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Prices and unemployment have reached their highest level in Pakistan in the
first two years of the Pakistan Tehreek-i-Insaf government. The situation has
worsened in the aftermath of the coronavirus pandemic and if latest projec-
tions by international financial institutions are any guide, there will be no respite
for people in years to come.

According to estimates, inflation may cross above 10pc and the rate of un-
employment will further jump by the end of the current fiscal year. Though
prices are expected to come down in the next few years, yet the unemploy-
ment rate will continue to rise in the foreseeable future. It means, more people
will lose their jobs in the coming years. Pakistan’s economy, which contracted
in the last fiscal year, is projected to grow by 1pc in this fiscal year 2020-21,
according to the World Economic Outlook, released by the International Mon-
etary Fund (IMF). The 1pc growth rate is less than half of the official target of
2.1pc and broadly in line with the projections made by the World Bank.

Undoubtedly, Pakistan performed impressively to contain human losses
during the pandemic, but lockdowns and measures to contain the virus have
affected its fragile economy badly. All advanced and regional countries, which
had better economies, are recovering fast, but Pakistan lags far behind,
though it had made structural adjustments before the onset of the pandemic.
According to the IMF report titled “A long and difficult ascent”, advanced
economies are recovering from the adverse effects of the Great Lockdown
faster than earlier projected. The report stated that more than one million lives
had been lost to Covid-19 since the start of the year and the toll continues to
rise. Close to 90 million people are expected to fall into extreme deprivation
this year. “These are difficult times, yet there are some reasons to be hopeful.
Testing has been ramped up, treatments are improving, and vaccine trials
have proceeded at an unprecedented pace, with some now in the final stage
of testing,” it added.

The recent data suggested that many economies had started to recover at
a faster pace than anticipated after reopening from the Great Lockdown. “We
are projecting a somewhat less severe though still deep recession in 2020, rel-
ative to the June forecast,” the IMF said. The revision was driven by second
quarter GDP outturns in large advanced economies, which were not as nega-
tive as had been projected after China’s return to growth, which was stronger
than expected, and signs of a more rapid recovery in the third quarter. While
the global economy is coming back, the ascent will likely be long, uneven, and
uncertain. However, prospects have worsened significantly in some emerging
markets and developing economies where infections are increasing rapidly.

Rising prices and unemployment are the biggest issues of Pakistanis and
there is no immediate relief for them. Inflation in Pakistan could be 10.2pc on
an annualised basis, which by 2025 is expected to remain around 8.6pc and
the unemployment rate, which till this fiscal year was 4.5pc may further jump
to 5.1pc. The IMF projected an over 13.3pc increase in unemployment in Pak-
istan within a year.

Earlier, the World Bank also painted a bleak outlook of Pakistan. It sees
an “anaemic” economic outlook of Pakistan, with the growth rate of just 0.5pc
in the current fiscal year. Pakistan’s economic outlook remains fragile for at
least two years, as the pandemic compounded the country’s miseries. In its

biannual flagship report, “the South Asia Economic Focus,” it forecast an in-
crease in current account deficit, budget deficit and public debt in the current
fiscal year. “The news is not good and the outlook is dire for South Asia,” World
Bank Chief Economist for South Asia region Hans Timmer said. While do-
mestic economic activity is expected to recover, as lockdown measures are
lifted, with a gradual decline in active Covid-19 cases, Pakistan’s near-term
economic prospects are subdued, the report said.

The economic growth in Pakistan is projected to remain below potential,
at 0.5pc for FY-21, compared to over 4pc annual average in three years to
fiscal year 2018-19. The projection, which is highly uncertain, is predicated
on the absence of significant infection flare-ups or subsequent waves that
would require further widespread lockdowns. Given anaemic growth projec-
tions in the near term, poverty is expected to worsen. Vulnerable households
rely heavily on jobs in the services sector, and the projected weak services
growth is likely to be insufficient to reverse the higher poverty rates precipitated
by the pandemic.

With government estimates of pandemic job losses at approximately 14
million, poverty is expected to increase for the first time in two decades. “Eco-
nomic activity contracted and poverty is expected to have risen in FY2019-
20, as monetary and fiscal policy tightening, earlier in the year, was followed
by lockdown,” the report said. Poverty has increased by 33pc in India and the
situation is not different in Pakistan.

The projections by the two intentional lenders are not encouraging for the
economy and people. They have forecast a better growth rate, one percent
and 0.5 percent, than their previous projections, as the IMF in April and the
WB in May had scaled down Pakistan's growth projections for 2020-21, from
positive 2pc and negative 0.2pc to one percent and 0.5pc respectively. How-
ever, the growth rate faces risk from a possible resurgence of the pandemic.
However, people are not interested if fiscal indicators are improving or falling.
They need immediate relief from rising prices, especially of food and essen-
tials. They cannot wait for years for it and the government will have to make
serious efforts for it. Hoarders and profiteers have been given a free hand.
The government will have to improve the situation in days and weeks, or the
opposition will exploit the situation.

Economics

Shahid Hussain

Worsening inflation,
rising unemployment
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The 11-parties alliance, named Pakistan Democratic Movement
(PDM), has started a countrywide power show by holding massive
gatherings, protests and anti-government rallies. The defiant crowds
and roaring opposition; the spirited sloganeering and frenzied mobs;
the mammoth rallies and charged speakers; the music and honking,
the dancing and chanting, the vehicular mayhem snaking across jam-
packed highways remind us of rocky days ahead.

Starting from an All Parties Conference convened by the Pakistan
Peoples Party (PPP), the opposition parties finally agreed to mount a
direct challenge to the government accusing it of rank incompetence
and also to give a message to the establishment which it believed to
be behind the current political dispensation.

The first ever PDM gathering in Gujranwala set the tone for the op-
position campaign as the “self-exiled” leader of the Pakistan Muslim
League-Nawaz (PML-N), Nawaz Sharif, in a speech, which never went
on air through the traditional media but has gone viral in social media,
held the top hierarchy of the establishment responsible for toppling his
government.

This was perhaps unexpected for some PDM leaders, including Bi-
lawal Bhutto Zardari. This is proved by the fact that Nawaz Sharif did
not deliver a speech in the second PDM gathering at Karachi. Maulana
Fazlur Rahman also delivered a comparatively mild speech, while the
focus of Maryam Nawaz and Bilawal Bhutto was Prime Minister Imran
Khan and the rising inflation. They criticized the PTI for coming to
power with the blessing of the establishment through systemized rig-
ging. However, they did not make any demand for holding midterm
elections.

Apparently, the PDM leadership is increasing pressure on Prime
Minister Imran Khan so that he may come to the negotiating table and
give them some relaxation in the references and pending inquiries
lying before the National Accountability Bureau (NAB). There is little
doubt that the NAB has always played as a tool to suppress the oppo-
sition since its birth in 1999. The Pakistan Peoples Party (PPP) after
coming to power in 2008 used it against the PML-N after the latter de-
veloped differences with it over the political control of the Punjab. The
PML-N also used it against the opposition. Despite being a victim of
ruthless accountability during General Musharraf’s era, the PML-N did
not amend the draconian clauses of the accountability law. But now
when both parties are not in power, they want the NAB to be scrapped.

The movement against the PTI government is off to a solid start.
For Maryam Nawaz, Bilawal Bhutto and Maulana Fazlur Rahman, this
is an encouraging sign. Their party machinery has had its first run and
it is warming up. The local networks, the logistical details, the financial
and organisational requirements and the multi-level mobilisation of
rank and file — all this is off the ground. This applies more to the PML-
N, which has been sulking behind closed doors for two years. No less

happy is the PPP whose party machinery in the Punjab has been rust-
ing for years.

The PDM’s first jalsa at Gujranwala was a success, while the sec-
ond one in Karachi was even bigger in size. It seems the initiative is
now with the opposition and the government is on the back foot. If the
Gujranwala and Karachi jalsas are an indicator of what lies ahead, the
government will have to do some hard thinking to cover its flanks.

In the opposition, Imran Khan’s massive rallies built up momentum
and gave anxious moments to the Nawaz Sharif government. By the
time the PTI and Tahirul Qadri’s people reached the capital for a
dharna, the situation had gone out of control of the PML-N administra-
tion. The PDM campaign can have a similar effect on the PTI govern-
ment. As things stand today, the PTI government is in a vulnerable
position. It is struggling to govern and it is hanging by a thread in terms
of parliamentary numbers. Add to it the problem of back-breaking in-
flation, which provides ready ammunition to the opposition to rev up
its campaign.

What can the PTI government do in these circumstances? The in-
creasing pressure of the PDM campaign will take further toll on its al-
ready plummeting popularity. Wheat and sugar prices are constantly
rising as are the rates of gas and electricity. The government is really
in a bind.

The only way out for the government is to adjust its sails according
to changed circumstances. An immediate need is to get inflation under
control. The situation demands the government to show a spirit of ac-
commodation and offer the opposition an olive branch in the larger na-
tional interest. Starting a dialogue process can go a long way to lower
the political temperature in the country. At a time when Pakistan is fac-
ing many serious issues, like Indian aggression in Kashmir, Financial
Action Task Force and diplomatic challenges in the region, the PTI
should take the opposition on board to forge a united national front.

Nasim Ahmed

PDM’s campaign: Whither
national politics?

Politics



November 1-15, 202006

Crisis

Nasim Ahmed

Meeting the challenge
of growing hunger

World Food Day is observed on October 16 every year to raise awareness
and encourage food security. For 75 years, the day has been observed
every year in more than 150 countries in an effort to sensitize people on
the issues behind poverty and hunger.

The day also marks the foundation of the Food and Agriculture Organ-
ization (FAO) of the United Nations (UN) on October 16, 1945. To mark the
day a large number of events and outreach activities are conducted by
businesses, NGOs, the media, general public and governments to promote
awareness among the general public of those who suffer from hunger.

World Food Day is a time to reflect on the important role of food in our
lives, and the people around the world who lack access to food. A basic
theme is chosen every year to highlight the day. This year’s theme, “Grow,
Nourish, and Sustain Together” focuses on providing meals and ensuring
food security to the most vulnerable sections of the people during the pan-
demic crisis.

The World Food Programmme has been in the vanguard of the struggle
against world hunger. In recognition of its services, the WFP was awarded
the Nobel Peace Prize this year. In a statement, WFP Executive Director
David Beasley said: “Where there is conflict, there is hunger. And where
there is hunger, there is conflict. Today is a reminder that food security,
peace and stability go together. Without peace, we cannot achieve our
global goal of zero hunger; and while there is hunger, we will never have
a peaceful world.”

World Food Day 2020 was observed in extraordinary circumstances as
countries around the world struggle to tackle the widespread effects of the
global COVID-19 pandemic. It is necessary to add here that the pre-corona
global food security had already been in a precarious position—an esti-
mated 135 million people in 55 countries around the world faced high levels
of hunger in 2019, according to the 2020 Global Report on Food Crises.
We must remember that while climate change and other events, such as
pandemics, are major factors that worsen food crises, wasteful land farm-
ing and land use are also major multipliers.

World Food Day 2020 pointedly underlined the need for global cooper-
ation and solidarity to help the most vulnerable to recover from the crisis.
The day came as a clarion call to countries to make food systems more
resilient and robust so they can withstand increasing volatility and climate
shocks and deliver healthy and sustainable diets for all.

Organizations, like Action Against Hunger, are active in nearly 50 coun-
tries working to treat acute malnutrition in children, which is responsible
for nearly half of all child deaths, and now threatens to claim the lives of
10,000 more children each month due to the secondary impacts of COVID-
19.

Before COVID-19, nearly 690 million people globally faced hunger.
Now, the UN predicts an additional 130 million people could face concern-
ing levels of hunger by the end of the year. Action Against Hunger is work-
ing to promote a streamlined approach to treating malnourished children -
one that involves a single program for all children, regardless of the severity

of their condition - which new evidence shows is just as effective as tradi-
tional approaches, at a significant reduction in cost. Current strategies
reach fewer than one-third of children in need.

"The world needs a better way to deal with hunger," said Dr. Charles
Owubah, CEO, Action Against Hunger. "Together, we can roll out new ev-
idence-based solutions to treat dangerously malnourished children and ac-
celerate innovative programs to prevent hunger by addressing its root
causes. Without urgent action, we fear that child mortality could rise for the
first time in 60 years."

More than half of the world's hungry people live in countries in conflict,
where hunger is increasingly used as a weapon of war, with indiscriminate
attacks on croplands, water structures, and food and livestock storage,
which violate international humanitarian law. Hunger and armed conflict
have become a vicious cycle, yet it is one that we can, and must, break to
achieve the goal of zero hunger as well as lasting peace.

On International World Food Day, the EU reiterated its commitment to
fight hunger across the globe and tackle its root causes. It vowed to do
everything in its power to prevent people dying from hunger and children
suffering the lifelong effects of malnutrition.

On the food front, mankind faces serious challenges, which require
global efforts. Food insecurity continues to rise due to conflict, climate
change and economic shocks. The effects of the coronavirus pandemic
are taking hunger and malnutrition to unprecedented levels.

During 2014-2020, the EU mobilised �12.8 billion to promote food and
nutrition security and sustainable agriculture in over 80 countries. Since
2010, the EU has supported more than 100 million people lacking access
to sufficient amounts of safe and nutritious food through its humanitarian
food assistance.

As food security grows from bad to worse, the UN Secretary General's
Food Systems Summit is scheduled to be held in 2021 which will be a
major global milestone in moving to a more sustainable planet.
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Rising inflation has become the biggest threat to the government. Smelling
blood, the opposition has launched a movement to oust the government
in four months. The situation is becoming difficult to handle for Prime Min-
ister Imran Khan, especially after lawmakers of his own party have started
criticising the government over skyrocketing prices and unemployment.

The dissenting voices within the ruling party represent public senti-
ments. Elected representatives know they have no chance to win the next
election if they fail to redress public grievances, which are increasing by
the day in the Pakistan Tehreek-i-Insaf (PTI) government. Rising prices
and unemployment are serious problems of the people but the government
is not serious about their solution. After the onset of the coronavirus pan-
demic, the two issues have worsened. It is obvious that the government
has no quick fix solution, yet people want a more serious effort from it to
tackle the situation. The government should take practical measures to
control inflation, which troubles the masses, instead of window dressing
as it is running out of time.

People had voted the PTI to power in the last election on the promise
of bringing about change in the country. Instead, they are facing the hard-
est time of their lives. The situation has forced lawmakers of even the ruling
party to speak against the poor performance of their government. In a re-
cent parliamentary meeting, Prime Minister Imran Khan was left red-faced
when his own lawmakers and coalition partners savaged the government
for rising food prices and increase in power and gas tariffs. They expressed
their annoyance at the party leadership for policies, which have overbur-
dened the common people and made their lives miserable.

The meeting, which Prime Minister Imran Khan had summoned to take
the PTI parliamentary party and allies into confidence over the govern-
ment’s strategy to counter the opposition’s movement, indicates growing
concern among the legislators about their political future. As the meeting
started, PTI MNA Sanaullah Khan Masti Khel hit out at the government’s
policies, saying that he had become so dejected that he could not expect
the situation to improve in the coming days. He pointed out that he had
won as an independent candidate and later joined the ruling party. “People
can’t even pay their gas and electricity bills,” he complained. He warned
the ministers to get ready for "rotten eggs, tomatoes and worse" due to
their poor performance. Another PTI MNA, Noor Alam Khan, informed
Prime Minister Imran Khan that he was working with an incompetent eco-
nomic team, which had failed to deliver. The Prime Minister pacified his
legislators by saying that the present government was not responsible for
the crises in the country and it was the opposition that had left the country
in ruins.

Undoubtedly, the PTI lawmakers’ severe criticism of the government's
performance is justified. The government claims to have put the economy
on the right path, but its benefits have not started reaching the common
man yet. In a report, the Asian Development Bank 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.

The warning by the legislators should serve as an eye opener to the

Prime Minister and his team, especially economic managers. The elected
representatives are getting panicked because they know they have little
chance of re-election in the next polls if the government fails to improve
the situation. On the other hand, the government claims to have improved
all economic indicators. It cites a contraction of the current account deficit,
projection of 1.5pc growth rate, resurgence of large scale manufacturing,
stable exchange rate, positive signs of foreign direct investment and the
foreign exchange reserves at a comfortable 20 billion dollars as its
achievements. These could be a remarkable success of the government,
but they have not benefited the common people anyway. They are facing
the worst inflation and unemployment in Pakistan’s history. It is because
of bad performance of the government that prices of edibles and essentials
continue to skyrocket despite the fact that electricity and gas tariffs have
not risen for some time, while the rupee is also stable against the dollar.

The government should stop blaming past governments for the crises
facing the country. It has completed over two years in office now. People
and even its own legislators are not willing to accept its lame excuses.
Prices increase on a daily basis and the government has left people at the
mercy of hoarders and profiteers. Checking prices is the job of provincial
governments but they are helpless before federal government policies.
High tariffs of electricity, gas and a weak rupee against the dollar are major
causes of inflation in the country. Crops in the Punjab and Sindh have been
destroyed due to heavy rains, pest attacks and locust invasions. The result
is that Pakistan is importing wheat and sugar to control soaring prices.

The government is under huge pressure to bring down prices of es-
sential goods. It will have to spend huge money to import cotton, wheat
and sugar this year to support the textile sector, which is the biggest em-
ployer and foreign exchange earner of the country, and control prices of
essential food items. It will put an additional burden on the much-needed
dollar reserves in the country that recently avoided a balance-of-payments
crisis. If the dollar rate increases, it will add to inflation and foreign debt.

On the other hand, the PTI lawmakers' concerns reflect genuine public
grievances. People can wait for jobs but they no longer can wait for relief
from high prices. The government will have to act now or the opposition
will exploit the situation.

Inflation

Muhammad Hassan

Dissenting voices
within PTI
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Covid-19 and locust swarms pose a serious threat to food security in Pak-
istan, where between 1.4 million and 18.53m people have already lost jobs
as a result of lockdowns and restrictions. With 10 million more people
feared to have slipped below the poverty line after the onset of the pan-
demic, the provision of food to people will be a serious challenge for the
country.

Pakistan has largely been praised worldwide for its efforts to tackle the
pandemic and locust swarms, but recent reports by international institu-
tions suggest it will continue to face serious challenges in years to come.
Pakistan may have contained the loss of life and the economy but the dam-
age is still enough to hurt its people badly. According to the Asian Devel-
opment Bank (ADB), locust swarms and lockdown have badly impacted
the agriculture sector in Sindh. In a survey in June, it found that the lock-
down due to Covid-19 had significantly disrupted food supply chains
across all major agricultural products in the province. “Furthermore, severe
locust invasions have been observed, with 73.7pc of respondents having
seen locust swarms in their area,” it said in its latest report based on the
survey of 410 farmers across the province.

The ADB said the long-term consequences of the pandemic and the
locust swarms would become more apparent in the coming months. The
report said more than half of the farm households reported lower food con-
sumption and one-third of them reported lower earnings due to the pan-
demic. Severe locust invasions were observed in Sindh, with 73.7pc of
respondents having seen locust swarms in their area. The lockdown sig-
nificantly disrupted food supply chains across all major agricultural prod-
ucts including wheat, vegetables, fruits, and milk with most respondents
reporting being unable to market their produce. Tomato farmers faced sub-
stantial disruption, with 61pc of respondents unable to complete their har-
vest at the usual time. The loss of crops in Sindh means disrupted supplies
across the country as after the Punjab, Sindh has the second largest total
cropped area, at 3.6 million hectares. Sindh contributes significantly to the
country’s overall production of major crops, providing 41pc of rice, 31pc
of sugarcane, 21pc of wheat, and 15pc of cotton produced. Less than half
(47pc) of Sindh’s population lives in rural areas, which is considerably less
than the share of the rural population in other provinces. However, two-
thirds (65pc) of the labor force in rural Sindh is engaged in agriculture, the
highest among the provinces. “Government response is urgently needed
to offset the negative effects of Covid-19 and the locust attacks. The locust
swarms may require action to both mitigate the damage already caused
and to invest in long-term means to help farmers and communities prepare
for future locust swarms,” the ADB report suggests.

In another report, the Word Bank sees an “anaemic” economic outlook
of Pakistan, with the growth rate of just 0.5pc in the current fiscal year.
Pakistan’s economic outlook remains fragile for at least two years, as the
outbreak of the coronavirus compounded the country’s miseries. In its
biannual flagship report, the World Bank said domestic economic activity
was expected to recover, as lockdown measures were lifted, with a gradual
decline in active Covid-19 cases, but Pakistan’s near-term economic
prospects are subdued. “Given anaemic growth projections in the near

term, poverty is expected to worsen,” the report noted. Vulnerable house-
holds rely heavily on jobs in the services sector, and the projected weak
services growth is likely to be insufficient to reverse the higher poverty
rates precipitated by the pandemic. Economic activity has contracted and
poverty is expected to have risen in FY2019-20, as monetary and fiscal
policy tightening, earlier in the year, was followed by lockdown.

The World Bank estimates a 33c increase in poverty in India and the
situation in Pakistan is not different. “With government estimates of pan-
demic job losses at approximately 14 million, poverty is expected to in-
crease for the first time in two decades in Pakistan. The pandemic is also
expected to exacerbate Pakistan’s human capital challenges,” it noted. A
possible resurgence of the infection, widespread crop damage due to lo-
custs and heavy monsoon rains pose major risks to the outlook. Estimates
say up to 115 million people will be pushed into extreme poverty worldwide
and at least 10 million more Pakistanis will drop below the poverty line.
According to the latest UNDP report, global extreme poverty is expected
to rise for the first time in over 20 years while an additional 115 million peo-
ple could be pushed into extreme poverty this year in the wake of the pan-
demic.

The number of Pakistanis slipping below the poverty line is alarming,
but other regional countries, like India, are also facing similar problems
after contraction in their economies. However, rising food insecurity is a
more serious threat in Pakistan, where people have already started facing
acute shortages of edibles. Prices of wheat flour, sugar, eggs and vegeta-
bles have already risen to an alarming level. The government will have to
take urgent measures to save people from starvation.

Millions of people have lost jobs in Pakistan. Prices have risen to a
level where even middle-income families are struggling to survive. In the
situation, food insecurity will be the last straw. It is the responsibility of the
government to take urgent measures to ensure uninterrupted supplies, es-
pecially after it has been warned by international organisations. It is not
only necessary for the sake of the people but also for its own survival. The
opposition has upped the ante and people are attending its rallies against
the government in a large number, only because of rising inflation. A sec-
ond wave of the coronavirus is also feared. The situation poses extraordi-
nary challenges to the government, which require out-of-the-box solutions.

Food insecurity

Muhammad Ali

A double whammy of
Covid-19 and locust swarms

November 1-15, 2020
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Muhammad Zain

United opposition,
divided interests

The opposition parties have united to oust the government of Prime Min-
ister Imran Khan. However, cracks have started appearing in their alliance
and the Pakistan Muslim League-Nawaz (PML-N) after disgraced Prime
Minister Nawaz Sharif’s hard-hitting speech against national institutions.

As expected, the Pakistan Democratic Movement of 11 opposition par-
ties held impressive power shows in Gujranwala and Karachi, the strong-
holds of the Pakistan Muslim League-Nawaz (PML-N) and the Pakistan
Peoples’ Party (PPP) respectively. Former Prime Minister Nawaz Sharif’s
attack on the military leadership shows his utter frustration after he has
exhausted all means and foreign resources for relief in corruption cases
against him and his daughter, Maryam Nawaz. He and his daughter kept
silent for a year and have started targeting the institutions as a last resort.
They want to create rifts in national institutions for their personal gains.
However, the strategy will not work. It will not only crate rifts in the oppo-
sition alliance, but also the PML-N.

In fact, many legislators of the party expressed their annoyance at
Nawaz Sharif’s narrative in the last PML-N meeting, because they know
they cannot continue their politics with it. They understand that Nawaz
Sharif is talking against the institutions because he is in London and his
slur only aims to get personal gains at the cost of his party. They cannot
sacrifice themselves for it. Nawaz Sharif may also be talking against the
national institutions because he thinks if his party cannot save his per-
sonal interests, it should not benefit others, especially his younger brother
Shahbaz Sharif and his son, Hamza Shahbaz, who are in jail, but still
have an outside chance to lead the party and play a role in national poli-
tics. Nawaz Sharif aims to harm his party so that it could not benefit his
brother and his son, who is the rival of his daughter in dynastic politics.

Nawaz Sharif’s narrative will also benefit the PPP and the Pakistan
Muslim League-Q (PML-Q), led by the Chaudhrys of Gujrat. The PPP has
lost its foothold in the Punjab after former President Asif Zardari’s recon-
ciliatory policy with the PML-N, which forced party politicians to leave the
PPP and join other parties. It hopes to revive its fortunes after Nawaz
Sharif’s slur. However, the PML-Q may expect huge dividends, because
it offers a better platform than the PPP, if politicians leave the PML-N, be-
cause they will quit one Muslim League and join another, without being
called “Lotas” (turncoats).

The PPP, the second largest party in the opposition alliance, tacitly re-
jected Nawaz Sharif’s stance. In fact, it has already distanced itself from
him. The party did not allow Nawaz Sharif to deliver a speech in its
Karachi rally, while PPP Chairman Bilawal Bhutto Zardari also skipped
the opposition’s Quetta gathering and preferred electioneering in Gilgit-
Baltistan. The PPP will not resign from assemblies, if the opposition de-
cides to resign en bloc, because it has hefty stakes in the system. The
PPP will never side with the PML-N till the end because everybody knows
the party has no future, especially if the Sharif family continues to call the
shots in the party.

On the other hand, most PML-N legislators will not resign from assem-

blies if the party leadership asks them to step down. Even if they resign,
they will not accept it before the Speakers of provincial assemblies, the
National Assembly and the Senate Chairman. Only leading PML-N politi-
cians will resign. By-polls will be held in their constituencies and space
would further shrink for the party in the next election. The PML-N can save
its future if it is led by other than the Sharif family, which has no future in
national politics because of serious corruption and money laundering
cases against them.

The situation paints a dark picture for the Sharif family. Nawaz Sharif
believes he can pressurise national institutions to stage a comeback in
Pakistan, with the help of some foreign powers, like his return to the coun-
try in the Musharraf era. However, the situation is different now. When he
and Benazir Bhutto were outside the country, there was a huge political
vacuum in the country, because leaders of the two political parties were
abroad and the country was left with only the PM-Q and religious parties.
The PM-Q and religious parties filed to fill the vacuum, created by the
PPP and the PML-N, because there was a two-party system in the country
until then. However, the situation has changed now. The PPP leadership
is in the country and the Pakistan Tehreek-i-Insaf has also become a big
force, especially in the Punjab and Khyber Pakhtunkhwa.

Seeing his role eliminated in the system, Nawaz Sharif has started a
war with the establishment, which he cannot win. In fact, no one can win
it. Even the most popular prime minister of the country, Zulfikar Ali Bhutto,
could not win it. Nawaz Sharif wants to create a situation, where the es-
tablishment has to wrap up the system. JUI-F Chief Maulana Fazlur Rah-
man will attempt to use his followers to create chaos in the country,
because he too has no future in Pakistan politics.

On the other hand, international forces have accelerated their hybrid
warfare against Pakistan. According to former Interior Minister Rehman
Malik, billions of dollars have been pumped into Pakistan to target national
leaders. The Taliban and Daesh have been tasked with creating anarchy
in the country. They can also attack opposition gatherings. In the situation,
the opposition should reconsider its protest movement for larger national
interests.
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The Sui Northern Gas Pipelines Limited (SNGPL) shocked people when
it announced that gas would be provided for only cooking during the win-
ter in the Punjab. Prime Minister Imran Khan and his ministers have also
warned of a serious gas crisis in the coming months. The warnings
mean the ground reality will be even starker and gas will not be available
for cooking and people would have to arrange for firewood or look for
other options, if the experience after recent wheat, flour and sugar crises
is any guide.

Experts say Pakistan’s gas reserves are depleting by almost 10pc an-
nually and they will stop production in less than 20 years. Past govern-
ments failed to address the issue and only took temporary measures to
bridge the gap between supply and demand. Though the crisis is not the
sole responsibility of the present government, yet it will hit it badly and
raise questions about its ability to tackle crisis. It will not only hurt the com-
mon people but also malign the image of the government, which is still
reeling from the fallout of wheat, flour and gas shortages.

In fact, textile exporters in Sindh are already facing gas shortages. As
the gas crisis is feared to worsen in the coming months, the textile sector,
which is the biggest employer and foreign exchange earner of the country,
will be negatively impacted. It may leave thousands of people jobless and
deprive the country of precious foreign exchange earnings. It is feared that
Sindh might face higher gas shortages than the Punjab in the coming win-
ter and the federal government blamed the provincial government for the
possible closure of the industry and suffering of the people, particularly in
Karachi. The gas shortage in the Sui Southern Gas Company Limited
(SSGCL) network, which serves Sindh and Balochistan, is projected to
touch 400 million cubic feet per day (mmcfd). Estimates say the gap be-
tween supply and demand is expected to be around 350mmcfd in the Sui
Northern Gas Pipelines Limited (SNGPL) network which serves the Punjab
and Khyber Pakhtunkhwa.

In a briefing to the National Assembly, Minister for Petroleum Division
Omar Ayub Khan said the country was going to face a serious natural gas
shortage in upcoming winter months due to a widening gap between de-
mand and supply. Gas consumption increases manifold by the domestic
sector on account of use of room and water heaters.

Addressing a seminar on the gas supply in Pakistan, Prime Minister
Imran Khan warned that Pakistan’s indigenous gas reserves were deplet-
ing fast and the country was importing it to plug the shortfall. The Premier
said that the country was heading towards a serious gas crisis. “I am
alarmed because there will be a problem this winter but an even bigger
problem the next winter,” he feared.

Pakistan is importing gas to plug the widening gap, but it has to pay a
high price for it, as it is far costlier than the indigenous product and the
government has to provide it at subsidized rates to domestic and commer-
cial consumers. It puts huge pressure on its foreign exchange reserves,
which remain at the bare minimum level. There is a big difference in the
price of domestic and imported gas. With imported gas costing Rs17 a

unit, its sale at Rs14 per unit creates a gap of Rs3 a unit, which leads to a
serious crisis. Dependence on imports also increases the circular debt of
the energy sector. According to the government, circular debt in the gas
sector has already jumped to Rs250 billion.

Pakistan has relied on indigenous gas for decades, but its reserves
have depleted now after its reckless use. Only 27pc households have ac-
cess to piped gas while the remaining use LPG cylinders, which are four
times more expensive than piped gas. Pakistan has reached a point where
it really needs to think about it seriously, especially when the winter is
around the corner and there is usually a shortage of the gas supply. All
provinces and stakeholders need to debate on the issue keeping a close
eye on the development of the country. It is also not possible that a
province progresses and the country’s economy fails. The subsidy on gas
should also benefit poor people. The country needs a comprehensive
roadmap to come out of the gas crisis.

It is a fact no long-term planning was made in the past to cope with the
energy crisis. Successive governments failed to exploit the hydro potential
of the country to produce cheap electricity, which could be a better option.
However, all blunders and mismanagement of past governments lie at the
doorstep of Prime Minister Imran Khan’s government. He also failed to
take practical steps to clear the mess in over two years and only warned
people of a serious gas crisis.

Gas production in Pakistan is falling fast, which means the crisis will
worsen every year. Peoples’ experience says when Prime Minister Imran
Khan warns of an impending crisis, it is more serious than their imagina-
tion. The government has promised to ensure the gas supply to domestic
consumers three times a day for cooking. It means gas will hardly be avail-
able for lunch or dinner. The Prime Minister should have informed the na-
tion about steps his government has taken to avert the crisis instead of a
stark warning. However, he still has time to rectify the situation. He should
start efforts to build a national consensus by bringing all provinces on
board.
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Signs of early revival

International financial institutions have revised their forecasts upward
for Pakistan for the current fiscal year after bleak forecasts. The cur-
rent account balance remains in surplus for the third month in a row
in September, creating history with a 17-year high surplus in the first
quarter. Workers’ remittances have soared by 31pc in the quarter.
These are encouraging signs of economic revival, which will ultimately
benefit the common people.

In their latest reports, the International Monetary Fund (IMF) and
the World Bank (WB) have changed their projections for Pakistan’s
economy. The IMF in April and the WB in May 2020 had scaled down
Pakistan's growth projections for 2020-21 - from positive 2 percent
and negative 0.2 percent respectively to one percent and 0.5 percent.
Pakistan’s economy, which in the last fiscal year contracted by 0.4pc,
is projected to grow by 1pc in this fiscal year 2020-21, the IMF said.

In its latest report, the Asian Development Bank forecast broad
economic recovery in Pakistan with 2 percent GDP growth in fiscal
year 2021, with improved economic sentiment. In its Asian Develop-
ment Outlook, the ADB said, "Broad economic recovery is projected
for fiscal year 2021, with GDP growth estimated to rebound to 2pc,
lower than forecast in 2020. This forecast assumes that the COVID-
19 impact will subside by the end of 2020-the end of the second quar-
ter of fiscal year-allowing global conditions to normalize and economic
sentiment to improve." The prospect of growth in industry is projected
to improve in fiscal year 2021, led predominantly by construction and
small-scale manufacturing. In addition to the normalization of global
economic conditions, improved market sentiment, and stronger busi-
ness and consumer confidence expected with the easing of the
COVID-19 pandemic by the end of the first half of fiscal year 2021, a
relatively low policy rate should facilitate the financing of industrial ini-
tiatives. The ADB projected that services should also contribute to
growth, spurred by improved growth in agriculture and industry, cou-
pled with an expected improvement in domestic demand overall. In-
flation is projected to slow to 7.5pc in the ongoing fiscal year, lower
than the April forecast in 2020 driven by the expected economic re-
covery, but tempered by expenditure reform, and the government's
decision to stop borrowing from the central bank, which should help
slow growth in the money supply to 14.2pc in fiscal year 2021. An up-
side risk to the inflation forecast is global oil prices rising higher than
currently projected. A greater risk would be electricity tariff increases
currently under consideration to improve cost recovery in the industry
and help bring down government subsidies. The fiscal deficit is fore-
cast to decline to the equivalent of 7pc of GDP in FY2021. Revenue
is projected to increase, reflecting ambitious revenue-mobilization tar-
gets following initiatives to withdraw tax exemptions, rationalize tax
concessions, and broaden the tax base.

The current account deficit is anticipated to remain contained at
the equivalent of 2.4pc of GDP in fiscal year 2021, unchanged from
the ADB 2020 forecast and exports are expected to grow with the
likely pickup in economic activity in Pakistan's major trade partners,

and as Pakistan's exports become more competitive due to govern-
ment measures to reduce business costs. Imports will rebound from
a low base in fiscal year 2020 and, more importantly, in response to
economic recovery in the current fiscal year-and despite higher tariffs
on imports of nonessential goods.

Pakistan’s current account balance remained in surplus for the
third month in a row at $73 million in September, creating history with
a 17-year high surplus in the July-September quarter. “Great news for
Pakistan. We are headed in the right direction finally. The current ac-
count was in surplus of $73 million during September, bringing surplus
for the first quarter to $792 million compared to a deficit of $1,492 mil-
lion during the same time last year. Exports grew 29pc and remit-
tances grew 9pc over the previous month (August),” Prime Minister
Imran Khan stated on his official Twitter handle.

The State Bank of Pakistan (SBP) reported that workers’ remit-
tances had soared 31pc to $7.15 billion in the July-September quarter
compared to $5.45 billion in the same quarter last year. Pakistan re-
ceived healthy inflows of over $2 billion on account of workers’ remit-
tances for the fourth consecutive month in September, which was
contrary to a drop of 12-20pc feared by international financial institu-
tions for the July-December period due to Covid-19. Pakistan received
remittances in a range of $1.78-1.90 billion per month in the past five
months - January-May 2020, according to the central bank. The remit-
tances have increased despite 200,000-250,000 Pakistanis having lost
jobs abroad during the pandemic. If Pakistan sustains the growth in re-
mittances, it can receive an additional $7-8 billion in the current fiscal
year, which will be higher than the IMF loan programme of $6 billion.
Pakistan received record high remittances of $23.1 billion in the previ-
ous fiscal year 2019-20. Overseas Pakistanis sent the highest remit-
tances worth $666 million in September from Saudi Arabia compared
to $516 million in the same month last year, with a growth of 29pc. Re-
mittances grew 12pc to $473 million from the United Arab Emirates
(UAE) compared to $422 million in the same month last year. Remit-
tances from the US touched $180 million, up 54pc than $117 million,
and $289 million from the UK, up 63pc than $177 million last year.

The deficit of trade in services halved to $539 million in the quarter
compared to $1.09 billion in the corresponding quarter last year. Im-
port of goods decreased almost 4pc to $10.61 billion compared to
$11.03 billion. Export of goods dropped 10.5pc to $5.36 billion com-
pared to $5.98 billion. The rupee has also strengthened against the
dollar, by more than Rs4 to the greenback in recent weeks, and con-
sidering that each rupee gain reduces the country's interest payments
plus principal on external debt by around Rs100 billion, it may have
reduced public debt by around Rs400 billion.

Experts say Pakistan’s progress will be better than international
and national estimates. The ADB report indicates that inflation will de-
crease in the coming months. Rising prices are the biggest problem
of the common man. If the government solves it, the opposition will
have no justification for its movement.
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The movement of the opposition parties to dislodge the government
of the Pakistan Tehreek-e-Insaf (PTI) is doing its utmost to create a
political crisis in the country and it has been successful in its endeavor
to a certain extent. It remains to be seen how the movement, named
the Pakistan Democratic Movement (PDM), would take forward the
protest and how the people and in what numbers become part of the
movement. At the moment, the opposition parties have successfully
put pressure on the government with its public meetings in Gujranwala
and Karachi. However, the most important and sordid aspect of the
PDM protest so far was the arrest of Safdar Awan, a Pakistan Muslim
League-Nawaz (PML-N) leader and son-in-law of former Prime Minis-
ter Nawaz Sharif, by the Sindh police and his subsequent acquittal.

Safdar Awan was arrested by the Sindh police on the charge of dis-
respecting the mausoleum of the Farther of the Nation, Muhammad Ali
Jinnah. He raised political slogans on the premises of the monument.
The arrest, which otherwise would have been a matter of course and
a trivial issue, was made a big issue by the opposition parties. The in-
cident took an ugly turn when Sindh province, where one of the oppo-
sition parties, the Pakistan People’s Party (PPP), has its government,
the police claimed that they were “forced” to arrest Safdar. The ruling
party at the Centre, the PTI, which is serving as the main opposition
party in Sindh, insisted that a legal case should be lodged against Saf-
dar for violating the rules regarding the sanctity of the mausoleum.
Though a case was registered by the Sindh police and Safdar was ar-
rested, yet the police high-command claimed that they had not ar-
rested the opposition leader on their own but were forced to do so. The
Sindh police even took the position that its chief, the Inspector General
of Police (IGP), was taken hostage to implement the orders. Although
the Sindh police did not name which force had taken its IGP hostage,
yet it was a clear allusion to the security establishment of the country.
It has made the incident critically important.

Supposedly, if the security establishment was behind the arrest of
Safdar, then it is a very serious matter and something tantamount to
the collapse of civilian government authority in Sindh. On the other
hand, if the opposition parties with one of it, the PPP, having its gov-
ernment in Sindh, where the incident occurred, staged a drama then it
is a far more dangerous development. The head of the opposition al-
liance, Maulana Fazl, made a very serious charge that the country was
facing unannounced martial law while most other opposition parties
blamed that the federal government wanted to pit the security estab-
lishment against the government of Sindh. The federal government ap-
parently had nothing to do with the arrest of Safdar as it was purely a
provincial matter constitutionally, still it has been charged with hatching
a conspiracy. This has created a crisis-like situation in the country.
Most senior officers of the Sindh police applied for indefinite leave of
absence as they took the position that they could not work in the situ-
ation. On his part, Federal Minister Fawad Chaudhry charged the
Sindh government and PPP Chairman Bilawal Bhutto Zardari with or-
dering Sindh police officers to disown the arrest of Safdar and then
blame the security establishment for it.

Many aspects of the incident are shrouded in mystery, however, a
fair analysis may throw some light on the issue. Firstly, the incident
must be seen in the backdrop of key opposition leader Nawaz Sharif’s
recently adopted narrative, blaming the security establishment of all
ills inflicting the country. Nawaz Sharif, addressing the first public
meeting of the opposition in Gujranwala, claimed that a former military
intelligence service head once asked him to resign as prime minister.
He even blamed that the-powers-that-be continue to call the shots in
the present government behind the scene and Prime Minister Imran
Khan is just a puppet. Nawaz Sharif has been declared an absconder
by courts of law for refusing to come back to Pakistan and land in jail,
from where he had left on the pretext of health issues. So it is under-
standable that the opposition parties would exploit every incident to
prove its narrative that the security establishment is against it and is
actually in control of the country.

Secondly, Safdar is not a first-rate leader of the PML-N or for that
matter opposition parties, therefore, his arrest would have been incon-
sequential for the security establishment. Then why would the security
establishment attempt to indulge itself in a very trivial issue which may
unnecessarily drag it into the issue is beyond one’s comprehension?
Thirdly, the Sindh police are notorious for their incompetence and cor-
ruption as most officers are political appointees. Noticeably, Sindh for
most of the time has been ruled by the PPP in the last two decades,
including its third tenure there on the trot, it is an open secret that it
has appointed most party loyalists as police officers. So the stand of
the Sindh police that they were forced to register a case against Safdar
and the IGP was taken hostage is apparently incredulous. Then, if the
Sindh police are so professionally committed, then they should have
straightaway refused to register a case against Safdar. Protesting and
applying for leave of absence by most senior officers of the Sindh po-
lice after they had arrested Safdar thus does not make any sense.
Fifthly, while the opposition parties claim to be constitutionalist and be-
lieve in complete civilian supremacy, then why did PPP Chief Bilawal
contact Army Chief General Bajwa to demand an inquiry into Safdar’s
arrest? Bilawal should have contacted Prime Minister Imran Khan in-
stead of the Army Chief. It is quite clear that the PPP wants to implicate
the military while it is not at all in the state’s interest.

It is important to note that the protest movement of the PDM against
the present government, when there is no apparent constitutional or
political crisis in the country, is beyond one’s comprehension. The only
rationale for it is quite vivid: to evade corruption cases and secure their
political future. The opposition parties, all of which have remained in
power at one time or the other, think that by developing pressure in
this way they could bring down a weak government of the PTI. It is no
solution to the issues faced by the state, including an economic crisis,
rising inflation, institutional collapse and security problems. The solu-
tion must come from the intelligentsia and members of the community
must rise above their individual interest to guide the general masses
so that a genuine political order in the country could be put in place
whose only purpose is to address the main issues of the public.
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While the country is faced with multiple political and economic crises, a
key issue seems to be glossed over by state authorities is illegal foreign-
ers, particularly millions of Afghans, gradually pervading into society and
the economy of the country.

There have been millions of aliens living in Pakistan for decades,
mostly from Bangladesh, Central Asian States and, above all, Afghanistan.
However, the manner they have started pervading into Pakistani society
is somewhat unprecedented. It is not only a grave security threat to the
state but also society. What one could observe in Balochistan and Khyber
Pakhtunkhwa and equally in Sindh and the Punjab is that many Afghans
have taken up businesses in all the four provinces of Pakistan. Even Azad
Kashmir and Gilgit-Baltistan are not out of the reach of these Afghans.
Now it is very interesting to note that in recent years innumerable Afghans
have started spreading across Pakistan and initiating businesses and even
have got jobs in private organizations, whether universities, schools, col-
leges or companies. The fact of the matter is that after military operations
started in the former Federally Administered Tribal Areas (FATA), now re-
named Merged Districts (MDs) of Khyber Pakhtunkhwa province, millions
of residents of the areas descended upon the settled areas of the province
and the country, including Karachi. A very large number of Afghans mas-
querading as Pakistani residents of tribal regions also relocated from there.
The tribal districts of former FATA had a sizable population of Afghans liv-
ing there since the 1980s, when the erstwhile Soviet Union occupied
Afghanistan. These Afghans crossed the international border and reached
Pakistan. The MDs of KP straddle most of the border between Pakistan
and Afghanistan, known as the Durand Line. The border was named the
Durand Line after the then British India’s Foreign Secretary, Sir Mortimer
Durand, who settled the border with Afghan King Amir Abdul Rahman in
1883.

Thus, a large number of Afghans, who had settled in the former FATA
after the 1980s, relocated to mainland Pakistan in the garb of Internally
Displaced Persons (IDPs). In other words, Pakistan’s war on terror and
consequent military operations in the border regions came as a godsend
for the Afghans to move on to the settled districts of Pakistan. It is note-
worthy that despite living for more than three decades in Pakistan, the
Afghans earlier had never relocated to the rest of Pakistan for fear of being
caught. The former FATA provided a good abode to the Afghans whereas
Pakistan also largely remained unaffected by the presence of the aliens
in the border regions. The problem started arising when the Afghans began
taking up residences in mainland Pakistan.

On the basis of the money, the Afghans, who have now spread the
length and bread of Pakistan, and their tribal modus vivendi helped them
start huge businesses. Slowly and gradually through the money which the
Afghans have earned in Pakistan, no doubt partly due to their sheer hard
work, have pervaded in the country’s economy and society. There could
have been no problem if the Afghans had been following the law of the
land and engaged in legal businesses across the country. However, the
problem is that they have established links with criminal gangs in Pakistan
for their survival, economically and socially. Moreover, their natural rigidity
and taking up sides in local feuds and enmities are affecting the social co-
hesion of Pakistan.

Another very important aspect of the aliens in Pakistan is that although
they are our brothers in religion, yet the fact remains that Afghans officially
and individually have never accepted Pakistan as a sovereign state. In this

context, they are a huge security threat to the country, because in the long
run whenever they would have an opportunity they could weaken Pakistan.
Afghan and Indian governments could also use the Afghans to create prob-
lems for Pakistan. It is important to note that Afghans have relocated to
every nook and corner of Pakistan with the collusion of members of Pak-
istani authorities. Many financially corrupt Pakistani officials have facilitated
a large number of Afghans to relocate from former FATA to every part of
Pakistan. Thanks to these officials, many aliens got Pakistani national doc-
uments and are now “official” Pakistan citizens. Pakistani authorities, by
helping the Afghans relocate to the length and breadth of Pakistan and fa-
cilitating them in establishing businesses and to take up jobs, could not
calculate the risks involved in it. Taking advantage of the situation, illegal
Afghans have started fully integrating themselves into Pakistani society.
However, this is not without large-scale negative effects for Pakistani so-
ciety, particularly in the shape of aggravating local conflicts and law and
order problems for state authorities and, above all, terrorism.

In the situation, a statement by Prime Minister Imran Khan Niazi some
time ago that his government was considering naturalizing Afghan
refugees and Bangladeshis living in Pakistan was astonishing and had
raised serious concerns in different walks of life and many political parties
too. While it could not be understood in what context PM Khan had made
the statement but it seemed at the time while doing so he was not fully
aware of legal, political and social pitfalls, which such a step would pre-
cipitate. In fact, he was misinformed and misguided by members of Pak-
istani authorities, who have facilitated the Afghans to get themselves
integrated in local society by receiving hefty sums from them.

Later, PM Khan and his ministers had tried to clarify that the statement
regarding naturalizing Afghan refugees in Pakistan was made as there
was no other option to deal with the foreigners living in Pakistan for long.
Some ministers and government spokesmen unsuccessfully tried to de-
fend the statement about naturalizing Afghan refugees by PM Khan by
stating that he was just mentioning Afghans living in Karachi. It did not
make sense at all that a country would take a decision to naturalize for-
eigners living in one of its cities or part and leave others. It is important to
note that Pakistan is under no legal compulsion to naturalize Afghans living
in Pakistan as refugees. Moreover, Pakistan is not even a signatory to the
Convention on Refugees and Forced Migration. Even Pakistan is under
no legal bar to naturalize children born to Afghan refugees in Pakistan be-
cause their parents have been living in the country as refugees, not any
other legal status, therefore, children born to them also do not have any
legal rights inside Pakistan.

The issue of foreigners, specifically Afghan citizens, is quite critical for
the future of the county and it must be taken up immediately
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Pakistan’s debt profile has been worsening over time. The country’s
public debt has gone up to 87 per cent of GDP at the end of 2019-20,
up from about 72pc of GDP at the end of 2017-18. As we know, Pakistan
direly needs International Monetary Fund (IMF) support to maintain
healthy foreign inflows from bilateral and multilateral lenders to keep
servicing over $78 billion foreign public debt.

In the overall context, the circular debt has become one of the key
challenges to Pakistan’s financial and economic stability. The circular
debt, commonly known as power sector payables, grew at an average
rate of about Rs1.5b per day and Rs45b per month in 2019-20 to reach
Rs2.15 trillion. The circular debt ballooned by Rs87b in July and August
of the current fiscal year to reach almost Rs2.24tr. This means that the
total payables of the power sector could go up to around Rs2.28tr at the
end of the first quarter (July-September) of the current fiscal year.

Recently, the government has taken some steps to bridge financial
gaps in gas and power sectors. A few weeks back, the Economic Coor-
dination Committee (ECC) of the cabinet decided to increase revenue
generation by about Rs180b in gas and power sectors. But reportedly
no follow-up steps were taken. Last month, the federal cabinet was
briefed about a circular debt reduction plan, based on the latest data
that put the power sector payables at Rs2.24tr at the end of August, up
from Rs1.16tr in June 2019 and Rs1.18tr in June 2018. The payables
of Rs2.24tr included a little over Rs1tr parked in the Power Holding
Company and about Rs1.23tr liabilities against power companies. Of
this, the biggest chunk of Rs830b is payable to the Independent Power
Producers (IPPs), followed by Rs220b to the Water and Power Devel-
opment Authority (WAPDA), Rs163b to oil and gas companies and
about Rs20b to the National Transmission and Despatch Company
(NTDC). In 2019-20, total payables or the circular debt increased by
Rs538b.

At the same time, the power sector’s receivables have also reached
the level of Rs1.44tr by the end of August. Of the total, the biggest por-
tion of about Rs690b is recoverable from private consumers. It is alarm-
ing given the fact that the power supply to small consumers is
disconnected on non-payment of bills after 45 days. As much as Rs180b
is outstanding against the K-Electric while the remaining Rs567b is
payable by the public sector. In 2019-20, the receivables increased by
Rs480b.

The authorities concerned presented to the government a series of
book adjustments and recoveries over the next two years until 2022-23
— the last year of the Pakistan Tehreek-i-Insaf (PTI) government — but
just Rs25-30b improvement through loss reduction. In the same context,
the Power Division proposed about a Rs6 per unit increase in the con-
sumer tariff and about Rs170b recovery from the K-Electric besides in-
centives for the industry and commerce to encourage higher
consumption.

Last month, the Economic Coordination Committee (ECC) approved
an increase of about 17pc in electricity tariff and 14pc in gas tariff to
generate about Rs180b for power and gas companies. This will include
about Rs130b additional revenue to power companies, about Rs22b to
gas companies and about Rs27b additional sales tax to the Federal
Board of Revenue.

The cabinet, in its meeting in the beginning of the last month, de-
ferred the implementation of new power rates cleared by the Economic
Coordination Committee. On the other hand, the IMF team is insisting
on the implementation of the ECC decisions on energy prices as a con-
dition for restarting the loan programme. After setting aside the subsidy
element, the required increase in power tariff is around 32 paisa per unit
for residential consumers with monthly consumption of up to 200 units.
But other consumers will not feel the pinch of the increase given the fact
that an earlier time-bound increase in the tariff came to an end on Sep-
tember 30 and will be replaced by a new charge.

The power sector has long been facing problems and it is time some
drastic measures were taken to set the situation right. The circular debt
is the biggest symptom of the illness. The government has been under
pressure to introduce longstanding structural reforms in taxation and
governance improvements in state-owned entities. But tough decisions
needed in this connection have not been taken although the government
is halfway through its five-year constitutional term.

It may be added here that the IMF has linked the revival of its pro-
gramme to progress in reforms on the tax system leading to an in-
crease in tax collection, an electricity and gas price adjustment
mechanism along with price adjustments, a targeted subsidies regime
and the restructuring of public-sector entities. All this is a tall order and
it is doubtful that the government can undertake the essential reforms
given the new challenge it is facing from the country’s combined op-
position parties.

Economics

Muhammad Jahangir

Tackling the monster 
of circular debt
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It is time to defuse Pakistan’s ticking time bomb. Various sur-
veys show Pakistan as having the highest population growth
in South Asia. All efforts in the past to tackle the issue have
failed, undermining the socio-economic progress of the coun-
try. According to the latest count, our population has already
crossed an estimated figure of over 207 million. There are
many complex factors behind the failure of continuing national
efforts to reduce the population growth rate. These range from
lack of a holistic approach to a regular follow-up, and at times
the complete sidelining of campaigns of the population wel-
fare departments by the government of the day.

The PTI government also committed itself to tackle the
population issue with a firm hand. Its election manifesto said:
“We will ensure the adequate availability of contraception to
all married women of reproductive age (MWRA) through the
population welfare and healthcare network of Basic Health
Units, Lady Health Workers and Community Midwives.” This
is the party vision which has yet to be translated into action.
No visible measures have been taken to upgrade various government fa-
cilities, like rural dispensaries, which are an important link to disseminate
the message of family welfare, especially through female teachers or mid-
wives posted at the health units throughout the province.

The toughest resistance to population welfare plans comes from the
conservative section of society, which needs to be addressed by enlisting
the support of religious scholars. In rural Pakistan, the mosque can be
used as an effective platform to spread the message of birth spacing. But
to use the methodology, the state has to ensure that those leading prayers
across the country are qualified enough to perform the task of convincing
the common people to have fewer children. Referring to this aspect of the
matter, the PTI manifesto says: “We will build on the existing consensus
from religious leaders of all major schools of jurisprudence on using tem-
porary birth spacing methods and publicly use their endorsement at the
community and household level.” But the necessary follow-up measures
have yet to be taken.

The taskforce, which was set up in November 2018 in a meeting
chaired by Prime Minister Imran Khan, and attended by four chief minis-
ters, had decided to reduce the population growth rate from the current
2.4 per annum to 1.5 per cent. The Ministry of Health had chalked out an
action plan entitled “Pakistan Population Vision 2018-30,” which aimed at
reducing the growth to 2.1 per cent and taking the contraceptive preva-
lence from 35 to 70 per cent while making efforts to reduce the child mor-
tality rate as well. Both federal and provincial governments have also set
apart substantial amounts to accelerate the population welfare pro-
grammes but the situation has shown little improvement so far on the
ground.

Needless to say, population planning is closely linked to food security,
achievement of the country’s economic goals and tackling the serious

issue of undernourished children. So it has to be made a success. At pres-
ent, Pakistan has an acute global child malnutrition rate of over 17 per
cent. The services being provided at the Family Health Clinics of the
provincial governments look impressive on paper. But the question is how
many people access these facilities? How strong are the efforts to per-
suade couples to visit the centres? Is there any system of monitoring and
collecting data and conducting an analysis every year to know if the set
targets have been achieved? Unfortunately, if one looks at the figures a
dismal picture emerges. It is necessary to ensure that Pakistan’s future
generations are saved from malnourishment. As things stand, millions of
Pakistani children are facing stunted growth.

Last year’s UN report projected that Pakistan’s population will reach
403 million by 2050, which ought to set off alarm bells for economic plan-
ners in a country already grappling with energy and potable water issues.
Pakistan’s population doubled in size from 1990 to 2019, which means
whatever steps were taken to curb the growth rate did not produce the de-
sired results. This shows something is seriously wrong that despite phe-
nomenal growth in the means of information, the message of population
welfare did not either reach the target audience or was simply ignored by
the majority of the population.

What is the way forward? The PTI government must implement what
it promised in its manifesto to check the burgeoning population growth
rate. The entire population control campaign needs to be restrategised.
A new massive awareness raising campaign needs to be accompanied
by strengthening the network of family welfare centres and refurbishing
them to work as community health clinics. Secondly, we need to retrain
family health visitors, who should not only work as carriers of the mes-
sage but also provide family planning tools, medicines, etc, on the spot
to willing couples.

Muhammad Jahangir

Society

Pakistan’s ticking 
population bomb
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Education

Rasheed Ali

Education in mother
tongue: time to 
rethink the idea

It is an irony that we, as a nation, are still in a state of indecision about
what should be the medium of instruction in education in the country, de-
spite the passage of over 73 years of the creation of Pakistan. Successive
governments and political parties have experimented with the education
system of the country, by introducing various policies from time to time,
mostly suited to their political and personal agendas.

In 2010, the government of Pakistan declared that English should be
used as the medium of instruction for the teaching of science and mathe-
matics in state-run schools from the primary level. However, the policy
proved to be a failure, as the education authorities failed to ensure the

availability of multilingual skilled teachers to teach in all public sector
schools.

The Urdu language has always been the medium of instruction in public
sector schools. Founder of Pakistan, Quaid-e-Azam Muhammad Ali Jin-
nah, addressing a public meeting at Dhaka, East Pakistan (now
Bangladesh), on March 21, 1948, had said, “Whether Bengali shall be the
official language of this province is a matter for the elected representatives
of the people of this province to decide. But let me make it very clear to
you that the state language of Pakistan is going to be Urdu and no other
language.”
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Nobody could even think of doubting the sincerity and good intentions
of the Father of the Nation in declaring Urdu as the state language, but it
is also a reality that Urdu, the official medium of instruction, is the mother
tongue to only 7% of the population across the country. The country is lin-
guistically diverse and complex with approximately 60 minor and seven
major languages. Therefore, from a social, commercial and national point
of view, it was a crucial need of the nation that there should be at least
one language through which the people living in different provinces and
regions could communicate with each other. That was why the Quaid had
declared Urdu as the state language.

However, it is also a reality that imparting education in a language other
than the mother tongue is a complex and questionable issue. Experts be-
lieve that the mother tongue as a medium of instruction in early childhood
classrooms is very effective in improving pupils’ learning abilities. Various
research studies have confirmed that there is a direct relationship between
the language of instruction, used by the teacher, and pupils’ learning abil-
ities. The effect of the mother tongue on the quality of learning abilities
could be attributed to the fact that pupils did not need to do any mental
translation of all concepts which are presented in their mother tongue in
order to gain the sufficient meaning of the concepts presented.

According to educationists, it is through the mother tongue the cognitive
skills flourish in such a manner that the learner is able to critically evaluate,
visually imagine and calculate. Likewise, scientific concepts are better built
if taught in the mother tongue.

Kiran Shirazi, a researcher and a lecturer at the Government Girls De-
gree College, Kotri (Sindh), was part of a research study, conducted on
the topic recently. She told Cutting Edge that the major finding of the study
was that the students in the experimental group, where the medium of
communication and instruction was mostly the mother tongue, performed
better than their counterparts, who communicated mostly in English. Citing
the findings of the study, she said the use of the mother tongue reinforced
pupils’ motivation and made them feel more comfortable and confident.

Another finding of the research was that there was no significant dif-
ference in the learning abilities of boys and girls in the experimental group,
she said. The analysis of the samples indicated that both male and female
participants in the experimental group showed a significant gain in their
learning outcomes after being taught in their mother tongue.

Uzma Shah, the second participant in the study and a lecturer at the
Institute of English Language and Literature, University of Sindh,
Jamshoro, finds it ironic to teach the mother tongue only as a subject, while
all science subjects are taught in Urdu or English.

She says that teaching three languages in public sector schools –
Sindhi, Urdu and English – have created confusion in education in the
Sindh province. She stresses that it’s important to differentiate between
the medium of instruction and teaching any language as a subject. Any
language in education is of prime importance if education is imparted in a
foreign language, or in a majority case, a language that is alien to the stu-

dents, as the purpose of the teaching-learning process remains unaccom-
plished. She says that unfortunately, it has become an unquestionable
trend that state school children are taught in the national language, which
is not the mother tongue of the majority. In the situation, it becomes alarm-
ing for imparting education to students. The students fail to understand the
concepts and contents of the lessons. In these conditions, students suffer
to the extent that they often drop out from the institutes or resort to mal-
practices, like cheating in exams. If education is imparted in a language,
which is neither spoken at homes nor in the surroundings, it causes diffi-
culties in learning and understanding: most of the times students either fail
or drop out from schools, adds the researcher.

As the language has the potential to boost cognitive faculties of the
learner, therefore, it is in the wider interest of both learning and under-
standing that the medium of instruction in formal learning should be the
mother tongue. In case the education is imparted in the language not spo-
ken at home, it not only harms the learning process, but also adds to the
ratio of the dropouts. Therefore, effective teaching should be in a language,
which is their first language, i.e. the language that is spoken at home,
stresses Uzma Shah.

She says that organisations, like UNESCO, World Bank, Education for
All (EFA) and UN General Assembly conventions, have been vocal in pro-
pounding education in the mother tongue for better learning at least at the
primary level. UNESCO recommends the use of vernacular languages in
education on the grounds that for a child’s socialisation and cognitive de-
velopment, they need their mother tongue, Ms. Shah says.

Muhammad Abbas, a 6th grader at a government school, shared his
learning issues with Cutting Edge. “It is very strange that I speak one lan-
guage at home and study in another, when I study in my mother tongue, I
am intelligent, when I study science subjects in English, I become a dull
student. When I am distracted from the subject, I don’t care what the
teacher is trying to say, because I don’t understand the typical scientific
vocabulary. If they accept our exam scripts in the mother tongue, I will get
good grades; if they take it in English, I will not get good grades,” he be-
lieves.

Both researchers did not deny the importance of English in the current
times, yet suggest the mother tongue to be the medium of instruction up
to at least the middle standard level. They also point out the dearth of
books and scant teaching training in the local language. Students’ grades
are always affected by the issue of the medium of instruction. Sometimes,
they are unable to understand the lecture in English, some other times
they are unable to express it appropriately. Thus, it results in bad marks,
which affects their future academic progress, the researchers say.

The incumbent government has taken some unconventional decisions
on education, like the same syllabus across the country. If the policymak-
ers plan a long-term educational policy, ensuring the mother tongue to be
the medium of instruction to help save the future of students, it would be
a great step in the right direction.
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Faheem Amir

The Pakistan Democratic Movement (PDM), consisting of
eleven opposition parties, has started staging its gatherings
across the country against the PTI’s “incompetent” government
and the establishment. Former Prime Minister Nawaz Sharif’s
PML-N, ex-President Asif Zardari’s PPP and Maulana Fazlur
Rahman’s JUI-F are leading the opposition alliance.

On October 16, the PDM held its public gathering in Gu-
jranwala. Then, it staged another public gathering in Karachi
on Oct 18. In both gatherings, a galaxy of leaders from the op-
position alliance addressed large crowds. There is no doubt
about it that thousands of people were present in both rallies.
However, the Gujranwala rally will be remembered in the his-
tory of Pakistan due to the speech of former Prime Minister
Nawaz Sharif. After a silence of almost one year, Nawaz
Sharif publicly criticised not only PM Imran Khan but also the
Army Chief and the ISI DG for allegedly destabilising the dem-
ocratic process in Pakistan. In his speech, Nawaz Sharif mind-
lessly blamed Army Chief Qamar Bajwa and ISI Chief General Faiz
Hameed for the removal of his government. He claimed that they would
have to answer for it. He blamed General Niazi for the tragic Dhaka sur-
render. Nawaz Sharif has openly challenged the military establishment’s
role in Pakistan. After MQM’s Altaf Hussain, Nawaz Sharif has spoken
openly against the army and its role and analysts say his fate will not be
different from Altaf. Ominously, other leaders, including Maryam Nawaz,
Bilawal Bhutto, Maulana Fazlur Rahman and Mohsin Dawar, etc. are also
criticising the army establishment for “anti-democratic activities.” How-
ever, their speeches and accusations are less hard than Nawaz Sharif’s.
But, they are openly declaring that Imran Khan and his PTI government
were brought to power by the establishment. They are urging that the
support should be stopped.

The presence of sizeable crowds and the tone and tenor of the
speeches delivered by the PDM leaders in both gatherings clearly suggest
that political activities and division will increase in the coming days. The
PDM parties will keep upping the ante against the PTI government and the
establishment during their chalked out four-month plan. Keeping in view
the plan, the PDM’s strategy is very clear. It has already started its cam-
paigns with big public gatherings. It will continue to hold public gatherings
across the length and breadth of the country in the next two months. Then,
the PDM will start holding rallies and street protests in December. And fi-
nally, after achieving its climax and full public support, it will start a “long
march” to D Chowk, Islamabad, to besiege the parliament. The opposition
might tender mass resignations from federal and provincial parliaments to
trigger constitutional lockdown.

Interestingly, the PDM’s leadership is in the hands of Maulana Fazlur
Rahman, who has the support of religiously-motivated followers. They
could do anything on the call of their leader. If they come out, the organs
of the state would face a tough resistance from them. And, there is every
possibility that the country might plunge into the mess of instability. This is
the final target of the PDM leaders, especially Nawaz Sharif and Fazlur
Rahman, who want to remove the PTI government at any cost.

In Karachi’s gathering, Nawaz Sharif, very shrewdly, did not deliver a
speech, because he knows that he has already achieved his target of ma-

ligning the establishment. The world media, especially the Indian media,
has already flashed his anti-army points. But, other leaders mentioned the
army in a mild way.

There is no doubt about it that the sole purpose of the PDM gatherings
is to protect their leaders’ corruption by destabilising the PTI government.
It is not a movement that has been launched to protect the fundamental
rights of the people. The movement has no link with the spirit of true
democracy and pro-people policies. It is just an effort to save its corrupt
leaders from corruption cases, which are in the final stage. In other words,
the PDM is using the issues of soaring prices, high electricity bills, short-
ages of wheat and sugar etc just to achieve its own partisan interests.

However, it is also a fact that the PTI government has not been able to
provide relief to the people. Unfortunately, the problem will worsen in the
coming months, because the government would have to hike gas and
power tariffs to meet IMF conditions to receive its third tranche of a three
year $6b structural adjustment programme. If the government does not ful-
fil the IMF targets by raising gas, petrol and electricity prices and increasing
tax collection, it may simply leave the country in 2021. If the IMF exits, the
World Bank, the Asian Development Bank and other international finance
institutions will also leave. If it happens, poverty, unemployment and infla-
tion will increase in the country.

On the external front, Pakistan is also facing grave threats. Moeed
Yusuf, National Security Advisor, has warned that India is trying to fan sec-
tarian conflict and terrorism in the country. It is also supporting Baloch in-
surgency and hybrid warfare. Many Pakistani soldiers have already laid
down their lives in recent terror attacks. Relations with Saudi Arabia and
OIC countries are not good. America and the Western world do not like
the CPEC project.

Unfortunately, Imran Khan’s government is doing nothing to tackle the
internal and external threats. The government will have to address the in-
flationary pressures and soaring prices of wheat, sugar and medicines.
Otherwise, people might come out with the PDM to destabilise the country.
If it happens, the establishment will be forced to intervene to save the gov-
ernment or remove it from power. It is really a testing time for the people
of Pakistan and democracy.

Pakistan’s troubled politics
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The Afghan peace process entered a pivotal phase with the start of
the long-awaited intra-Afghan negotiations in Doha on September
12. Shortly after the talks commenced, however, the process was
stalled due to disagreements over the procedural rules for the ne-
gotiations.

One of the two main points of divergence concerned the Taliban’s
insistence on a particular Islamic jurisprudence – the Hanafi fiqh –
as the sole religious basis for the negotiations. (The other issue re-
volved around whether or not the US-Taliban accord should form the
overarching foundation, or the “mother deal,” underlying the intra-
Afghan talks.).

While the Hanafi jurisprudence is practised by most Sunni Mus-
lims in the country, the Taliban’s obdurate stance would de facto ex-
clude millions of other Afghans who are Shia Muslims or members
of other religious minorities. By contrast, the Afghan government pro-
posed to rely on the Hanafi jurisprudence by default while also re-
specting the religious liberty of Shia Muslims and other Afghans. The
government’s position largely reflects the Afghan constitution which
underscores the centrality of Islam – rather than a particular Islamic ju-
risprudence – in governance and virtually all aspects of Afghan life. The
Taliban, of course, dismiss the current constitution as un-Islamic.

These preliminary disputes, while frustrating, help lay bare the contours
of the Taliban’s real vision for Afghanistan. For a long time, the group’s de-
fault answer to questions regarding their approach to governance, from
elections and judicial philosophy to free speech and women’s rights, con-
sisted of a well-rehearsed and vague notion – an “inclusive Islamic” emi-
rate. That vagueness, however, is slowly dissipating.

The Taliban’s oft-repeated inclusivity, concerning religious matters for
a start, appears to have certain caveats. The Islamic emirate’s intransigent
refusal to recognise the religious liberty of Shia Muslims and other minority
groups sends an ominous signal to millions of Afghans who have long wor-
ried about what life under the Taliban, as part of a power-sharing arrange-
ment, may resemble.

The Taliban’s parochial view of Islam is particularly instructive against
the historical backdrop of their persecution of ethnic and religious minori-
ties. One of the most notorious atrocities in Afghanistan’s 40-year conflict,
to give but one example, was the Taliban’s massacre in Mazar-i Sharif in
1998 of thousands of Hazara civilians – targeted because of their ethnicity
and religion (Hazaras are mostly Shia Muslims). During the mass killing,
the Taliban presented three options to the Hazaras: “become Sunnis, leave
Afghanistan, or risk being killed”.

The Hazaras and other minority groups have faced these grim choices
for centuries in Afghanistan. Sikhs and Hindus are leaving the country in
droves. Afghanistan’s sole Jew, meanwhile, lives an uncertain and precar-
ious life. Afghans often pride themselves on the strong solidarity and co-
hesion between Sunni and Shia in the country. That is certainly true
considering the scale of religious sectarian violence in the broader region.
The Taliban’s rhetoric and actions, however, jeopardise that cherished
sense of Afghan unity.

Moreover, the Taliban’s lingering disdain for Shia bears an eerie resem-

blance to the ideology behind the continued targeted attacks against Shia
and Hazaras claimed by (relatively nascent) terrorist groups such as ISIL
(ISIS), and their affiliates, in Afghanistan. While the Taliban and ISIL may
generally view each other as foes, when it comes to targeting ethnic and
religious minorities, there are concerns about their strategic collaboration.

Investigations of war crimes and crimes against humanity in
Afghanistan must comprehensively examine the conduct of groups like the
Taliban, ISIL and al-Qaeda, including their organisational policies and of-
ficial pronouncements which may evince persecutory intent on, inter alia,
ethnic and religious grounds.

The Taliban’s exclusionary vision is not merely confined to the rejection
of other Afghans’ religious freedoms. Rather, it seems to pervade their en-
tire ideology and, hence, modus operandi. A closer scrutiny of life in Tal-
iban-controlled areas as well as the composition of their Doha delegation
– the Islamic emirate’s public relations opportunity before global audiences
– reveals further exceptions to their concept of inclusivity.

Notwithstanding repeated claims that they support women’s rights, for
instance, the Taliban has continued to attack girls’ schools. Also, women
and young people, while comprising most of the country’s population, are
conspicuously missing from the Taliban’s negotiating team. Moreover, de-
spite Afghanistan’s rich pluralism and cultural mosaic, there is extremely
little ethnic, religious, linguistic, cultural and professional diversity within their
ranks. This absence speaks volumes. It tells us, through calibrated action
rather than hollow rhetoric, who is actually welcome in the Taliban’s emirate.

The blatant inconsistency between the Taliban’s mantra of inclusion
and praxis of exclusion, this early in the intra-Afghan talks, should not be
a surprise. The Taliban has already reneged on its counterterrorism
pledges to the United States by continuing to operate closely with al-
Qaeda. The Islamic emirate’s recurring duplicity, however, must serve as
a reminder of the perils of hastily taking a leap of faith towards the Taliban.
A lasting peace, after all, is possible only through a genuinely inclusive
process – not through one masquerading as such.

Mehdi J Hakimi

Afghanistan

The false inclusivity of
the Taliban’s emirate
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How will the outcome of the November 3 presidential election affect Iran’s
relations with the United States? If incumbent President Donald Trump
gets re-elected, will Tehran be forced to return to the negotiating table and
accept whatever deal he offers, as he often claims? Or does Joe Biden,
who recently called for the easing of economic sanctions on Iran, have a
better chance of securing a new deal with the country?

Most Western analysts expect Iran to start a new round of negotiations
with the US in the new year regardless of who wins the election. This pre-
diction has some merit, as Iran’s economy has been in dire straits since
Trump’s controversial 2018 decision to withdraw the US from the Joint
Comprehensive Plan of Action (JCPOA, commonly known as the Iran nu-
clear deal) and impose a new round of sanctions on the country.

This severely damaged the Iranian economy, which was already suf-
fering from years of mismanagement, poor governance and corruption.
The COVID-19 pandemic also added to Iran’s economic woes, and led to
stagflation – a combination of rising inflation and slowing growth. The Is-
lamic Parliament Research Center of Iran predicted that if the state fails
to change the direction of the economy swiftly, 57 million Iranian citizens,
or some 70 percent of the population, will soon be pushed below the
poverty line.

While it would indeed be beneficial for Iran to break the impasse in its
relations with the US, analysts who predict a post-election return to nego-
tiations seem to be ignoring one crucial factor in the equation: Iran’s inter-
nal dynamics and the transformation its regime went through since the
signing of the JCPOA in 2015.

Iranians themselves will elect a new president in less than eight
months, and many expect the new Iranian leader to be someone closely
affiliated with the Islamic Revolutionary Guard Corps (IRGC), the regime’s
ideological army. In the past, even mentioning an IRGC member’s possible
participation in elections was taboo, but today, many Iranian political ana-
lysts are publicly discussing the possibility of a guard member becoming
the country’s next president.

While it is hard to predict whether the IRGC will be successful in its bid
to take over the executive branch in 2021, the fact that this is a very real
– and openly discussed – possibility in itself signals the gradual securiti-
sation and “IRGCisation” of the country’s political arena. This is why, if we
want to understand what US-Iran relations will look like after the US pres-
idential election, beyond analysing Trump and Biden’s foreign policy pro-
posals, we should also explore the IRGC’s views on negotiating with the
US and the two American presidential contenders.

As the guardian of Iran’s regime and its core security force, the IRGC is
highly suspicious of Washington’s intentions. The IRGC leadership believes
that the US is waging a “hybrid war” against Iran that aims to instigate in-
ternal unrest and topple its regime through economic attacks and propa-
ganda campaigns that are designed to turn the Iranian population against
their leaders. According to Brigadier General Yadollah Javani, the head of
the political bureau of the IRGC, the strategic goals of the US are to prevent
Iran’s progress, instil despair and hopelessness in the population, and sway
the younger generation from the path of the Islamic revolution.

Due to its perception of the US as a dishonest and aggressive enemy

that is determined to destroy the Iranian regime at any cost, as well as its
anti-American and anti-imperialist ideological foundations, the IRGC is
staunchly against engaging in any negotiations with Washington, regard-
less of who is occupying the White House. For the IRGC, Washington’s
unilateral withdrawal from the JCPOA proved beyond any doubt that the
US is not a trustworthy adversary. As Javani has openly stated, the entire
JCPOA saga convinced the guard that they “should not think of any nego-
tiations with the United States any longer”.

Moreover, the leaders of the IRGC do not see much difference between
Democrats and Republicans when it comes to their policies on Iran. They
believe, as Javani recently warned, a Democratic victory in November
should not be seen as an opportunity to return to negotiations, as both po-
litical parties are trying to achieve the same result, albeit through different
means. Perhaps even more crucially, as an ideological military force
tasked with protecting the regime, the IRGC’s raison d’être is to oppose
American imperialism. Ideological indoctrination makes up more than half
of the required training to become a member of the guard. And a quick
look at the IRGC’s Ideological-Political Training textbook demonstrates
how its members view the US: an evil regime hellbent on world domination.
In this world view, where Iran is on the side of everything good (jebeh-e
Hagh) and the US is the representation of all that is evil (jebeh Boatel),
there is no space for negotiations, and the conflict between the two nations
will continue until one of them falls.

Participating in, or even appearing supportive of, negotiations with the
Americans would undermine the IRGC’s ideological foundations and may
be perceived as a betrayal of the revolution by its supporters at home and
abroad. Anti-Americanism is the central component of the IRGC’s ideology
and the source of Iranian Supreme Leader Ayatollah Khamenei’s political
appeal. It cannot be eroded.

In the eyes of the IRGC, normalising relations with the US is not an
overall recipe for resolving Iran’s myriad of economic troubles either. The
guard believes, as they state in their propaganda materials targeting the
domestic market, that the main culprit behind Iran’s economic devastation
is not Washington’s economic sanctions, but the Iranian liberal elites and
technocrats who currently dominate the country’s decision-making bodies
and engender widespread corruption and inequality. For the IRGC, nego-
tiations with the US are useless in solving Iran’s multifaceted problems,
and, said problems can only be remedied through the establishment of a
young “Hezbollahi” (more conservative and religious) government. The
“rejuvenation of the regime” was also a central principle Khamenei’s Feb-
ruary 2019 manifesto outlining his plans for the country’s future, entitled
“The Second Phase of the Revolution”.

Moreover, the IRGC did not forget or forgive the January 3 assassina-
tion of IRGC Quds Force commander Qassem Soleimani by the US. The
demise of Soleimani, who was a charismatic and influential leader, has
tactically weakened the IRGC Quds Force and its missions in the region.
Mirroring Khamenei, who declared “the regime will never forget the assas-
sination of Soleimani”, IRGC chief Major General Hossein Salami recently
emphasised that the guard will do everything in its power to avenge the
death of the commander.

US elections

Saeid Golkar

A new Iran deal is unlikely
regardless of who wins
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“We’re not just fighting a pandemic; we’re fighting an infodemic,” said
Tedros Adhanom Ghebreyesus, the World Health Organization’s direc-
tor-general, at the Munich Security Conference in February. “Fake
news spreads faster and more easily than this virus, and is just as dan-
gerous.”
Since then, the deadly consequences of the coronavirus “infodemic”
became impossible to ignore. In Iran, for example, the myth that in-
gesting methanol – a highly toxic form of alcohol – can kill the coron-
avirus led to 700 deaths and hospitalisation of 5,000 people. Social
media, where the content shared by users is not subject to the same
level of scrutiny as mainstream media but can reach millions, is widely
seen as the main culprit behind the spread of coronavirus misinforma-
tion. An analysis of social media content from around the globe pub-
lished in the first three months of this year identified more than 2,300
reports from 87 countries that incorporated rumours, stigmas and con-
spiracy theories related to COVID-19.
Back in March, acknowledging their potential role in navigating the
growing coronavirus “infodemic”, Facebook, Google, LinkedIn, Mi-
crosoft, Reddit, Twitter and YouTube pledged to jointly combat “fraud
and misinformation about the virus”. However, given the huge number
of social media users, stopping the spread of pandemic fake news on
social media has proved to be a daunting task. A significant number
of posts containing misinformation about the virus continue to circulate
on major social media platforms to this day.
In the early days of the pandemic, elected officials and experts across
the world issued warnings about the prevalence of misinformation on
social media platforms and encouraged people to get their coronavirus
information from newspapers and TV channels instead. After social
media rumours about an imminent “shelter in place” order in Massa-
chusetts caused widespread panic, for example, Governor Charlie
Baker warned his constituents that they need to “get their news from
legitimate places, not from their friend’s friend’s friend’s friend”.
However, it soon became obvious that TV channels and newspapers
are also not immune to pandemic fake news, primarily due to their ten-
dency to not challenge or fact-check claims made by prominent politi-
cians and public figures. For example, when British Prime Minister
Boris Johnson boasted about continuing to shake hands with “every-
body” at the height of the outbreak in March, many news organisations
in the country failed to highlight the danger posed by such actions in
their reports on the PM’s comments.
And a few weeks later, in April, when Roger Stone, a former adviser
to US President Donald Trump, opined against COVID-19 vaccination
on a fringe radio show and claimed that “Bill Gates may have created
coronavirus to microchip people”, several mainstream newspapers and
television channels republished his comments without checking their
credibility. As Nature reporter Amy Maxmen pointed out, an article on

Stone’s comments published by a mainstream news organisation,
which made no effort to debunk them, “has been liked, shared, or com-
mented on, just on Facebook, by more than a million people”.
Fascinated by the apparent failure of many news outlets to navigate
information accurately during the pandemic, I turned my attention to
different ways in which trusted media sources have spread misinfor-
mation. After coming across multiple news reports on a study linking
the Bacillus Calmette–Guérin (BCG) vaccination to protection against
COVID-19, I decided to take a closer look at the study and its coverage
in the media. After a quick web search, I found out that the study in
question has only been published on a pre-print server, meaning it has
not yet been peer reviewed. Moreover, I identified several limitations
to its design, and realised that while it can serve to generate a hypoth-
esis, it cannot be used to demonstrate causality, as also clearly stated
by the authors. Despite the study and its limitations being in the public
domain, it has been covered in more than 100 news reports, with many
portraying it as a breakthrough in the fight against the coronavirus. A
vast number of news reports failed to mention that the study is yet to
be scientifically scrutinised, and to my surprise, many of them did not
feel the need to explain its limitations to their audiences or engage in
basic critical analysis to fully inform them about the state of the evi-
dence.
As I evaluated these news reports, I realised that one of the main prob-
lems was in the headlines. Most articles on this subject were published
under sensational, ambiguous headlines that overshadowed the real
findings of the research. For example, one headline referred to the
BCG vaccine as a potential “silver bullet” against COVID-19, despite
the study itself not nearly making such a claim. This is an important
shortcoming, as research shows that when it comes to news articles,
most people fail to read beyond the headline.
Fearing the misinterpretation of the study’s results by the public, the
WHO issued a scientific brief and emphasised, “There is no evidence
that the Bacille Calmette-Guérin vaccine (BCG) protects people
against infection with COVID-19 virus. In the absence of evidence,
WHO does not recommend BCG vaccination for the prevention of
COVID-19.” In response to this, I also wrote a detailed article dis-
cussing the alleged link between the BCG vaccine and COVID-19, and
explaining why current evidence needs to be interpreted with caution.
Despite all this, several news stories, from seemingly reputable
sources, embodying misleading information regarding the link between
the BCG vaccine and COVID-19 prevention are still online, without suf-
ficient explanation or a warning that informs the readers of the study’s
shortcomings. Here I would also like to stress that hypothesis gener-
ating research is not redundant. It has a special place in medical liter-
ature as it forms the foundation for more sophisticated research
studies. In this case, several clinical trials are under way to study the

Pandemic

Dr Muhammad Jawad Noon

We need to work together
to tackle infodemic
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Opinion

Mark Muhannad Ayyash

What is the Nobel Prize for
Economics really about?

“Nobel Prize in Economics” for 2020 has been awarded for advances in
auction theory!

It is truly a “you must be joking” moment. With COVID-19, the economy
of the whole world is on the verge of a meltdown. Are there solutions?
What are the good ones? The bad ones? In the United States, we are hav-
ing a V-shaped recovery for the rich and flat-lining – at best – for the rest.

The failures of capitalism to deliver its benefits broadly is a major cause
for the political discontent that has brought about the return of authoritari-
anism in Eastern Europe, far-right parties in Western Europe, the rise of
Donald Trump in the US, and Brexit in the United Kingdom. Could the com-
mittee have given the prize for anything more trivial?

The phrase “Nobel Prize in Economics” is in quotes because it really is
not a Nobel Prize. It actually is the Sveriges Riksbank Prize in Economic
Sciences in Memory of Alfred Nobel. It should be acknowledged that a lot
of sources say that this is a distinction without a difference. “The winner
attends the same ceremony, receives a diploma and a gold medal from
the Swedish monarch, and banks the same cash prize. It’s listed on the
official website, Nobelprize.org. But it is not the same. Alfred Nobel set up
the other prizes to recognise accomplishments that had “conferred the
greatest benefits to mankind”. This one was set up by a bank. The intent
was not merely different, it was to get out of any obligation to consider
“benefits to mankind”.

For that prize, the selection is absolutely perfect. Way, way back, in 1932,
the Swedish Social Democratic Party came to power. It remained so until
1976. They instituted “the Swedish way”, creating a model that has since
become a cliche in the popular imagination: capitalist but very egalitarian,
business-friendly but with a strong welfare state, accommodating powerful
unions and the interests of large companies. Denmark and Norway did sim-
ilar things. Collectively their model is referred to as the “Nordic way”.

The Swedish National Bank (Sveriges Riksbank) was part of the gov-
ernment. The “Swedish way” meant that the bankers were answerable for
social issues as well as financial ones. Bankers do not like such obliga-
tions. In the 1960s, the bank was trying to get out of democratic account-
ability and, to do that, “it needed to claim scientific credibility not grounded
in political support”. The connection of free market, laissez-faire, classical
and neo-classical economics to the Wall Street Crash of 1929 and the
Great Depression was still a living memory. The general consensus was
that those events had unleashed fascism and led to World War II. The
Swedish bankers could not go back to that.

They had to come up with something more subtle and more acceptable.
It was to promote an economics that was purely mechanical, that had an
existence like the Platonic Forms – out there, beyond human creation – in
supernature, like the laws of physics. It is a notion that economists love.
When economics first became a field of study in the 18th century, “Physics
was unequivocally the discipline enjoying the highest respect, mathematics
was its preferred language, and Isaac Newton was England’s intellectual
saint.” Just as Pinocchio yearned to be “a real boy”, economists yearned
to be “real scientists”. They still do.

Thus, Sveriges Riksbank created a prize in 1968 whose sole purpose
was to exalt the Pinocchio economists. In 1969, the first time it was given
away, the prize went to Ragnar Frisch and Jan Tinbergen. Frisch argued
that “economics should follow the same path towards theoretical and em-

pirical quantisation that other sciences, especially physics, had followed”.
Tinbergen “was a pioneer in changing economics from a science formu-
lated in words to one based on mathematics”. The next recipient, Paul
Samuelson, wanted to make economics “a hard science”. Some of his
most significant work was inspired by thermodynamics. The problem is
that economics is not physics. The physical universe exists with or without
us. It is there for us to discover. Economies are different. They are invented
by humans. They are products of technologies, politics, and social orders.

Here is a simple example. From the start of human history until the 18th
century, no society rose above a subsistence level. There were spectacular
elites from time to time. But they necessarily rested on slaves, serfs, peons,
and the like. Economics did not change that. The Industrial Revolution did.
When people argue about the politics of this particular prize, it is always in
terms of simplistic ideas of left and right. The prize has gone to enough on
either side to make it seem like there is no problem. But there is.

An examination of the awards, in toto, reveals that they promote the
pseudo-physics notion of economics and that has distinct and powerful
consequences. It means that whoever gets money, should get it because
it is like the laws of physics. Whatever they do with it, they should do with
it because they are operating under those laws. It takes power, politics,
and social order out of the equations altogether.

Many recipients would deny – and genuinely believe their denial – that
their prizes endorse such things. That is how successful the campaign to
separate economics from society has been. It is quite brilliant. It is in the
nature of the media – of everyone – to shorten the name. Not to “Sveriges
Riksbank Prize” or to the “in Memory of” prize, but to the Nobel Prize in
Economics. There are other prizes in economics, but none that anyone
knows about. Whenever one of the recipients is quoted, the Nobel Prize
is noted with their name. The winners are top of the heap. Everyone grav-
itates to what they have done. It has helped pull the whole field into doing
models and math instead of looking at reality.

The new study of auction theory is a nifty little Lego block in Econom-
ics-World of Math-Models. It is, apparently, of real use to companies and
governments rich enough to employ professionals to help them buy and
sell through auctions. Otherwise, it bears roughly the same relationship to
the real societies and the real conditions that make successful auctions
possible or turn them into farces as Legoland constructions do to real build-
ings, trucks, animals, and people.



This refers to police helplessness and highhandedness of the mem-

bers of the public. People are often seen manhandling and physi-

cally overpowering the traffic police and even beating them in their

own police stations.

Recently, a politician and his sons were taken to a police station to

settle a road dispute in Karachi. During the process, a scuffle broke

out and the police personnel were badly beaten up. It was clear that

neither the police personnel matched their opponents in physical

built-up nor were they trained to overpower the culprits. It was a re-

flection of an inadequate recruitment process and an even more in-

adequate training of the police force.

S.M. Junaid

Islamabad
All state institutions, including the armed forces, the judiciary and par-

liament are respectable, and so is the case with media and civil society

entities. Special constitutional provisions, however, provide protection

to the armed forces and the judiciary, and these institutions should not

be brought into disrepute because, unlike other entities, they don’t in-

dulge in hurling allegations and counter-allegations.

In the present political milieu, it is arguably the ruling party that has

opened the floodgates, and now the military leadership is being dis-

cussed publicly in various contexts. When the party chief indulges in

blame-games, his ministers, advisers and supporters follow suit, which,

in turn, provides a mud-slinging opportunity to the opposition. And so

the vicious cycle goes on.

The government and the opposition should both avoid criticising the

military. The opposition should focus on people’s grievances and put di-

rect pressure on the government to deliver.

Gulsher Panhwer

Johi

Helpless police

I request federal capital authorities to deal with the rapidly

growing menace of professional beggars who are making life

difficult for citizens. These beggars keep pestering their victims

till they get what they are out to get.

It is unfortunate that begging has become an organised extor-

tion racket in large cities in the country. This makes one won-

der why there are so many beggars on the streets when the

government has introduced many welfare schemes for their up-

lift. The authorities concerned are requested to take action and

address the issue.

Abubakkar Khan

Islamabad

Professional beggars
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Your View

Socially, patriarchal societies have had a misogynistic attitude since the

beginning of time. This continues to this day at least in our part of the

world. Historically, homo sapiens were hordes of hunters. It is believed

that it was the women who motivated and floated the idea of a settled life,

and then started the evolution of the institution of marriage. This could be

because women needed physical and financial security, which was only

possible through a relationship with the physically stronger male gender.

Once settled as a partner, she thought of raising a family, and especially

looked forward to the birth of a male child, who would ultimately take over

the responsibilities of her protection and welfare. The issues of financial

and physical protection have been resolved in the Western world to a

large extent where women have greater freedom and independence, as

the state has taken the responsibility to provide all its citizens with finan-

cial and physical support. A major part of our society still views the institu-

tion of marriage through the traditional lens that it should be a source of

financial and physical reliability. In view of our so-called cultural values

and social upbringing, a lot of inhibition exists. Women are brought up

knowing that a man will provide for them, as a husband, and as a son.

Over time as the son comes of age, the husband’s importance and utility

gradually decreases as he ages. Consequently, in the absence of any

support from the state to women and the elderly, the issue of financial and

physical wellbeing has taken centre-stage and sometimes is a cause of

friction within the family, especially when the mothers and the wives try to

assert their rights over the only male around. This is a socio-economic

issue that affects the social fabric of our society, especially as the cracks

in the institution of marriage are becoming more apparent. This requires a

change in the mindset of the present generation.

M. Khaled Sufi

Islamabad

Patriarchal society
Traffic congestion is a significant problem across Lahore, with

chaotic traffic creating problems for commuters, particularly on the

Ferozepur Road near the metro terminal station.

Due to the lack of any traffic engineering module by Transport Engi-

neering and Planning Agency and incapacity of traffic wardens, the

roads are often jam packed with traffic of all sorts. The haphazard

traffic, which flows from and to eight different directions at Gaju-

matta, violates all the relevant rules, including the one-way dispen-

sation. The absence of zebra crossing at specific places adds fuel

to the fire and aggravates the situation for pedestrians. There is a

dire need for improving the traffic conditions until the ring road is

completed. The chief traffic officer of the city should visit the place

to check the horrible flow of traffic from Ittefaq Bridge to the Ring

Road where illegal parking exacerbates the problem.

Zafar Iqbal

Lahore

Traffic issues in Lahore

Respect state institutions
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China’s rare birds may move north as
the climate changes

Heating deltamethrin may help it kill
pesticide-resistant mosquitoes

Dennis Normile Maria Temming
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Science

China’s growing army of
amateur birdwatchers is a
dedicated bunch—and that
dedication could eventually
pay off in better protection
for their feathered friends. A
new study uses more than 2
decades of bird sightings by
China’s citizen scientists to
map the ranges of nearly 1400 species, from the endangered red-crowned
crane to the pied falconet. Spinning those maps forward to 2070, researchers
have determined what their future ranges might be—and pinpointed 14 priority
areas for new nature preserves. Researchers have used such citizen science
data from bird lovers before, but experts say the study is the first in China to
use it on a nationwide scale. “One of the highlights of this paper is really the
use of the citizen science data set for research and conservation purposes,”
says Jimmy Choi, an ecologist at Southern University of Science and Tech-
nology who was not involved in the study. Birding is a relatively new endeavor
in China, but it has grown rapidly over the past 20 years. Many universities
now have birdwatching teams. The birdwatchers file their sightings on the Bird
Report website, where experienced birders screen the contributions for ac-
curacy. Although lagging behind similar databases in countries with longer
birding traditions, “there is no better source of data on bird species distribution”
in China, Choi says. Using those data, Ruocheng Hu of Peking University
and colleagues created distribution range maps for more than 1000 species.
They then modeled what may happen to their ranges under two warming sce-
narios, one in which global temperatures rise by less than 2°C by 2100, and
a worst case scenario in which temperatures increase by 3.7°C or more. The
model, which includes variables such as daily and monthly temperatures, sea-
sonal rainfall, and elevation, found that warming temperatures will drive many
birds northward and to higher ground, the researchers report. 

A few minutes in
the microwave
made a common
insecticide about
10 times more
lethal to mosqui-
toes in lab exper-
iments. The toxin
deltamethrin is
used around the
world in home sprays and bed nets to curb the spread of mosquito-
borne diseases like malaria — which kills over 400,000 people each
year, according to the World Health Organization. But “mosquitoes the
world over are showing resistance to deltamethrin and (similar) com-
pounds,” says Bart Kahr, a crystallographer at New York University
who has helped develop a more potent form of deltamethrin by heating
it.This form of deltamethrin may stand a better chance of killing insec-
ticide-resistant pests, Kahr and colleagues report in the Proceedings
of the National Academy of Sciences. Malaria has been essentially
eradicated in the United States, but more effective pesticides could be
a boon for regions like sub-Saharan Africa, where the disease is a
major public health problem. Kahr’s team increased the potency of
commercial deltamethrin dust spray simply by melting a vial of it — ei-
ther by heating it to 150° Celsius in an oil bath for five minutes or by
popping it in a 700-watt microwave for the same amount of time. While
the microscopic deltamethrin crystals in the original spray have a hap-
hazard structure, which looks like a jumble of misaligned flakes, the
melted deltamethrin crystals solidified into starburst shapes when they
cooled to room temperature. Chemical bonds between deltamethrin
molecules in the starburst-shaped crystals are not as strong as those
in the original microcrystal structure. 
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Health

Younger women who suffer a heart attack are more likely than men to
die in the decade after surgery, a new study finds.
It included more than 400 women and nearly 1,700 men, average age
45, who had a first heart attack between 2000 and 2016. During an av-
erage follow-up of more than 11 years, there were no statistically signif-
icant differences between men and women for deaths while in the
hospital, or for heart-related deaths. However, women had a 1.6-fold in-
creased risk of dying from other causes during the follow-up, according
to the study in the European Heart Journal. "Cardiovascular deaths oc-
curred in 73 men and 21 women, 4.4% versus 5.3% respectively, over
a median follow-up time of 11.2 years," said study leader Dr. Ron
Blankstein, a preventive cardiologist at Brigham and Women's Hospital
in Boston.
"However, when excluding deaths that occurred in the hospital, there
were 157 deaths in men and 54 deaths in women from all causes during
the follow-up period: 9.5% versus 13.5% respectively, which is a signif-
icant difference, and a greater proportion of women died from causes
other than cardiovascular problems, 8.4% versus 5.4% respectively,"
Blankstein said in a journal news release. The study also found that
women were less likely than men to undergo invasive procedures after
admission to the hospital with a heart attack, or to be treated with certain
medications when they were discharged, such as aspirin, beta blockers,
ACE inhibitors and statins.
"It's important to note that overall most heart attacks in people under the
age of 50 occur in men. Only 19% of the people in this study were

women. However, women who experience a heart attack at a young age
often present with similar symptoms as men, are more likely to have di-
abetes, have lower socioeconomic status and ultimately are more likely
to die in the longer term," Blankstein noted.

Scientists at the Oxford University physics department have developed a
COVID-19 test that can identify the virus in 5 minutes or less, according to a
news release from the university.
The speed in returning results means the test could be used in businesses,
airports, and music venues to help provide coronavirus-free spaces, the re-
lease said. Rapid-result testing is considered an important part of reopening
national economies during the pandemic. The researchers hope to start pro-
ducing the test in early 2021 and have an approved device on the market
within six months. “Unlike other technologies that detect a delayed antibody
response or that require expensive, tedious and time-consuming sample
preparation, our method quickly detects intact virus particles; meaning the
assay is simple, extremely rapid, and cost-effective,” said physics professor
Achilles Kapanidis.
The test may be available in time to help nations manage the pandemic dur-
ing the winter months. “A significant concern for the upcoming winter months
is the unpredictable effects of co-circulation of SARS-CoV-2 with other sea-
sonal respiratory viruses; we have shown that our assay can reliably distin-
guish between different viruses in clinical samples, a development that offers
a crucial advantage in the next phase of the pandemic,” said Dr. Nicole Robb
formerly a Royal Society Fellow at the University of Oxford and now at War-
wick Medical School.
Siemens Healthineers also announced the launch of a rapid antigen test kit
in Europe that could provide a result in 15 minutes. The test also uses a na-
sopharyngeal swab and would not require a laboratory, Siemens said in a
news release. “This rapid antigen test makes testing available to more people

across a wider variety of settings—particularly in locations that need to test
people quickly such as airports or that have limited access to laboratory re-
sources such as schools,” Siemens said in a news release.
The company said it may apply for authorization from the U.S. Food and Drug
Administration.

Young women at higher risk from heart attacks

Oxford University develops 5-minute COVID-19 test

Robert Preidt

Ralph Ellis
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His House
Chris Hewitt

Javier Botet is one of the most
ubiquitous actors working
today, but you wouldn’t be able
to pick him out of a line-up. A
spindly Spanish actor who can
squeeze his 6’ 6” frame into all
kinds of prostheses, he’s
scared the crap out of you more often than you’d know. That was him
as the scary hobo in both chapters of It. He’s Guillermo del Toro’s go-
to guy for ghoulish fingering. And you’ll never guess who he played in
Slender Man. In Remi Weekes’ superb debut, His House, he’s back on
demonic duty, scaring the bejesus out of both the audience and the
married couple who have moved into his council-estate domain. It’s
another winning turn from Botet — his inhuman movements and body
language as unsettling as ever. Yet, in a way, Botet is a reassuring
presence here. When he’s skittering about, poking his devilishly long
fingers through holes in the wall, he’s a reminder of the more conven-
tional horror movie that His House could so easily have been. However,
although Weekes (working from his own screenplay) proves a dab
hand at the jump scares and sudden loud noises we’ve come to expect
from our haunted houses, he’s also aware that there needs to be more
at play here. And so he fuses the ghost story with a moving and im-
pactful story about grief and guilt and about being an immigrant in a
country that is indifferent at best; hostile at worst. His protagonists are
a world away from your usual horror-movie heroes. 

Carmilla
Beth Webb

Having inspired every-
thing from extreme
gothic metal to a series
of manga books, Sheri-
dan Le Fanu’s 19th-cen-
tury vampire romance
Carmilla was about due
a modern movie adapta-
tion. Vampires and forbidden love have, over the past decade, grown to
be teen cinema’s bread and butter, and the queer context of the central
story speaks to a new generation of cinemagoers while adding an extra
veil of oppression to the already heavily regulated life of our frustrated pro-
tagonist. Unlike previous big-screen revamps that have transported
Carmilla to South Carolina (The Unwanted) or 20th-century Italy (Blood
and Roses), filmmaker Emily Harris — who also wrote the screenplay —
moors her version of the story in the British countryside, where Lara (Han-
nah Rae) wanders between the shadowy interiors of a stately manor and
its lush, sun-dappled grounds. Under the strict if well-meaning dictatorship
of Miss Fontaine (Jessica Raine), Lara — motherless and with a largely
absent father — allows her solitude to swell to the point of despair, until
an upturned carriage brings the chaotic, bloodthirsty Carmilla (Devrim
Lingnau) into the fold. Both actors carry the relationship from its tentative
beginnings to its heady climax commendably; Rae — best known for
Broadchurch — bottles the longing that drives Lara and holds it just be-
neath the surface, while Lingnau harnesses the beguiling magnetism that
makes Carmilla so desirable.

Over the Moon
Ben Travis

Animated movie musicals
have long been the pre-
serve of Walt Disney Ani-
mation Studios –
all-singing, all-dancing
tales of (predominantly)
young girls with outsized
dreams, animal sidekicks,
and emotional troubles ripe for open-hearted ballads. And while Over
the Moon is a Netflix film, it’s impossible not to see the streaming serv-
ice’s latest animated movie as something of a shot across the bow to
the Mouse House. For one, it’s directed by two Disney veterans – Glen
Keane, an animator on key ‘90s renaissance films like The Little Mer-
maid and Beauty and the Beast, and co-director John Kahrs, who ani-
mated on early Pixar movies and Frozen, among others. And while it’s
a collaboration between China’s Pearl Studio and Sony Pictures, the
opening act of Over the Moon couldn’t feel more Disney – a compliment,
since it bears all the charm, the tangible emotion, and the spine-tingling
tunes that the legendary animation studio has long made its signature.
Its non-Disney non-Princess is Fei Fei (Cathy Ang), a Chinese girl with
a cute rabbit called Bungee (animal sidekick – check) who’s grown up
watching her parents’ mooncake business soar (depicted in warm, ten-
der early scenes), and being told tales of the magical but heartbroken
moon goddess Chang’e. It’s an idyllic life too good to last, interrupted by
her mother’s (Ruthie Ann Miles) premature death. Flash forward a few
years, and Fei Fei is still struggling. 

Nocturne
Al Horner

“Music is a blood sport,” a
piano tutor warns in Nocturne.
He can say that again. This ex-
quisitely unsettling music-
school horror from newcomer
Zu Quirke takes that observa-
tion to violent extremes, creat-
ing a symphony of tension out
of one student’s struggle for perfection, at an academy where anything less
means failure. The nerve-shredding highlight of Amazon’s Welcome to the
Blumhouse anthology, the film tells the tale of Juliet, played by a sensational
Sydney Sweeney, whose competitive relationship with her twin sister drives
her to uncover the notebook of a fellow student recently driven to suicide.
Inside are demonic drawings that seem to push her towards school success,
but also to a dangerous brink. It’s a punishing crescendo of terror that an-
nounces Quirke as a promising new conductor of fear.
Carmen Cabana’s cinematography is arresting and the movie’s use of
sound is electrifying as Juliet begins her descent, in this Black Swan-esque
portrait of the sacrifice that great art demands. There are directorial flour-
ishes reminiscent of the Satanic seduction in Ari Aster’s Hereditary, too, as
the film asks: how far would you go for greatness? The Faustian bargain
that Juliet strikes in Nocturne is compelling because it’s convincing:
Sweeney, previously seen in The Handmaid’s Tale and Sharp Objects, ex-
cels in finding subtle expressions and burning looks that silently communi-
cate her jealousy and frustration towards her sister and situation.
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The Voyages of Doctor Dolittle
Hugh Lofting

Nine-and-a-half year old Tommy Stub-
bins is about to go on an adventure of
a lifetime Being assistant to the genius
(and eccentric) Doctor Dolittle means
no day is quite the same, especially
when they set sail on the high seas.
After a hair-raising shipwreck lands
them on the floating Spidermonkey Is-
land, they meet the mysterious Great
Glass Sea Snail who could change their
lives forever.

The Never-Ending Days of Being Dead
Marcus Chown

Marcus Chown's highly accessi-
ble exploration of reality, the na-
ture of the universe, and the
place of life within it. Starting with
the questions being asked by the
world's most daring and imagina-
tive scientists, he takes us to the
frontier of science and reveals
that the mysteries being exam-
ined there are those that matter
most to all of us: could we live for-
ever? Where did we come from?
And what the hell are we doing
here?

Love in the Kingdom of Oil
Nawal El Saadawi

A woman disappears without
trace. Nobody, including the po-
lice commissioner investigating
the case, can understand how a
woman could simply walk away,
leaving husband and home be-
hind. After all, in the Kingdom of
Oil where His Majesty reigns
supreme, no woman has ever
dared disobey the command of
men. When the woman finally
reappears, there is a blurring be-
tween the men in her life, as she
leaves one to join another, then
returns to her first husband who
has since taken a new wife. She
is trapped in a man-made web, unable to escape from a male figure
who continually fills urns that she must carry.

Badass Habits
Jen Sincero

Badass Habits is a eureka-sparking,
easy-to-digest look at how our habits
make us who we are, from the
measly moments that happen in pri-
vate to the resolutions we loudly
broadcast (and, erm, often don't
keep) on social media. Habit busting
and building goes way beyond be-
coming a dedicated flosser or never
showing up late again--our habits re-
veal our unmet desires, the gaps in
our boundaries, our level of self-
awareness, and our unconscious be-
liefs and fears. Badass Habits
features Jen's trademark hilarious
voice and offers a much-needed fresh take on the conventional wisdom
and science that shape the optimism (or pessimism?) around the age-
old topic of habits. The book includes enlightening interviews with peo-
ple who've successfully strengthened their discipline backbones, new
perspective on how to train our brains to become our best selves, and
offers a simple, 21 day, step-by-step guide for ditching habits that don't
serve us and developing the habits we deem most important. Habits
shouldn't be impossible to reset--and with healthy boundaries, knowl-
edge of--and permission to go after--our desires, and an easy to imple-
ment plan of action, we can make any new goal a joyful habit.

Cold Storage
David Koepp

Now, after decades of festering in
a forgotten sub-basement, the
specimen has found its way out
and is on a lethal feeding frenzy.
And only Diaz knows how to stop
it. He races across the country to
help two unwitting security guards
– one an ex-con, the other a sin-
gle mother. Over one harrowing
night, the unlikely trio must figure
out how to quarantine this horror
again before it’s too late. Depend-
ing on your taste in humour and
gore threshold, you may well be
grinning and gagging in equal
measure reading this debut novel
from top Hollywood scriptwriter
David Koepp. This is about as near to Zombieland or Tremors in book
form as you’re likely to find. It is properly, full-on gross in places but
populated with a vividly drawn cast of believably down-to-earth char-
acters in a plot that accelerates to breakneck pace by the breathless
finale. To be simultaneously terrifying and hilarious is a masterstroke
few writers can pull off, but Koepp manages in this incredible fiction
debut that calls to mind a beautiful hybrid of Michael Crichton and
Carl Hiassen. Cold Storage is sheer thrillery goodness, and riotously
entertaining.




