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Politics

Political mess

It will be an understatement to say that Pakistan’s politics is in a pretty mess these days. Political polarization is at its peak and both the
government and the opposition are on a collision
course. While the opposition parties, now
grouped together in the newly formed Pakistan
Democratic Movement, say that they will not rest
until the incumbent government is removed from
power, the ruling party spokesmen are accusing
the opposition of pursuing an anti-national
agenda and playing into the hands of forces
hostile to Pakistan.
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A mixed bag
Economic indicators during the first quarter of the
current fiscal year show a mixed trend. Latest figures show tax revenue as a percentage of GDP
is declining, mark-up has risen from 1.2pc of
GDP in last year's first quarter to over 1.6pc in
July-September 2020, while domestic debt has
risen by 170pc to R322.9 billion from Rs119.5 billion of the comparable period last year.
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Economics

Ostrich approach
to inflation
Shahid Hussain

Prime Minister Imran Khan believes the opposition is twisting the facts about
inflation and prices are not as high as it is projecting in its public meetings. His
approach is contrary to the ground realities and indicates people will have to
live with crushing inflation in the remaining period of his term after facing the
hardest times of their lives since his installation.
It is highly unjust to believe that prices are at a reasonable level in Pakistan
and only the opposition and the media are twisting the facts. In fact, international reports suggest Pakistan as an exception in the South Asian region for
having high inflation, in contrast to mostly a stable inflation rate in the region
on the back of weak domestic demand and broadly stable currency markets.
Flour and sugar crises and shortages and high prices of vegetables have made
the lives of the common people miserable but the government is rubbing salt
into their wounds by claiming that prices are not high. The State Bank of Pakistan (SBP) has projected full-year inflation in the range of 7-9pc while the International Monetary Fund (IMF) anticipates it at over 8.8pc for the year.
Data released by the Consumer Price Index proves people in Pakistan continue to pay higher prices, especially for food items, mainly due to supply constraints as the government has yet to overcome the shortage of essential
commodities, like wheat, sugar and vegetables. A surge in doctors’ fee, medicine prices and the cost of warm clothes ahead of the winter also contributed
to high prices in the country in October. “The national Consumer Price Index
(CPI) of October increased by 8.91pc over the corresponding month of last
year i.e. October 2019,” the Pakistan Bureau of Statistics (PBS) reported. It
was slightly lower than 9pc inflation in the previous month of September and
2.09 percentage points lower as compared to 11pc in October 2019. The PBS
reported that the rural CPI inflation rose 7.32pc in October on a year-on-year
basis while urban inflation soared to 11.31pc. The price of tomatoes increased
by 66.93pc in rural areas in October compared to the same month of last year;
potatoes become costlier by 53.14pc, wheat 52.21pc, eggs 43.32pc, pulse
(moong) 40.94pc, beans 37.91pc, condiments and spices 36.6pc, pulse (mash)
35.64pc, sugar 32.97pc, wheat products 31.52pc, wheat flour 24.67pc, butter
22.74pc, pulse (masoor) 19.88pc, chicken 18.22pc and vegetable ghee
15.76pc. Besides, the cost of water supply increased by 18.92pc, waste collection 16.26pc, doctor clinic fee 14.73pc, woollen clothes 13.48pc, cleaning
and laundering 11.39pc, furniture and furnishing 9.7pc, marriage hall charges
7.55pc, drugs 6.91pc, hosiery 6.7pc, construction input items 6.13pc and construction wages 5.78pc. Prices of flour and sugar have not stabilized even after
their imports. The government remained in a state of denial over their shortages
and claimed the crisis existed only in the media, which was hell-bent to malign
its image. Tomato prices had surged sharply in the country a few months ago,
but it did not damage the credibility of the government as did the flour and sugar
crisis. The shortage was perhaps the last straw. The common people were already facing the toughest times of their lives in terms of rising living costs fuelled
by record-high food inflation when the crisis occurred.
Pakistan’s growth rate is expected to remain lower than estimates by national and international institutions. The government has introduced reforms
which have added to problems of the common people and depressing forecasts mean there is no prospect of relief for them anytime soon and they will
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continue to suffer in years to come. Pakistan’s major challenges are stabilisation and protection of the economy against external risks, rising global prices,
current account deficit, rising debt servicing, and continued losses of public
sector enterprise. Missed revenue collection is compounding the problem. To
compound the situation, the World Bank has lowered Pakistan’s growth rate
projections for the current fiscal year and the next two years but forecast a
3.9pc growth rate in FY2022. In its latest report “2020 Global Economic
Prospects”, it forecast Pakistan’s current year growth rate at 2.4 per cent —
about 0.3pc lower than its estimates of June 2019 — before touching 3pc next
fiscal year and 3.9pc in FY2022.
The report pointed out Pakistan as an exception in the South Asian region
for having high inflation, in contrast to mostly a stable inflation rate in the region
on the back of weak domestic demand and broadly stable currency markets.
It noted the regional outlook for 2020 has deteriorated recently, and risks are
tilted to the downside. Financial sector weakness will likely weigh on activity
unless balance sheet vulnerabilities are addressed. For countries with elevated
debt levels and large current account deficits, like Pakistan and Sri Lanka, an
unexpected tightening in global financing conditions could sharply raise borrowing costs and lead to stops in capital inflows.
Growth in the region is expected to rise to 5.5pc in 2020, assuming a modest rebound in domestic demand and as economic activity benefits from policy
accommodation in India and Sri Lanka and improved business confidence and
support from infrastructure investments in Afghanistan, Bangladesh, and Pakistan. Significant depreciation of the Pakistani rupee resulted in inflationary
pressures. Monetary policy tightening in response to elevated inflation restricted
access to credit. The government retrenched, curtailing public investment, to
deal with large twin deficits and low international reserves. Pakistan’s budget
deficit rose more sharply than expected. Contributing factors were a shortfall
in revenue collection, combined with a sizable increase in interest payments.
The bank expected macroeconomic adjustment in the country including a
continuation of tight monetary policy and fiscal consolidation. However, the
lower growth rate forecast is in line with a similar (0.2pc) decline in the global
growth rate during the current year and 1.5pc decline in the South Asian region.
Growth in Bangladesh is projected to remain above 7pc through the forecast
horizon, growth in Pakistan is projected to languish at 3pc or less through 2020
as macroeconomic stabilisation efforts weigh on activity. Growth in India is projected to decelerate to 5pc in FY2019/20 amid enduring financial sector issues.
According to the State Bank of Pakistan, it is vital for the government to
continue to address the underlying structural vulnerabilities and put the economy on a balanced and sustainable growth trajectory. Besides, the government
will have to accept the fact that prices are beyond the reach of the common
man. It will have to take urgent measures to prove the opposition wrong. The
government, especially in the Punjab and Khyber Pakhtunkhwa, where the
Pakistan Tehreek-i-Insaf (PTI) rules, cannot absolve itself of profiteering, hoarding and black-marketing by retailers. It has left the people at the mercy of mafias
while it does not require money to take action against them. People want more
serious efforts from the government to bring down prices than banking on volunteers of the Tiger Force.
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Politics

Political mess
Nasim Ahmed

It will be an understatement to say that Pakistan’s politics is in a pretty
mess these days. Political polarization is at its peak and both the government and the opposition are on a collision course. While the opposition parties, now grouped together in the newly formed Pakistan
Democratic Movement, say that they will not rest until the incumbent government is removed from power, the ruling party spokesmen are accusing the opposition of pursuing an anti-national agenda and playing into
the hands of forces hostile to Pakistan.
The ball was set rolling by the PML-N supremo Nawaz Sharif, who in
his Gujranwala address, mounted a vicious attack on the army chief, accusing him of hatching a conspiracy to topple his government and installing Imran Khan as the next prime minister. Although the
establishment in Pakistan is often blamed for interfering in national politics in favour of one or the other party, it was for the first time in the country’s history that a sitting army chief was so named in an open public
jalsa. In his speech, which was aired via video link from London, Nawaz
talked "state above the state", going on to name Army Chief General
Qamar Javed Bajwa and ISI Chief Lt-General Faiz Hameed as being behind everything.
So strongly worded was the speech of Nawaz Sharif that in a subsequent interview with the BBC, PPP Chairman Bilawal Bhutto-Zardari said
that he was "shocked" when he heard PML-N supremo Nawaz Sharif's
speech during the Pakistan Democratic Movement's (PDM) first rally in
Gujranwala in October. In his interview, Bilawal said neither Nawaz nor
his party had discussed the issue of naming the army or ISI chiefs when
the PDM's agenda was being prepared. According to him, during their
all-parties conference, it was decided that no single institution would be
named, but Nawaz Sharif deviated from the script. The PPP chairman
also said that the opposition did not want the military leadership to resign:
"Let me make it clear that this is not a part of our demands and does not
reflect our position."
Although Nawaz Sharif has since toned down his anti-army rhetoric,
yet Maryam Nawaz has carried on his mission undeterred, naming the
establishment time and again for backing the present government and
keeping Imran Khan in office. The political waters were further muddied
when PML-N lawmaker and former National Assembly Speaker Ayaz
Sadiq, in the course of his speech in the assembly, accused Foreign Minister Shah Mehmood Qureshi of shaking in his shoes while discussing
the release of Indian pilot Wing Commander Abhinandan Varthaman,
hinting that the PTI government had capitulated, fearing an imminent attack from India.
His statement, which directly played into the hands of Indian jingoists,
drew heavy criticism from all quarters in the country and also prompted
the Inter-Services Public Relations (ISPR) chief Major General Babar
Iftikhar to hold a press conference in which he sought to "correct the
record" regarding the events that surrounding India's violation of Pak-
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istani airspace and subsequent developments.
On its part, the ruling Pakistan Tehreek-i-Insaf has decided to counter
the opposition's “anti-state narrative” with full force at every forum and
expose corruption cases against the opposition members. The PTI has
also planned some political events in response to the Pakistan Democratic Movement’s rallies in different parts of the country. While presiding
over a meeting of the PTI spokespersons in Lahore last week Prime Minister Imran Khan categorically stated that his government would not succumb to the pressure being mounted by the opposition through
agitational politics.
The tense political atmosphere in the country and the rising tempo of
inter-party bickerings has not been without its negative effect on both the
ruling and opposition alliances. Already a number of senior leaders both
at the provincial and federal levels have deserted the PML-N in the wake
of the incendiary speech by Nawaz Sharif at Gujranwala. Cracks have
also appeared in the edifice of the PDM with some of its constituents expressing displeasure over the PML-N’s anti-army narrative.
On the other hand, the ruling alliance too has come under strain as
evidenced by the refusal of the PML-Q to attend a luncheon meeting
called by PM Imran Khan. According to reports, other coalition partners
too expressed their dissatisfaction over the government’s policies, especially the treatment meted out to them. Imran Khan promised to look into
their grievances but sources say that the allies were not convinced.
So, here we are faced with a situation where both inter-party and
intra-party differences and dissensions are on the rise. On the other
hand, the economic situation is far from satisfactory with the price spiral
totally out of control. Surely, it is time for the political leadership of the
country to show maturity and agree to a common national agenda to
steer the ship of the state out of troubled waters so that all energies are
diverted towards solving the basic problems of day-to-day living faced
by the masses
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Opinion

Keeping the flame of Kashmir
freedom struggle alive
Nasim Ahmed

October 27 is observed every year as Black Day by
Kashmiris because it was on this day in 1947 that India
occupied Jammu and Kashmir against the people’s aspirations and in total disregard for the Indian Independence Act and Partition Plan. For Kashmiris, October 27
is the darkest day in their long history of unremitting
struggle for freedom from Indian yoke.
The Partition Plan of June 3, 1947, envisaged two
sovereign states – India (comprising Hindu-majority
areas) and Pakistan (consisting of Muslim-majority
areas). Under the plan, more than 500 Princely
States were given the choice to accede either of the
two newly-formed countries, India and Pakistan. The
state of Jammu and Kashmir, with 87pc Muslim population, had a natural right to accede to Pakistan. The
will and aspiration of the Kashmiri people to be the
part of the newly established Muslim state of Pakistan was expressed by their representatives of the
Jammu and Kashmir Muslim Conference at a meeting in Srinagar on July 19, 1947, where they passed
a resolution announcing the accession of Jammu and
Kashmir to Pakistan.
But India, in violation of the partition plan, invaded Jammu and Kashmir
and its Hindu ruler connived by announcing its accession to India under
the so-called “Instrument of Accession”. There are historical records to
show that the so-called Instrument of Accession was a fake document with
no validity in international law. In extinguishing the freedom of Kashmiri
people, the Radcliffe Boundary Commission also played a dirty role and
provided a land route to India through the Muslim majority area of Gurdaspur.
When the people of Kashmir rose in rebellion against the Indian army,
New Delhi approached the UN Security Council on January 1, 1948, seeking its help to settle the dispute. The UNSC passed successive resolutions
(accepted by both India and Pakistan) nullifying the Indian invasion and
calling for the settlement of the Kashmir dispute by giving Kashmiri people
the right to self-determination through an impartial plebiscite to be conducted under the UN’s supervision. But India, true to its salt, violated the
UNSC resolutions and declared Jammu and Kashmir an integral part of it.
From 1947 onwards the oppressed people of Kashmir have been waging a valiant struggle against the India occupation and have offered tremendous sacrifices to assert their right to self-determination. India has tried to
suppress the popular movement using brute military force. According to
reports by independent observers, during the last 30 years, the Indian
troops have martyred 95,129 Kashmiris, widowed 22,882 women, orphaned 107, 723 children and molested or gang-raped 11,082 Kashmiri
women. Over 8,000 Kashmiri youth have disappeared in police custody
and killed in fake encounters.
The extrajudicial murder of popular youth leader, Burhan Muzaffar
Wani, by the Indian troops on July 8, 2016, put a new life in the ongoing
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struggle for Kashmir freedom. To crush the movement, the Indian troops
used brutal force against the protesters. Since the killing of Burhan Wani,
over 1,000 Kashmiris have been killed and 24,456 injured. Thousands of
Kashmiri youths have lost their eyes due to pellet injuries.
Last year, the Butcher of Gujarat, Narendra Modi, the BJP prime minister, went a step further and illegally annexed the Kashmir valley by abrogating Article 370 and Article 35-A of the Indian Constitution. He is also
trying to change the demography of Kashmir by allowing Indian citizens to
buy land in Kashmir and settle there.
Generally, the international community has taken little notice of the unspeakable atrocities being committed by the Indian troops in Kashmir, but
lately some voices of reason have been heard in the corridors of power
around the world. The UK Parliament held a debate on the Kashmir situation on January 19, 2017, during which a motion supporting the Kashmiris’
right to self-determination and upholding the UN resolutions on Kashmir
was passed. Similarly, the European Parliament issued a document on July
18, 2018, highlighting the Kashmir dispute, the UN resolutions on the issue
and the Kashmiris’ freedom struggle. Some time back, the All-Party Parliamentary Group on Kashmir in the British Parliament initiated an inquiry
into the Kashmir situation. The United Nations High Commissioner for
Human Rights, Zeid Ra’ad Al-Hussain, released an important report on
June 14, 2018, drawing the world’s attention to the grave human rights violations by the Indian troops in occupied Kashmir.
October 27 is observed as Black Day by the Kashmiris to remind the
world of its obligations towards settling the Kashmir dispute as per the relevant UN resolutions and the wishes of the people of Jammu and Kashmir.
The day also sends a message to New Delhi that the Kashmiris reject its
illegal occupation of their homeland and they are determined to carry on
their fight till the final victory.
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International

Biden’s pressing challenges
Muhammad Hassan

US President-elect Joe Biden faces a long list of serious challenges after winning a closely contested election. Domestic issues, such as COVID-19, economy, race and climate change, require immediate attention but they cannot
be addressed domestically and he will need international cooperation to resolve them.
His victory has also instilled fresh hope among people in occupied Kashmir
after his party had expressed concern over the scrapping of Article 370 in the
valley last year. In a policy paper posted on his campaign website in June this
year, titled “Joe Biden’s agenda for Muslim American community”, the President-elect had asked the Indian government to take “all necessary steps to
restore the rights of all the people of Kashmir. Restrictions on dissent, such
as preventing peaceful protests or shutting or slowing down the internet, weakens democracy.” Vice President-elect Kamala Harris had said: “We have to
remind the Kashmiris that they are not alone in the world. We are keeping a
track on the situation. There is a need to intervene if the situation demands.”
Political analysts say Donald Trump’s defeat gives hope to the rest of the world
that Right-wing extremism and those who sow division and hatred will sooner
or later be relegated to the pages of history. They hope politics of polarisation
will end after Trump’s defeat. It is hoped fascist forces will weaken and democracy becomes stronger across the world.
Democrat Joe Biden will take office as the next US president of a country
that is grappling with a deadly pandemic, a struggling economy and a deeply
divided American public. Biden, the former vice president and US senator
from Delaware, ran on promises to implement extensive yet pragmatic policies
to expand affordable access to health care and education, increase the minimum wage and assistance for the working poor, and develop clean energy
industries that would generate millions of new jobs. According to the Voice of
America, his most immediate concern, however, will be addressing the surging
coronavirus pandemic. The virus has killed more than 236,000 people in the
US and infected more than 9.8 million, according to Johns Hopkins University.
Analysts say Biden’s challenges are massive, and his success will hinge
on finding ways to unite the country and find common ground with Republicans on Capitol Hill once President Donald Trump departs. Along with seeking
ways to rein in the pandemic, Biden also prioritized providing economic relief
for the 20 million workers who have lost jobs during the pandemic that has
severely crippled entire industries, especially impacting travel, theaters and
restaurants. But to pass his agenda, Biden will likely have to compromise with
the opposition, in particular Republican Senate Majority Leader Mitch McConnell of Kentucky, who just won a new six-year term.
Biden may have won the presidency, but his Democratic party is likely to
fall short of winning control of the Senate. Democrats will need to win two runoff elections in Republican-leaning Georgia in January to reach a 50-50 tie in
the Senate — enabling Vice President-elect Kamala Harris to cast the tiebreaking vote to claim control of the chamber. If Biden’s party does not win
the key Senate seats, he will be the first newly elected president in more than
100 years whose party did not gain majority control in both houses of Congress. And Republicans, while still in a minority in the House of Representatives, gained seats in the House in the Nov. 3 vote.
Biden, however, has a long history as a legislative dealmaker during his
decades-long service as a senator and as President Barack Obama’s vice
president. On a number of occasions during the Obama administration, Biden
cut major budget deals with McConnell. That experience could help him overcome Washington gridlock. Biden could also face challenges within his Democratic Party between fellow moderates and progressives seeking
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transformational programs such as a universal health care plan that would
eliminate private health insurance and require trillions of dollars of additional
taxes to pay for it. Facing a Republican-controlled Senate, analysts say, could
help Biden unite the various Democratic factions to support more achievable,
incremental change in a divisive political landscape.
According to the New York Times, Biden is inheriting a landscape of challenges and ill-will toward the United States in countries hostile to President
Trump’s “America First” mantra, his unpredictability, embrace of autocratic
leaders and resistance to international cooperation. Biden also could face difficulties in dealing with governments that had hoped for Trump’s re-election
— particularly Israel and Saudi Arabia, which share the president’s deep antipathy toward Iran. Nothing is more urgent, in the eyes of many experts, than
reversing the downward trajectory of relations with China, the economic superpower and geopolitical rival that Trump has engaged in what many are
calling a new Cold War. Disputes over trade, the South China Sea, Hong
Kong, Taiwan and technology have metastasized during Trump’s term, his
critics say, worsened by the president’s racist declarations that China infected
the world with the coronavirus and should be held accountable.
Biden has vowed to reverse what he called the “dangerous failure” of
Trump’s Iran policy, which repudiated the 2015 nuclear agreement and replaced it with tightening sanctions that have caused deep economic damage
in Iran and left the United States largely isolated on the issue. Biden has offered to rejoin the agreement, which constricts Iran’s nuclear capabilities if
Tehran adheres to its provisions and commits to further negotiations. He also
has pledged to immediately nullify Trump’s travel ban affecting Iran and several other Muslim-majority countries. Biden’s Iran policy could alienate Prime
Minister Benjamin Netanyahu of Israel, who leveraged Trump’s confrontational
approach to help strengthen Israel’s relations with Gulf Arab countries, punctuated by normalization of diplomatic ties with the United Arab Emirates and
Bahrain. How Biden manages relations with Saudi Arabia, which considers
Iran an enemy, will also be a challenge.
Trump has described his friendship and three meetings with Kim Jong-un,
the North Korean leader, as a success that averted war with the nuclear-armed
hermetic country. But critics say Trump’s approach not only failed to persuade
the North Korean leader to relinquish his arsenal of nuclear weapons and missiles, it also bought him time to strengthen them.
Biden has long asserted that he would take a much harder line with Russia
than Trump, who questioned NATO’s usefulness, doubted intelligence warnings on Russia’s interference in US elections, admired President Vladimir V.
Putin, and said that improving American relations with the Kremlin would benefit all. Biden, who as vice president pushed for sanctions against Russia over
its annexation of Ukraine’s Crimean peninsula in 2014 — the biggest illegal
land seizure in Europe since World War II — might seek to extend those sanctions and take other punitive steps.
Biden has said one of his first acts as president will be to rejoin the Paris
Climate accord to limit global warming, which the United States officially left
under Trump. Biden also has said he would restore US membership in the
World Health Organization, which Trump repudiated in the midst of the coronavirus pandemic, describing the WHO as a lackey of China.
The new administration is also expected to change its policy in South Asia,
though not drastically. According to Arun K Singh, former Indian ambassador
to the US, India could face challenges in dealing with Biden on climate change,
human rights and US policy on Pakistan. India is also wary of growing US dependence on Pakistan for the ongoing talks with the Taliban. Pakistan’s role
in the region will continue to grow, though India would not like it.
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Environment

Lahore’s breathing
problem
Muhammad Ali

People face breathing problems after pollution has increased in Lahore.
The situation has aggravated despite measures taken by the government
on court orders. Brick kilns have been closed and stubble burning banned
in the province but smoke from vehicular traffic and factories is enough to
make the provincial capital one the most polluted cities in the world.
It has been weeks since the sun has shone brightly in Lahore. It has
been blanketed by a thick sheet of dust, which makes breathing difficult
and full of risks. The Pakistani Punjab’s capital is competing with India’s
New Delhi as the most polluted city in the world. According to IQAir, a
Switzerland-based real-time air quality information platform, Delhi was
recently ranked the most polluted city in the world with an air quality index
(AQI) of 719 while Lahore was ranked the second most polluted city with
an AQI of 430. An AQI between 0 and 50 is considered good while anything over 300 is “hazardous” and requires an emergency response.
When the AQI exceeds, health experts advise people to avoid outdoor
activities and keep windows and doors closed. The US Embassy, which
also monitors the air quality in major cities of Pakistan, placed the AQI
at 623 for Lahore. After Lahore, the second most polluted Pakistani city
was Faisalabad.
International organisations have warned that the air quality index in Pakistan, especially in big cities, will worsen in the coming weeks. Pollution inflicts damage worth a whopping $12.51 billion every year on the country.
The depleting air quality has contributed to reducing the average age of
Pakistani citizens by around 2.5 years. Experts say about 12pc smog is
caused by burning of crop residue in India and 8pc in the Punjab, 43pc from
vehicle smoke, 25pc from gas and fumes from factories and 20pc by burning waste. The World Air Quality Report 2019 ranked Pakistan as the second-most polluted country in the world, accounting for one of the highest
concentrations of fine particulate matter (PM2.5) in the air. The poor air
quality accounts for some 113,500 deaths in Pakistan annually, or around
nine per cent of all deaths recorded in the country annually.
Lahore’s toxic smog and dust not only blur its beauty, but also pose serious health hazards to its population. Its historical buildings, parks, roads
and clear blue skies have been blanketed by thick smog and dust for weeks
now. During the summer, the city routinely crosses the pollution red line,
with AQI readings higher than 300, which is very unhealthy and hazardous
for humans. Besides factories which emit toxic fumes, Lahore also suffers
due to vehicular traffic. According to the Punjab Environment Department,
the emission of toxic fumes from vehicles accounts for 43pc of pollution in
the city. Rapid industrialisation, tree felling, and increased crop burning and
coal plant emissions from neighbouring India are other factors contributing
to the elevated levels of pollution in the second largest city in Pakistan,
which is home to more than 11 million people.
In November last year, Amnesty International issued an “urgent action”
warning for hazardous smog in the Punjab’s capital, saying every resident
of the city was at risk due to the poor air quality. The unprecedented step
aimed at mobilising supporters around the world to campaign on behalf of
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Lahore's population to seek relief from the authorities. “The government’s
inadequate response to smog in Lahore raises significant human rights concerns. The hazardous air is putting everyone’s right to health at risk. The
issue is so serious that we are calling on our members around the world to
write to the Pakistani authorities to tell them to stop downplaying the crisis
and take urgent action to protect people’s health and lives,” said Rimmel
Mohydin, South Asia campaigner at Amnesty International. The organisation noted that for one in every two days in November, the air quality in Lahore was classified as “hazardous” by air quality monitors installed by the
United States Consulate and the Pakistan Air Quality Initiative. The situation
forced the provincial government to shut schools three times in the month.
The situation in Karachi and other big cities is not much different from
that of Lahore. In 2019, Pakistan is the sixth most populous country in the
world with 36.4pc of its population living in urban areas. The country also
has the highest urbanisation rate in South Asia. As a result, population density has increased and it has negatively impacted air quality, particularly in
the country's urban regions. According to the World Air Quality Report 2019,
several cities in Pakistan, including Lahore, Karachi, Peshawar and Faisalabad, ranked prominently among the most polluted cities in the world.
Air pollution has the highest contribution to the environmental burden of
disease in Pakistan and is responsible for nearly 22pc of premature deaths
in the country. The World Bank estimates that 9pc of the country's annual
deaths are because of air pollution. The loss equivalent to 2pc and 2.5pc of
GDP annually in 2016, was accounted for the costs of illnesses and premature deaths from ambient air pollution and household air pollution respectively. According to the World Health Organisation (WHO), almost 60,000
Pakistanis died from a high level of fine particulate matter in the air in 2015,
making it the highest death tolls in the world from air pollution.
People in Lahore are complaining about the shortness of breath, stinging eyes, and nausea from thick, acrid smog. The environment remains one
of the most important issues on Prime Minister Imran Khan’s agenda. On
his orders, Lahore recently conducted a survey to determine the sources
that contribute to pollution. It is hoped he will take practical measures to
improve the situation.
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South Asia

Unfounded charges
Muhammad Zain

India and the United States have signed an agreement to share military information and ramp up security and strategic ties. A joint statement after a meeting of their foreign and defence ministers in New Delhi indicates their growing
relations are directed at China and Pakistan, which have come even closer to
each after the launch of the China-Pakistan Economic Corridor.
As the US officials’ prime target was China, the Indian officials were only
concerned about Pakistan and did not directly refer to China, after its troops
recently pushed further into territory once patrolled exclusively by India in
the Himalayas. A summer of fighting saw India lose control over about 300
square kilometers of land along the disputed mountainous terrain. At least
20 Indian soldiers were killed in clashes with Chinese forces. The US officials emphasized the need for enhanced cooperation to confront Chinese
assertiveness in the Indo-Pacific region. ”Our leaders and our citizens see
with increasing clarity that the CCP (Chinese Communist Party) is no friend
to democracy, the rule of law, transparency, nor to freedom of navigation,
the foundation of a free and open and prosperous Indo-Pacific," US Secretary of State Mike Pompeo told reporters in New Delhi. He and US Defense
Secretary Mark Esper met their Indian counterparts at an annual 2+2 ministerial dialogue. The two sides also “denounced the use of terrorist proxies
and strongly condemned cross-border terrorism in all its forms" and emphasised the "need for concerted action against all terrorist networks, including al-Qaeda, ISIS/Daesh, Lashkar-e-Taiba (LeT), Jaish-e-Mohammed
(JeM) and Hizb-ul-Mujahideen."
It is obvious that the Indian cross-border terrorism allegations against
Pakistan aimed to divert the world attention from its human right atrocities
in occupied Kashmir. “Pakistan has been consistently highlighting the
threats posed to strategic stability in South Asia as a result of the provision
of advanced military hardware, technologies and knowledge to India,” the
Foreign Office said in its reaction. It added that India’s massive acquisition
of armaments and expansion of its nuclear forces, including introduction of
new destabilising weapon systems, were developments with serious repercussions for peace and stability in South Asia. The statement noted that
the recent unprecedented rate of missile tests conducted by India was yet
another manifestation of dangerous Indian conventional and nuclear military build-ups. “It again corroborates concerns expressed by several international experts on the military spin-offs of conducting high technology trade
with India, which has not only eroded the international norms but has also
resulted in negatively affecting the strategic stability in South Asia,” the Foreign Office said. China also dismissed Pompeo's accusations. "We urge
Pompeo to abandon his Cold War mentality, zero-sum mindset, and stop
harping on the ‘China threat'," the Chinese foreign ministry spokesman told
a news briefing in Beijing.
Under the new defence pact – the Basic Exchange and Cooperation
Agreement on Geospatial Cooperation, the United States will sell more fighter
planes and drones to India. The pact will give India access to a range of topographical, nautical and aeronautical data that is considered vital for targeting
missiles and armed drones. It would also allow the United States to provide
advanced navigational aids and avionics on US-supplied aircraft to India. The
signing of the long-negotiated defence pact comes in the backdrop of India's
tense border standoff with China in eastern Ladakh.
It has been the policy of the US to take credit for peace and blame oth-
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ers for terrorism, while it is behind unrest in most countries of the world,
from Afghanistan, Pakistan, Syria to Yemen and Iraq. The whole world
knows occupied Kashmir is a regional and international dispute and UN
resolutions accept Kashmiris’ right to self-determination. When India uses
force to change the special status of the valley and kills innocent Kashmiris
struggling for their legitimate right, the US looks the other way. The same
is the policy in Palestine. It shamelessly ignores Israeli aggression against
innocent Palestinians.
The unwarranted allegations against Pakistan are an attempt by the US
to please India in its efforts to contain China. It is a fact that the terrorist networks, which the US and India have mentioned, do not exist on Pakistan soil.
Pakistan has successfully dismantled hideouts of terrorists from its areas bordering Afghanistan and their sleeper cells in urban areas. Most of the terrorist
outfits were created abroad and a few, which grew in some areas of the country, have already been eliminated. However, the US and India do not miss an
opportunity to target Pakistan. They put pressure on Pakistan through the Financial Action Task Force (FATF), which threatens to place the country on its
grey list to harm it financially.
The US has also openly opposed the China Pakistan Economic Corridor
(CPEC) in a bid to malign the project and advance its interests in the region.
Several US media reports expressed concerns about “Pakistan losing sovereignty to its deep-pocketed Asian ally,” which can use Gwadar as a strategic
card against India and the United States if tensions worsen to the point of
naval blockades as the two powers increasingly confront each other at sea.
The US is also “worried” about Pakistan’s Chinese debt problem and Chinese
state-owned companies constructing seaports at strategic spots around the
Indian Ocean, including places in Sri Lanka, Bangladesh, and Malaysia, which
it considers a threat to its interests and India, its regional ally.
If analyzed carefully, recent US actions reflect the feeling of an enemy
and a former friend of Pakistan. The US and India are concerned about rising cooperation between Pakistan and China. Pakistan has also become a
battleground between the US and China in a trade war between the two
superpowers. The US curtailed Pakistan’s security-related aid after opposing an International Monetary Fund (IMF) bailout for it. It indicates the US
frustration after Pakistan came out of its influence and entered into strategic
partnership with China. Pakistan has accepted the new partnership between the US and India and they should also acknowledge its geo-strategic
relationship with China.
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A mixed bag
Shahid Hussain

Economic indicators during the first quarter of the current fiscal year
show a mixed trend. Latest figures show tax revenue as a percentage
of GDP is declining, mark-up has risen from 1.2pc of GDP in last year's
first quarter to over 1.6pc in July-September 2020, while domestic debt
has risen by 170pc to R322.9 billion from Rs119.5 billion of the comparable period last year.
Pakistan’s budget deficit reached Rs484.3 billion (1.1 percent of
GDP) during the first quarter of the current fiscal year. The country’s
expenditures stood at Rs1.963 trillion as against the revenues of
Rs1.479 trillion during the July-September period. The budget deficit,
the gap between the government’s expenditure and revenues, was
recorded at Rs484.3 billion (1.1pc of GDP). The primary balance was
recorded at Rs257 billion or 0.6pc of GDP. The government has met
budget deficit financing through Rs161 billion external and Rs322 billion
domestic resources, including Rs230 billion bank borrowing and Rs92
billion non-bank borrowing. According to the Ministry of Finance, the
country’s expenditure was recorded at Rs1.693 trillion (4.3pc of GDP).
The government spent Rs742.1 billion on paying domestic and foreign
debt servicing. The breakdown of interest payment shows that Rs685
billion was spent on domestic debt and Rs57.2 billion on foreign debt.
The government had allocated Rs2.946 trillion for interest payment for
the entire current fiscal year. Meanwhile, an amount of Rs224.5 billion
was spent on defence. The government had allocated Rs1.289tr for the
defence for the current fiscal year.
According to the statistics, the government spent only Rs70.7 billion
on federal development projects in the first quarter. The provincial governments spent Rs89.8 billion on development projects. The documents show the government spent Rs86.7 billion on pension payments,
Rs89 billion on running expenditure of the civil government, Rs2.85 billion on subsidies and Rs108.3 billion as grants during the first quarter.
Of the total revenues of Rs1.479 trillion, the government collected
around Rs343.01 billion as non-tax revenues during the period. In nontax revenues, the government collected Rs25.7 billion as mark-up on
public sector entities, Rs1.5 billion as dividend, Rs105 billion as surplus
profit of the State Bank of Pakistan, Rs8.152 billion as profit of the Pakistan Telecommunication Authority (PTA), Rs2.88 billion as defence,
Rs2.96 billion as passport fee, Rs14.6 billion as royalties on gas and
oil, Rs321 million as windfall levy against crude oil and Rs19.1 billion
through other sources.
Tax collection has helped the government control the budget deficit.
The Federal Board of Revenue (FBR) collected Rs1004 billion in the
first quarter, exceeding the tax collection target by Rs40 billion. This is
the first time the FBR has managed to cross the figure of Rs1 trillion in
gross as well as net collection in the first quarter of a fiscal year. The
gross revenue stood at Rs.1052 billion. The breakdown of tax collection
of Rs1004 billion showed that the FBR had collected Rs363.6 billion as
income tax while sales tax, federal excise duty and customs duty remained at Rs435.7 billion, Rs56 billion and Rs155.3b respectively.
The four provincial governments recorded budget surplus of Rs44.4
billion during the period as their expenditure remained at Rs614.5 bil-
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lion as compared to the revenues of Rs658.9 billion. The government
had budgeted provinces at a surplus of Rs242 billion during the current
fiscal year. In the annual budget 2020-21, the government had set the
fiscal deficit target at 7.1pc of GDP (Rs3437 billion) for the ongoing fiscal year. The Asian Development Bank (ADB) has projected Pakistan’s
fiscal deficit to decline to an equivalent of 7.0pc of GDP in FY2021.
Revenue is projected to increase, reflecting ambitious revenue-mobilization targets following initiatives to withdraw tax exemptions, rationalise tax concessions, and broaden the tax base. The forecast
depends on COVID-19 risks subsiding and rapid economic recovery to
pre-COVID norms.
Meanwhile, Pakistan’s exports grew for the second consecutive
month in October to $2.066 billion, up 2.1pc from $2.024b in the corresponding period last year. According to the Ministry of Commerce, exports in the new fiscal year started on a positive note but witnessed a
steep decline of 19pc in August before rebounding in September and
October. Between July and October, exports fell by 0.1pc to $7.540b,
from $7.547b over the corresponding months of last year. In FY20, exports fell by 6.83pc or $1.57b to $21.4b, compared to $22.97b the previous year. Data shows visible improvements in export orders from
international buyers, mainly in the textile and clothing sectors since
May.
On the other hand, imports posted a negative growth of 10.3pc in
October to $3.653b, as against $4.074b over the corresponding month
of last year. The continuous decline in imports has provided some
breathing space to the government in managing external accounts despite a downward trend in exports. However, imports are now expected
to increase in the coming months following the abolishment of regulatory duty on imports of raw materials and semi-finished products. In
FY20, the import bill witnessed a steep decline of $10.29b or 18.78pc
to $44.509b, compared to $54.799b in the previous year.
The country’s trade deficit also shrank by 22.6pc in October, mainly
due to a growth in export proceeds. In absolute terms, the trade gap
narrowed to $1.587b, as compared to $2.05b over the corresponding
month of last year. In the first four months, the trade deficit narrowed
by 4.5pc to $7.424b, as against $7.776b over the last year. During
FY20, it narrowed to $23.099b, from $31.820b.
In another significant development, the Pakistani rupee continued
to gain value against the US dollar. According to the State Bank of Pakistan, the US dollar has dropped below Rs158.91. The rupee has
gained Rs2.28 against the greenback in two weeks. Remittances continue to grow at over $2 billion a month since the beginning of FY21,
while the country posted a quarterly current account surplus ($792 million) after more than five years (last time a surplus was recorded was
in 3QFY15) against a deficit of $1.49 billion in the same period last year.
The fiscal indicators show the country is not out of a fiscal quagmire
as its gross revenues are decreasing but expenditure is growing at a
double-digit pace due to a 30pc increase in debt servicing. The government must focus on increasing its revenues and reducing its expenditure to put the country on a path to sustainable growth.
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Relief package
for industry
Husnain Shahid

Prime Minister Imran Khan has announced a huge relief package for the
industrial sector, which will not only jumpstart the economy, but also help
provide jobs to millions of people. However, it may also worsen the circular
debt problem, as incentives have been announced without making reforms
in the power sector.
The package reflects an out-of-the-box approach to promote small and
medium enterprises, which were the hardest hit by the pandemic and required urgent measures to revive. The package will provide additional consumption of electricity at 50pc less than the prevalent rate which would
encourage small and medium enterprises to increase production, create
jobs and generate more revenues for themselves and the country. According to the plan, if an SME was purchasing electricity at Rs16 per unit last
year, then the cost of purchasing additional electricity (what was purchased
last year) from November onwards would be Rs8 per unit. And over the
next three years, till the end of the tenure of the present government, large
scale manufacturing units (LSM) and SMEs would pay 25pc less on consumption of additional electricity.
Under the package, industries will get 50pc relief in electricity tariff from
November till June next year. Industrial units will also get electricity at 25pc
reduced rates with no peak hour. Despite the ongoing second wave of
Covid-19 in the country, the government announced that no industry would
be locked down. Small and medium industries will get 25pc relief in the
electricity bill which is a major decision taken by the government. High tariff
was charged from industries during the peak hours from 7pm to 11pm,
which was why they could not hold second or third shifts to enhance production. The package aims to increase industrial growth and production,
boost the economy and provide more job opportunities. It would promote
industries in the country that have suffered losses in the past due to high
costs of electricity.
After the cabinet approved the package, Prime Minister Imran Khan
said,” A strong infrastructure of energy is vital to help industries grow and
compete in the international market. With 25pc expensive electricity rates,
Pakistan lagged behind India and Bangladesh in terms of exports, therefore, it is extremely important for the country to strengthen its industries as
it will lead to wealth creation and help pay off debt.” According to estimates,
there are 3.3 million SMEs in Pakistan, including manufacturing units and
service providers, which employ over 78pc of non-agricultural labour, account for 25pc of exports and 30pc of Gross Domestic Product (GDP).
Studies show that major issues facing the SMEs were power shortages,
unscheduled outages and high electricity tariffs. Experts say a reduction
in tariff, a major input cost for most LSMs and SMEs, would provide the
necessary impetus to raise output, exports, GDP and raise the revenue of
the government.
In April, the government announced a package of incentives for the
construction sector to restart economic activities. However, the incentives
largely remained unutilised and failed to produce desired results. Earlier,
taxes on main exports had been slashed in hope to give the economy a
boost and narrow the trade deficit but to no avail. At a time when the coun-

November 16-30, 2020

try was facing an increasing threat of the deadly coronavirus, Prime Minister Imran Khan announced a set of incentives for people investing in the
construction sector and promised to open allied industries to strike a balance between economic activities and efforts to contain the pandemic. Giving the status of “industry” to the construction sector, Prime Minister Imran
Khan unveiled the relief package, under which those investing this year
were not required to disclose their sources of income. A fixed tax was
levied on construction activities under the package while 90pc taxes were
waived on the construction of houses under the Naya Pakistan Housing
Programme. Also, the capital gain tax on the sale and purchase of property
was withdrawn. All construction material, except steel and cement, were
exempted from the withholding tax. However, the package failed to produce desired results.
The government will have to make sure the new package does not
meet the fate of its incentives to the construction sector. The new package
has been announced at a time when the energy sector's circular debt has
reached Rs2.3 trillion against Rs1.2 trillion inherited by the government. It
means the circular debt has risen by nearly 92pc in two years. The circular
debt grew at an average rate of about Rs1.5b per day (Rs45b a month) in
2019-20. The National Electric Power Regulatory Authority, in its “State of
the Industry Report 2020”, said the circular debt had reached Rs2.15tr by
June from Rs1.6tr in June 2019. The report said that Covid-19-related issues also contributed to the rise in the debt as the pandemic led to an increase in theft of electricity and non-payment of bills. The NEPRA said that
one of the main causes of theft of electricity and non-payment of power
bills was higher tariff.
It is a fact that contracts signed with power generation companies by
the previous governments resulted in production of expensive electricity,
which is unaffordable for the industrial sector. During 2013-18, the country’s
exports dipped from $25 billion to $20 billion, with many industries shutting
down due to high electricity bills.
Few weeks ago, the government announced renegotiating power purchase agreements with the independent power producers (IPPs). However,
it has failed to announce new rates. According to the government, power is
25pc costlier in Pakistan than India and Bangladesh. It should immediately
cut the power tariff for all consumers to provide relief to the common man.
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Opposition claims
and Senate elections
Raza Khan

The movement of the opposition parties to oust the government of the Pakistan Tehreek-e-Insaf (PTI) has gathered some momentum, however, it remains to be seen that whether, as claimed by most opposition leaders,
Prime Minister Imran Khan Niazi’s days are numbered and he would be
no more in power by January 2021, would turn out to be true or not. At the
moment, one could only speculate about the unfolding of political events
by approaching January next year. However, it seems that the time till early
next year would be very hard for PM Khan’s government.
There are a number of reasons why it is a really challenging time for
the federal government of the PTI. The foremost and immediate reason is
that nearly all opposition parties have come together to join an umbrella
organisation to send PM Khan home packing. The movement, named Pakistan Democratic Movement (PDM), has staged good public shows in Gujranwala, Karachi and Quetta and is expected to increasingly gather more
people in its next public meeting in Peshawar. Gathering people by itself
is not an indicator of success of the opposition groups to dislodge the government. A sitting government could not be ousted by launching a public
movement that may change into a revolution to throw out the incumbent
rulers. However, the opposition movement and the narrative the opposition
leaders have adopted that PM Khan is merely a stooge of the military establishment has a very strong psychological impact on the government.
So it is a war of nerves in which the PDM wants to engage the government
and this is really a good strategy as it has also put the establishment on
the defensive.
The second important challenge for the PTI government is the extremely thin majority which the party has in the National Assembly. The
PTI government has been in the saddle only due to the crucial support of
allied parties, particularly the Muttahida Qaumi Movement (MQM-Pakistan), Pakistan Muslim League-Quaid (PML-Q), Grand Democratic Alliance and some independent members of the National Assembly. In case
even a single of the allies bids adieu to the government of the PTI, it would
be nearly impossible for it to remain in the saddle. Of late, the key ally
PML-Q has stated that it may leave the ruling coalition due to the cold
shoulder given to it by PM Khan. Its leaders claim that they may be part of
the coalition to keep the government afloat but they are not consulted at
all in key decisions of the government. Now if the PML-Q withdraws support from the PTI government, the latter may not remain in the saddle for
long. The situation makes it realistic that the PTI government could be
shown the door by the powers that be any time in the coming few months.
This would prove the claims of the opposition parties true that PM Khan’s
days are numbered. Nevertheless, one point here it is quite important to
be mentioned that the coalition partners of the PTI government, including
the MQM, GDA and PML-Q, are enjoying the perks and privileges of
power. They won’t like to leave the government as the opposition cannot
give anything material to them. The leaders of the coalition parties are
playing a cat-and-mouse game with PM Khan to get more benefits of the
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situation. There is ample possibility that the coalition parties may not be
able to have power again after fresh elections. This factor may keep all
the present partners in the ruling coalition to desist from withdrawing from
the government. This is a silver lining for PM Khan’s government.
The third important challenge for the present PTI government is the
March 2021 Senate elections in the country. Under the procedure, 50
percent of the seats of the Senate would become vacant in March and
elections would be held immediately. At the moment, the ruling party
does not have a majority, even a razor-thin one, in the Senate of Pakistan, due to which it could not pass important bills from the parliament.
As the electoral college for the election of senators comprises members
of respective provincial assemblies, the PTI, having majority in the Punjab and Khyber Pakhtunkhwa and seats in Sindh and Balochistan assemblies, could expect to win the Senate election. Once the PTI has a
majority in both National Assembly and Senate, PM Khan would be in
control of the entire state, especially of lawmaking. No party ever in Pakistan could have its government by virtue of having a majority in the National Assembly and in the Senate of Pakistan. Political parties, whether
the PML-N or the PPP (which together have ruled Pakistan seven times),
which were approaching to have a majority in both houses of the parliament suddenly lost power due to one reason or the other. The PTI may
suffer from the sordid reality of the political history of Pakistan. In other
words, it may lose its government before the next Senate elections in
March 2021. This is the reason on which the PML-N, PPP, JUI-F and
other opposition parties have put their claims that PM Khan’s days are
numbered. However, given the situation in the country and the stringent
and vitriolic narrative which the opposition parties have adopted about
the country’s security establishment, one doubts the PTI government
could easily be removed before March.
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Rising learning poverty
Rasheed Ali
It was shocking and depressing, though not unexpected, to see students
returning to schools in September, totally blank after a six-month closure
because of lockdown, imposed by the government authorities over the
coronavirus pandemic in the country, said Irfan Saleem, a teacher, when
asked to comment on the recently published World Bank report on increasing “learning poverty” in Pakistan.
The report suggested that learning poverty in the country would go up
to 79 per cent as a result of school closure in the near past due to the pandemic. Learning poverty means being unable to read and understand a
simple text by age 10. However, the senior teacher at Government Higher
Secondary School, Mozang, Lahore, contests the claim.
“Learning poverty among students of public sector schools has already
gone beyond the estimated rate of 79pc,” he tells Cutting Edge by telephone. More than 90pc primary class students returning to schools after a
long break have forgotten almost everything they had learnt as regular students before the forced closure of educational institutions, claims Irfan
Saleem, who’s pursuing his PhD studies at a Lahore university also, along
with rendering his services at the government school.
The Annual Status of Education Report 2018 (ASER-2018) had
shocked the nation last year by disclosing that almost 50% of Pakistani
students enrolled in grade five cannot perform arithmetic and reading
tasks, set for the second grade. Nearly 53pc of children cannot read and
understand a simple story by the end of their primary school-level education. These poor learning outcomes are not just limited to public schools
but also low-cost private schools. As a result, many students are years behind the appropriate learning level for their age group and have weak foundational concepts.
The educationist has reasons explaining the outcome of the ASER survey and the WB report, showing an increase in learning poverty in Pakistani schools. “The education process, especially at the primary level,
needs completion of a triangle comprising student, teacher and parents.
All three fortify efforts of each other for successful learning of students in
an ideal situation. But regrettably, this triangle remains incomplete in more
than 90pc cases in government schools, and so is the case with the learning process,” Irfan Saleem says. In most cases, adds the educationist, parents of government school students are uneducated themselves and they
do not give importance to education and learning of their children.
In a large number of cases, they send their children to schools to get
rid of them for a few hours, and they have no interest in what they study in
schools and how much they learn or gain knowledge, believes the senior
teacher on the basis of his experience in the field. However, he adds, the
case of those studying in private schools may be different. After paying
heavy fees, parents of children studying in private schools mostly keep an
eye on them; they keep asking their children as well as their teachers about
the learning situation and their grades, the educationist says. He admits
that in some cases, teachers in government schools also show slackness
in imparting education to their students.
The WB report, “Learning Losses in Pakistan due to COVID-19 School
Closures”, however, says that the estimates are not cast in stone, and in
collaboration with the government, the development partners can influence
the numbers by taking appropriate action, particularly now that schools
have reopened.
The report suggests the measures, among others, to ensure that
dropouts do not materialise, and organise an enrolment drive and leverage
cash transfers to encourage enrolment or re-enrolment of children.
According to the report, an estimated 930,000 additional children are
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expected to drop out from both primary and secondary education. Given
that 22 million are already out of school, this represents an increase of almost 4.2pc. Pakistan is globally the country where dropouts are the highest
due to the COVID-19 crisis in relative terms.
The estimate is based on the observed income elasticity of education
for various socio-economic quintiles and is based on the June 2020 growth
estimates for Pakistan which were estimated to be minus 4.4pc. Income
elasticity in Pakistan is high for two main reasons: high poverty levels,
which lead families to push their children into labour or marriage from an
early age; and the cost of private schooling in which 38pc of school-going
children aged six to 10 were enrolled before the crisis.
On the dropout issue, however, Irfan Saleem, as well as Ms. Nyla
Shabbir, a senior teacher at a famous private school branch, seemed satisfied. The government schoolteacher said the dropout loss was almost
negligible, while the class 9th in-charge at the Wahdat Road Lahore branch
of a big private school system said that 100pc students had rejoined
classes after educational institutions reopened.
Ms. Nyla Shabbir’s estimates about learning losses among students of
their school were quite different from Mr. Irfan Saleem’s. She told Cutting
Edge by telephone that the tests conducted by them soon after the return
of students showed that overall 50pc students had suffered learning
losses, and 30pc were the worst cases.
She said special arrangements had been made to keep students engaged in studies during the COVID-19 lockdown days. All class in-charges
and teachers had formed WhatsApp groups of their students. They were
informed about their lecture timing and online tests on a daily basis through
WhatsApp and text messages, and in many cases calls were also made
to parents of students for an uninterrupted learning process. Parents were
requested to submit tests of their children, conducted online, to school offices on a weekly or fortnightly basis. The tests were assessed by the
teachers concerned, and the results were shared with the parents through
WhatsApp and text messages on their cell-phones. “This was a real hard
task, but it produced good results and their learning losses were curtailed
to a large extent,” says Ms. Nyla with satisfaction.
The WB report, however, appreciated efforts of Pakistan for minimising
learning losses of students through use of the internet and launch of a television channel for imparting lessons to students through distance or remote learning methods. Since the start of the COVID-19 pandemic,
Pakistan has put in place an impressive infrastructure to support remote
learning, added the report.
The 2020 Human Capital Index showed that Pakistan had improved its
Learning Adjusted Years of Schooling from 4.8 years to 5.1 years over the
last few years. But the gains may have been lost already. The report estimated that school closures during the pandemic will result in a loss of between 0.3 and 0.8 years of learning-adjusted schooling. “We expect that
the four months of school closures during the pandemic could reduce
learning adjusted years of schooling for Pakistan back to 4.8 years,” added
the report.
“If we quantify this loss of learning in terms of labour market returns,
the average student will face a reduction between $193 and $445 in yearly
earnings once he or she enters the labour market, which represents between 2.8pc and 6.6pc of annual income.
“Aggregated for all students in Pakistan and projected 20 years into
the future when all graduates have entered the labour market, this would
cost the Pakistan economy between $67 billion and $155bn in GDP at Net
Present Value,” said the report.
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Pakistan’s low
savings rate
Muhammad Jahangir

It is no secret that Pakistanis are not good savers. Our savings rate is one of the lowest in the world. According to the
latest report, the gross savings rate as of June 30, 2020,
was recorded at 8.4 per cent. The rate is much lower when
compared with other South Asian countries. India has a
savings rate of 29.44pc, Bangladesh 24.75pc and Nepal
36.2pc. But this comparison does not present the whole
picture.
But the official savings rate does not reflect the true picture on the ground. Pakistanis save but not with banks as
the medium of savings offered by them does not meet their
needs. The truth is that Pakistanis don’t save within the formal system but outside it. It is estimated that 23pc people
save via the committee mechanism, 16pc in gold and another 11pc through livestock. If we could institutionalise
these savings mechanisms, provide a better return and
simpler banking mechanisms, the savings rate would go
up substantially.
It may be relevant to point out here that in our society the “committee”
system is an informal mechanism through which groups of people, friends
and relatives save. The committee system is popular because it does not
require a bank account and is without any interest component. To exemplify, say, ten people get together, each contributing Rs 1,000 per month
for 10 months. Every month there is a pool of Rs 10,000 which one individual gets on the basis of a lucky draw each month or according to a prearranged order of priority. This is purely a cash transaction as each
member contributes Rs1,000 in cash and it is unlikely that the monthly
Rs10,000 recipient deposits the amount in a bank account. The recipient
of the amount spends it as per his or her needs.
According to a Gallup survey, 64pc of those interviewed stated that they
save in cash. This conclusion is further strengthened by the fact that Pakistan also has the highest currency-to-deposit ratio, namely 36.2pc in the
region. Experts say that the problem of low savings can be tackled by
bringing the huge cash in circulation into the formal economy. It is estimated that if the cash in circulation is reduced by Rs1tr, it would lead to a
Rs3tr increase in the national deposit base due to the bank multiplier effect.
In order to bring Rs1tr cash into the formal economy we will have to develop new strategies.
One way is to digitise the process of savings through the committee
system. That is, instead of 10 individuals meeting or one individual collecting the funds, all 10 download an app which caters for the service. The
app allows them to instantly open a mobile wallet by simply sending an
SMS. It populates their account though either linking an existing bank account or depositing cash at any of the 90,000 branchless banking agents.
It will also allow them to transfer money in real-time to an individual who
is that month’s beneficiary. The beneficiary can then use the funds to make
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an online utility bill payment, pay school fees or physically withdraw the
funds from a branchless banking agent.
Another approach can be to create a platform where all of the services
are provided with one major addition. The platform provider underwrites
the performance risk of the committee members. Through the system 10
people in 10 different cities, who do not know each other, can participate
in a committee to save. The platform provider, using advanced credit underwriting techniques, guarantees that each individual will pay their contribution for the duration of the committee. In this version, the underlying
personal credibility of individual members which ensures monthly contributions is replaced by the guarantee of the platform provider.
Pakistanis are also known to have savings in gold. Pakistan in the last
fiscal year imported 273kg of gold, worth $11.9 million which translates
into billions of rupees. About 99pc of gold imported is converted into jewellery and used as ornaments as well as a medium of savings by families,
especially women. The annual consumption of gold is estimated at 150 to
170 tonnes. Most gold transactions are in cash and are outside the formal
economy. It is possible to formalize the transactions through an app that
provides for fractional gold purchases and sales of very low value and instant liquidity. Such an app will allow for purchase and redemption through
a bank account. A solution like this would bring the ability to save in gold
on a fractional basis as well as provide liquidity, transparency and security
and thus bring cash transactions into the formal economy.
The government can also encourage the general propensity to save by
offering higher rates of return on long-term deposits through the National
Savings Schemes which are otherwise popular among the public, especially retired persons. Needless to say, it is only by increasing the savings
and investment rate that we can achieve stable and sustainable growth.
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A mixed picture of
Pakistan’s economy
Muhammad Jahangir

The International Monetary Fund (IMF) has
come out with a new projection for Pakistan’s economy. It expects a lower GDP
growth rate in 2020-21 of 1 percent only as
compared to the April estimate of 2 percent.
The downward revision of the GDP growth
rate has been made in the light of ground realities - the damage to crops from the locust
attack and heavy monsoon rainfall. There
are also fears of a second wave of COVID19, which could lead to lockdowns and other
restrictions on economic activities.
In this context, it is relevant to add here
that the World Bank has projected a growth
rate of only 0.5 percent in 2020-21. The IMF
also expects the overall rate of investment in
the economy to fall sharply from 15.4 percent of GDP to 13.8 percent of GDP and
then recover to 14.5 percent of GDP in 202122. This means that the level of investment
will actually fall in real terms during the current financial year by over 2
percent, given the uncertainties ahead. Already, in the first quarter imports
of machinery have fallen by as much as 17 percent.
The government is striving hard to sustain the investment momentum.
During the first three months, the releases from the federal PSDP have
shown a growth of 13 percent, but it is unlikely that the growth rate can be
sustained in the absence of a corresponding growth in revenues for which
extra efforts will have to be made.
Inflation is a critical element in the emerging situation. Earlier, in April,
it was expected to be 8 percent in the former year and 7.3 percent in the
latter year. Now the projection has been revised upwards to 8.8 percent in
2020-21. The first three months of 2020-21 have witnessed an average
increase in the Consumer Price Index (CPI) of 8.8 percent. Therefore, the
IMF expects this average rate to persist over the year. But the end-of-period rate of inflation in June 2021 is projected by the IMF at 10.2 percent.
There are several factors driving the inflationary pressure. The year
2019-20 saw a high rate of expansion in the money supply of 17.5 percent
which will strongly impact the rate of inflation in 2020-21. Also, supplyshocks due to lockdowns in coming months could exacerbate the inflationary situation. It is also expected that the oil price could rise from the low
level of $40 per barrel in the earlier part of 2021. Further, increases in
power and gas tariffs could exert cost-push pressure on the price level.
On the plus side, the budget deficit is expected to be reduced from 8
percent of GDP in 2019-20 to 6.7 percent of GDP in 2020-21 and to 5.2
percent of GDP in 2021-22. The process of fiscal stabilization is to be
achieved by strong growth annually in total revenues of over 17 percent in
2020-21 and in 2021-22. FBR revenues are expected to rise by as much
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as 23 percent during the current fiscal year, although the performance in
the first four months has been short of the target with a growth rate of 4
percent only. The required growth rate to achieve the target in the next
eight months is almost 30 percent. It is a moot point whether this target
can be achieved.
In the overall context, controlling expenditure is the key to economic
sustainability and growth. Total expenditure is expected to be reduced from
23.1 percent of GDP in 2019-20 to 22.8 percent of GDP in 2020-21 and to
22.2 percent of GDP in 2021-22. This apart, however, there is a need for
higher spending to provide relief to the large number of poor households
who have suffered due to the negative impact of COVID-19.
In terms of the conditionalities agreed upon, the IMF expects Pakistan
to bring down the deficit to almost 5 percent of GDP by 2021-22, because
it thinks that the country does not have the fiscal space to carry a larger
deficit which could spill over into a larger current account deficit. It is gratifying to note in this connection that Pakistan has greatly stabilized the
economy on the external front in the first quarter of 2020-21. The current
account in the balance of payments has gone into a surplus, supported by
strong growth in remittances and containment of imports.
This provides some space for pursuing a more expansionary fiscal
policy now and for providing some relief to the impoverished population
hit by COVID-19 lockdowns. In the days ahead, the IMF will have to show
more leniency in setting targets so that the government can take better
care of those below the poverty line and the large unemployed population
in need of official handouts to tide over a difficult period. In the final analysis, humanitarian considerations are as important as hard-nosed economic policy-making.
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Viewpoint

US-Pakistan relations
under Joe Biden
Raza Khan

Democratic candidate Joe Biden has won in the landmark United States
election. The US presidential election 2020 will be remembered in US history as incumbent President Donald Trump accused the American establishment, including its security apparatus, of stealing the election from him
in favour of Biden.
The accusations of Trump could not be rubbished prima facie as he has
solid arguments in this regard. Trump has already announced challenging the
results of the presidential elections in the US Supreme Court. At the moment,
Joe Biden is all set to become the US President. For Pakistan, like the rest of
the world, the new president of the most powerful country of the world is very
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important to look for ways and means to engage with it and get benefit out of it.
During the presidency of Donald Trump, Pakistan-US relations remained
bumpy. At one point in time, President Donald Trump in January 2018,
tweeted, “The United States has foolishly given Pakistan more than 33 billion
dollars in aid over the last 15 years, and they have given us nothing but lies &
deceit, thinking of our leaders as fools. They give safe havens to the terrorists
we hunt in Afghanistan, with little help. No more!” It was only after Pakistan
Prime Minister Imran Khan visited the US and met Trump like a statesman
that the latter changed his viewpoint about Pakistan and gave some positive
vibes about Islamabad. More importantly, since then Trump has desisted from
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criticizing Pakistan. Moreover, Trump and his officials even praised Pakistan
on a number of occasions for its instrumental role in bringing the long intransigent Afghan Taliban to the negotiating table, first with Washington and afterwards with the Afghan government. Pakistan played a critical role in making
the Taliban sign a historic peace deal with the Americans in February 2020.
Under the deal, Washington would withdraw all of its forces from Afghanistan
over the next 18 months. This has been a longstanding demand of the Afghan
Taliban, who could not be defeated in the last 19 years of US occupation of
Afghanistan and by spending more than one trillion dollars in the war-ravaged
country. It is important to note that President Trump inked an agreement with
the Taliban in the face of stiff resistance from his country’s security establishment. Now the biggest question from Pakistan’s point of view regarding relations with Washington under President Biden would be whether the new
president would stick to the promises made in the agreement with the Taliban.
Hopefully, Biden would keep intact the truce made with the Afghan Taliban to
withdraw forces from Afghanistan within the stipulated time. Once it happens,
the relations between Pakistan and the US would attain a new form.
Historically speaking, Pakistan is an old partner of the US, however, the
partnership has been evolving over decades and the demands and expectations of both states from each other have been changing despite their certain
relatively stable interests in each other. In recent years, US-Pakistan relations
have become so intricate that both countries had serious doubts about the
other’s intentions while they also could not afford to sever ties.
Initially, when the US established close ties with Pakistan in the decades
of 1950, it fundamentally wanted Pakistan to serve as an important link in encircling the former Soviet Union by containing it and preventing the communist
ideology from spreading in South Asia. Therefore, the US during the Cold War
rivalry with the Soviet Union wanted Pakistan to be its strong ally and for the
purpose it contributed significantly to its stability. However, certain Pakistanis
have an opposite view that the Americans did not care for Pakistan stability
even during the Cold War. But one does not agree with this line of argument.
On its part, Pakistan during the Cold War wanted Washington to be the
source of its financial and military sustenance so that its regional rivals, India,
Soviet Union and its puppet Afghanistan, may not harm Pakistan’s integrity and
sovereignty. Unfortunately, Pakistan could not keep intact its territorial integrity
as East Pakistan had to become Bangladesh in which both India and the Soviet
Union played an instrumental role. Thus, in a way Pakistan lost its eastern wing
due to its alliance with Washington which annoyed the Soviet Union.
In the post-Cold War US, with its near-dominance of the global scene with
the main challenge coming from non-state militant and terrorist organisations,
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specifically Muslim armed militias, wanted Pakistan to serve as an ally against
the militant organisations. However, due to ideological or religious reasons as
well as acute security compulsions Pakistan could not support Washington in
a way as has been expected by the latter. This is despite the fact that Pakistan
has been on the forefront to help the US trounce Al-Qaeda, considered as the
gravest threat to American security by its policymakers. Therefore, there has
been increasing demands from the US for Pakistan “to do more” against militant and terrorist organizations. Like in the Cold War, when Pakistan put its
territorial integrity on the precipice partly for Washington, in the post-September 9, 2001, period and with the launch of the Global War on Terror by the
US, Islamabad once against put its survival at risk, this time at the hands of
non-state global, regional and local Muslim militant organizations, like AlQaeda and the Tehreek-e-Taliban Pakistan (TTP). There has always been an
important question raised by observers and policy circles in Pakistan and elsewhere that whether the US had a deliberate policy to put Pakistan’s stability
and integrity at risk for its core national interests. Washington, as it always
claimed, wants to see a stable and prosperous Pakistan, but under compulsion of its interests could only see its interest served, whether it results in instability and chaos in Pakistan. While any realist state would have adopted
the policy but it could lead to mistrust between allies and partners and the
same has happened to US-Pakistan relations.
Since the turn of the century, the US has key objectives in Pakistan. These
are: to get all-out Pakistan support in the Global War on Terror, including military,
counterinsurgency operations in the tribal areas, logistical and intelligence support, primarily in Afghanistan and elsewhere in the world, like Iraq and Yemen;
preventing Pakistan from (what Washington fears) proliferating nuclear material
and technology, particularly to Iran; getting Pakistan support for reconstruction
in Afghanistan, stabilization of the country; courting Pakistan to support the US
anti-Iran stance; pressuring Pakistan to give Gwadar Port’s control to US companies instead of China; to reduce Pakistan-India tensions but not by playing a
role in resolving the key issue of Kashmir. Here, it is important to note that US
policy objectives in Pakistan have been in conflict with that of Pakistan’s interests, particularly regarding China and India. In case of China-Pakistan relations,
they have largely been strategic and economic. So like any other state, particularly a global power, the US wants Pakistan to compromise its own interests
for the sake of its policy objectives. This is typical of a patron-client relationship
which the US has adopted with Pakistan. However, times have changed and,
therefore, the nature of relations must also transform. This must be realized
both by Pakistan and the US. It is hoped that under Biden, Pakistan-US relations
would become multidimensional instead of being narrow.
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Politics

Heading towards disorder
Faheem Amir

All political parties, including the ruling Pakistan Tehreek-i-Insaf (PTI) and
eleven parties of the Pakistan Democratic Movement (PDM), are rapidly
pushing Pakistan towards disorder with their poor politics, hateful statements and policies. There should not be any doubt about Imran Khan’s
failure to solve Pakistan’s problems and people’s difficulties. With his
haughty and undemocratic attitude, Imran Khan is losing his popularity rapidly among the people.
He has not even taken a single step for introducing reforms in the Punjab
police, judiciary, NAB, FIA and other state institutions. His government has
failed to control corruption, prices of food and other daily-use commodities.
Unemployment and inflation are increasing. In short, after almost thirty months
in power, he has not fulfilled even a single promise he made with the people
before getting power in the Centre, the Punjab and Khyber Pakhtunkhwa.
His incompetent ministers and corrupt advisors are just criticising opposition leaders, especially Nawaz Sharif, Maryam Nawaz, Shahbaz
Sharif, Maulana Fazlur Rehman etc for all the problems and challenges
Pakistan and its people are facing. Since they don’t have any solution to
the problems, they are diverting the people’s attention from the burning issues by using harsh words against the opposition leaders. They are calling
opposition leaders traitors and anti-Pakistani openly.
On the other hand, rallies of the PDM at Gujranwala, Karachi and
Quetta have been a huge success. Thousands of people attended the jalsas. All the parties raised the “vote ko izzat do”(respect the vote) slogan in
the gatherings. They have demanded not only free and fair elections but
also non-interference of the establishment in governance.
Almost all PDM parties, especially the PML-N, JUI-F, are openly speaking against the army’s role in Pakistan. Nawaz Sharif and his daughter,
Maryam Nawaz, are now directly accusing COAS General Qamar Bajwa,
ISI DG Lt-General Faiz Hameed and ISPR Director General Maj-General
Babar Iftikhar of creating a mess in the country. On November 2, during
the launch of PML-N’s “Sher Jawan” force in Lahore, anti-army slogans
were raised in the presence of Maryam Nawaz. She also claimed that the
PML-N would not allow some generals to hide behind “wardi” (uniform).
“They will have to be answerable for their deeds,” she claimed. Maulana
Fazlur Rehman and his party members, including Maulana Attaur Rehman,
are also severely criticising the army.
Then, Ayaz Sadiq, former Speaker of the National Assembly and PMLN leader, made a very alarming and shocking statement on the floor of the
Parliament about India and Pakistan’s war in February of 2019. Without
mincing words, the former Speaker alleged that Pakistan had released
Wing Commander Abhinandan, an Indian pilot, under threat and fear of an
Indian attack. Ayaz Sadiq claimed that Prime Minister Imran Khan, Foreign
Minister Shah Mehmood Qureshi and military personnel were trembling in
fear of an Indian attack that night. So, to avoid the attack by the Indian
forces, Abhinandan was released, he claimed.
By giving the statement, Ayaz Sadiq and the PML-N have not only damaged Pakistan but also undermined the victory of its air force. It was an attack on the image of the army. The army had declared Abhinandan’s
capture and release a victory against Indian aggression, but the statement
of Ayaz Sadiq has negated the established stance of the army. The statement has also provided a face-saving opportunity to India in a conflict that
its air force lost in daylight.
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The Indian media is playing with the statement expertly. Unfortunately,
the PML-N has not condemned the statement. The PDM has also not said
anything against it. Many analysts are of the view that the statement is an
“extension” of Nawaz Sharif’s narrative. ISPR DG Major General Babar
Iftikhar tried to criticise the statement in his press briefing. But, it is a hard
fact that the PML-N leadership and its allies in the PDM are undermining
Pakistan’s national security narrative without any fear and hesitation.
Analyst Saad Rasool writes: “This saga started with Nawaz Sharif’s infamous ‘Dawn leaks’ episode, which the Army (ostensibly) swallowed in
the larger national interest. A repeat assault was then made by Nawaz
Sharif during an interview in Multan, when he claimed that Pakistan had
been involved in cross-border terrorism in India. And, conveniently, Nawaz
Sharif’s statement was issued just in time for the Indian counsel to quote
it during Kulbhushan Yadav proceedings before the ICJ. Then, Nawaz
Sharif upped the ante further, alleging that the Pakistani establishment
‘stole’ American missiles (from Balochistan) to make their own. Then, in
Gujranwala, he made specific allegations against the Army Chief. Then in
Quetta against the Army Chief and the ISI DG. And all the while, every
speech, every statement of Nawaz Sharif, in this regard, was flashed as
breaking news across the Indian media. And then finally, this episode of
Ayaz Sadiq has served as icing on the Indian cake.”
The PTI government and its officials are raising a hue and cry against
Ayaz Sadiq. Some are calling him a traitor. But, interestingly, the PTI government has utterly failed to take any legal and remedial action against
Ayaz Sadiq, Nawaz Sharif, Maryam Nawaz, Capt (retd) Safdar, Owais
Noorani and other PDM members, who are openly speaking against the
army and Pakistan’s national interests.
Nawaz Sharif has burnt all his boats and his outburst is considered by
many political experts as a “suicide”. Most of the PDM parties and members are following his line. The PTI government and the establishment will
try their best to deflect the situation through new promises, threats and arrests. The PPP can leave the PDM because it has its interests in the
provincial government. But, the PML-N and the JUI have no interest in any
province. They will continue their anti-establishment and anti-PTI protests.
If Gilgit-Baltistan elections are rigged, the PDM will become more popular. Poor economy, dharnas, strikes, long marches, terrorism and foreign
intervention will make matters worse.
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Environment

Joe Biden’s first 100 days
Changezi Sandhu

The recent shift of faces in the White House in the latest presidential
elections is the change of thoughts, opinion, and vision. The hostility
of Trump to environmental agreements exerted bad impact on the
regional as well as global environmental commitments in different
perspectives. Trump abjured environmental accords and American
commitments to stabilize the increasing global warming temperature
that narrowed down American role by putting bad smudges on the
face of American contribution to this regard as compared to the past.
The newly elected president, Joseph R. Biden, opposed and severely criticized the Trump doctrine toward environmental commitments of America in the presidential electoral campaigns. He
pledged to spend $2 trillion in four years to decrease the planetwarming, fossil fuel emissions and to do much more for the purpose
of cleaning the energy of the nation.
Now, Joe Biden has become the 46th American President, so it
is being expected that he will take a flurry of executive actions to ensure a stable environment through legislation. The first 100 days of
the presidency of Joe Biden are important that will define the execution of his vision and pledges made to the people of America, during
presidential campaigns. These efforts will restore the damaged American
role in regional and global scenarios.
Here are nine important things which Joe Biden will do to put the United
States of America back on the path to address climate change and global
warming during the first 100 days of his presidency. First, Mr. Biden will
rejoin the Paris Agreement as he promised Americans during his campaigns. He reaffirmed the rejoining of the Paris Agreement that will restore
American role in the agreement, as per its commitments. What Mr. Biden
to do is to write a letter to the United Nations for rejoining the agreement
that would take 30 days only for the restoration of American status as an
important and active member with leading roles in the agreement.
Second, Mr. Biden intended to arrange a “Climate World Summit” to
assemble leaders of big industrial nations. In the summit, cutting greenhouse gas emission would be discussed and stern mutual actions would
be taken to make the planet livable for all living entities. Third, rescinding
the large amount of Executive Orders which were passed by Trump regarding climate and energy would be the priority of the Biden administration because the Executive Order that was passed in the reign of Trump
called all federal agencies to dismantle their policies regarding climate.
That is the reason; the utmost preference of the Biden administration will
be to revoke all such executive orders as soon as possible.
Fourth, a flurry of new economic stimulus measures is expected to be
taken by the newly elected administration regarding cleaning energy.
Funding related to research and development to clean energy, allocating
money of different states to encourage them to restore, and continue their
renewable energy expansion and other environment friendly efforts, and
reforms related to tax to facilitate and encourage renewable energy practices and policies in industrial sectors.
Fifth, formulating new rules and regulations will take time at an embryonic stage of the presidency of Mr. Biden. Thus, it is being expected that
he will take immediate actions to cut down emissions through executive
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orders. According to an article by Lisa Friedman, published in the New
York Times, “Mr. Biden will sign executive orders instructing agencies to
develop new methane limits for oil and gas wells to reinstate and
strengthen fuel economy standards, and to tighten efficiency standards for
appliances and buildings.”
Sixth, Mr. Biden said that he would sign an executive order that would
demand public companies to frame up and share their policies and operations regarding climate change financial risk and greenhouse emission.
Seventh, it is also being expected that Mr. Biden will revise rules related
to fossil fuel production. He may cancel the 2017 executive order for the
purpose of lifting restrictions on production and energy exploration offshore. He could pass an executive order in this regard within the first 100
days of his presidency by fulfilling some public commitments.
Eighth, it seems that environmental justice is an important part of the
climate plan as shared by Mr. Biden, during his presidential campaigns.
He expressed his concerns about the effects of global warming and pollution in the low-income communities. So, now he is in power finally. It could
be expected that he could create an advisory board for environmental justice for better coordination, immediate actions, fair implementation and
evaluating effects on multiple communities geographically.
Ninth, Mr. Biden cleared in his speeches to take “immediate steps to
reverse the Trump assault on America’s national treasures.” He reaffirmed
that he would issue an executive order to restore wildlife areas. He also
pledged to conserve 30% land and waters of the United States by 2030
through an executive order.
Last but not the least, if the Biden administration takes the steps regarding climate and environment that will be best to gain public trust, popularity not only at national abut also at international level because climate
change and global warming have become global issues, beyond borders
and regions. These stern actions will also restore the damaged role and
status of America because the “America First” policy of Trump limited the
role of the United States in regional and global perspective.
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Viewpoint

Nigerian protests: A
once-in-a-generation
moment for change
Jude M.I Abaga

Last month, the protests that gripped Nigeria for weeks reached a bloody
peak. On October 20, security forces opened fire on unarmed demonstrators at a toll gate in Lekki, outside Lagos, which, according to Amnesty International, killed 12 people. Witnesses described how CCTV cameras
and lights were shut off before the shooting started, apparently in an attempt to protect the killers.
The next morning, cyber-thugs were deployed to create chaos. People
spent the day confused, reading planted stories. Like many Nigerians, I
was watching the events unfold on social media. When I saw a video of
the father of one of the victims mourning, I started crying uncontrollably.
As a musician, I have spent much of my life touring and in the recording
studio. The past few weeks, however, have opened my eyes.
Thankfully, millions of other young people feel the same. The catalyst
may be the pandemic – people have been locked up so long that their
anger has finally boiled over. Since early October, Nigerians – mostly in
their 20s and 30s – have taken to the streets to voice their anger over police brutality, corruption and the incompetence of the ruling elite. The
demonstrations were first triggered by anger at the Special Anti-Robbery
Squad, better known as SARS. This is a branch of the police notorious for
its track record of human rights abuses: kidnappings, extortion, harassment and killings.
Almost everyone in Nigeria has a story about SARS abuse, including
me. In June this year, a friend of mine was arrested after breaking curfew
to buy medicine for his ill wife. After he called me for help, I went to see
him with a police officer friend of mine, hoping his job and my fame could
offer some protection. When we arrived at the scene, SARS officers had
stopped close to 30 cars and confiscated everyone’s phones so they could
not call for help. We saw how officers blatantly planted drugs in one of the
cars, and then made everyone else line up at a nearby ATM to take out
anything between $3 and $50 cash for their bribes.
SARS is also notorious for targeting young people on the flimsiest suspicion of involvement in gangs. I have friends in the music industry who
have been arrested for nothing but their tattoos or their dreadlocks. It usually takes two or three days in jail and a well-placed bribe, before they are
released. No wonder that #EndSARS has trended on Twitter for weeks.
The terror spread by security forces is, however, just the tip of the iceberg.
Young people are protesting against a system that for decades has protected and enriched those in power. Elections have become a charade
with rampant vote buying and a sense of apathy and hopelessness has
defined many Nigerians – until now.
The response by the authorities has been brutal. Police have used
beatings, tear gas and – as they did in Lekki – live ammunition to break
up demonstrations, resulting in many deaths. On October 11, the government pledged to disband SARS, but we have heard similar promises be-
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fore. In fact, there is every chance the situation could escalate. In his address to the nation, President Muhammadu Buhari refused to even acknowledge the massacre in Lekki. He also called the government’s initial
willingness to listen to protesters a “sign of weakness”, and issued thinly
veiled threats of more violence.
For us protesters, it is clear that we are fighting against a government
that is willing to kill you and then blame you for your own death. The authorities are intent on creating chaos as a pretext to intensify their crackdown. One politician has even tried to whip up ethnic hatred – suggesting
that the demonstrations are the South trying to plan a coup.
This is a monumental moment in Nigerian history. For many young people, President Buhari represents an old and corrupt generation of politicians that have little left to offer the country. This is the moment where
previous generations of Nigerians were on the cusp of change, but decided
to sit back, fearing a violent backlash, or that there were not enough of
them. I understand it, but we are ready to push on. At some point, there
has to be a generation that takes a stand. A generation that says: “We are
not going to stop, even if you kill us.”
In the immediate term, the protesters’ demands focus on justice for police abuses and more independent oversight of the police force, but also
an increase in police salaries to help fight corruption. In the longer term,
the presidential elections in 2023 are increasingly seen as an opportunity
for real change.
Our challenge is to channel the momentum of the past few weeks into
a lasting political movement. This will not be easy, since Nigeria is deeply
divided on regional, class and religious lines. But I am confident that, in
the end, we will succeed. Too many people are tired of the divisions the
old ruling class have created and eager to move past them. Those who
lost their lives in Lekki, and everyone else who have taken to the streets,
deserve nothing less
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Opinion

Trump is gone,
Netanyahu is next
Marwan Bishara

No one is as devastated by President Donald Trump’s defeat as Israel’s
Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu. Not even the crown princes of the
United Arab Emirates and Saudi Arabia.
These Gulf leaders may have been dependent on Trump for pursuing regional mischief and are sad to see him go, but compared to them, Netanyahu
has lost much more than a partner in crime: he lost his soul mate, his American alter ego.
So what made their relationship so special and what does the future hold
for Netanyahu now that Trump is passé? A match made in hell. Trump and
Netanyahu saw eye to eye on almost everything, starting with their hatred
for Barack Obama and the Obama-Biden administration, which they expressed with much venom. For four years, they did everything possible to
undo all that Obama left behind, starting with reversing his decoupling of the
US and Israeli regional strategies and exiting the Iran nuclear deal.
They demonised the Iranian leadership, praised Arab dictators, and
worked diligently to establish a new strategic partnership between these autocrats and Israel in order to confront the Arab people and Iran. Trump and
Netanyahu criticised and even humiliated Europe for upholding its liberal values and honouring its foreign policy commitments, especially for abiding by
the Iran nuclear agreement. And they held similar contemptuous and hostile
views towards the United Nations and its various international agencies. Most
outrageously, they ganged up on the Palestinians, who have been suffering
under Israeli occupation for decades, blackmailing their leaders and stripping
them of all aid and stature to force them to submit to their dictates. In this,
they were aided by Trump’s son-in-law and Netanyahu’s family friend, Jared
Kushner, the sneaky arriviste who made sure that both egocentric leaders
remain on good terms.
A Zionist extremist, Kushner is the architect of Trump’s infamous “deal of
the century”, which adopted Netanyahu’s racist colonial logic in Palestine.
But that is not all that made the Trump-Netanyahu bromance so eerie. As I
wrote earlier this year, there are other more disturbing personal similarities
between the two cynics.
Both are known to be serial liars; both have a history of adultery and have
been divorced twice; and both have faced charges of misuse of public office
for personal and political gain. And still, both have been able to command
the support of religious fanatics who have come to consider the two morally
challenged sinners as God’s vessels, serving, albeit unintentionally, a divine
purpose. Indeed, Trump has embraced the same ultra-nationalist, even
racist, agendas that Netanyahu has long championed in Israel and the Middle
East. Both men are populist showmen, rallying their right-wing constituencies
around their populist personas even when they proved incompetent in managing their countries’ worst crises, including the coronavirus pandemic.
After driving itself to the edge, America gazed into the abyss and decided
to pull back. The majority has rejected four more years of Tsunami Trump,
fearing he would end up destroying their democracy and national unity. Instead, they voted for the restoration of the country’s democratic and liberal
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institutions, and for healing the nation’s wounds. But just as Trump has tried
to undo everything Obama, Biden is about to reverse Trump’s reversals, and
perhaps more.
He is set to rejoin the Paris Agreement on climate change, the Iran nuclear deal, the World Health Organization and probably UNESCO, among
other agreements and institutions Trump has challenged or abandoned. He
has also vowed to end the travel ban from Muslim-majority countries. And
he seems set to bring relations with the Palestinians back to their Obamaera level, resuming aid, reinstating the Palestinian Liberation Organization
office in Washington, rejecting annexation, pursuing a two-state solution, etc.
This will not be enough to change the situation in Palestine, let alone end
the occupation and bring about an independent Palestinian state. Biden, who
once boasted of being a non-Jewish Zionist, is not about to project his hostility
to the Trump-Netanyahu axis onto US relations with Israel.
He will not veer too far from traditional US policy on Israel, regurgitating
the old mantras about preserving Israeli security and regional military superiority. But there are things Biden can and should do to put Netanyahu in a
bind. Biden could deny the embattled Israeli premier any of the customary
support and courtesy afforded to Israeli leaders. And he may not tolerate any
of the prime minister’s humiliating outbursts or hostile criticisms, which became his habit during the Obama era.
Likewise, Biden could reject Netanyahu’s unilateral moves in Palestine,
or in the region, if they are illegal and are made without prior coordination
with Washington. So, in short, Biden could make the coming months debilitating, inhibiting, and outright humiliating for the Israeli prime minister. He
may even turn his back on Netanyahu and make him persona non grata at
the White House. Bibi, as the prime minister is called in Israel, is already facing trial on three charges of corruption that carry prison sentences, making it
a matter of time before his coalition or party turns on him.
That is why Biden needs to go beyond Netanyahu and deliver a clear
message to the Israeli right. He needs to back his verbal opposition to Israel’s
settlement and annexation policy with action, notably by leveraging US aid
to pressure the Israeli government into doing the right thing. This is indispensable to reset the US-Israel relationship that has gone awry during the Trump
administration. It will also be an important lesson for the next prime minister
of Israel who, judging from the list of potential candidates, may be as bad as,
if not worse than, Netanyahu.
It is indeed high time that the president of the US abandons appeasement,
which has long proven counterproductive, even destructive, in favour of pressure or “tough love”, as they like to say in Washington, which by contrast has
proven effective with Israel and beneficial for peace and security. Netanyahu
has spent a lifetime in politics telling Israelis not to worry about US reactions
because he knows how to deal with Washington. It is time he is proven
wrong.
Biden has already defeated America’s Netanyahu; it is time he takes on
Israel’s Trump. Goodbye Donald, bye Jared, and bye-bye Bibi
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Islamophobia

Europe’s ‘Muslim question’
and the new secular crusade
Ibrahim Kalin

The “Muslim question” today is fast becoming what the “Jewish question”
was in 19th-century Europe. Negative attitudes towards Islam and Muslim
communities are increasingly setting limits to religious tolerance, pluralism
and democracy.
French President Emmanuel Macron appears to have consciously
taken the lead in launching a secular crusade to “save the soul of Europe”
but his actions are misguided because they play right into the hands of the
extremists he purports to target. Publishing sacrilegious and tasteless cartoons of the Prophet of Islam and doubling down on them is not defending
freedom of expression; it is an extremist action in its own right.
As University of Pennsylvania scholar Anne Norton notes in her brilliant
book, On the Muslim Question, the Jewish question in the 19th century
was a test for the Enlightenment values of reason, tolerance and inclusivity.
It was only by treating Jews, subject to centuries of discrimination and persecution, as equals that Europe could have claimed to be a civilisation
based on reason, virtue and freedom. Today, the treatment of Islam and
Muslim communities in the West is a litmus test for the democratic and
pluralistic values Western societies claim to espouse.
The streak of violence that we have witnessed over the last few months
in Europe heralds a new and dangerous episode in the modern history of
religious and secular extremism: As absolutist ideologies, they both want
to impose their will on the world and do not shy away from victimising
everyone along the way. Extremism and absolutism in their religious and
secular forms recognise no ethnic or religious boundaries.
By declaring that “Islam is in crisis all over the world” and defending
the re-publication of the Charlie Hebdo cartoons of the Prophet of Islam,
Macron not only creates new opportunities for ISIL, al-Qaeda and similar
groups to recruit and escalate violence, but he also offends the entire Muslim world.
Asking others to give up on their religious values because you have
lost them does not make your politics any more reasonable or respectful.
For Muslims, Prophet Muhammad remains the most sacred and revered
person regardless of how much secularism, modernity, Enlightenment or
technological progress shape the places they live. Respecting this is not
a compromise to violent extremism but a moral and political duty.
Macron may seek some political advantages in championing a new
secular crusade against Islam and presenting the Muslim minority communities as “the other” of Western civilisation. But this quest will not help
alleviate the crisis that his country and others in the region find themselves
in. He calls for a reform of Islam so it would conform to the “values” of the
French Republic at a time when his society has lost belief in these very
values. Self-doubt, however, does not seem to deter deep-seated imperialist impulses.
If it was only a matter of Macron acting with a sense of political
vengeance, things would have been easier to settle, but it goes deeper
than that. His behaviour and rhetoric reflect post-Enlightenment rationalist
arrogance – a mindset that seeks to salvage Western rationalism from its
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ruins by attacking Islam and Muslims as the antithesis of the modern secular world.
This brute secularism and Euro-centrism is part of the problem. How
can one otherwise explain calls for a “French Islam”, whatever that is,
when we hear no such calls for French Christianity, French Judaism,
French Hinduism, etc? Macron may or may not get what he wants but the
political trenches he has dug himself into will only undermine further the
political mainstream which is already under a constant attack from the far
right in Europe. If this is the spirit of Macron’s politics, it is certainly a far
cry from the more thoughtful and interpretive politics of the French philosopher Paul Ricoeur under whom Macron studied in university.
Muslims across the world condemn and denounce the extremists and
terrorists who manipulate their religion in the name of fighting the evils of
the modern secular Western culture. As a Muslim, it is my duty before anyone else to reject the brutalisation of my faith at the hands of a few violent
extremists. I have to fight against the social and religious environment that
produces the likes of ISIL, al-Qaeda, and other terrorist groups that kill
more Muslims than any other group and hurt Islam more than any other
adversary. There is no ambiguity here.
But the publication and sanctioning of the Charlie Hebdo cartoons by
the political elites in the name of freedom of expression is another form of
violence against the hearts and minds of all Muslims around the world. It
only raises the walls of separation between Islamic and Western societies.
It deepens the sense of mistrust at a time when we badly need mutual
trust.
Speaking out against this form of violence is not whitewashing the
crimes of the terrorists in France, Austria and elsewhere. It is a civic and
political duty to reject extremism in all of its forms whether religious or secular. Yes, violence breeds violence. We must break this vicious cycle in all
of its forms.
The so-called “Muslim question” of present-day Europe will not be
solved by waging new secular crusades. It requires wiser politics, a true
sense of respect towards the other and a more serious consideration of
our shared values and common future.
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Your View
Gilgit-Baltistan polls

Rising prices and mafias
The country is currently in the grip of rising inflation and unem-

Elections in Gilgit-Baltistan were held on Nov 15. A gap of

ployment, and the situation has worsened due to the coronavirus

more than two years between elections in Pakistan and GB

pandemic. But this is not our first experience of facing such a situ-

makes elections in the region controversial, as it increases the

ation. Uncontrolled inflation accompanied by shortages of wheat

chances of pre-poll rigging. In 2005, 2010, and 2015 the party

and sugar is nothing new for the people.

ruling the Centre won the GB elections.

In the 1950s, the government introduced the ration quota system

Usually, four steps are followed for making governments in

to control the distribution of basic commodities. The Utility Stores

GB. The first step is the placement of a favourable caretaker

Corporation was also formed to provide necessities to people at

government. The second step is induction of “electables” in the

reasonable rates. However, both schemes failed to resolve the

party. In the third step, sitting ministers visit the region after

problem on a sustained basis. Often, the reasons for failing were

the announcement of the election schedule. They make tall

political interference and nepotism. In the recent past, we have

claims and promises of welfare and development schemes in

seen severe shortages of wheat and sugar. During the tenure of

the region on behalf of Islamabad. The final step, if needed, is

the previous government, sugar prices had surged beyond Rs100

to make use of official machinery in their favour.

per kg and did not return to normal before the black marketers

The Election Act 2017 provided a temporary hope for fair elec-

and hoarders had made enormous profits. The Sasti Roti project

tions as it forbade visits of public office holders to the region

also became a victim of corruption and mismanagement.

after the announcement of the election schedule. But, like

The truth of the matter is that mafias and cartels controlling the

most other regulations, it remained ineffective. For the people

supply of commodities are so strong in Pakistan that no govern-

of GB, the same cycle is repeated every five years. The only

ment has really been able to do anything about it. The current

thing that changes is the level of frustration among GB’s

government, it seems, has also fallen victim to such mafias. Re-

youths regarding their political rights.

gardless of the political divide, all parties cry foul when they are in

Ghulam Rasool

the opposition, and fail to do anything when they are in power. I

Rawalpindi

hope and pray that all parties may one day decide to sit together
and single out the black sheep from among them and get rid of
the mafias forever. Otherwise, we will keep witnessing shortages
that are deliberately created so that the hoarders can make their
billions.
Raja Shafaatullah
Islamabad

Khan Wahan without basic amenities
Khan Wahan is the second largest area of Taulka Kandiaro, surrounded by almost 20 villages, and is locally considered the hub
of agriculture business in Naushero Feroze district. Sadly, however, the entire area lacks even basic civic amenities.
There is only one basic health unit (BHU) in Khan Wahan that

US elections

caters to almost 80,000 people. Even this BHU suffers from a

With the victory of Joseph Biden having been unofficially announced in
the presidential elections, it is clear that the American people have spo-

Owing to the prevailing conditions, the residents are forced to
visit the Taulka Hospital, located more than 12 kilometres away,

ken, and it is the United States that has won.
The American people have not only won the elections, but they have
defeated racism and xenophobia, and, seem to have once again taken
the lead in providing hope to the oppressed and the dispossessed.
There is no doubt that president-elect Biden has an uphill task ahead of
him. Unemployment, rising coronavirus cases, lack of access to affordable healthcare, racial disharmony and inequality are some of the is-

for all medical needs. In terms of education facilities, there are
only two schools that are functional, and they too lack qualified
teachers and proper infrastructure. The provincial government
had agreed to provide a library to one of the schools some 10
years ago. There is no progress on that front since the time the
promise was made.
Besides, the streets are full of waste, gutters routinely overflow

sues that he will need to address rather quickly.
On the international front, he has to rethink the US position on matters
with Iran and the Paris accord regarding climate change. In our own
context, we can hope to have better days as Biden has always wished
to work with Pakistan. There are chances that the Pakistan-US rela-

and there is no functional drainage system. And, to make matters worse for the inhabitants, cases of snatching and armed
robbery are common in the area. The residents have filed various complaints with various administrative authorities, but all
such pleas have gone unheeded.

tionship might improve over the next four years.
Riaz Ahmad
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shortage of doctors, equipment, paramedics and medicines.

Shikarpur

Naeem Ahmed
Kandiaro
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Skeletal damage hints some huntergatherer women fought in battles

The Milky Way makes little galaxies
bloom, then snuffs them out

Bruce Bower

Ken Croswell

Women’s reputation as
nurturing homebodies who
left warfare to men in longago societies is under attack. Skeletal evidence
from hunter-gatherers in
what’s now California and
from herders in Mongolia
suggests that women warriors once existed in those populations.
Two research teams had planned to present these findings at the annual
meeting of the American Association of Physical Anthropologists. That
meeting was canceled due to the coronavirus pandemic. The results have
been provided to Science News by the scientists. Divisions of labor characterized ancient societies, but were not as rigidly enforced as has often
been assumed, the new studies suggest. “The traditional view (in anthropology) of ‘man the hunter and woman the gatherer’ is likely flawed and
overly simplistic,” says forensic anthropologist Marin Pilloud of the University of Nevada, Reno. Consider hunter-gatherers who lived in central California as early as around 5,000 years ago as well as more recent Native
Americans groups in that region, such as Coast Miwok and Yana. Some
archaeological evidence as well as historical accounts and 20th century
anthropologists’ descriptions generally portray men in those groups as
hunters, fishers and fighters in tribal feuds and conflicts with outside armies.
Women are presented as focused on gathering and preparing plant foods,
weaving and child care. But skeletons of 128 of those hunter-gatherer
women display damage from arrows and sharp objects such as knives
comparable to skeletal injuries of 289 presumed male warriors, Pilloud and
her colleagues found. Whether those women fought alongside men or carried out other dangerous battle duties, such as sneaking up on enemies to
cut their bow strings, can’t be determined from their bones.

If you’re a small
galaxy and want
to mint new stars,
come to the Milky
Way — but don’t
get too close if
you want a longlasting star-making career. New
observations with
the Gaia space telescope show that our galaxy is both friend and foe
to the lesser galaxies that revolve around it.
Some 60 known galaxies orbit the Milky Way. About a dozen of these
satellite galaxies are dim dwarf spheroidals, which each emit just
0.0005 to 0.1 percent as much light as the Milky Way. Their few stars
are spread out from one another, giving the galaxies such a ghostly
appearance that the first one found was initially suspected to be only
a fingerprint on a photographic plate. But these ghostly galaxies once
sparkled with young stars. A new study finds that most of these galaxies lit up when they first crossed into our galaxy’s gravitational domain
as fresh stars arose. But then, in most cases, the little galaxies
stopped making stars soon afterward, because the Milky Way stripped
the dwarf galaxies of gas, the raw material for star formation.
Astronomer Masashi Chiba of Tohoku University in Sendai, Japan, and
his then-graduate student Takahiro Miyoshi studied seven of the dwarf
spheroidal galaxies orbiting the Milky Way. The researchers used the
European Space Agency’s Gaia spacecraft, which had measured the
galaxies’ motions, to compute their orbits around the Milky Way’s center. The orbits are elliptical, so the galaxies approach and then recede
from our galaxy’s center. The astronomers then compared those paths
to the times when the galaxies formed their stars.
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Do face masks lower oxygen levels?
Amy Norton
Face masks: Yes, they may not be the most pleasant item to wear, but
they are not depriving people of needed oxygen, a new study confirms.
The findings should counter a common anti-mask myth -- that donning a
face mask is unhealthy. Claims that masks reduce oxygen supplies, cause
carbon dioxide "intoxication" and weaken the immune system have gained
steam, fueled in part by social media. At the same time, medical authorities
— including the World Health Organization and the American Lung Association — have issued statements debunking the myths. But the claims
persist.
So researchers at McMaster University in Canada set out to test the notion
out: They gave 25 adults (average age: 76.5 years) portable pulse oximeters to measure their blood oxygen levels while wearing a face mask, as
well as before and after. The investigators found no concerning signs of
hypoxia, or reduced blood oxygen. Of course, "this supports what we already knew," said Dr. Aaron Glatt, an infectious disease specialist who was
not involved in the study. "There's no decrease in oxygen from wearing a
mask."
Some people may feel uncomfortable wearing a mask, noted Glatt, a
spokesman for the Infectious Diseases Society of America. But that's no
excuse not to do it, he said. "I look at masks like seat belts," Glatt said.
"They're not necessarily comfortable, but they protect you." For the study,
Dr. Noel Chan's team outfitted each participant with three-layered, disposable, nonmedical face masks. Volunteers wore them during their normal
daily routine, or at rest, and used the pulse oximeter to track their oxygen
levels for an hour before wearing the mask, while wearing it for an hour
and for an hour afterward.
Overall, there were no concerning declines in blood oxygen saturation. On
average, oxygen saturation was 96.1% before participants masked up, and
then slightly higher while they wore masks and afterward — at 96.5% and
96.3%, respectively. The findings were published online as a research let-

ter in the Journal of the American Medical Association. "Our study does
not support claims that masks are dangerous," Chan said. Chan acknowledged that the study was small and had limitations. For example, it excluded people with heart or lung diseases that could cause them to have
breathing problems even at rest. But it did focus on older adults, who would
probably be more vulnerable to any decrease in oxygen levels from maskwearing, Chan said. Yet no issues turned up.
"This is just one small study," Chan said, "but I hope it provides people
with some reassurance." One question people often have is whether they
can exercise with a mask on. In this study participants were not exerting
themselves, so it's not clear whether that would have caused a dip in their
oxygen levels. Glatt said people can forgo a mask if they are out for a walk
or a run, and no one else is nearby. "If you're going to encounter other
people, though, wear a mask," he said.
The U.S. Centers for Disease Control and Prevention advises most people
to wear a face mask when they are out in public — one that has at least
two layers of fabric and is secured over the mouth and nose.

Upbeat outlook could shield your brain
Robert Preidt
Being positive may help protect your memory as you age, a new study indicates.
Researchers analyzed data from almost 1,000 middle-aged and older U.S.
adults who took part in a national study. The upshot: Being upbeat pays dividends. Participants were assessed three times: between 1995 and 1996,
2004 and 2006, and 2013 and 2014. At each assessment, the participants
described different positive emotions they'd experienced during the past 30
days. In the final two assessments, they also completed memory performance tests -- recalling words immediately after they were presented to them
and again 15 minutes later.
The researchers studied the connection between positive affect -- feeling enthusiastic and cheerful -- and memory decline, after accounting for age, gender, education, depression, negative affect and extraversion. The results were
published online recently in the journal Psychological Science. "Our findings
showed that memory declined with age," study co-author Claudia Haase, an
associate professor at Northwestern University in Chicago, said in a journal
news release. But the amount of decline wasn't uniform, the investigators
found. According to co-author Emily Hittner, a PhD graduate of Northwestern,
"Individuals with higher levels of positive affect had a less steep memory decline over the course of almost a decade." The study findings add to a growing
body of research on the links between a positive attitude and healthy aging.
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Possible areas of future research include identifying factors that connect
being positive and memory protection, such as physical health or social relationships, the researchers said.
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Shirley

Relic

Terri White

Ian Freer

Elisabeth Moss made a speciality
of playing brilliant women teetering on the thinnest of edges. The
hurricane of madness whirling in
her eye, the strength locked in
her jaw as her teeth grind. And
after 2019’s Her Smell, Shirley
feels like a natural evolution, even if this time much of the madness is held
inside. The late 1940s, and horror writer Shirley Jackson (Moss) hasn’t left
the house in two months. Overwhelmed by anxiety and agoraphobia, she
is both alone and unhappy with her cheating husband, college professor
Stanley Hyman (Michael Stuhlbarg), their relationship built on toxicity and
a dependence fused by fierce cruelty. Into this tightly sealed hell they call
home appears sprightly newlywed couple Fred (Logan Lerman) and pregnant wife Rose (Odessa Young). They’ve been coaxed there ostensibly to
help run the house so an unravelling Shirley can write. But the responsibility,
as 1950s gender norms dictate, lies purely with Rose, and as the two
women spend their days inside together, Rose (excellently handled by
Young) finds herself in thrall to both the house and the writer. Much of the
film’s effectiveness is down to the home that contains them, rendered a
character as much as its human inhabitants, through the incredible work of
production designer Sue Chan. She’s aided by composer Tamar-kali and
cinematographer Sturla Brandth Grøvlen, who create the menacing, claustrophobic mood of the space between the four walls through sharp, searing
string-plucks and tight, unsteady handheld shots.

The Craft: Legacy
James White
In looking to update the
basic concept of 1996’s
The Craft, actor-turnedwriter-director Zoe ListerJones looks to invoke the
same spirit, but only infrequently channels the
power. The essentials remain: like Robin Tunney’s Sarah, Cailee Spaeny’s Lily is forced to adapt to
a change in life circumstances and ends up bonding with a coven of witches
after a rough first day at her new school (marked in Lily’s case by menstruation and mockery). It’s all Wicca fun until their dabbling in the dark arts —
well, more dusk arts, since they rarely dive into truly dangerous territory —
results in changes both positive and negative. From the get-go, Lister-Jones
builds an eclectic clique; Spaeny’s wide-eyed lead is an empathetic way
into this witchy world, while Gideon Adlon’s chatty Frankie, Lovie Simone’s
thoughtful Tabby and Zoey Luna’s vibrant Lourdes all initially stand out as
engaging characters (among the real changes here, trans actress Luna
plays Lourdes as trans without that defining her whole personality). It’s just
a shame that the story later veers away from the group dynamic, bringing
in a predictable outside threat that is far less compelling than the original’s
take on the highs and lows of female friendship. And though there are some
fun moments of witchcraft on display, with time-stopping sequences, psychokinetic shoving and flames springing from fingertips to sear trolling graffiti
from a locker, a more grounded approach means that the magic seldom
measures up, the potential bound by budgetary constraints.
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It may have a hoary offthe-peg horror title, but
Relic has a style and
flavour all of its own. With
shades of Hereditary and
The Babadook, Natalie
Erika James’ debut eschews cheap scares to
play out psychological horror on three different generations of women
delivered by creative filmmaking from every department, a trio of great
performances and a director with both the taste and confidence to take
her time to conjure up heavy atmosphere. Counting Jake Gyllenhaal and
the Russo brothers among its producers, the result is a low-key but satisfying cut of sustained dread. James and Christian White’s screenplay
divides the action into three distinct acts. The first is a missing persons
procedural as Kay (Emily Mortimer, adopting a top-notch Aussie accent)
and twentysomething daughter Sam (Bella Heathcote) respond to calls
from the police to say that Kay’s mother Edna (Robyn Nevin) has not
been seen for a while. Arriving at the run-down, empty house hidden in
a wood, they discover a string of Post-it notes — instructions including
“take pills”, “turn off tap” and the decidedly creepy “don’t follow it” — organise search parties and give police reports. Yet when Edna turns up
unharmed and seemingly okay, the film morphs into a beautifully played
family drama, Mortimer, Heathcote and Nevin conveying believable, naturalistic relationships, the shifting dynamics between grandmother,
mother and daughter keenly but subtly etched.

Expensive Shit
Andrea Arhagba
Glasgow based writer-director
Adura Onashile makes her directorial debut with the awardwinning play, now short film,
Expensive Shit. What was
originally a tale of two toilets is
now a tale of just one, in a
high-end Glasgow nightclub.
It’s the place where inebriated women stumble in and out, clutching the
hems of their mini dresses, or throw up in stalls whilst their girlfriends
hold-tie their hair back. Amidst all this chaos, there is Tolu (a nuanced
Modupe Adeyeye) dutifully standing by, ready to fulfil the needs of whoever staggers in. Whether it’s finding the perfect shade of red lipstick for
a touch-up, suggesting deeper necklines for added sex appeal or just
having a chat with the toilet door open – Tolu seems to be your girl. But
her willingness to fade into the background while befriending these
women brings her character into question. Suspicions are seemingly
confirmed when you notice the two-way mirror. Usually used to interrogate criminals, it’s now installed in this ladies toilets. Prompted by subtle
and coded knocks on the glass, Tolu is directed by her manager David
(Nebli Basani) to manipulate the behaviour of women in the restroom.
The ‘shit’ of the title hits the fan for Tolu however, when the predators
spot their latest prey: her friend, Louise (Kim Allan). The ‘harmless’ mirror-gazing Tolu assists with out of economic necessity, quickly turns into
hazing, abuse and more.
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The Next Great Migration

Nine Lives

Sonia Shah

William Dalrymple

The news today is full of stories of
dislocated people on the move. Wild
species, too, are escaping warming
seas and desiccated lands, creeping,
swimming, and flying in a mass exodus from their past habitats. News
media presents this scrambling of
the planet's migration patterns as unprecedented, provoking fears of the
spread of disease and conflict and
waves of anxiety across the Western
world. On both sides of the Atlantic,
experts issue alarmed predictions of
millions of invading aliens, unstoppable as an advancing tsunami, and
countries respond by electing anti-immigration leaders who slam closed
borders that were historically porous. But the science and history of migration in animals, plants, and humans tell a different story. Far from
being a disruptive behavior to be quelled at any cost, migration is an
ancient and lifesaving response to environmental change, a biological
imperative as necessary as breathing. Climate changes triggered the
first human migrations out of Africa. Falling sea levels allowed our passage across the Bering Sea.
Unhampered by barbed wire, migration allowed our ancestors to people
the planet, catapulting us into the highest reaches of the Himalayan
mountains and the most remote islands of the Pacific, creating and disseminating the biological, cultural, and social diversity that ecosystems
and societies depend upon.

Three brothers from a remote village
in the Himalayas are driven by
poverty to become monks. One becomes a famous masked dancer; the
second an accomplished player of
the Tibetan temple trumpet; and the
third a great Buddhist scholar. A Jain
nun tests her powers of detachment
as she watches her best friend ritually starve herself to death. A woman
leaves her middle class family in Calcutta and her job in a jute factory,
only to find unexpected love and fulfillment living as a tantric in a skullfilled hut in remote a cremation
ground. A prison warder from Kerala becomes for two months of the
year a temple dancer and is worshipped as an incarnate deity; then, at
the end of February each year, he returns to prison. An idol maker, the
thirty-fifth of a long line of sculptors going back to the legendary Chola
bronze makers, regards creating Gods as one of the holiest callings in
India, but has to reconcile himself to his son who only wants to study
computer engineering. An illiterate goat herd from Rajasthan keeps
alive an ancient 200,000-stanza sacred epic that he, virtually alone, still
knows by heart. Nine people, nine lives. Each one taking a different religious path, each one an unforgettable story.

People, Power, and Profits
Joseph Stiglitz
We all have the sense that our economy tilts toward big business, but as
Joseph E. Stiglitz explains in People,
Power and Profits, a few corporations
have come to dominate entire sectors,
contributing to skyrocketing inequality
and slow growth. This is how the financial industry has managed to write its
own regulations, tech companies have
accumulated reams of personal data
with little oversight, and government
has negotiated trade deals that fail to
represent the best interests of workers.
Too many have made their wealth
through exploitation of others rather than through wealth creation. If
something isn't done, new technologies may make matters worse, increasing inequality and unemployment. Stiglitz identifies the true
sources of wealth and increases in standards of living, based on
learning, advances in science and technology, and the rule of law. He
shows that the assault on the judiciary, universities, and the media
undermines the very institutions that have long been the foundation
of economic prosperity and democracy. Helpless though we may feel
today, we are far from powerless.
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Pieces of Her
Karin Slaughter
What if the person you thought
you knew best turns out to be
someone you never knew at all?
Andrea knows everything about
her mother, Laura. She knows
she's spent her whole life in the
small beachside town of Belle
Isle; she knows she's never
wanted anything more than to live
a quiet life as a pillar of the community; she knows she's never
kept a secret in her life. Because
we all know our mothers, don't
we? But all that changes when a
trip to the mall explodes into violence and Andrea suddenly sees
a completely different side to
Laura. Because it turns out that before Laura was Laura, she was
someone completely different. For nearly thirty years she's been hiding from her previous identity, lying low in the hope that no one would
ever find her. But now she's been exposed, and nothing will ever be
the same again. The police want answers and Laura's innocence is
on the line, but she won't speak to anyone, including her own daughter. Andrea is on a desperate journey following the breadcrumb trail
of her mother's past. And if she can't uncover the secrets hidden
there, there may be no future for either one of them.
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