu-
rope, and much of the world
following suit. It is at best a
failed policy, according to
bestselling author Antony
Loewenstein. Its direct results
have included mass incarcer-
ation in the US, extreme vio-
lence in different parts of the
world, the backing of dictator-
ships, and surging drug addic-
tion globally. And now the
Trump administration is un-
leashing diplomatic and mili-
tary forces against any
softening of the conflict. Pills,
Powder, and Smoke investigates the individuals, officials, activists, and
traffickers caught up in this deadly war. Travelling through the UK, the
US, Australia, Honduras, the Philippines, and Guinea-Bissau, Loewen-
stein uncovers the secrets of the drug war, why it's so hard to end, and
who is really profiting from it. Loewenstein reports on the frontlines
across the globe, from the streets of London's King's Cross to remote
African villages. He reveals how the War on Drugs has become the
most deadly war in modern times. Designed and inspired by Washing-
ton, its agenda has nothing to do with ending drug use or addiction, but
is all about controlling markets, territory, and people.

Chinese Thought from Confucius to Cook Ding
Roel Sterckx

An engrossing history of ancient Chi-
nese philosophy and culture from an
eminent Cambridge expert. We are
often told that the twenty-first century
is bound to become China's century.
Never before has Chinese culture
been so physically, digitally, econom-
ically or aesthetically present in
everyday Western life. But how much
do we really know about its origins
and key beliefs. How did the ancient
Chinese think about the world in this
enlightening book, Roel Sterckx, one
of the foremost experts in Chinese
thought, takes us through centuries
of Chinese history, from Confucius to Daoism to the Legalists. The great
questions that have occupied China's brightest minds were not about
who and what we are, but rather how we should live our lives, how we
should organise society and how we can secure the well-being of those
who live with us and for whom we carry responsibility. With evocative
examples from philosophy, literature and everyday life, Sterckx shows
us how the ancient Chinese have shaped the thinking of a civilization
that is now influencing our own.




