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Economics

Depressing forecasts
Shahid Hussain

International and national estimates project Pakistan’s economy to grow
at 2pc in the current fiscal year. The meagre development projection is encouraging after contraction of 0.4pc in the last fiscal year, but depressing
when seen in the context of regional countries, which are expected to grow
at 10.5pc in case of the Maldives, 8pc for India, followed by 6.8pc growth
in Bangladesh and 4.1pc in Sri Lanka. Pakistan’s growth will be the fifth
lowest among South Asian countries.
The meagre growth means Pakistan will not be able to create jobs for
people in the current year either after estimates say young Pakistanis may
have lost between 1.5 million and 2.3 million jobs in the wake of the coronavirus pandemic that forced the authorities to impose strict lockdown restrictions and resulted in an economic downturn in the country. The growth
rate of 2pc, which is in line with the government’s own estimates, also belies its claims that Pakistan is the fastest growing country in the region.
According to the Asian Development Outlook - Update, Pakistan’s
growth is forecast to recover in fiscal year 2020-21 as economic sentiment
improves with the expected subsiding of Covid-19 and the resumption of
structural reform. The ADB’s flagship publication projected the Maldives,
which was the worst affected by the spread of the coronavirus pandemic,
could grow at the fastest pace of 10.5pc among eight South Asian nations.
India, the second worst affected country economically by the pandemic, is
projected to grow at a rate of 8pc in 2020-21, followed by 6.8pc growth in
Bangladesh and 4.1pc in Sri Lanka. It noted that Pakistan’s economy had
contracted 0.4pc in the last fiscal year, compared with 20.5pc contraction
in the Maldives and 9pc contraction in India. The ADB said its forecast of
2pc gross domestic product (GDP) growth assumes that Covid-19 impact
will subside by the end of 2020 and the resumption of structural reform
under an ongoing International Monetary Fund (IMF)’s Extended Fund Facility to address macroeconomic imbalances.
Fortunately, Pakistan’s agriculture is expected to continue to lend impetus to GDP growth. Growth in industry is forecast to improve in FY21,
led predominantly by construction and small-scale manufacturing. Spurred
by improved growth in agriculture and industry, coupled with an expected
improvement in domestic demand overall, services should also contribute
to growth in the current fiscal year, according to the report. Fiscal deficit is
forecast to decline to 7pc of GDP in the current fiscal year as compared to
8.1pc in the last fiscal year. However, the current account deficit is anticipated to widen to 2.4pc of GDP against 1.1pc in the last fiscal year.
The ADB said remittances should continue to cushion the current account deficit but will likely be lower than the peak of $23.5 billion in the last
fiscal year due to “layoff of Pakistani workers overseas, in particular in the
Persian Gulf, as economic activity remains soft globally”. Rising food prices
pushed inflation to 10.7pc in the last fiscal year, which is now projected to
slow to 7.5pc this fiscal year. “Pakistan has achieved notable success in
containing the dual health and economic challenge presented by Covid19,” said ADB Country Director for Pakistan Xiaohong Yang. “As the curve
flattens and business activity resumes, the economy is showing signs of
resilience and recovery,” she noted.
Along with the GDP growth forecast, the ADB has also shared findings
of a new benchmark for determining the happiness of citizens of different
nations under the Wellness Index. The index too does not project good
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health for the economy and society. Out of 153 countries, Pakistan scored
only 27.24, which placed it at 149th spot. Only four nations have performed
worse than Pakistan -- Afghanistan (23.56), Nigeria (23.75), Central
African Republic (14.17) and Chad (8.38).
Meanwhile, Pakistan’s central bank has left the key interest rate unchanged at 7pc for the next two months in anticipation of an uptick in inflation reading in the short term in the country. According to the State Bank
of Pakistan, the country is estimated to achieve gross domestic product
(GDP) growth of 2pc in FY21 compared to contraction of 0.4pc in FY20.
Business confidence and the outlook for overall economic growth have improved compared to the situation in June. The inflow of foreign currencies
on account of workers’ remittances is expected to remain on the higher
side against assumptions of a notable drop in the months to come. Exports
are expected to increase with an improvement in the Covid-19 situation in
the US and Europe and reopening of global markets, it hoped.
The country’s foreign exchange reserves have improved to pre-Covid19 levels at $12.8 billion, which are sufficient for three months of imports.
Besides, the current account balance has turned into surplus in July - the
first month of the current fiscal year 2021. The manufacturing sector has
started recovering. However, the performance of the agriculture sector is
feared to remain sluggish due to a locust attack and recent heavy rainfall
nationwide. Inflation has slightly accelerated over the past few weeks due
to supply-side shocks in the food sector. Demand-side risks to inflation
mostly remained muted in the economy. However, the SBP has kept unchanged its projections for average inflation reading at 7-9pc for the current
fiscal year. Pakistan had faced similar supply side shocks in the food sector
in November-December last year. Later, the government overcame the issues. On the global front, the future trajectory of oil prices will also have
an important bearing on the domestic inflation outlook.
Rising prices and unemployment are the biggest issues of the people
of Pakistan and recent reports indicate there will not be any immediate relief for them. In an earlier report, the ADB feared that between 1.5 million
and 2.3 million young Pakistanis had lost jobs during the pandemic. The
country’s unemployment rate that stood at 8.9pc in 2019 is likely to hover
between 17.3 and 21.5pc in the current year. According to the government’s own estimates, between 1.4m and 18.53m jobs have been lost in
the country and at least 10 million more people have slipped below the
poverty line, raising the number of poor people from the existing figure of
50m to 60m. The government will have to take urgent measures to raise
incomes of the common people. Only opening Langar Khanas to provide
free food to the poor and homeless is not enough. They need regular jobs
and means to earn their own living.
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Politics

Opposition on the warpath
Nasim Ahmed

The opposition parties have come up with a new challenge to the government. After months of dithering and overcoming their differences, the country’s opposition parties held a marathon meeting to hammer out a plan of
action to oust the PTI government from power.
Forming a new alliance under the rubric of Pakistan Democratic Movement (PDM), the country’s major opposition parties announced the launch
of a three-phased anti-government movement under an action plan starting
from next month with nationwide public meetings, protest demonstrations
and rallies in December and a “decisive long march” on Islamabad in January 2021.
Interestingly, the eight-hour-long multi-party conference was also addressed by deposed Prime Minister Nawaz Sharif and former President
Asif Ali Zardari through video link. The opposition leaders demanded the
resignation of PM Imran Khan and vowed that they would use all political
and democratic options, including no-confidence motions and en mass resignations from parliament, to seek “the selected prime minister’s resignation
and an end to the role of the establishment in politics”.
The opposition conference adopted a 26-point declaration in the form
of a resolution containing a slew of demands, including the “end of establishment’s interference in politics, new free and fair elections after formulation of election reforms with no role of the armed forces and intelligence
agencies, release of political prisoners, withdrawal of cases against journalists, implementation of the National Action Plan against terrorism, speeding up of projects under the China-Pakistan Economic Corridor and
across-the-board accountability under a new accountability law”.
The question being asked in political circles is: How credible is the challenge to the sitting government thrown by the combined opposition? Will
the various opposition parties stay together or the show of unity would prove
a one-day wonder? As things stand, the opposition elements have only one
common agenda: that of toppling the present government. Otherwise, they
have different policies and motives and clashing interests. They don’t see
eye to eye on many issues.
It is reported that the option of resigning from parliament to mount pressure on the government was included in the declaration on the demand of
Maulana Fazlur Rehman, who was of the view that they should immediately
resign from parliament, but the PPP and the PML-N opposed the idea.
Some of the leaders, including Bilawal Bhutto-Zardari, were of the view that
Nawaz Sharif should return to the country and the opposition lawmakers
should hand over their resignations to him. PML-N President Shahbaz
Sharif suggested that they should hand over their resignations to Maulana
Fazl. However, no final decision could be made and it was decided to include the option in the declaration.
There are also simmering differences within the PMLN itself. It is no secret that Shahbaz Sharif does not agree with Nawaz Sharif’s hard line approach, while the post of provincial head of the party is also a bone of
contention between the two brothers.
It is clear that if the PPP and the PMLN have come together it is because
at the moment they see Imran Khan as their common tormentor and have
no option but to join hands to fight him together. Who does not know that
until a few years ago, the PPP and the PMLN were bitter political rivals,
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who let go of no opportunity to tear each other down. Both accused each
other of looting the national exchequer and betraying the nation. But since
the PTI government came to power, both of them are in the cross hairs of
accountability and so have made a common cause against Imran Khan.
The most controversial part of the opposition’s multi-party conclave was
a frontal attack on the so-called establishment. Nawaz Sharif, in his video
link address, once again repeated his old refrain about “khalai makhlooq”
and said that his fight was not against Imran Khan but against those who
had brought him to power, a direct reference to the army.
Clearly, Nawaz Sharif has not learned from history. He was disqualified
by the Apex Court but he kept shadowboxing against the army. According
to some observers of the national scene, by unnecessarily dragging the
army into national politics, Nawaz Sharif was carrying on a proxy war on
behalf of India. His address at the opposition moot, reiterating his old stance
on the issue, also proved that he has given up his option of returning to
Pakistan and like Altaf Hussain he will continue his political activities from
London. There are also rumours that he will seek political asylum in Britain.
The meeting faithfully echoed Nawaz Sharif’s remarks on the establishment. As Maulana Fazlur Rehman put it, “This meeting has declared that
the present selected government has been provided strength by the establishment which had imposed it on the people through rigging in the elections. The meeting has expressed grave concerns over the increasing role
of the establishment in politics and considered it a threat to the country's
national security and institutions.”
For Imran Khan and his team, the opposition moot was just the sound
and fury, signifying nothing. Prime Minister Imran Khan dismissed Nawaz
Sharif’s fulmination, saying that “once again a fugitive sitting in London is
maligning the state institutions”. In his view, New Delhi wanted to vilify Pakistan’s state institutions ahead of the UN General Assembly session which
opened on Sept 15 and Nawaz Sharif was playing to India’s tune. According
to him, India wanted to divert the global spotlight from its reign of terror in
Illegally Occupied Jammu and Kashmir (IIOJK), which has been under lockdown for more than a year now. His point of view is proved by the fact that
the Indian media has intensified its propaganda war against Pakistan since
Nawaz Sharif’s rant against the state institutions.
The opposition has thrown down the gauntlet but it remains to be seen
how successfully it mobilises mass support for its movement against the
government. Many political analysts are of the view that the opposition is
too fragmented and disoriented to mount a serious challenge to Prime Minister Imran Khan.
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Analysis

Human capital losses
from pandemic
Nasim Ahmed

According to a new World Bank study, the COVID-19 pandemic threatens to wipe out all the gains in health and education made in the past
decade, especially in the poorest countries. Investments in human capital—the knowledge, skills, and health that people accumulate over their
lives—are the key to unlocking a child’s potential and to improving economic growth in every country. But all the human capital built over the
last few years is in jeopardy because of the six-month lockdown across
the globe.
The World Bank Group’s 2020 Human Capital Index includes health
and education data for 174 countries – covering 98 percent of the world’s
population – up to March 2020, providing a pre-pandemic baseline on the
health and education of children. The analysis shows that pre-pandemic,
most countries had made steady progress in building human capital of children, with the biggest strides made in low-income countries.
However, despite the progress, and even before the effects of the pandemic, a child born in a typical country could expect to achieve just 56 percent of their potential human capital, relative to a benchmark of complete
education and full health. But according to World Bank Group President
David Malpass, "The pandemic puts at risk the decade's progress in building human capital, including the improvements in health, survival rates,
school enrollment, and reduced stunting. The economic impact of the pandemic has been particularly deep for women and for the most disadvantaged families, leaving many vulnerable to food insecurity and poverty.
Protecting and investing in people is vital as countries work to lay the foundation for sustainable, inclusive recoveries and future growth."
The pandemic forced the closure of all human activities. As a consequence, more than 1 billion children have been out of school and could
lose out, on average, half a year of schooling, adjusted for learning, translating into considerable monetary losses. Data collected so far also shows
significant disruptions to essential health services for women and children,
with many children missing out on crucial vaccinations.
The 2020 Human Capital Index also presents a decade-long overview
of the evolution of human capital outcomes from 2010 through 2020. The
analysis shows improvements across all regions and across all income levels. These were largely due to improvements in health, reflected in better
child and adult survival rates and reduced stunting, as well as an increase
in school enrollment.
But the progress has been put in the reverse gear by the global pandemic. The analysis finds that human capital outcomes for girls are on an
average higher than for boys. However, it has not translated into comparable opportunities to use human capital in the labor market. Generally
speaking, employment rates are 20 percentage points lower for women
than for men, with a wider gap in many countries and regions. Moreover,
the pandemic has increased the danger of gender-based violence, child
marriage and adolescent pregnancy, all of which further reduce opportunities for learning and empowerment for girls.
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Today, hard-won human capital gains in many countries are at risk.
What is the way out? Expert opinion is that countries can do more than
just work to recover the lost progress. To protect and extend earlier human
capital gains, countries should take necessary steps to expand health service coverage and quality among marginalized communities, boost learning
outcomes together with school enrollments, and support vulnerable families with need-based social protection measures.
On its part, the World Bank Group is working closely with governments
to develop long-term solutions to protect and invest in people during and
after the pandemic. In Ethiopia, Haiti and Mongolia, the bank has been
supporting the acquisition of vital medical equipment. In Bangladesh, Burkina Faso, and Nepal, the bank is supporting the development of school
safety and hygiene protocols while working with water supply, sanitation,
and hygiene teams to provide basic sanitization and hygiene supplies.
In Jordan and Turkey, through recently approved new operations, the
bank is supporting the development of TV and digital content for blended
teaching and learning for the new academic year, as well as psycho-social
counseling and remedial courses. In the Sahel region, the bank is backing
the Sahel Women’s Economic Empowerment and the Demographic Dividend (SWEDD) project aimed at creating a favorable environment for
women and girls’ empowerment through programs to keep girls in school,
and to expand economic opportunities and access to quality reproductive
health services.
In India, the bank is helping the government to scale up cash transfers
and food benefits, using a set of pre-existing national platforms and programs, to provide social protection for essential workers involved in
COVID-19 relief efforts; and benefit vulnerable groups, particularly migrants
and informal workers, who face starvation and extreme privations.
New and imaginative policy measures in health, education, and social
protection are needed to recover lost ground and pave the way for today’s
children to surpass the human capital achievements and quality of life of
the generations that preceded the
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National grid

Overcharging powerless
consumers
Muhammad Hassan

The common people have chronic complaints of overbilling against
power distribution companies. Successive governments have rubbished
their gripes but a recent government report has proved that they are right
and the companies overcharge consumers to cover up their inefficiencies
and losses.
It is to the credit of the Pakistan Tehreek-i-Insaf (PTI) government that
it has initiated reforms in all sectors, which were long overdue. Pakistan’s
power sector is plagued by electricity shortages, circular debt, and expensive power purchase agreements with private producers. The result is that
electricity has become unaffordable for domestic and industrial users. It
also compromises Pakistan’s competitiveness in exports. Structural issues,
such as high transmission and distribution losses, power theft, unpaid bills,
corruption, and mismanagement are covered up by overbilling by the distribution companies. The National Electric Power Regulatory Authority
(NEPRA) has also blamed the distribution companies (DISCOs) for overbilling consumers to cover up their inefficiencies and high system losses.
In its “State of Industry Report 2019,” the national regulator warns that continuation of the existing policy of loadshedding in “high loss” areas stifles
sales growth and increases energy costs. “Backtracking from the reform
agenda and not following it in letter and spirit would leave the power sector
in complete tatters and the negative drag of the public sector resulting from
poor governance would not only bring the sector down but also result in
further slowdown of the overall economy of the country,” it warns.
The overall receivables of all companies increased by Rs248.85b —
50pc higher than the receivables of Rs166.26b in FY2017-18. As on June
30, 2019 the overall distribution sector receivables stood at Rs1.145tr
against Rs896b at the start of the financial year. The regulator notes that
continuation of the power division with the centralised control of day-today operations of public sector entities has led to unacceptable levels of
technical and financial performance. “It is disappointing that in spite of regular directions and advisories by the regulator to the licensees and the relevant ministry, public sector entities have not been provided with any
degree of control as required under the reform process.”
The report says the energy ministry had claimed a 15.5pc higher
amount in recoveries over the last year’s amount collected. Interestingly
though, the units sold had increased by only 2.16pc over the last year while
the amount billed was 13.22pc more than the last year. “Further review reveals that the incremental amount billed is mainly due to an increase in
consumer end tariff, whose notification had been pending since 2015-16
and subsequently notified in March 2018”. Therefore, at the national level,
the companies have shown meagre improvement in recoveries and losses
and largely maintained the last year’s level in these areas.
Sudden dips have occurred during the last two years in percentage
losses in the months of November and February. The losses declined from
October and shot up sharply in December. Similarly, losses took a dip in
January and registered a steep rise in March. Both trends are difficult to
explain except that some adjustments are made by the companies to show
improved results for their loss position. “The overbilling issue still haunts
the consumers of electricity. The companies are still involved in systematic
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manipulation of electricity units to manage their distribution losses which
are factually higher. They could not reduce their overall transmission and
dispatch losses. Statistics for over the past five years showed that only a
slight reduction of 0.6 per cent was achieved in FY2018-19 as compared
to the losses of the previous year.
No significant improvement in the performance occurred in the area of
overall revenue recovery as the recovery ratio in FY2018-19 (without subsidy) improved by only 0.18pc over the previous year. The improvements
combined translated into savings of around Rs10 billion — insignificant
over a portfolio of Rs1.6 trillion. Six better performing companies — Islamabad, Faisalabad, Gujranwala, Lahore, Peshawar and Hyderabad — went
down while Tribal, Multan, Sukkur and Quetta showed little improvement
in recoveries.
For any improvement, the foremost parameter to focus is energy sold.
Over 6pc increase per year was achieved for units sold from 2015 to 2017.
During FY2017-18, the units sold registered an increase of over 12.5pc
but sharply declined to around 2pc during FY2018-19. A healthy growth in
energy sold is key to the survival of the power sector as it would help bring
the capacity costs down which would lead to the lowering of the overall
energy cost. The power sector is under extreme financial pressure due to
a high cost of the electricity supply and poor performance of the distribution
sector. Coupled with the higher costs are shrinking energy sales which
have resulted in higher costs for the end-consumers, further damping energy usage. The vicious circle has to be broken to expect any upturn in
the sector. Consequently, the federal government has to grapple with diverging objectives of the viability of the entities and affordability of consumers to pay higher tariffs.
The report has come at a time when the government has signed a new
agreement with the independent power producers (IPPs), whereby the cost
of electricity generation would be brought down and circular debt reduced.
The government’s next reform target is the power distribution system.
However, reforms will not succeed without fixing the distribution companies
and ensuring competition at the retail level. The best option is to privatize
them, which will improve their performance significantly.
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Environment

Compounding
climate crisis
Muhammad Ali

Climate change has emerged as a serious challenge to inhabitants of the
planet Earth. Inaction for decades has compounded the issue and if remain
unaddressed, it will threaten the survival of humans in the next few
decades while the number of animals, birds and fish has already decreased by over two-thirds in less than five decades.
The catastrophic effects of climate change, the loss of biodiversity and
the spread of zoonotic diseases, like COVID-19, remind us it is time to
pause and reflect on our relationship with our surroundings. Climate
change threatens both developing and developed countries. It is said don’t
drink water when in developing countries and don’t breathe when in developed countries. An international think tank has also warned developing
countries to control the population because the rapidly rising numbers
would make it difficult to provide food for all. The reduction in food availability and increasing exposure to natural disasters are expected to cause
the displacement of one billion people by 2050.
The Middle East is one of the world’s most vulnerable regions when it
comes to ecological threats over the next 30 years, according to the first
Ecological Threat Register, produced by Australia-based Institute of Economics and Peace (IEP). It warns of the mass displacement of 1.2 billion
people across the world by 2050. It named the Middle East alongside SubSaharan Africa, South Asia and North Africa as the regions facing the
largest number of ecological risks. The report says more than one billion
people are living in countries which were unlikely to adapt to new challenges over the next 30 years. “There are a number of countries in the
Middle East that are going to be vulnerable to severe water shortages in
the future,” it said.
Countries like Iraq, Syria and Yemen will have low resilience to ecological stresses. “We saw the impact wars had in those countries in terms
of the numbers who were forced to migrate. Now they are also going to
be facing increased stress on their water and food supplies.” The Ecological Threat Register measures the risk to countries arising from population
growth, water stress, food insecurity, droughts, floods, cyclones, rising temperatures and sea levels. It found that 141 countries were likely to be exposed to at least one ecological threat by 2050. The 19 countries with the
highest number of threats have a combined population of 2.1 billion people, representing close to 25pc of people in the world. Water stress represents the most significant concern to life in the Middle East over the coming
decades.
The number of recorded water-related conflict and violent incidents has
increased by 270pc globally in the past decade. Since 2000, most of those
incidents took place in Yemen and Iraq. The report states there are 2.6 billion people in the world who are experiencing water stress today, a figure
which is predicted to grow to 5.4 billion people by 2040. The worst affected
countries are predicted to be Lebanon, Singapore, Israel and Iraq. “Ecological threats and climate change pose serious challenges to global
peacefulness,” the report warned. Over the next 30 years, lack of access
to food and water will only increase without urgent global cooperation. In
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the absence of action, civil unrest, riots and conflict will most likely increase. COVID-19 is already exposing gaps in the global food chain.
The global demand for food is expected to increase by 50pc, meaning
that many more people will be at risk of hunger unless there is a significant
increase in supply. More than two billion people across the world already
face uncertain access to food, that figure is predicted to increase to 3.5
billion by 2050. With the world’s population expected to rise to 10 billion
over the next three decades, access to food is going to be a major issue
for large sectors of the global population.
It is not just countries in the developing world that are at risk from ecological threats over the coming decades. Regions such as Europe and
North America will also be impacted by the number of refugees created
by ecological crises. In the refugee crisis of 2015 and 2016, two million
people fled to Europe and created political turbulence and social unrest.
Mass displacement will lead to larger refugee flows to the most developed
countries.
The climate crisis is also impacting other creatures on the planet. More
creatures are susceptible to impacts of climate change than decades ago.
Thirty years ago, the impacts of climate change on species were extremely
rare. Today, they’re commonplace. Between 1970 and 2016, global population sizes of monitored populations of mammals, birds, amphibians, reptiles and fish have shrunk by average of two-thirds, driven by habitat loss
and degradation, including deforestation, to produce food, according to
the Living Planet Report 2020, by the WWF and Zoological Society of London (ZSL). It describes how at least 83pc of biological processes have
been impacted by climate change, at scales from genes and populations
to species, ecosystems and their services to humans across terrestrial,
freshwater and marine habitats. The Living Planet Index tracked almost
21 ,000 populations of more than 4, 000 vertebrate species, revealing that
wildlife populations in freshwater habitats have suffered a decline of 84pc.
In Pakistan, over 90 species of mammals, birds and reptiles are critically endangered and near extinction. According to the Ministry of Climate
Change, species that are at risk of or nearing extinction include 50 mammals, 27 birds and 17 reptiles. The serious declines in wildlife species populations in Pakistan and the world indicate that nature is unravelling and
the planet is flashing red warning signs of systems failure. The decline of
wildlife directly affects nutrition, food security and the livelihoods of billions
of people. All countries of the world will have to work together to reverse
the process.
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Politics

Opposition’s options
Muhammad Zain

The opposition has announced a movement against the government in
January next year. The long deadline itself speaks about its inability to
pose a serious challenge to the government. Former Prime Minister
Nawaz Sharif’s speech against national institutions will also create serious
differences in an 11-party alliance of the opposition parties and may split
his own party in a few months.
Pakistan Muslim League-Nawaz (PML-N) supreme leader Nawaz
Sharif’s address to an All Parties Conference (APC) of the opposition indicates he is following in the footsteps of MQM leader Altaf Hussain. It will
make it impossible for his party to continue its political activities in the
country. In his video link address from London, he alleged that there was
“a state above the state in the country” and that his struggle was not
against Prime Minister Imran Khan but against “those who had imposed
him upon the nation through a manipulated electoral process.” He also targeted the National Accountability Bureau and the judiciary in his tirade.
The opposition’s newly-formed alliance, Pakistan Democratic Movement (PDM), demanded resignation of Prime Minister Imran Khan and announced the launch of a three-phased movement under an “action plan”
starting from the next month with countrywide public meetings, protest
demonstrations and rallies in December and a “decisive long march” on
Islamabad in January 2021. At the end of the moot, the opposition presented a 26-point declaration in the form of a resolution containing demands, including “end of the establishment’s interference in politics, new
free and fair elections after election reforms with no role of the armed
forces and intelligence agencies, release of political prisoners, withdrawal
of cases against journalists, implementation of the National Action Plan
against terrorism, speeding up projects under the China-Pakistan Economic Corridor (CPEC) and across-the-board accountability under a new
accountability law.”
The opposition’s APC is being seen by many as a vain attempt to put
pressure on the government and the establishment to get relief for their
leaders, who are facing corruption and money laundering cases. Apparently, the opposition has embarked on the warpath with the government
and the establishment after exhausting all resources for relief. Opposition’s
key leaders had met with Army Chief General Qamar Javed Bajwa and
Inter-Services Intelligence Chief Lt-Gen Faiz Hameed days before the conference. Some PML-N leaders, including former Sindh Governor Muhammad Zubair, also called on Army Chief General Qamar Javed Bajwa twice.
It appears that the opposition parties, especially the PML-N, chose the
warpath after it believed it could not get relief for its leaders.
There was nothing new in Nawaz Sharif’s address. However, his antiestablishment narrative shows his rising frustration. He and his daughter,
Maryam Nawaz, have kept quiet for some time in the hope of some relief
through backdoor channels. When they realized that it was not coming,
they revived their old narrative. However, it will not benefit them or their
party. Instead, it will fracture their own party and different groups may
emerge in it. Even PML-N President Shahbaz Sharif cannot afford to toe
their lines. Other parties too cannot advance his narrative, though his
speech may have rejuvenated the fractured opposition groups for the timebeing. The opposition has held a number of multiparty conferences in the
last two years and nothing concrete came out of them. The latest gathering
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of over a dozen opposition parties, where they formalised an alliance and
adopted a 26-point resolution, is itself a great achievement, though their
ability to mount a serious challenge to the government is seriously questionable.
Former Prime Minister Nawaz Sharif’s speech proves he is not coming
to Pakistan and may seek political asylum in the UK. It will demoralize his
party and leaders in Pakistan as space for them is squeezing fast. The
two main opposition parties, the PPP and the PML-N, could have announced resigning from assemblies, if they had been serious about forcing
the government to quit and announce fresh elections.
On the other hand, Prime Minister Imran Khan could have stopped the
live coverage of Nawaz Sharif’s address, but he allowed it intentionally to
expose the former prime minister. People were surprised to see him in
good health. Courts must also have noticed it because he was allowed to
leave the country, with the consent of the government, for treatment of his
“serious illness.” He is still seeking exemptions from court appearances
on health grounds. His rant against the national institutions has further improved the position of Prime Minister Imran Khan and his government.
The opposition has announced holding rallies and resigning from assemblies after January 2012, to pave the way for new elections. Our past
experiences show rallies and public meetings will not be enough to oust the
government. Questions are also being raised about the ability of the opposition parties to mobilize the public. Even if they hold large public rallies, it
will not affect the government, though a law and order situation could be
created. Maulana Fazlur Rehman staged an impressive and threatening
public rally in Islamabad last year, but he could not force the government to
accept his demands. Earlier, Imran Khan and Tahirul Qadri had also staged
long sit-ins against the Nawaz Sharif government but failed to bring it down.
Resigning from assemblies is a more serious option for the opposition.
The PPP and the PML-N can resign en bloc to force the government to
announce fresh elections. However, they will not go to the extent because
they have serious stakes in the system. The PPP cannot afford it at any
cost. Even if they decide to resign, at least 50pc of their legislators will
defy it. The government will also use delaying tactics to accept their resignations to gain time. It will use the time to allocate development funds
and use them in their constituencies to get desirable results in the next
general election. The PPP will never resign from assemblies because it
rules the Sindh province. Even if it also resigns from the Sindh Assembly,
it will be difficult for it to regain its home province in the next election.
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Conflict

Rising US-China
tensions
Shahid Hussain

A war of words between the US and China reached the UN General Assembly in New York, with US President Donald Trump accusing China
of the spread of COVID-19 and leaving the world in the dark. He called
for China to be held accountable for the pandemic, while Chinese President Xi Jinping said his country had no intention to enter a Cold War with
any country.
The UN General Assembly became the latest battleground for the US
and China which are confronting each other on a number of other issues,
including trade, technology, Hong Kong and China’s treatment of Muslim
minorities in Xinjiang province. “We must hold accountable the nation
which unleashed this plague on to the world - China. In the earliest days
of the virus China locked down travel domestically, while allowing flights
to leave China and infect the world. China condemned my travel ban on
their country, even as they cancelled domestic flights and locked citizens
in their homes," Trump said as the US death toll from the coronavirus
crossed 200,000, the highest in the world, though he has often downplayed the disease.
The altercation between the two leaders comes weeks after a Pentagon report which said China is ramping up nuclear and missile forces to
rival the US. China is building up its nuclear and missile forces and is
mobilizing vast resources to rival the Pentagon’s, the Defense Department said in its annual report on Chinese military power, which concluded
that the country’s armed forces in certain areas had eclipsed the US military. According to the Washington Post, the report comes as the US military shifts its focus from Middle East counterinsurgencies that have
dominated its operations for two decades toward a possible future conflict
with China and Russia, in what defense leaders have dubbed “an era of
great power competition.”
China’s armed forces, the Pentagon said, not only are acquiring sophisticated new technology and weaponry but also are overhauling their
organizational structures, as China aims to complete a military modernization by 2035 and establish a “world-class military” that can rival or exceed that of the United States by 2049. Beijing’s goal, the report says, is
then to leverage its new military might to achieve its foreign policy objectives in the Western Pacific and to assert itself globally.
In its report, the Defense Department concluded that the Chinese military was already ahead of the Pentagon in three critical areas: shipbuilding, air defenses and land-based missiles. China now has the largest
navy in the world, with an overall force of about 350 ships and submarines, compared with the US military’s approximately 293 ships. Beijing also has one of the world’s most advanced air defense systems,
comprising Russian-built S-400 and S-300 surface-to-air missile systems
as well as its own domestically produced air defenses. China has developed a robust missile force, unconstrained by any international arms control agreements, which has made it far more difficult for the United States
to defend its allies in the Asia Pacific in the event of a conflict and in particular has shifted the balance of power with neighboring Taiwan.
China has more than 1,250 ground-launch ballistic and cruise missiles
in its arsenal with ranges between 500 and 5,500 kilometers. The United
States, meanwhile, fields only one ground-launched ballistic missile, with
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a shorter range, and no ground-launched cruise missiles. Until withdrawing last year, the United States was party to the Intermediate-Range Nuclear Forces Treaty with Russia, which banned the production and
deployment of missiles with ranges of 500 to 5,500 kilometers. Since
leaving the treaty, the US military has pursued the development of a
ground-launch cruise missile, citing in particular the Chinese threat. In
addition to developing hypersonic glide vehicles, which move more than
five times the speed of sound, the Chinese have fielded missiles that appear to be particularly aimed at constraining US forces in Asia.
The Pentagon report warns that the Chinese military is advancing its
nuclear forces by developing new intercontinental ballistic missiles and
by pursuing a full triad that can launch nuclear warheads from air, land
and sea. “Over the next decade, China’s nuclear warhead stockpile —
currently estimated to be in the low 200s — is projected to at least double
in size as China expands and modernizes its nuclear forces,” the report
said, publicly estimating the number of China’s operational nuclear warheads for the first time. The report also said unspecified developments
in 2019 “suggest that China intends to increase the peacetime readiness
of its nuclear forces by moving to a launch-on-warning (LOW) posture
with an expanded silo-based force.”
A country that adopts a “launch on warning” posture, which the United
States maintains with its intercontinental ballistic missile silos, reserves
the right to launch nuclear weapons immediately upon detecting an incoming attack. China previously has said it will retaliate with nuclear
weapons only after being struck, in what is known as a “no first use” policy. Beijing has said it is keeping a limited nuclear arsenal for the purposes of “minimum deterrence.” However, the Pentagon report suggests
that is changing. US officials say China is moving away from its “historical
minimum deterrence posture” and entering a position where it could readily increase the size of its nuclear force.
However, Chinese officials say the Pentagon report is a figment of its
imagination. “Insatiable in its appetite for appropriations, the Pentagon
is forever fabricating threats. China being a case in point. Over the past
20 years, the Pentagon's annual report on China's military development
has been one of the ways in which Washington has contrived a China
threat. This year's report is no exception, being predictably familiar in its
fear-mongering. It is full of speculation and suppositions to support its
allegation that China's military development has "serious implications"
for global security, the official China Daily said. In an editorial, it said,
“Since its scare-mongering is so far removed from the truth and the report's purpose is to hoodwink and mislead, it comes as no real surprise
that it is full of wild conjectures and surmises.”
Analysts say the US, which has long pursued military superiority, has
embarked on a massive build-up of conventional forces and a large-scale
modernisation of its nuclear arsenal. However, China, Russia and the
rest of the world will not allow a return to US hegemony. Even if the US
decides to wage a unilateral Cold War, it stands little chance against
China, Russia and other emerging powers. The balance of military, political, economic and moral power has simply shifted too far away from it
to be reversed.
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Economics

Constraints to
Pakistan exports
Husnain Shahid

Pakistan’s exports have tumbled by around 20pc in August after increasing
by 6pc in July. Heavy rains in different parts of the country may be a factor,
but the sharp fluctuation in exports points out inefficiencies and weaknesses in the system.
The exports in August recorded a downfall of 19.5pc in dollar value
terms as compared to the same period last year. Imports also dropped by
20pc in the month. The trade deficit also shrunk by 20.6pc in August 2020,
against the same month of the previous year. Power outages, slowdown
in business activities, delays in transportation and hampering of port operations were some of the issues faced by the exporters due to unprecedented monsoon rains in the country. Despite a decline in August, some
of the products, like tractors, iron and steel, chemicals and cement, have
posted a growth of 186pc, 100pc, 90pc and 30pc respectively, in dollar
value terms, as compared to August 2019.
Pakistan hopes to increase exports to address its longstanding financial
issues. However, it has never been able to perform according to its potential. 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, prepared in collaboration with
the World Bank Group’s country office, says market frictions such as regulatory obstacles and lack of information transparency put up to $7b of the
untapped export potential at risk — especially for small businesses looking
to trade more across borders.
“There is great scope for the government of Pakistan to streamline
processes, improve quality management and work with exporters to provide consistent, transparent and timely information,” it said. 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 government 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.
The NTM Business Survey in Pakistan finds that 49pc of small enterprises and 57pc of medium-sized firms have trouble with non-tariff measures, while 54pc of large companies consider them to be burdensome.
Almost half of the challenges these firms reported stem from Pakistani
rules on matters such as export inspections, tax refunds, and export certification. These 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.
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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 companies that
export manufactured goods face problems. Conformity assessment 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 accounting 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 manufactured goods,
and one-third of agriculture. Large firms (52pc) face more problems with domestic export regulations than small and medium-sized businesses (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 remaining 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 facilities 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
instance, 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 procedures, provide facts
about relevant agencies, port authorities, and customs.
Finally, Pakistani trade regulations and processes must be streamlined
to facilitate exports. A policy rethink is needed on advance payment restrictions on raw material imports and processes involving the duty drawback scheme. Export inspection processes at the customs also should be
improved. The government should act upon the guidelines to improve exports of the country.
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Opinion

The fundamental political
problem of Pakistan
Raza Khan

Of late, the opposition parties of Pakistan have declared the long military
rule of the past and a “parallel” government as the root-cause of all problems faced by the country. On the other hand, the ruling party has been
calling “pervasive corruption” and “injustice” as the fundamental causes of
multidimensional issues challenging the state. Whether it is the direct military rule, a parallel government, financial corruption or injustice, all of
these are contributing to a chaotic state of affairs in the country and society.
The root-cause of the multifaceted issues of the state and society in Pakistan lies somewhere else.
The military has ruled the country for decades in the past but primarily
the people did not have much issue with it. Only there was commotion and
resultant low-level agitation from the people in Pakistan during the military
rules (importantly not against the military rule), when there was a price
hike of staple commodities. There was hardly any worthwhile protest by a
significant number of people in Pakistan against the military rule in the
country. There have been many reasons for the disinterest on part of the
people for the restoration of democracy. The foremost has been the widespread illiteracy, low standards of education and almost non-existent political education of a majority of people. This, in turn, has been because of
the prevalent social system in the country. The fundamental features of
our social system have been ultra-conservativeness, authoritarian social
attitudes, profound ignorance of the civilized structures of power and a
self-centred and extremely narrow worldview of everything, including politics. People respect the traditional system of authority. They have least
understanding of self-rule or democracy and thus a democratic culture
cannot flourish in society, having large-scale pervasive consequences for
the political arena. So if the military has ruled directly in Pakistan or has
been calling the shots behind the scenes is something that has roots in
the social structure and its dynamics. In a rigidly competitive struggle for
power in such a social set-up, only the physically powerful could have their
way and it has been more than obvious in Pakistan.
Insofar as corruption as the root-cause of most of the problems faced
by the state and society is concerned, as mentioned above, it may be true
to a certain extent. However, it is to be seen why corruption in the first instance takes place and why it becomes so widespread. We have to search
for the answer in the key characteristics of society of Pakistan. In an ultraconservative society, which is based on the patronage of kith and kin or in
other words nepotism and cronyism, meritocracy cannot take root what to
talk of its flourishing. Thus, financial and administrative corruption becomes
prevalent and it is what Pakistani society has experienced over decades.
We have institutionalized corruption because the practice is socially acceptable.
Injustice as the root-cause of all issues facing the state and society is
quite important and it is a direct consequence of the lack of meritocracy.
Again, injustice is not limited to the institutions of the state or the government but it is pervasive and ubiquitous in entire society. Look at the fundamental institution of society, family. Within the family, with no direct role
of the state or government, there is profound and institutionalized injustice.
An undeclared system of primogeniture is still very much extant in entire
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Pakistan. Whereas, females and in cases even males are discriminated
against and are not equally treated by parents. So if parents cannot treat
their children equally or let say equitably how come a state, which is the
manifestation and reflection of social realities, could be expected to treat
its citizens equally and equitably. Ideally, the state ought to treat its citizens
at least equitably. However, a state that is controlled and dominated mostly
by people, who have been dominant in their immediate and extensive families, could be expected to do it is like crying for the moon. Thus, it is proven
without doubt that whether it is the direct or indirect military rule, widespread financial corruption or injustice, these are not in isolation the rootcauses of multidimensional issues of the state and society. Nevertheless,
it must be admitted that the interactive effect of all social variables has
given birth to many crises and conflicts in the state and society of Pakistan.
Here, the role of the political leadership becomes very important. By
sensing and analysing the issues of the state and society, the political leadership comes up with solutions. However, it could only be expected from
a conscientious, visionary and unselfish political leadership. The vision
transforms into a political system which is considered a mechanism to address the multidimensional issues of the state and society by establishing
an arrangement for regulating every aspect of social life. The political system manifests itself in the shape of a constitution, which ideally must be a
contract between and among different classes, professions, genders and
every social group. We in Pakistan got the 1973 Constitution, which is
claimed to be a unanimous constitution. However, one of the surviving
members of the parliament, which passed the 1973 Constitution, Dr. Abdul
Hayee Baloch, personally told this writer that he did not sign it whereas
another member, Sardar Ghous Bakhsh Bezenjo, also did not sign it. So,
it is not a unanimous document.
Moreover, the competence of the legislative assembly to frame a constitution, which is far bigger a mandate to make laws, is very much questionable. If the leadership is visionary, conscientious and unselfish, it
comes up with a political system that overcomes crisis and conflicts of the
state and society by addressing their basic causes. Unfortunately, the parliamentary political system, based on constituency politics, has not addressed the issues and problems of the state and society, rather it has
exacerbated them. Many divisions, enmities and conflicts, preventing development in each and every sector of society, have much to do with our
political system. The fundamental weakness of the political system has incapacitated it from providing the always-needed political stability in the
country and the consequential social order. The reason was that the then
political leadership of the early 1970s considered their petty political interests paramount, rather than addressing the main problems of the people
of Pakistan. The parliamentary political system has given nothing to the
country, except crisis after crisis and, therefore, it is high-time that the intelligentsia of Pakistan seriously considered replacing it. No amount of an
opposition MPC, the PTI or PM Khan’s claims could provide relief to the
people but only a change of the parliamentary political system, no matter
who is in the saddle on who is in the opposition.
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Nawaz Sharif
crosses ‘red lines’
Raza Khan

The address of former Prime Minister Nawaz Sharif to a recently-held opposition Multiparty Conference (MPC) seemingly is an all-out war against
the country’s military establishment as he outspokenly declared that his
party’s struggle was not against the sitting government of Prime Minister
Imran Khan but against the forces which brought him to power.
According to former Prime Minister Nawaz Sharif, there is “a state
above the state” in the country, clearly referring to the military establishment. He said that once there used to be a “state within the state” but today
there was a “state above the state.” Referring to the multidimensional issues of the country, he said, “This parallel government illness is the rootcause of our problems.” He made his speech through video-link from
London, where he has been living for the last many months on health
grounds. He was released by the Pakistan Tehreek-e-Insaf (PTI) government after now proven fudged health reports that he needed extreme
healthcare which was not possible in Pakistan and he could only be taken
care of in England. However, there have been reports that Nawaz Sharif
has been quite well and healthy and even walking and visiting hotels etc
while in London. The speech of Nawaz Sharif to the opposition MPC held
on September 20, has now unearthed an “open secret” that he is quite
well and healthy and his party, the Pakistan Muslim League-Nawaz (PMLN), concocted his medical reports to send him outside the country. Before
going abroad, the former prime minister was serving a jail term for money
laundering and possessing offshore assets without known income sources.
The speech of Nawaz Sharif was important mainly due to two reasons.
Firstly, it was made by a former three-time prime minister of Pakistan, a
feat unmatched in the country’s history. Secondly, he revealed what constraints the civilian governments faced. He said, “Either we have martial
laws in the country or a strong parallel government is created whenever
we have a civilian government.” He went on explaining: “Pakistan has been
constantly deprived of a democratic system. When it is decided before the
election process as to who will win and who will lose, it can be guessed
how the public is betrayed and how the public mandate is stolen.”
There must have been a lot of substance in the arguments of the former
premier; however, a closer look at his statement and the political history
of Pakistan reveals that he himself has been the biggest beneficiary of the
military establishment management of the political arena in the past. He
remained the prime minister thrice and each time he got elected whether
in the snap polls of 1990, 1997 or 2013, and each time the electoral
process was highly suspected. He was indubitably given complete support
by the then military establishment and former Director General of the InterServices Intelligence, the late Lt. General Hameed Gul, who on record has
admitted helping Nawaz Sharif and his PML-N win elections in 1990. It is
important to recall that in the face of a rise of former Prime Minister Benazir
Bhutto in the late 1990s, the country’s military establishment had created
a nine-party Islami Jamhoori Ittehad (IJI), led by Nawaz Sharif and his
PML-N, to help it win elections and prevent Benazir Bhutto from getting
power. However, the establishment could not stop her from winning a majority, albeit thin, in the 1988 elections but only after less than two years of
rule she was dismissed by the establishment through its handpicked Pres-
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ident Ghulam Ishaq Khan to pave the way for Nawaz Sharif to become the
prime minister in order to toe their line on foreign, defence and internal security policy.
More importantly, it was former military dictator General Zia and his
confidante and Governor of the Punjab, General Jilani, who handpicked
Nawaz Sharif and made him a minister in the Punjab out of nowhere. Then
on every occasion, he was helped and rescued by the military establishment. Despite Nawaz Sharif’s proven financial corruption and conviction
for years by the country’s Supreme Court, he was able to hoodwink the
country’s system to leave the country. It was only possible because of the
30 years long presence of the Sharif family and their PML-N supporters in
each and every institution of the state. It is now an open secret that Nawaz
Sharif’s PML-N had lost the 2013 national elections but through his connections he was able to turn the tables on the PTI of Imran Khan, which
was leading the polls, to emerge a winner. The biggest proof of it was the
late night speech of Nawaz Sharif on Election Day. It shocked everyone
as polling had ended at around 5pm and by midnight he was asking unknown people to give him a heavy mandate. So to whom he was addressing is an open secret.
In the context of the facts, the recent speech of Nawaz Sharif to the
opposition MPC is tantamount to shedding crocodile tears. Had he wanted
to limit the military or any other institution to its constitutional limits he could
have done it very easily when in power thrice. However, quite diametrically
opposite, he always connived with the powers that be to come to the saddle. Now when he has been ousted and fled the country and is at a stage
of his life that he does not have a personal political career, he has come
up with a speech which is immaterial and inconsequential. There is not
even an iota of doubt in the argument that the military or any other state
institution, except the parliament, which is supreme in the country, has no
political role. If state institutions try to control policymaking, political wisdom
of centuries of experiences and scholarship has proved that it is disastrous
for the country. There is voluminous literature on the fact that most developed countries and where the people have significantly higher satisfaction
and happiness levels have mostly been those where democracy has been
quite strong. However, democracy in the countries has not only been in
the form of elections, as has been in the case of Pakistan or many Third
World countries, but in the shape of fully blossomed democratic culture.
For it, people have to be politically aware and participating, rather than
mostly remaining silent spectators. Political parties, like the PML-N, have
contributed nothing to democratic culture in the country, rather strengthened and reinforced authoritarian structures, whether in the form of an ostensibly democratic facade or an outright military rule.
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Mortgage financing:
The key to housing
development
Muhammad Jahangir

Lack of finance is the main hurdle to the development of the housing sector in Pakistan. Most middle class and lower income groups suffer from
lack of funds. If they buy land, they have no money to build a house. This
means that Prime Minister Imran Khan’s plan of building a vibrant housing
market is not possible without developing a portfolio of mortgage finance.
The Western world had recognised the need long ago and it developed a mortgage framework. By contrast, in Pakistan out of 32 million
households, mortgage financing is availed by fewer than 100,000 borrowers. In terms of GDP, mortgage financing is less than 0.5 percent.
The situation was the same in India until 15 years ago, but now mortgage
financing is over 10 percent of the country's economic output.
The present government is sincerely trying to fill the gaps in the housing finance sector. However, one of the major impediments for banks to
go for long-term mortgage financing is the absence of matching tenure
liabilities. A bank’s maturity profile of liabilities is short term as 80 percent
of deposits are short term. Interest rates are highly volatile in Pakistan
which create a higher risk of default in the absence of fixed rate mortgages. The debt capital market is also small, with not many liquid instruments to hedge against long-term lending.
It may be mentioned here that the Pakistan Mortgage Refinancing
Company (PMRC) was formed a few years ago with funding received
from the World Bank at concessionary rates. The company has also equity investment from the Ministry of Finance and National Bank of Pakistan. Recently, the International Finance Corporation (IFC) has also
invested in the company. The PMRC is using World Bank funding of
$130-140 million along with its bilateral funding of Rs1 billion to lend to
banks and non-banking financial institutions for mortgage financing to
consumers. It is similar to the role of mortgage refinancing performed by
Fannie Mae and Freddie Mac in the US.
Available figures show that till now the PMRC has funded around
Rs11.8 billion to financial institutions, including over Rs3 billion each to
HBFC and Askari Bank. Other PMRC borrowers include JS Bank, Bank
Islami, HBL, Bank Alfalah, and a few other micro-finance institutions. It
may be noted here that the PMRC provides mortgage refinancing at a
discount to prevailing market rates, which varies with the income levels
of various classes of borrowers. With a view to encouraging mortgage finance, under the recent initiative of Naya Pakistan housing, the State
Bank of Pakistan (SBP) has issued directives to banks to maintain at
least 5 percent loan portfolio in housing finance which includes both mortgage borrowers and builders and developers.
This is sure to give a boost to mortgage instruments as the demand
will grow for PMRC refinancing, especially for Islamic finance. According
to a report, the company is planning to raise Sukuk from the market to
raise more finance. Initially, the PMRC was planning to raise Rs2 billion.
Encouraged by high demand from corporate, development finance insti-
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tutions and high net worth individuals, the PMRC has been asked to increase the issue size to Rs3.5 billion. The issue rate is fixed at 7.7 percent for three years. Since it is tax-exempt - for all but banks - the
effective bond yield translates into 10.27 percent. This is much better
than the current three-year Pakistan revaluation rate at 8.25 percent. The
issue is expected to attract both old and new investors.
It is no secret that the demand for housing mainly emanates from the
middle and upper middle-income groups. Since the buying is on a cash
basis or at 2-5-year installment plans by builders and developers, less
affluent income groups remain out of the loop. Now with affordable rates
being offered under the Naya Pakistan Housing Programme and growing
penetration of PMRC, the supply of housing for other segments of society
may increase as mortgage financing grows in volume. In the absence of
bank financing, builders and developers were financing projects through
installment plans from buyers. With no regulatory check on builders,
there was no surety of deploying buyers' money in developing projects.
There is no rating architecture for builders and there is no mechanism to
safeguards buyers' payments. There are several incidents where
builders and developers failed to deliver the project. On the other hand,
delay is a perennial problem.
As the housing sector grows, the prime need is to regulate the working of builders and developers in order to develop a trustworthy and vibrant housing market as well as a builder finance market. In this regard,
there is a consensus of opinion among experts that the establishment of
a Real Estate Regulating Agency (RERA) is a must as is the creation of
a mechanism of separate accounts for projects. To minimise the possibility of fraud and create confidence in the consumer housing finance
market, two vital steps needed are: implementation of foreclosure laws
and clarity of land titles. These are the two areas where the bulk of disputes arise.
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ADB’s depressing
prospects for Pakistan
Muhammad Jahangir

According to a report by the Asian Development
Bank, Pakistan’s economy may grow at a pace of 2pc
in the current fiscal year - the fifth lowest pace among
South Asian countries. The Asian Development Outlook – Update showed that the Maldives, which was
the worst affected by the spread of the coronavirus
pandemic, could grow at the fastest pace of 10.5pc
among eight South Asian nations. India, the second
worst affected country economically by the pandemic,
is projected to grow at a rate of 8pc in 2020-21, followed by 6.8pc growth in Bangladesh and 4.1pc in
Sri Lanka. For Pakistan, growth is forecast to recover
in the fiscal year 2020-21, as economic sentiment improves with the expected subsiding of Covid-19 and
the resumption of structural reform.
The ADB’s projections are in contrast to the government’s claim that Pakistan’s economy is recovering at the fastest pace in the region. The only three
countries that will grow at a pace lower than that of
Pakistan are Bhutan (1.7%), Afghanistan and Nepal
(1.5%). In the last fiscal year, Pakistan’s economy
had contracted 0.4pc compared with a 20.5pc contraction in the Maldives and a 9pc decline in India. The ADB’s 2pc economic
growth projection is in line with Pakistan’s growth target of 2.1pc. The ADB
said its forecast of 2pc gross domestic product (GDP) growth assumes that
Covid-19 impact will subside by the end of 2020 and the resumption of structural reform under an ongoing International Monetary Fund (IMF)’s Extended
Fund Facility to address macroeconomic imbalances.
Agriculture is expected to continue to lend impetus to GDP growth.
Growth in the industry is forecast to improve in FY21, led predominantly
by construction and small-scale manufacturing. Spurred by improved
growth in agriculture and the industry, coupled with an expected improvement in domestic demand overall, services should also contribute to
growth in the current fiscal year, according to the report. The fiscal deficit
is forecast to decline to 7pc of GDP in the current fiscal year as compared
to 8.1pc in the last fiscal year. However, the current account deficit is anticipated to widen to 2.4pc of GDP against 1.1pc in the last fiscal year. Rising food prices pushed inflation to 10.7pc in the last fiscal year, which is
now projected to slow to 7.5pc this fiscal year.
The ADB said remittances should continue to cushion the current account deficit but will likely be lower than the peak of $23.5 billion in the last
fiscal year due to “layoff of Pakistani workers overseas, in particular in the
Persian Gulf, as economic activity remains soft globally”.
“Pakistan has achieved a notable success in containing the dual health
and economic challenge presented by Covid-19,” said ADB Country Director for Pakistan, Xiaohong Yang. As the curve flattens and business activity resumes, the economy is showing signs of resilience and recovery,
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she added. Along with the GDP growth forecast, the ADB has also shared
findings of a new benchmark for determining the happiness of citizens of
different nations under the Wellness Index. The index too does not project
good health for the economy and society.
Out of 153 countries, Pakistan got a score of only 27.24, which placed
it at 149th spot. Only four nations have performed worse than Pakistan.
These are Afghanistan (23.56), Nigeria (23.75), Central African Republic
(14.17) and Chad (8.38). Gross domestic product (GDP) per capita has
been used historically as a de facto measure of a country’s success and
wellbeing. While GDP captures material wellbeing, it often does not provide a comprehensive measure of wellness. The Wellness Index created
by the Global Wellness Institute defines wellness with four pillars or dimensions - physical, intellectual, environmental and social.
The Wellness Index adopts a bottom-up approach, defining wellness
at the individual level, which distinguishes it from other aggregate measures of national wellbeing. Asian rankings show the Republic of Korea and
Singapore on top and Pakistan and Afghanistan at the bottom end. Over
one-third of the Pakistani population does not have sufficient physical activity. The ratio is 20pc in men and 43.4pc in women. The recreational
physical activity participation rate is only 13.2pc in Pakistan, which is the
lowest in the Asia-Pacific region. Lower middle-income countries, such as
India and Pakistan, face many challenges, including insufficient medical
treatment, meagre healthcare budgets typically at less than 1pc of GDP,
lack of capacity to spend funds effectively, dilapidated facilities and a critically low number of mental health professionals.
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Education

Mr. PM, education
needs practical steps,
not pledges
Rasheed Ali

Prime Minister Imran Khan, speaking at a ceremony in the federal capital
recently, said now the focus of the government would be on education and
health sectors, to come up to the people’s expectations in the real sense.
The Pakistan Tehreek-e-Insaf government had to face lots of hurdles overcoming a severe financial crisis it inherited from the previous government,
explained the premier. However, he added, as the country has been put
on the right path now, it’s time to give due attention to the most important
sectors as far as public interests are concerned.
The Prime Minister’s vision and promise has impressed people once
again. His words remind them of his maiden speech after assuming his office almost two years ago, in 2018. In his public address, he admitted that
there were over 22.5 million children out of school in the country, and mentioned the fact four times during his speech. He asked people to gauge
how much the West had been spending on the education of children.
The premier said a majority of Pakistani children were enrolled in public
schools, where education standards were highly unsatisfactory. Resultantly, many parents were forced to get their children educated in private
schools, which was a highly expensive exercise for most parents, especially the salaried class.
The Prime Minister not only diagnosed the disease but also offered
some solutions to it. He said if the population continued to rise and the
mammoth number of children continued to remain out of school, there
would be no jobs available to the uneducated Pakistanis.
Presenting his policy guidelines for reforming the sector, the premier
said he would like to see the Prime Minister’s House turned into a topclass elite research university. He said his government’s utmost effort
would be improving the provision of education in government schools, and
the government would do all to raise standards at public institutes. He
promised that the education crisis would be treated as an emergency and
his government would put out-of-school children back to schools.
How many promises made in the maiden speech have been fulfilled
so far is known to almost everyone? The premier had put the number of
out-of-school children over 22.5 million. However, latest United Nations
Children's Fund figures show that currently an estimated 22.8 million children aged 5-16 are not attending school, representing 44pc of the total
population in this age group. In the 5-9 age group, 5 million children are
not enrolled in schools and after primary-school age, the number of outof-school children doubles, with 11.4 million adolescents between the ages
of 10-14 not receiving formal education. In Sindh, 52pc of the poorest children (58pc girls) are out of school, and in Balochistan, 78pc of girls do not
go to school.
Almost 10.7 million boys and 8.6 million girls are enrolled at the primary
level and this drops to 3.6 million boys and 2.8 million girls at the lower
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secondary level.
One may present an excuse that with the passage of the 18th Amendment to the Constitution of Pakistan, education has been devolved to
provinces, and now the provincial governments are mainly responsible for
the promotion of education. But does that absolve the federal government
of all responsibilities regarding increase in the literacy rate and promotion
of education in the country? What did the Centre do to convince the federating units to take measures for education promotion under an emergency plan? And how much legislation was carried out in the provinces
where the PTI is running the show independently, or with the help of ally
parties?
According to a report published in April this year in an English-language
daily, despite a lapse of complete 10 years, no provincial government, except Sindh, has made the Right to Education (RTE) law a reality. The Article 25-A, inserted into the Constitution in April, 2010, made “free and
compulsory education” a right to all children of the age from 5 to 16 in Pakistan.
After the introduction of Article 25-A, RTE laws were a constitutional
requirement to be fulfilled by the provincial governments and the federating
units. Islamabad Capital Territory (ICT) was the first one to introduce the

According to Baela Raza Jamil, chief
executive officer Idara-e-Taleem-oAagahi, the right to education (RTE)
Acts are toothless sans the rules of
business as the laws can’t be
implemented without rules in place.
The indifference on part of elected
assemblies has rendered the
country among nations that missed
most of education-related
Millennium Development Goals
(MDGs) that retired in 2015, she
tells Cutting Edge by telephone.
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Right to Education Act in 2012, followed by Sindh in 2013, the Punjab and
Balochistan in 2014 while among provinces Khyber-Pakhtunkhwa was the
late-comer, which introduced its RTE law in 2017, seven years after the
Article 25-A became part of the Constitution of Pakistan.
The RTE laws not only define procedures whereby the governments
ensure free and compulsory education but also suggest punishments for
parents who fail to admit and keep their children in school. “If a parent fails
to admit and keep the child in a school, he may not be entitled to any subsidy or poverty targeted support of the government and the government
may recommend such a measure to the federal government or any other
body providing such subsidy or support,” reads the Punjab’s RTE law.
Similarly, under the Khyber-Pakhtunkhwa Free Compulsory Primary
and Secondary Education Act 2017, parents not admitting and keeping
their children in school could be punished with imprisonment up to one
month or fine which may extend up to Rs100 per day or with both.
“While significant efforts are evident by the political governments to
tackle the challenges of enrolment, quality and access, the definition of
the right to a free and compulsory education can only be challenged as a
right once the rules of business have been approved and implemented.”
It would be interesting to note that Prime Minister Imran Khan’s party
has been in power in the province for the last over seven years. GilgitBaltistan and Azad Jammu & Kashmir (AJK) governments are yet to introduce their respective RTE laws.
Yet another interesting fact worth a mention here is that while all four
provinces and Islamabad Capital Territory have introduced the RTE Acts,
only Sindh has so far succeeded in introducing subordinate legislation, the
rules of business. But that doesn’t make any difference that Sindh province
enacted the RTE and related rules of business. The sector is considered
the most neglected one in the province with corruption rife among its officers, lots of ghost schools as well as ghost teachers and low budgetary
allocations. The ICT has prepared the rules of business, but is yet to notify
them.
According to Baela Raza Jamil, chief executive officer Idara-e-Taleemo-Aagahi, the right to education (RTE) Acts are toothless sans the rules of
business as the laws can’t be implemented without rules in place. The indifference on part of elected assemblies has rendered the country among
nations that missed most of education-related Millennium Development
Goals (MDGs) that retired in 2015, she tells Cutting Edge by telephone.
The same year, Pakistan adopted the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development, where Sustainable Development Goals (SDG No-4) pertaining
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to education is aimed to “ensure inclusive and equitable quality education
and promote lifelong learning opportunities for all”. Baela Raza believes
that the SGD 4 could only be achieved by ensuring the implementation of
RTE laws in letter and spirit.
Keeping in view the past experiences, it is feared that the provincial
government would further delay the implementation of the RTE on the pretext of the ongoing novel coronavirus pandemic, adds the educationist.
She regrets that education has never been a priority of any government
in Pakistan, though almost all prime ministers during their times in office
declared education emergencies. She said that education seemed important in manifestos of all political parties, but in reality it did not get due attention.
Baela Raza Jamil said that some 70pc of total out-of-school children in
the country belonged to the post-primary level, for whom the government
did not establish new schools over the years. She said the governments
did not amplify its resources for education all along owing to which true
implementation of RTE laws had, indeed, become a huge challenge.
At the start of the current year, Dr. Allah Bakhsh Malik, Secretary
School Education Department Punjab, had promised that the department
would introduce the rules of business for effective implementation of the
RTE law soon. However, he retired in June this year, without fulfilling his
promise.
The province is being run by a coalition, with the PTI a major partner.
The Punjab still has the largest number of out-of-school children. In 2018,
the Punjab school enrolment drive missed its set target of enrolments by
a staggering 1.59 million. The provincial government intended to enrol
13.55 million children into various grades. As per data, it could bring only
11.95 million children – or 88.21pc, to school for the academic year.
The South Punjab region performed the worst, with Muzaffargarh leading with 135,444 children who could not be enrolled during the campaign.
Other districts that missed the target by a sizable percentage were Rahim
Yar Khan, which achieved a success of only 78.1pc, Bahawalpur with a
success rate of 78.2pc, Bahawalnagar with a success rate of 81.2pc, Rajanpur with a success rate of 81.8pc and DG Khan and Okara with success
rates of 83.3pc, and 84.7pc, respectively. Combined, the eight districts
failed to enrol over 657,000 children in school, making up 41pc of the target
missed.
Khyber-Pakhtunkhwa, being run by Prime Minister Imran Khan’s party,
still has 2.5 million out-of-school children; 63pc of total girls are out of
school and 30pc of total boys are still out of school.
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Society

Abuse of the system
Faheem Amir

There is no denying the fact that all machinery of the system,
including the judiciary, police, education, politics, society and
economy, etc. of the country support and serve the ruling elite.
Since the creation of Pakistan, the ruling elite, including politicians, feudal lords, businesspeople, religious leaders, pirs, military and civil officers, forms and implements the system just
for protecting its own interests, enhancing its own power and
controlling the poor people of Pakistan.
Apart from the ruling elite, other people of the country are
facing acute economic, health, social and security problems.
They are facing poverty, hunger, illiteracy, insecurity, a poor
law and order situation, polluted water, unhygienic food and
spurious medicines Even, children and women are not safe
from abuse and harassment across the country.
On September 9, a woman was assaulted at gunpoint on
the Lahore-Sialkot motorway. The tragic incident happened in
the presence of her three children. According to news reports,
two men raped the unfortunate woman when she was waiting
for help on the motorway after her car ran out of fuel. The incident has shaken and enraged the people of Pakistan.
Instead of accepting the failure of the police for providing
protection and security to the victim family, Lahore CCPO
Umer Sheikh questioned the victim’s choice of travelling on the motorway
without any male companion. In this way, he shrewdly tried to cover up the
failure of the state by blaming and shaming the unfortunate survivors, including three innocent children. The CCPO’s attitude is bad, unprofessional
and unacceptable as the Constitution under Article 15 gives full right of
choice and freedom of movement to every Pakistani, including women.
However, the CCPO’s remarks unmask the true face of the Punjab police
and other law enforcement agencies, which often blame the victims for
their suffering.
After a strong reaction from the people of Pakistan and the judiciary,
the CCPO has tendered an apology and taken back his callous remarks.
The Punjab police have arrested one culprit, Shafqat, while the main accused, Abid Malhi, is still at large. Unfortunately, women are considered a
lesser human being in Pakistan. According to the Global Gender Gap Report, “Pakistan is the world’s third worst country to be a woman in, ahead
of only Iraq and Yemen."
The Human Rights Watch says “a woman is raped every two hours in
Pakistan. The country has 2,937 rape cases filed in 2018 and 3,500 cases
of rape and abuse reported in 2019.” According to an NGO, "as of June
2020, some 497 child abuse cases have been reported in the newspapers.
A majority of the cases, almost 57 percent, were reported in the Punjab.
Of the rest, 32 percent were reported in Sindh, and 6 percent in Khyber
Pakhtunkhwa. More than 35 child abuse cases have been reported in Islamabad during the time, another 22 have been reported in Balochistan,
10 in Azad Jammu and Kashmir and one in Gilgit-Baltistan."
According to the report, "At least 173 children were gang-raped,
whereas there were 227 reports of attempted assault. While 38 children
were killed after they had been abused." The figures clearly manifest that
the state has utterly failed to protect children and women.
Tragically, Abid Malhi, the main culprit, had raped a woman and her
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daughter in Bahawalnagar in 2013. But, due to a corrupt and flawed police
and judicial system, he was released. It is said that not only powerful people of the area but also some corrupt persons in the police support him.
That is why he is still at large. If he had been sentenced in 2013, the motorway tragedy would have been averted.
There are many cases which show that powerful and influential people
are not punished in Pakistan. The system has allowed former Prime Minister Nawaz Sharif and President Pervez Musharraf to leave the country
even after being convicted. Shahbaz Sharif, Maryam Nawaz, Asif Ali
Zardari and Faryal Talpur are enjoying their lives outside jail. Our judicial
system has granted them bail.
Former Balochistan lawmaker Majeed Khan Achakzai, who killed traffic
warden Haji Attaullah Dashti at Quetta’s main GPO Chowk in June 2017,
has been acquitted. Sharukh Jatoi and Siraj Talpur, who were convicted in
the murder of Shahzeb, are now free. Mustafa Kanju, son of a former foreign minister, killed Zain, a 15-year-old only son of a widow, in Lahore in
front of hundreds of people. But, he is enjoying his life freely after Zain's
mother forgave him to protect her daughters.
On the other hand, many poor Pakistanis never get justice and protection. The victims of some cases, like the Lahore Model Town tragedy, Sahiwal carnage, more than 150 people, who died after using expired
medicines in the Punjab Institute of Cardiology, and hundreds of people,
including children and women, who were burnt alive in the Baldia Town
Factory in Karachi, are waiting for justice. It shows that there is no equality
of law in the country. This inequality is, in fact, a rape of the entire system.
No state can survive without the rule and equality of law.
Plato asserts: “Where law is subject to some other authority and has
none of its own, the collapse of the state is not far off; but if law is the master of the government and the government is its slave, then the situation is
full of promise and men enjoy all the blessings”.
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Opinion

American police cannot pay
their way out of this crisis
David A Love

In the United States, where hundreds of Black people fall victim to police
brutality each year, very few police officers are ever prosecuted or convicted for the violence they inflict on the communities and individuals they
are supposed to protect.
While growing calls for defunding, abolishment and total reformation of
police continue to fall on deaf ears, in an attempt to ease tensions, authorities sometimes agree to pay millions of dollars in settlements to the families of victims, or make superficial changes to the way security forces
conduct their business.
The most recent example of this practice is the $12m settlement the
city of Louisville, Kentucky agreed to pay to the family of Breonna Taylor,
a Black woman shot dead by police in a botched raid on her apartment in
March. Louisville Mayor Greg Fischer said the settlement will be accompanied by several policing reforms, such as requiring police commanders
to approve search warrants before a judicial approval, drug testing for officers and allowing social workers to assist the police.
None of the three officers that took part in the raid that led to Taylor’s
death have been indicted directly for her killing. One of the officers, Brett
Hankison, was indicted not for Taylor’s death, but for “wanton endangerment” – endangering the lives of her three neighbours, including a pregnant woman and a child, when he fired ten rounds in Taylor’s apartment.
The prosecutor, Kentucky Attorney General Daniel Cameron, said the officers were justified in using force against Taylor and protecting themselves. “Republicans will never turn a blind eye to unjust acts, but neither
will we accept an all-out assault on western civilisation,” Cameron, who is
Black, said recently at the Republican National Convention as a “proud
Republican and supporter of President Donald J Trump.”
Providing monetary compensation to the victims of police violence is
undoubtedly necessary. As is the sacking and criminal prosecution of offending officers. And the minor reforms Louisville police agreed to implement can be seen as a step in the right direction. However, these practices
– even if they one day become the norm in the handling of cases of police
brutality – are akin to placing a bandage on cancer.
Minor policy tweaks, well-meaning, but superficial, reforms, and generous monetary compensation for victims cannot sufficiently reform a system that has its roots in white supremacy and allow communities of colour
to live in peace in America.
The first police forces in the US were “slave patrols” formed to surveil
Black people and contain Black resistance. These patrols monitored plantations, stopped Black travellers and demanded they produce a permission
pass from their “master”, used violence to prevent insurrections and escapes and generally terrorised communities of colour. White men in the
South were deputised to serve on these patrols, making the subjugation
of Africans and maintenance of white supremacy a community endeavour,
motivated by fear and the need to maintain the racial and economic status
quo.
During the period of Jim Crow segregation, police and the Ku Klux Klan
worked together to terrorise and commit acts of racial violence against
African Americans. They not only worked tirelessly and in unison to uphold
racist laws and traditions, they also frequently maimed and lynched civil

October 1-15, 2020

rights activists.
And even today, after the Department of Homeland Security has
deemed white supremacists the greatest domestic terror threat to the nation, the line between law enforcement and white supremacy is still worryingly blurry.
The successors of “slave patrols” are still protective and supportive of
white militias and hate groups and they demonstrated these tendencies
during this year’s Black Lives Matter protests.
At a protest in Kenosha, Wisconsin, Kyle Rittenhouse, a 17-year-old
armed Blue Lives Matter vigilante, received words of appreciation and bottled water from police before shooting three protesters with his AR-15 style
rifle, killing two.
As the Brennan Center noted in an August 2020 report, few police
agencies prohibit white supremacist affiliations, and few officers face disciplinary action for publicly showing support for such groups. Further, there
is no federal strategy to identify white supremacist officers. “The harms
that armed law enforcement officers affiliated with violent white supremacist and anti-government militia groups can inflict on American society
could hardly be overstated,” the Brennan Center said, noting the threat to
people of colour, religious minorities, LGBTQ+ people and anti-racist activists. “Any law enforcement officers associating with these groups should
be treated as a matter of urgent concern.”
Some police unions behave like gangs and employ the rhetoric of organised crime syndicates, as they help white supremacist officers evade
accountability, resist responsibility and avoid being disciplined for their misconduct.
For example, in New York, a city and a police force that is majority Black
and brown, the police union leadership is predominantly white, suburban
and supportive of Donald Trump – a president who has supported white
nationalists, defended Kyle Rittenhouse and urged police to employ brutal
tactics against suspects in custody.
Pat Lynch, the president of the Police Benevolent Association, has
called people of colour “animals” and “mutts”, and has defended brutal officers – such as Daniel Pantaleo, who choked Eric Garner to death in 2014
during an arrest. “Unlike the Democrats, who are running in fear of the
mob in the street, President Trump has never apologised for standing up
for law and order,” Lynch said in a speech to the Republican National Convention in August, endorsing Trump for re-election. “Unlike the Democrats,
who froze in the face of rioting and looting, President Trump gives law enforcement the support and tools to put a stop to it – period, end of story.”
The Guardians Association, a Black police union, said the Trump endorsement “undermines every police officer’s ability to remain neutral and nonpartisan in the eyes of the public”.
The NYPD defended the use of military-style commemorative coins
that call the police precinct in the East Flatbush section of Brooklyn “Fort
Jah” – a reference to the Jamaican community that lives in that neighbourhood. Twitter suspended the account of the Sergeants Benevolent Association after the organisation published the arrest report and personal
information of Chiara de Blasio, daughter of New York Mayor Bill de Blasio,
after she was taken into custody for protesting.
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Middle East

The false promise of
early elections in Iraq
Hayder Al-Shakeri

In October 2019, young Iraqis took to the streets en masse to demand the
provision of essential services, proper management of the economy, an
end to the corruption of the political elites and reforms of the political system.
Despite the bloody crackdown by government forces and armed
groups, in which hundreds of protesters were killed and tens of thousands
injured, the protest movement persevered and managed to bring down the
government of Adel Abdul Mahdi. After a period of turmoil, where established political parties could not agree on a new prime minister, Iraq’s former head of the National Intelligence Service Mustafa Al-Kadhimi was
appointed to the post.
The new cabinet has promised to work on significant reforms and has
taken a series of decisions addressing economic, social and security issues. One of them was the decision to hold early elections in June 2021,
approximately a year ahead of their scheduled date – as per the demand
of the protesters. While some have welcomed the announcement, many
Iraqis are worried holding yet another election without major reforms, especially to laws that guide the electoral process, will not result in a free,
fair and transparent vote in which independent candidates or new political
forces would actually stand a chance.
In 2003, Iraqis were told they would be allowed to decide their own destiny. In 2005, a constitution was drafted which was supposed to lay the
foundations of a democratic regime and citizens were finally allowed to
vote in free elections, thus putting an end to authoritarian rule and injustice.
Or so they thought. However, what many Iraqis did not know at the time
was the ethno-sectarian muhasasa system installed in Iraq by the United
States and its allies would lead to the entrenchment of a corrupt political
elite which itself would start abusing power.
The system, which divides cabinet and parliamentary seats along sectarian lines, was set up to supposedly accommodate historically marginalised groups. However, this system ended up allowing sectarian parties
to entrench themselves and distribute among their elite government positions and state resources. The parliamentary elections that have taken
place since 2005 have not brought about the necessary change in power.
Instead, they have only served to bring illusory legitimacy to a political elite
that is increasingly corrupt, detached from the general population, and unaccountable.
The lack of change on the political scene, the deteriorating socioeconomic conditions in the country, and the growing record of electoral violations have left Iraqis disillusioned with the electoral process. The 2018
parliamentary vote saw the lowest turnout since 2005 – 44 percent. If there
is no radical change in the political set-up of the country and relevant laws,
the election planned for 2021 will probably see an even lower turnout.
When the Iraqi protests erupted in October 2019, one of the main demands quickly became the passing of legislation to curb the power of establishment parties and the de-politicisation of the Independent High
Electoral Commission (IHEC) in order to allow for fair competition at the
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polls. But changes that have been made are inadequate while existing
laws have too many loopholes or are too difficult to enforce to guarantee
fair elections.
In December 2019, the parliament voted to amend the electoral law
which now allows voters to choose individual candidates rather than party
lists and establishes voting on a district, rather than provincial level. Although the amended law was meant to curb the power of establishment
parties, protesters and experts have already criticised it for its dysfunctionality and loopholes.
For example, the borders of the electoral districts will be decided by
the same powerful parties the law is supposed to weaken. They can draw
the district map in such a way as to maintain ethno-sectarian divisions and
maximise their votes. In addition to the inadequate electoral law, there is
another piece of legislation which serves the interest of the political elites:
The political parties law. This law is supposed to regulate the sources of
funding parties can have and the amount of money they can spend on
their election campaigns.
Most establishment parties easily circumvent it by hiding their actual
budgets and receive financial support from abroad in contravention of its
provisions. Apart from that, powerful politicians regularly use government
resources from the ministries and government institutions they run to fund
their political parties. Thus, independent candidates cannot stand a chance
against political groups that have both private funding and institutional support at hand.
An even bigger problem is some parties have their own well-established armed units despite the fact that they are illegal by law. These militias are serving their political interests and are often used to threaten
political opponents. This has rendered any independent political engagement – be it organising protests or trying to put together an independent
party – a potentially life-threatening endeavour.
This was clearly illustrated in the recent wave of murders targeting outspoken activists, advocates and political analysts. The armed wings of establishment parties have been accused of committing these murders. The
fact that there have been no serious attempts to hold the perpetrators to
account, only timid statements by those in power, suggests whoever is
carrying out the assassinations has powerful backers within the government.
If elections are held in Iraq under the same conditions again with no
significant reforms and without proper protection for independent candidates to run unimpeded, the results will be no different than in previous
polls. They will reaffirm the power of the establishment parties. These are
the same people who criticised Saddam Hussein’s dictatorship but ended
up reinstating it under the guise of democracy.
The only way forward for Iraq is through broad reforms that establish
accountability and transparency. The political and electoral systems have
to be amended in a way that enables independent candidates to run on
an equal footing with the elites under the rule of law.
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Pandemic

The little talked about
side-effects of COVID-19
Jan Egeland

In March, it was predicted that the 70 million people fleeing violence and
persecution across the world would be hit hardest by the coronavirus pandemic. We underestimated the impact of the disease. Its knock-on effects
are proving more devastating than the virus itself.
This week, the Norwegian Refugee Council, published a report, Downward Spiral, showing that the world’s most vulnerable communities are
facing a quadruple crisis because of the COVID-19 pandemic: a health crisis, a hunger crisis, a homelessness crisis and an education crisis.
Based on research across 14 countries, including a survey of 1,400
refugees and crisis-affected people, we found a staggering 77 percent had
lost their jobs or income since the start of the pandemic. The economic
shock to already vulnerable communities is pushing them further into destitution. For a Syrian refugee living in Lebanon’s Bekaa Valley, or a Yemeni
mother forced to flee her home because of air raids, even a small loss of
income can be devastating.
Most seriously, a hunger pandemic is looming. The World Food Programme warned in June that the number of people severely hungry could
soar from 146 million to 270 million by the end of the year. The report found
that 73 percent of people surveyed had had to cut meals for themselves
or their families. These are people already facing food crises because of
conflict, or natural phenomena like droughts or plagues of locusts.
Many people in conflict countries say they are more afraid of the hunger
crisis brought on by COVID-19 than they are of being killed by the disease
itself. The unfolding crisis of homelessness is another side-effect of the
coronavirus. Seventy-one percent of respondents said they had difficulty
paying rent or other basic housing costs. Many reported having been
evicted since March. These are people who have already had to flee violence and persecution, some multiple times.
A refugee mother of six in Uganda was evicted because she owed $555
for four months’ rent arrears. She had been unable to gather enough
money to cover her rent since the pandemic hit. The money that kept her
head above water – remittances from family working in Australia – came
to a halt. Her situation is dire but, sadly, not unique.
Another consequence of the loss of income for displaced people is that
their children are even less likely to go to school. At least a third of the
world’s schoolchildren – 463 million children globally – were unable to access remote learning when COVID-19 shuttered their schools, according
to UNICEF. Three in four respondents who had children said they were
less likely to send them to school because of their current economic situation, brought on by COVID-19. The right of these children to go to school
and their future prospects are being undermined. For those children who
relied on school meals for their nutritional needs, hunger also looms.
It is understandable that countries look inward and prioritise their citizens during a moment of such global uncertainty. Rich countries have
raced to protect their people from the disease and expand social safety
nets as well as support businesses. Unfortunately, these are not options
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for countries like Afghanistan or Yemen.
But COVID-19 is also a reminder that humanity’s problems do not stop
at borders. Every part of the world has been affected by the virus, and the
same is true for its economic impacts. Inward-looking policies will not solve
global, interconnected problems. Quick and decisive global action is required to stem the growing catastrophe that crisis-affected communities
are facing. The G20 countries will convene in Saudi Arabia in November.
They should take three concrete actions to improve the lives of millions
being hammered by the economic impacts of the pandemic:
First, they must commit to fully fund the United Nations COVID-19 humanitarian aid appeals for both 2020 and 2021. This year’s $10b appeal
is currently only 26-percent funded. Rich G20 and OECD nations invested
$11 trillion in stimulus packages to save their economies, that is 100 times
what aid organisations need to help the world’s poorest.
Second, G20 leaders must agree a comprehensive debt-relief plan for
conflict-affected and refugee-hosting nations. Even the World Bank has
said there needs to be broader international action than its existing loans
and grants and those by other financial institutions. The G20 made this
happen during the 2007 financial crisis. It must do it again for today’s unprecedented human crisis.
Finally, G20 leaders must call for extending social protection for vulnerable communities. Displaced children, women and men are often discriminated against and stigmatised, excluded from services and the labour
market. The governments hosting them must include them in economic
response plans and social safety nets; they must protect them from eviction. And the governments without the resources to do this must get support from those better off.
The Riyadh gathering is a unique opportunity for the world’s powers to
show international solidarity towards protecting the world’s most vulnerable
people against the impacts of COVID-19. It requires not only a recognition
of the problem but real political leadership to address it.
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Egypt’s rising digital
authoritarianism
Marwa Fatafta

An appeals court upheld the three-year sentence of Manar Samy, a young
Egyptian woman charged with “inciting immorality and debauchery” for
posting TikTok videos. Earlier, the appeal hearing of two other young female TikTok influencers, Haneen Hossam and Mawada al-Adham, who
were sentenced to two years in prison on similar charges, was postponed.
All three women have been charged under Egypt’s draconian cybercrime law. If the Economic Appeals Court in Cairo does not overturn the
absurd sentences of Hossam and al-Adham, this would mean this law,
which was originally designed to silence journalists and political activists,
has now been turned against ordinary, apolitical people.
Dangerously vague and overly broad legislation forms part of the wide
toolkit for digital authoritarianism that violates internationally-recognised
human rights principles in Egypt. They are putting women and members
of feminist and LGBTQ communities at a growing risk of persecution.
For decades, the Egyptian authorities have been on a warpath of censorship and repression of human rights activists and political dissidents.
In recent years, the government has tightened its control over what Egyptians say and do online, passing an arsenal of repressive laws in the name
of “protecting national security” and “fighting terrorism”. This includes the
counterterrorism law of 2015, the go-to tool for prosecuting activists and
human rights defenders.
The next step towards all-encompassing control of online spaces came
in 2018 with the adoption of two more draconian laws: The media regulation law, which gives authorities more power to block and censor online
media – including influencers with more than 5,000 followers – and the cybercrime law.
It is under this law that Samy, Hossam, al-Adham, and a number of
other influencers have been charged in criminal cases for posting videos
on TikTok. Most of these young women are from a lower socioeconomic
class who are easy prey for prosecution, as they have few resources and
no connections to defend themselves in court.
For expressing themselves on TikTok, Hossam and al-Adham were
each sentenced to two years in prison in July and handed a colossal fine
of 300,000 Egyptian pounds (close to $19,000). Samy received three years
in prison, was ordered to pay the same exorbitant fine, and had bail set at
20,000 Egyptian pounds ($1,250), forcing her mother to sell home appliances to raise funds.
These sentences and fines are disproportionately punitive, but this is
not the only reason they are significant. As noted by Egyptian law and
technology organisation Masaar, the TikTok cases are among the first in
which the cybercrime law has been used since it was passed in 2018.
What happens in the courtroom with Hossam and al-Adham will set a
precedent for future prosecutions under the law.
According to the Egyptian government, the internet is an incubator of
“forces of evil”, and therefore must be closely monitored. In November
2019, the public prosecutor set up a surveillance and analysis unit to spy
on internet users, to watch what Egyptians say and do on social media
platforms like TikTok.
The public prosecution hyperbolically described its mission as address-
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ing the “potential dangers threatening our youth via digital platforms, which
are not subject to any sort of supervision”. As they began to arrest TikTok
influencers, the office of the public prosecutor stated Egypt now has, in
addition to land, sea, and air, a new, fourth “cyberborder” – “one that necessitates the introduction of radical changes to the legislative policy as
well as the administrative and judicial controls,” and which needs “full deterrence and prudence in protecting them, just as any other border.”
Pursuing an agenda of protecting “social and family values”, prosecutors have been swift to spy on, arrest, and prosecute Egyptian women for
expressing themselves online. Yet at the same time, they have chosen not
to investigate online reports of rape and assault. The TikTok cases
emerged almost around the same time Egyptian women started to share
online stories of violence they have faced.
In the most prominent instance, women’s reports of a violent Fairmont
Hotel gang rape sent shockwaves through Egypt in July. The public prosecution ignored the constant calls by women and campaigners to investigate the case. When it finally took action, it also decided to detain three
key female witnesses. These courageous women are now facing charges
of inciting debauchery, drug use, and attempting to damage the image of
the Egyptian state.
Egypt’s pro-state outlets pursued an aggressive smear campaign
against them, disseminating their private information and videos online.
These outlets reframed the rape allegedly perpetrated by privileged young
Egyptian men into a story of parties and “perverts”.
These arrests and the repressive media environment are curbing free
expression, instilling fear of reprisal and stigmatisation among women and
the feminist and LGBTQ communities in Egypt. People are shutting down
social media accounts and online solidarity groups in fear of further crackdowns.
Women are forced to think twice before using the internet to get the
truth out. As one female activist told The Guardian: “We went from being
very proud to being terrified in a matter of a few hours. I’m afraid there will
be more absurd arrests – it seems like they’re taking people to scare us
into silence. The message from the state is: ‘You wanted a women’s revolution – this is what it looks like.'”
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Your View
Pakistani Hindus death

Leadership and technocrats
Democracy in Pakistan has failed to deliver as it ignored the sine qua non of Aris-

The death of 11 Pakistani Hindus in Jodhpur, India,

totelian demokratia. The sine qua non was honesty, merit, nationalism, a spirit of

under mysterious circumstances must be raised by Pak-

sacrifice, corruption-free public services, and the welfare of the masses. History

istan forcefully with India and at various international

shows that demokratia (the power of the people) has always been an ideal sys-

platforms.

tem. No system, including ochlocracy (mobocracy), could ever diminish the power

The alleged killing of innocent Pakistani Hindus by

of the governing elites. Although the goal of democracy was to equalise citizens,

India’s ultranationalist right-wing elements can easily be

yet the equal citizen, as enshrined in the golden words of our constitution, remains

attributed to the RSS-BJP regime’s stated hostility to-

a myth. The demokratia envisioned opportunities of political participation for larger

wards Pakistan. The circumstantial evidence makes it

proportions of the population and across-the-board accountability. But German so-

abundantly clear that the Indian state has failed to act

ciologist Robert Michels’ law of oligarchies precluded popular participation in

to prevent the circumstances that led to the unfortunate

democracy. A handful of legislators exercised brute power forcing Noam Chomsky

death of the Pakistani citizens. This is an unambiguous

to call even American public a “bewildered herd”. Aristotle would rejoice in the

breach of international obligations and is a wrongful act

grave to see both, Pakistan’s National Assembly and the Senate, being populated

committed by India against the Pakistani nationals.

by the rich. One member ostentatiously wore Louis Moinet “Meteoris” wrist watch,

Pakistan should invoke the principle of state responsi-

worth about Rs460 million. Another, with a capacity to shut down the whole coun-

bility and demand full reparation for the injury, both ma-

try, lives in a 30-kanal house. No government ever took any legislative steps to

terial and moral, from India. In this regard, our foreign

equalise citizens in access to education, healthcare, housing and jobs. No govern-
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tional obligations. We must knock at the door of relevant

dustrial robber baron). Michels stated that the raison d’etre of representative

international institutions in order to ensure speedy jus-
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tice to the aggrieved families. Pakistan must act with ut-

cal Parties, he postulated the inevitable iron law of oligarchy. To him, representa-

most urgency to help the aggrieved families.

tive democracy is a façade, legitimising the rule of a particular elite. According to

Muhammad Ali

this “iron law”, democracy and large-scale organisation are incompatible. The rule

Okara

by an elite, or oligarchy, is an inevitable upshot of “tactical and technical necessities” of democratic organisations.All organisations eventually come to be run by a
“leadership class”, which often functions as a paid administrator, executive,
spokesperson or political strategist. Far from being “servants of the masses”, the

Closing schools

“leadership class”, rather than the organisation’s membership will inevitably domi-

In the midst of coronavirus, the decision to reopen schools

nate the organisation’s power structures. They control access to information, with

and educational institutes was not the walk in the park. As

little accountability. They manage to centralise their power, as masses (rank-and-

schools and colleges reopened, there was a rapid rise in

file members) are apathetic, and indifferent to their organisation’s decision-making
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opening of schools for junior sections and ordered the seal-

within that group, elected or otherwise. Democratic attempts to hold leadership po-

ing of classrooms and institutions so that a second wave

sitions accountable are bound to fail. The oligarchy has power to reward loyalty,

does not destroy Pakistan’s arduous efforts to curb the

gag dissent and influence members (masses).The iron law of oligarchy smacks of

spread of novel coronavirus. While we all know the research

ideas in The Theory and Practice of Oligarchical Collectivism, a fictional book in

that the spread of the virus among children is low, reopening

the dystopian novel Nineteen Eighty-Four by George Orwell. Throughout recorded

schools against the backdrop of lowering Covid-19 cases

time, and probably since the end of the Neolithic Age, there have been three kinds

was a pragmatic step. With below-the-mark Internet connec-

of people in the world, the high, the middle, and the low. The examples of Lee

tions, online learning was not much of a help.

Kuan Yew in Singapore, Mahathir Mohamad in Malaysia, Deng Xiaoping and Xi

However, the threat of the coronavirus is still there. If the

Jinping in China, Park Chung-hee in Korea illustrate how high visionary leaders

government wishes to curb the spread of the virus with the

backed by a strong central government can rapidly transform nations. What mat-

same success it demonstrated in the last few months, it

ters is leadership backed up with a technocratic coterie, in the presidential or par-

needs to act once again proactively and prudently. This can

liamentary system, both being otherwise flawed. However, perhaps the people in a

only be achieved if testing is increased to the level of testing

referendum are the best to judge which system to choose.

we conducted when the virus was at its peak.
Amjed Jaaved
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Phosphine gas found in Venus’ atmosphere
may be ‘a possible sign of life’

Seven footprints may be the oldest evidence
of humans on the Arabian Peninsula

Lisa Grossman

Bruce Bower

Venus’ clouds appear to
contain a smelly, toxic gas
that could be produced by
bacteria, a new study suggests. Chemical signs of
the gas phosphine have
been spotted in observations of the Venusian atmosphere,
researchers
report. Examining the atmosphere in millimeter wavelengths of light showed
that the planet’s clouds appear to contain up to 20 parts per billion of phosphine — enough that something must be actively producing it, the researchers say. If the discovery holds up, and if no other explanations for the
gas are found, then the hellish planet next door could be the first to yield
signs of extraterrestrial life — though those are very big ifs. “We’re not saying
it’s life,” says astronomer Jane Greaves of Cardiff University in Wales. “We’re
saying it’s a possible sign of life.” Venus has roughly the same mass and size
as Earth, so, from far away, the neighboring planet might look like a habitable
world. But up close, Venus is a scorching hellscape with sulfuric acid rain
and crushing atmospheric pressures. Still, Venus might have been more hospitable in the recent past. And the current harsh conditions haven’t stopped
astrobiologists from speculating about niches on Venus where present-day
life could hang on, such as the temperate cloud decks. “Fifty kilometers
above the surface of Venus, the conditions are what you would find if you
walk out of your door right now,” at least in terms of atmospheric pressure
and temperature, says planetary scientist Sanjay Limaye of the University of
Wisconsin–Madison, who was not involved in the new study. The chemistry
is alien, but “that’s a hospitable environment for life.” Previous work led by
astrochemist Clara Sousa-Silva at MIT suggested that phosphine could be
a promising biosignature, a chemical signature of life that can be detected in
the atmospheres of other planets using Earth-based or space telescopes.

Footprints discovered at
what was once a rain-fed
lake in Saudi Arabia’s
Nefud Desert suggest
that humans on the move
made a pit stop there
more than 100,000 years
ago.
The seven human footprints are likely the oldest evidence of Homo sapiens on the Arabian Peninsula, a new study finds. Dating sediment from above and below the foot
impressions places them around 112,000 to 121,000 years old, researchers
report. The previous oldest evidence of humans in the region dates to at
least 86,000 years ago. Elsewhere in Saudi Arabia, researchers have found
stone tools like those made by African H. sapiens that date to around
125,000 years ago, raising the likelihood that the newly discovered footprints
were made by humans.
Ancient H. sapiens groups likely used the site, known as Alathar, as a watering hole and place to forage for food in surrounding grasslands, say biologist Mathew Stewart of the Max Planck Institute for Chemical Ecology in
Jena, Germany and colleagues. Sediment analyses suggest ancient people
reached the lake during a dry stretch when the region’s rivers and lakes
were shrinking. Other finds at the site dating to the same period include 107
camel footprints and 43 elephant footprints. Those impressions were made
by herds of juvenile and adult animals, the scientists say. Fossils eroding
out of footprint-bearing sediment included remains of elephants and large
gazelles called oryxes, but not humans.
Although humans might have hunted at the lake, the researchers found no
stone tools or animal bones bearing butchery marks. Ancient people probably stopped briefly at Alathar, perhaps while following herds of elephants
or other creatures through the region, the researchers say.
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Colleges and universities: The new COVID-19 hot spots
Debbie Koenig
Of nearly 3,000 colleges and universities being tracked by The College Crisis
Initiative, just over one-quarter are having most classes in person. And yet,
once schools began to reopen in even a limited fashion, numerous COVID19 outbreaks followed. More than 61,000 positive cases have been discovered on campuses since late August.
It’s not like schools didn’t plan for COVID. Some created computer models
they believed would predict the spread. The University of Illinois invested
over $6 million on an aggressive initiative that included twice-weekly rapid
testing for students and faculty and compulsory masks. But after just 2 weeks
of classes, the school found more than 700 cases on campus. In response,
for the next 2 weeks, the administration restricted undergraduate students to
their residences except for essential activities. Illinois is far from alone in being
forced to change gears. College towns account for 19 of the top 25 hot spots
in the U.S. Each school is adjusting in its own way: At Michigan State University in Lansing, students were asked to self-quarantine after parties led to
what Ingham County Health Officer Linda S. Vail called an “exponential
growth” of cases in the county.
In late August, North Carolina State University in Raleigh moved all classes
online and, less than a week later, it closed all dorms after finding 24 clusters
of cases. After testing uncovered more than 2,200 positive cases since August, the University of Wisconsin-Madison suspended in-person classes.
More than half of fraternity and sorority houses are under quarantine, as are
over one-third of students living in dorms. “They missed what was right in
front of their eyes: College-age students do a lot of risky, reckless things,”
says Laurence Steinberg, PhD, a professor of psychology at Temple Univer-

sity in Philadelphia and one of the world's leading experts on adolescence.
“Going to parties, frat houses -- it’s not like they weren’t doing this before.
The question was, why would you think they’d stop doing it?”
Research shows that the college years are when people are most likely to
engage in risky behavior. That could explain why some students have behaved in a way models didn’t predict -- they’ve continued to socialize despite
clear warnings and restrictions. Northeastern University in Boston dismissed
11 students who had gathered in one room. Videos posted online showed
students at the University of Kansas and Florida State flouting social distancing guidelines at large off-campus parties.

Sore jaws, cracked teeth COVID-19 collateral damage
Kathleen Doheny
Stella Acosta is one of those patients a dentist loves. Even with a busy schedule, she never missed her every-3-month dental cleaning, a schedule she
and her dentist decided was best to prevent problems.
But that was before the pandemic. "I was due to go in when COVID hit," says
Acosta, 61, of Seal Beach, CA, a CPA who also teaches accounting at California State University, Fullerton. Then, in mid-March, the American Dental
Association recommended dental offices close for all but emergency and urgent care, and that included Acosta's dentist. She was taking it all in stride - or so she thought -- until her tooth grinding, which has been a minor issue,
suddenly became major. "I noticed more pain in my jaw area," she says.
Then, one by one, as she was eating, three teeth cracked. "Two actually
broke in half," she says.
She will see her dentist to start tooth repair and to get measured for a mouthguard to lessen the grinding, which can lead to cracked teeth. While the
American Dental Association hasn't done a survey to verify an increase in
dental problems since the pandemic started, reports of pandemic-related dental problems are common, and sales of mouthguards to prevent people from
grinding their teeth are up. "We can defer care for a while, but deferred care
becomes critical care at some point. The bacteria don't know there is a pandemic," says Matthew Messina, DDS, a consumer advocate for the American
Dental Association and an assistant professor of dentistry at the Ohio State
University College of Dentistry, Columbus.
A combination of delayed care and stress have led some dentists to see
cracked teeth, sore jaws, and cavities, dentists say. Stress can affect teeth,
says Laurence Rifkin, DDS, a cosmetic and restorative dentist in Beverly Hills,
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CA, who treats Acosta. Rifkin says he's noticed more of his patients coming
in with cracked teeth in the past few months. More are also complaining of
sore jaws, he says, perhaps from clenching or grinding.
New York prosthodontist Tammy Chen, DDS, wrote in the New York Times
recently that she's seen ''more tooth fractures in the last six weeks than in
the previous six years." On a bad day, she sees more than six patients with
the problem, she writes. Besides delayed care and stress, Messina blames
lax oral hygiene for some of the dental issues.
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The Roads Not Taken

Rocks

Pamela Hutchinson

Beth Webb

The Roads Not Taken reunites
trailblazing British feminist director Sally Potter with Elle
Fanning, the star of her brilliant
study of female friendship in
the age of nuclear angst, Ginger & Rosa. This new film is
further proof that the director and star have found a precious harmony
with each other. Fanning’s performance scorches the screen as she
plays Molly, a young woman caring for her father Leo (Javier Bardem),
a Mexican writer who is experiencing very distressing symptoms of dementia. Molly is torn between her deep love for her father — she takes
tangible delight in his company — and her growing exhaustion. It’s a
very modern portrait of a working woman on the brink of burnout. Although the subject and style are different, The Roads Not Taken is as
precise and contained in form as Potter’s last film, 2017’s The Party,
which played out a disastrous dinner party in black and white. This film
is shot in colour, for one thing, with cinematographer Robbie Ryan
modulating three different palettes for each timeline and alternately
finding escape and claustrophobia in the widescreen frame. Still, this
is a starkly simple story, told with economy and emotional impact in
fewer than 90 minutes. When Molly goes to collect Leo from his Brooklyn apartment, he’s too out of it to answer the doorbell. She cajoles
and drags him to medical appointments, with a detour to the hospital
and a clothes shop.

Nocturnal
Christina Newland
In Nathalie Biancheri’s
moody debut feature, a
teenage girl, Laurie
(Lauren Coe), realises
that
thirtysomething
Pete (Cosmo Jarvis) is
watching her through
the school gates. And
instead of shying away, she decides to make friends with this total
stranger, calling him out provocatively for his weird behaviour. Jarvis plays
Pete, a local handyman, with an unnerving, watchful stare, but when you
scratch the surface, there’s something vulnerable beneath. Dramatic and
nerve-prickling, Nocturnal flips expectations of relationship dynamics, age
gaps, and the increasing discomfort of the audience. No-one is what you
think at first glance. The first half is compelling, leaning mainly on an anguished, slow-burn performance from Jarvis. With his bulky frame and liquid brown eyes — not to mention a sort of inarticulate charisma that recalls
Method actors of times past — he holds the entire conceit together. Were
it not for his depth of feeling, his character could be written off as a garden-variety creep. But his intentions are not what they first appear, and
Laurie’s expectations — and growing affection for the older man — prove
to be the undoing of their dynamic. Unfortunately, the clever turn that the
narrative takes is also eventually its weakness; after its reveal, you have
a less interesting film. As soon as the central ambiguity fades away, the
prescriptive nature of the central relationship between Pete and Laurie
means there are few places for Nocturnal’s narrative to go.
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Rare and joyful are the
times when you stumble
across a film that simply
can’t be bottled. Where
the filmmakers, through
the act of really listening
to a story and committing
to telling it through the
right voices, can make a
film with such life-altering capabilities that it outshines the work of its
more polished, prestigious peers by light years. A film of such calibre is
Rocks, a loving ode to friendship in the capital. It's scripted by prize-winning East London playwright Theresa Ikoko and Claire Wilson in collaboration with its young cast and local teenagers, and directed by Sarah
Gavron. Shola (Bukky Bakray) is Rocks, a British-Nigerian aspiring
make-up artist in her final year of secondary school, who earned her
nickname through fighting off the bullies of her best friend Sumaya
(Kosar Ali). At home, she secretly cares for her seven-year-old brother
Emmanuel (D’angelou Osei Kissiedu) after her mum takes off once
again, leaving the pair to fend for themselves (“Going away to clear my
head!” reads the crumpled note left with a paltry food allowance). “Not
everyone is cut out for motherhood,” Rocks’ grandmother — her only remaining family — says kindly over a crackly phone line from her home
in Lagos. The sentiment is not shared on the other end of the call.
There’s always a rightful furrow of brow when a white filmmaker’s name
is seen steering a film about kids of varying ethnicities.

The Eight Hundred
Ian Freer
Currently sitting as the secondhighest-grossing film around the
world in 2020 (just behind Bad
Boys for Life), The Eight Hundred is filmmaking on the
grandest scale. Guan Hu’s film
is the first Chinese production to
be shot completely with digital
IMAX cameras and the director uses every inch of the frame to dramatise
a rear-guard action by the Chinese Nationalist Army to defend a symbolically important warehouse from the invading Japanese troops. In essence,
The Eight Hundred is as much a siege movie as a war movie, a plucky ragtag band of 800 soldiers versus a huge, weaponised army, and it delivers
brilliantly crafted if often relentless moviemaking. The screenplay by Guan
and Ge Rui charts the action over four days. Day one is a stunningly choreographed blitzkrieg of action captured by Guan’s sinewy camera moves,
be it a mustard-gas frenzy (soldiers piss on towels and cover their mouths
to stay safe) or a surprise attack from half-naked Japanese commandos
who enter the warehouse through the sewers. Day two sees the ante upped
as the Japanese, embarrassed by their failed first onslaught, pledge to take
control of the warehouse in just three hours. The third day charts the heroic
act of Yang Huimin (Tang Yixin), who wrapped the Chinese national flag
around herself and swam across the river to deliver it to the beleaguered
troops. What follows is a valiant attempt to raise the flag on the roof of the
warehouse as a final act of defiance and patriotism.
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Big Debt Crises

Be Extraordinary

Ray Dalio

Jennifer Wild

For the 10th anniversary of the 2008 financial crisis, one of the world's most
successful investors, Ray Dalio, shares
his unique template for how debt crises
work and principles for dealing with them
well. This template allowed his firm,
Bridgewater Associates, to anticipate
events and navigate them well while others struggled badly. As he explained in
his #1 New York Times Bestseller, Principles: Life & Work, Dalio believes that
most everything happens over and over
again through time so that by studying
their patterns one can understand the cause-effect relationships behind
them and develop principles for dealing with them well. In this 3-part
research series, he does that for big debt crises and shares his template in the hopes of reducing the chances of big debt crises happening
and helping them be better managed in the future. The template comes
in three parts: 1) The Archetypal Big Debt Cycle (which explains the
template), 2) 3 Detailed Cases (which examines in depth the 2008 financial crisis, the 1930's Great Depression, and the 1920's inflationary
depression of Germany's Weimar Republic), and 3) Compendium of
48 Cases (which is a compendium of charts and brief descriptions of
the worst debt crises of the last 100 years). Whether you're an investor,
a policy maker, or are simply interested, the unconventional perspective
of one of the few people who navigated the crises successfully, Principles for Navigating Big Debt Crises will help you understand the economy and markets in revealing new ways.

The Malta Exchange
Steve Berry
The pope is dead. A conclave to select his
replacement is about to begin. Cardinals
are beginning to arrive at the Vatican, but
one has fled Rome for Malta in search of
a document that dates back to the 4th
century and Constantine the Great.
Former Justice Department operative,
Cotton Malone, is at Lake Como, Italy, on
the trail of legendary letters between Winston Churchill and Benito Mussolini that
disappeared in 1945 and could re-write
history. But someone else seems to be
after the same letters and, when Malone
obtains then loses them, he’s plunged into a hunt that draws the attention of the legendary Knights of Malta. The knights have existed for over
nine hundred years, the only warrior-monks to survive into modern
times. Now they are a global humanitarian organization, but within their
ranks lurks trouble — the Secreti — an ancient sect intent on affecting
the coming papal conclave. With the help of Magellan Billet agent Luke
Daniels, Malone races the rogue cardinal, the knights, the Secreti, and
the clock to find what has been lost for centuries. The final confrontation
culminates behind the walls of the Vatican where the election of the next
pope hangs in the balance.
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Some people can get over anything. Doctors
diagnose them with a rare form of cancer and
they recover. They are viciously attacked and
blinded yet pull through to start a successful
business improving other people's lives.
They survive injury in the military, and campaign across the country to raise awareness
about the emotional difficulties linked to combat service. These people bounce back from
horrendous trauma that would emotionally
and physically cripple most people. They
flourish with renewed resolve to face any
problem with grace and ease.

Moth Smoke
Mohsin Hamid
In Lahore, Daru Shezad is a junior banker
with a hashish habit. When his old friend Ozi
moves back to Pakistan, Daru wants to be
happy for him. Ozi has everything: a beautiful wife and child, an expensive foreign education - and a corrupt father who bankrolls
his lavish lifestyle. As jealousy sets in,
Daru's life slowly unravels. He loses his job.
Starts lacing his joints with heroin. Becomes
involved with a criminally-minded rickshaw
driver. And falls in love with Ozi's lonely wife.
But how low can Daru sink? Is he guilty of
the crime he finds himself on trial for?'A vivid portrait of contemporary young
Pakistani life, where frustration and insecurity feed not only the snobbery,
decadence and aspirations of the rich, but also the resentment of the poor.

The Garden of Lost and Found
Harriet Evans
Liddy Horner discovers her husband,
the world-famous artist Sir Edward
Horner, burning his best-known painting
The Garden of Lost and Found days before his sudden death. Nightingale
House was the Horner family's beloved
home - a gem of design created to inspire happiness - and it was here Ned
painted The Garden of Lost and Found,
capturing his children on a perfect day,
playing in the rambling Eden he and
Liddy made for them. One magical moment. Before it all came tumbling down.
When Ned and Liddy's great-granddaughter Juliet is sent the key to Nightingale House, she opens the door
onto a forgotten world. The house holds its mysteries close but she is
in search of answers.
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