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Sabotage

India’s terrorist plot against Pakistan

Under the façade of democracy, India has
long been engaged in pushing its hegemonic
designs by fomenting trouble in neighbouring
countries, including Sri Lanka, Pakistan and
Nepal. Now Pakistan has come out with solid,
irrefutable evidence of India covertly sponsoring terrorism in Balochistan and its other
provinces.

Pg 05
Nasim Ahmed

Economics

Textile policy: Betting on the
wrong horse?
The government expects the textile sector to
earn over $20 billion by 2025, under the new textile policy. It has announced incentives worth
Rs838 billion over the next five years for the industry after lowering electricity and gas tariffs.
The policy aims to create jobs and earn more
revenue. However, questions are being raised
about the sector’s ability to perform without critical reforms.

Pg 10

Shahid Hussain

Roundup
Our guide to keeping you updated on
the latest news and reviews from
around the world.

Art and Culture. Film. Books.
Health. Science

Pg 24

Editor: Dr. Niloufer Mahdi

Cover Story

Optimistic
estimates

Shahid Hussain Page 4

Index CUTTING

EDGE

Page 4

Economics

Page 5

Sabotage

Page 6

Healthcare

Optimistic estimates

India’s terrorist plot against Pakistan

The neglected children of Pakistan

Analysis

Page 7
Page 8
Page 9
Page 10
Page 11
Page 12

Rich representatives of poor Pakistanis

Terrorism
India’s terror financing in Pakistan

Transition
Lessons from Gilgit-Batistan polls

Economics

Page 15
Page 16
Page 18
Page 19
Page 20
Page 21
Page 23

Textile policy: Betting on the wrong
horse?

Economics

Page 24

Economics
Pakistan economy in recovery mode

Education
Among top world scientists, Pakistan’s
share is only .05pc

Hinutva
The reality of Indian secularism

Memoir
The unbearable lightness of being
Obama

Governance
It is time to decolonise the World Bank
and the IMF

Protests
There can be no going back to
normal in Iraq

Your View
Letters to the editor from
our readers

Round Up
Books & movies, Health, Science

The rising rupee

Viewpoint
Security aspects in Pakistan

Page 13

Development

Page 14

Economy

The Khyber Pass Economic Corridor

Banking on agriculture

Please send your letters to
weeklucuttingedge@gmail.com
or post to
“Your View”,
Treet Corporation Limited
2-H, Gulberg-II, Lahore

Readers are welcome to

Cutting Edge
Editor
Dr. Niloufer Mahdi
Communication Manager
Usman Riaz
Correspondence: info@weeklycutting.com
Admin/Marketing
Muhammad Atique
Circulation Manager
Samsoon Masih
Editorial Office:
Treet Corporation Limited
2-H, Gulberg-II, Lahore
Phone +92-42-35817141-47, Fax: +92-42-35817138
weeklycuttingedge@gmail.com
editor@weeklycuttingedge.com
info@weeklycuttingedge.com
Printed by Creative Vorks,
Plot# 203, Green Light Street,
Mughal Park, Bund Road, Lahore.

write for the paper.
Please include
full name and address.

December 1-15, 2020

For subscription, please contact info@weeklycutting.com

03

Economics

Optimistic estimates
Shahid Hussain

Pakistan’s macroeconomic indicators are improving and the State Bank of
Pakistan has revised its projections for the current fiscal year. A revised
estimate of 2.5pc growth is really optimistic at a time when the Covid-19
pandemic has intensified and the government has warned of a complete
lockdown if the situation worsened. Inflationary pressure because of gas
and electricity prices also shows there is no immediate relief from rising
prices for the people of Pakistan.
Recent improvements in macroeconomic fundamentals have led the
State Bank of Pakistan to upgrade its estimates to 2.5 for the current year
from its previous projection of 2pc, against the government’s target of 2.1pc.
If achieved, the growth may not be substantial to meet the needs of the
country and its people, but it will be far better than 0.4pc contraction last
year. The new growth projection is based on a good performance of agriculture, services and industrial sectors and an assumption that the pandemic has passed. According to the State Bank of Pakistan (SBP), the
economy is on course for a steady recovery, following difficult but necessary
stabilisation efforts during the first nine months of the fiscal year 2019-20.
In its State of Pakistan’s Economy report for the fiscal year 2019-20, the
central bank noted that an unprecedented balance of payments crisis created by the unsustainable macroeconomic policies of previous years had
been forcefully addressed through sizable reductions in fiscal and current
account deficits. Following a round of monetary tightening during FY19,
core inflation remained relatively stable, notwithstanding an uptick in headline inflation due to one-off and seasonal factors. In turn, the hard-won stabilisation was beginning to lead to the revival of economic activity and the
restoration of business and consumer confidence. However, the momentum
was temporarily disrupted around the last quarter of the fiscal year by the
global and domestic spread of Covid-19 and lockdown measures, it noted.
Lockdown measures were remarkably successful in containing the outbreak but they strained manufacturing, retail, transport and trade-related
activities. As a result, Pakistan’s real GDP is estimated to have contracted
by 0.4 per cent in FY20, the country’s first brush with negative economic
growth since FY52. On the external front, the market-based exchange rate,
introduced in May 2019, worked as a valuable shock absorber in the wake
of the pandemic. For the first time in Pakistan’s history, the exchange rate
depicted orderly two-way movement reflecting foreign exchange availability in the interbank market. As a result, the shock had a relatively contained
impact on the SBP’s reserves position. In fact, its net reserves buffers increased by approximately $7 billion through the fiscal year despite the outbreak.
Besides the pandemic, which has aggravated in recent weeks, possible
forced repatriation of overseas workers could create grave problems for
the economy. “While the short-to-medium-term focus seems appropriate
given the abruptness of the health crisis, the government must also frame
a long-term view and adopt a comprehensive national migration policy,”
the central bank noted. Over 100,000 overseas jobs for which the recruitment process was going on in the country was disrupted due to the virus.
Around 50,000 Pakistani migrants face layoffs in different countries. The
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jobs may not be recovered in the short term and are extremely vulnerable.
According to the Bureau of Emigration and Overseas Employment, around
60,000 Pakistanis were recruited for overseas work, but they could not
proceed abroad due to travel restrictions and suspension of flight operations. Besides, 50,000 emigrants returned on paid or unpaid leave as of
June 20. The workers have not been laid off, but their job continuation entails risk. With the government’s estimates of pandemic job losses at approximately 14 million, poverty is expected to increase for the first time in
two decades in Pakistan. According to the United Nations Conference on
Trade and Development (UNCTAD), the global economy will contract
4.3pc this year due to the crisis, while a viable vaccine will not halt the
spread of the economic damage. It said inequalities and vulnerabilities
would worsen as the effects of the pandemic disrupt any progress made
on poverty and other sustainable development goals. It also warned that
the distribution of a viable vaccine is likely to expose long-entrenched inequalities in the global trading system. The pandemic has gravely
wounded the world economy with serious consequences impacting all
communities and individuals. Moving rapidly across borders, along the
principal arteries of the global economy, the spread of the virus has benefited from the underlying interconnectedness – and frailties – of globalisation, catapulting a global health crisis into a global economic shock that
has hit the most vulnerable the hardest. Millions of jobs have already been
lost, millions of livelihoods are at risk, and an estimated additional 130 million people will be living in extreme poverty if the crisis persists, it said.
If a large number of overseas Pakistanis are laid off and they return
home, it will not only deprive the country of valuable remittances, but also
add to the rising number of unemployed and poor people. The remittances
have kept Pakistan afloat even during the pandemic. Pakistan received
over $2 billion in workers’ remittances for the fifth consecutive month in
October, helping the country’s foreign currency reserves to cover around
three months of the import bill.
Besides the pandemic, Pakistan’s most serious issues are increasing
prices and unemployment, the yardsticks to assess a government’s performance all over the world. The government can blame the pandemic for
rising unemployment but it has no justification for high inflation. According
to recent figures released by the Asian Development Bank, inflation in Pakistan is the highest in the Asia-Pacific region and at least twice its South
Asian neighbours. Increasing food prices are seriously hurting people, especially low and middle-income groups. Though Consumer Price Index
(CPI) inflation has decreased to around 9pc during the last two months
after peaking to over 14pc in January, yet high food prices continue to test
the patience of people. According to the Pakistan Bureau of Statistics, rural
food inflation rose much more rapidly in October as compared to the urban
areas. Food prices in the urban and rural areas increased by 13.9pc and
17.7pc, respectively. The situation belies all claims of economic recovery.
The common people cannot see “bright” economic indicators: they need
immediate respite from high prices, which is their only yardstick for economic recovery.
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Sabotage

India’s terrorist plot
against Pakistan
Nasim Ahmed

Under the façade of democracy, India has long been engaged in pushing
its hegemonic designs by fomenting trouble in neighbouring countries, including Sri Lanka, Pakistan and Nepal. Now Pakistan has come out with
solid, irrefutable evidence of India covertly sponsoring terrorism in Balochistan and its other provinces.
Holding a joint media conference recently, Foreign Minister Shah
Mehmood Qureshi and ISPR DG Major General Babar Iftikhar explained in
detail how India was sabotaging the China-Pakistan Economic Corridor
(CPEC) and supporting terrorism in Pakistan. Briefing the media, the country's top diplomat and the military spokesperson presented a dossier detailing India's involvement in terror attacks in Pakistan. Numerous video clips
and audio clips, along with documents, were presented during the media
conference as proof of Indian handlers and terrorists communicating with
each other and Indian intelligence operatives giving instructions to their
agents in Pakistan. The dossier contains elaborate details proving India’s
involvement in numberless acts of sabotage, bombings and killings across
Pakistan.
International opinion has acknowledged that over the few years Islamabad has scored remarkable success in fighting terrorism and smashing militant networks targeting the people of Pakistan. But, in a nefarious attempt
to undo the achievements of Islamabad, India has been weaving a dark web
of terrorist rings aimed at sullying the image of Pakistan which has emerged
as the frontline state in the war on terror.
There are incontrovertible proofs of Indian intelligence agencies supporting terrorist groups, which have been exposed and outlawed by Pakistan. A
study of the trail of events over the last three years shows that India has enlisted various terrorist organisations which were driven out of Pakistan by
its security forces. The recent upsurge in violence in Pakistan is a direct consequence of New Delhi's intensified engagements with various groups of
terrorists, sub-nationalists and dissidents operating against Pakistan.
Evidence has surfaced to show that India has hatched a multi-layered plot
to destabilise Pakistan. According to intelligence reports, New Delhi has now
planned an upsurge in terrorist activities in Pakistan, especially in its urban
centres, in coming days with a view to rattling Pakistan. A recent terrorist attack
on the Karachi Stock Exchange building and an endless series of suicide
bombings and target killings in Balochistan and Khyber Pakhtunkhwa are
standing proofs of India’s diabolical designs against Pakistan.
An officer of RAW, named Anurag Singh, gave $0.5 million to terrorists,
who attacked the Pearl Continental Hotel, Gwadar, sometime back. Indian
embassies and consulates operating along Pakistan’s borders with
Afghanistan have become a hub of terror sponsorship against Pakistan, with
Indian ambassadors in Afghanistan supervising and directing the terrorist
operations. In one such recent instance, the Indian ambassador in
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Afghanistan and the Indian consular in Jalalabad held detailed discussions
with co-conspirators to provide financial support to TTP and dissident Baloch
elements. The Indian mission in Afghanistan has also paid hundreds of thousands of dollars to sub-nationalist groups under the garb of humanitarian
assistance. Details of the transactions for the activities are in possession of
the authorities in Pakistan.
India is also trying to defame Pakistan by creating “Daesh-e-Pakistan”.
As per available evidence, recently 30 Indian Daesh militants were relocated
from India to various camps along the Pakistan-Afghanistan border by two
Indian intelligence agencies’ operatives. The militants were handed over to
Daesh Commander Shiekh Abdul Rahim alias Abdul Rehman Muslim Dost.
A prime target of India’s terrorist plan is the CPEC, which is universally
acknowledged as an economic game-changer for Pakistan. To this end, New
Delhi has established a special cell within its intelligence agency tasked with
sabotaging CPEC projects. The cell, with a hefty sum of Rs 80 billion at its
disposal, works directly under the supervision of the Indian prime minister
and its mandate is to ensure the failure of the CPEC at any cost. Simultaneously, India has established a 700-strong militia to mount terrorist attacks
on CPEC projects through militants specially trained for the purpose.
Another target of the Indian subversive activities is Gilgit-Baltistan (GB),
where it is trying to fuel sectarian strife and foment trouble against the federal
government through sectarian and sub-nationalist groups. In this connection,
a meeting was held by India's Ministry of Home Affairs to "deliberate upon
the methodology to trigger negative reactions" with regard to the provisional
provincial status of the region. To this end, various subversive operations in
Kashmir and GB have been planned in the coming months.
According to security experts, the Indian terrorist plot has three main objectives. The first is to create turmoil in Pakistan and thus impede its pace
of peaceful progress. The second objective is to unsettle Pakistan's economy and scuttle its development plans. The third objective is to create political instability in Pakistan through its paid agents. To fulfil its designs, New
Delhi is reported to have distributed Rs22 billion so far among sub-nationalist
groups, sectarian outfits and terrorist cells to create divisions and disaffection
among people.
All the evidence is enough to get India declared a rogue state because
it is providing financial and material support to various terrorist organisations,
including UN-designated terrorist outfits — Jammat-ul-Ahrar (JUA),
Balochistan Liberation Army (BLA) and Tehreek-e-Taliban Pakistan (TTP).
The international community must take strong notice of India’s flagrant violation of international laws and conventions and the threat it poses to peace
in the region. Pakistan has presented the dossier on India’s state terrorism
to the UN, OIC and P5 countries, and it is now for the world to act before it
is too late.
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Healthcare

The neglected
children of Pakistan
Nasim Ahmed

According to new estimates jointly released by the UNICEF, World Health Organization (WHO), Population Division of the United Nations Department of
Economic and Social Affairs and World Bank Group, the number of global
under-five deaths dropped to its lowest point on record in 2019 – down to 5.2
million from 12.5 million in 1990. However, since then, the COVID-19 pandemic
has caused major disruptions in health services all around the world that could
reverse decades of progress in the sector.
In a recent statement Henrietta Fore, UNICEF Executive Director, said:
“When children are denied access to health services because the system is
overrun, and when women are afraid to give birth at the hospital for fear of infection, they, too, may become casualties of COVID-19. Without urgent investments to re-start disrupted health systems and services, millions of children
under five, especially newborns, could die.”
Over the past few decades, steady improvement in health services have
gone a long way to prevent child death caused by low birth weight, complications during birth, pneumonia, diarrhea and malaria. However, the progress
made so far is under threat from disruptions in the child and maternal healthcare
system caused by resource constraints and a general uneasiness with using
health services due to the fear of getting COVID-19.
A UNICEF survey conducted in 77 countries found that almost 68 per cent
of countries reported at least some disruption in health checks for children and
immunization services. In addition, 63 per cent of the countries surveyed reported disruptions in antenatal checkups and 59 per cent in post-natal care.
On the other hand, the WHO has found out through a survey of 105 countries
that 52 per cent of countries reported disruptions in health services for sick children and 51 per cent in services for the management of malnutrition.
Health interventions are important for stopping preventable newborn and
child deaths. For example, women, who receive care by professional midwives
trained according to international standards, are 16 per cent less likely to lose
their baby and 24 per cent less likely to experience preterm birth, according to
the WHO.
Based on the responses from countries that participated in the UNICEF and
WHO surveys, the most commonly cited reasons for health service disruptions
included parents avoiding health centers for fear of infection; transport restrictions; suspension or closure of services and facilities; fewer healthcare workers
due to diversions or fear of infection due to shortages in personal protective
equipment, such as masks and gloves; and greater financial difficulties.
According to the survey, Afghanistan, Bolivia, Cameroon, the Central African
Republic, Libya, Madagascar, Pakistan, Sudan and Yemen are among the
hardest hit countries. Seven of the nine countries had high child mortality rates
of more than 50 deaths per 1,000 live births among children under five in 2019.
In Afghanistan, where 1 in 17 children died before reaching age 5 in 2019, the
Ministry of Health reported a significant reduction in visits to health facilities.
Out of fear of contracting the virus, families are avoiding pre- and post-natal
care, adding to the risk faced by pregnant women and newborn babies.
Even before COVID-19, newborns were at the highest risk. In 2019, a newborn baby died every 13 seconds. Moreover, 47 per cent of all under-five deaths
occurred in the neonatal period, up from 40 per cent in 1990. With severe disruptions in essential health services, newborn babies could be at much higher
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risk of dying. For example, in Cameroon, where 1 out of every 38 newborns
died in 2019, the UNICEF survey reported an estimated 75 per cent disruptions
in services for essential newborn care, antenatal checkups, obstetric care and
post-natal care. The findings of various surveys emphasise the need for urgent
action to restore and improve childbirth services and antenatal and postnatal
care for mothers and babies, including having skilled health workers to care for
them at birth. Working with parents to assuage their fears and reassure them
is also important.
The infant mortality rate was very high in Pakistan until the early 1990s, at
86 deaths/1,000 live births. It has decreased 24 points and declined to 62
deaths/1,000 in the last three decades, but Pakistan is still in the group of countries with the highest infant mortality rate. The low status of women’s education,
poor economic conditions and low level of using public healthcare services are
closely tied to higher infant death rates in Pakistan. Experts say that health interventions in Pakistan should be designed to reach the most under-served—
women and children—especially in rural areas.
Poverty and inequality in health is pervasive in Pakistan. The provisions
and conditions of health are very dismal. Pakistan is in the bottom 5% of countries in the world in terms of spending on health and education. It is ranked the
lowest in the world with sub-Saharan Africa in terms of child health equality.
According to the latest studies, children under 5 years of age in Pakistan
account for about 16.34% of the total population, 11.76% (2.5 million) of whom
suffer from diarrhea frequently. More than one-third of the households have no
toilet in the house, and only 29% of the households are connected with pipeborne drinking water. About 7.73% (1.6 million) children have never been immunized.
Child health issues in Pakistan are related to factors as poverty, illiteracy,
lack of knowledge, and awareness of child healthcare, inadequate provision of
health services, and poor infrastructure. The World Health Organization recommends a minimum allocation of 5% GDP on healthcare, but Pakistan
spends less than 1% on health, which is the lowest in South Asia. Unless we
substantially increase budgetary allocations for health, we cannot save our children from the threats posed by various childhood diseases – and now the coronavirus raging across the globe
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Analysis

Rich representatives
of poor Pakistanis
Muhammad Hassan

The details of assets and liabilities of the parliamentarians for the financial
year 2019-20 show how flaws in tax laws allow rich people to hide their
true net worth. The annual statements of parliamentarians and their dependents also indicate that only rich people can take part in politics and
win elections that is why they remain disconnected from the common people and fail to understand and address their issues.
The annual declaration of assets and liabilities of the parliamentarians
submitted to the Election Commission of Pakistan also point out flaws in our
tax laws, which allow rich people and politicians to hide assets or devalue
the worth of those they choose to declare. The assets of Prime Minister
Imran Khan have declined by 26pc against the previous year. He owned
Rs108 million in FY 2018-19 while his assets reduced to Rs80 million in the
current fiscal year. Besides owning Rs80 million, he has four foreign accounts with combined deposits of $331,230 and £518. He also has four
goats worth Rs200,000. His liability includes over Rs70 million in the form
of loan secured against his 80 kanals of land at Ferozewala. He does not
have any business in Pakistan or abroad and also does not own any vehicle
in his name. The declared cost of his Bani Gala property is zero, since it
was a gift from his ex-wife. Similarly, his inherited Zaman Park property in
Lahore is valued at zero even though he admitted to spending over Rs400
million on constructions in his filing last year. Declaring the value of the two
properties would have made him one of the richest men in the parliament.
The ruling party’s Noor Alam Khan is one of the richest MNAs with assets worth Rs3.20 billion while Opposition Leader in the National Assembly
Shahbaz Sharif owns assets worth Rs240 million. He listed houses in Lahore, Murree and London, but also posted significant liabilities, leaving him
with a net worth of roughly Rs100 million. According to the declaration, his
first wife, Nusrat, is worth about twice as much as him. In contrast, his second wife, Tehmina, is worth just Rs5.76 million. Former President Asif Ali
Zardari is worth Rs670 million and PPP Chairman Bilawal Bhutto Zardari
Rs1.58 billion. Former Prime Minister Shahid Khaqan Abbasi has assets
worth Rs60 million while Raja Pervaiz Ashraf Rs20 million.
National Assembly Speaker Asad Qaiser owns assets worth over Rs80
million and liabilities of over Rs126 million. PTI Secretary General Amir
Mehmood Kayani owns assets worth Rs146.9 million, Riaz Fatyana Rs54.86
million and Ghulam Bharwana Rs3.7 million. Energy Minister Omar Ayub
Khan has Rs1.21 billion in assets and Rs20 million in liabilities. Defence
Minister Pervez Khattak owns assets worth Rs150 million while he owes his
mother-in-law Rs25 million. Federal Minister Faisal Vawda owns assets
worth Rs630 million, foreign assets worth Rs510 million, 40-tola gold and a
car worth more than Rs10 million. Foreign Minister Shah Mahmood Qureshi
owns Rs240 million in assets, Education Minister Shafqat Mahmood Rs150
million, Federal Minister Hamad Azhar and his wife own assets worth over
Rs360 million and Rs280 million, respectively, Planning Minister Asad Umar
Rs660 million, Communications Minister Murad Saeed over Rs3.1 million
and his financial details also include the value of his personal car and 15tola gold. Federal Minister Ghulam Sarwar Khan owns Rs50 million in assets, Science and Technology Minister Fawad Chaudhry Rs111.6 million,
Federal Minister Tariq Bashir Cheema Rs109.7 million in property, 100-tola
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gold and a car worth Rs45 million. Federal Minister Khusro Bakhtiar owns
Rs270 million in assets while his car has been declared as a gift from his
parents. IT Minister Aminul Haque has assets worth more than Rs15 million
and Railways Minister Sheikh Rashid Ahmed has assets worth Rs46.5 million. PML-Q MNA Moonis Elahi has Rs1 billion in assets and also owns
1,000 shares in a sugar mill. His wife has assets worth Rs78.6 million. MQMPakistan Convener Khalid Maqbool Siddiqui owns assets worth over Rs10
million, Qaumi Watan Party (QWP) chief Nawabzada Zain Bugti owns
23,000 acres of inherited land at Dera Bugti, 836 acres of agricultural land
in Sanghar and a gas station worth Rs10 million.
BNP’s Akhtar Mengal has declared assets worth millions, including
farm animals worth Rs3 million. PML-N’s Khawaja Saad Rafique has declared assets worth Rs120 million, loans amounting to Rs29.5 million, two
vehicles with a declared cost of Rs57 million and Rs52 million in bank accounts. His wife, Ghazala Saad Rafique, has 40-tola gold. PML-N’s Ayaz
Sadiq has assets worth Rs60 million and two plots in Gulberg, Lahore,
with declared values of Rs30 million and Rs28 million. Marriyum Aurangzeb declared assets worth more than Rs30 million and 16-tola jewellery worth Rs1.2 million.
The details show the politicians declare their assets with the utmost
care. The ritual has failed to make politics fair and hold politicians accountable to the voters, which were its prime objective when launched in the
military regime in 2002. Glaring discrepancies exist between declared
wealth and luxurious lifestyles of the legislators. It is because of tax laws
which allow them enough room to hide assets or undervalue them to avoid
taxes. It is strange that Prime Minister Imran Khan is poorer this year compared with the last year because he has chosen to declare the “cost value”
of his assets rather than their present market worth. The same is the case
with former Prime Minister Shahid Khaqan Abbasi and PTI legislator
Khayal Zaman Orakzai. They were billionaires a year ago but are no longer
that rich because the value of their properties has reduced. In the absence
of a mechanism for regular scrutiny of the real value of their assets, liabilities and tax details, the whole exercise is meaningless.
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Terrorism

India’s terror
financing in Pakistan
Muhammad Ali

Pakistan has unearthed a network of terrorists being operated and
funded by Indian intelligence agents. It indicates India has intensified
its efforts to destabilise Pakistan after its endeavours to place the country on the Financial Action Task Force’s blacklist failed. Pakistan will not
only have to be vigilant to foil terrorism on its soil but also raise the issue
at all international forums to expose Indian designs and threats to peace
in the region and the world.
Pakistan has launched a dossier, which carries substantive evidence
of India’s involvement in terrorist activities on its soil. It includes audio
conversations between Indian intelligence agents and terrorists operating in Pakistan. Payments to terrorists through bank accounts have also
been documented. However, Indian machinations are not surprising for
analysts in Pakistan after the belligerent and anti-Pakistan rhetoric of
India’s civil and military leadership, particularly threatening remarks by
Prime Minister Narendra Modi’s National Security Adviser, Ajit Doval,
who said that India would fight not only on its own territory but also on
foreign soil which became the source of a security threat. “India would
take the battle to where the threat originates,” he said in a veiled threat
to Pakistan.
Terror incidents have risen in Pakistan since Doval’s assumption of
office as India’s national security adviser. Terrorists have attacked soft
and tough targets, like seminaries and soldiers. In October, over 30 people including soldiers and seminary students were killed and more than
130 others were injured in separate terrorist attacks in Khyber
Pakhtunkhwa, Balochistan and Sindh. Recently, the National Counter
Terrorism Authority (NACTA) told the Senate that 3,990 terrorist incidents had taken place from January 2015 to September 2020, in which
3,384 people including 1,457 personnel of law enforcement agencies
were killed and 8,436 others injured. Subversive activities have been on
the decline, as 1,139 incidents took place in 2015, 785 in 2016, 741 in
2017, 584 in 2018, 482 in 2019 and 259 in the first nine months of 2020.
Pakistani analysts believe India will attempt to destabilise the country
after the opposition parties have launched a movement against the government. Militants, which fled to Afghanistan after a military operation
in Pakistan’s border areas, can also regroup and launch attacks on Pakistani soil. The new dossier contains irrefutable proof of the Indian sponsorship of terrorism in Pakistan. It carries specific evidence of financing,
training, harbouring and weapons supply in the shape of copies of correspondence, bank transactions and communication intercepts. It
proves how recent terrorist incidents were directed by a special cell that
works directly under Indian Prime Minister Narendra Modi. The cell has
so far distributed Rs22 billion among the terrorist groups.
Pakistan fears another spike in terrorist attacks on its soil, particularly
in Karachi, Lahore, and Peshawar, over the next few months as India is
attempting to build a consortium of terrorist groups, including TTP and
Baloch militant organisations BLA, BLF, and BRA. Recently, India also
facilitated reunification of the TTP, Jamaat-ul-Ahrar, and Hizb-ul-Ahrar.
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According to information gleaned by Pakistan, a 700-member strong
militia, working under 10 personnel of India’s prime intelligence agency
Research and Analysis Wing (RAW), has been raised for targeting
China Pakistan Economic Corridor (CPEC) projects. As part of efforts
to create a terror consortium, Indian intelligence officer Col Rajesh,
working at the Indian Embassy in Afghanistan, held four meetings with
commanders of the terrorist organisations to coordinate and intensify
their activities in Karachi, Lahore, and Peshawar in November and December.
Indian intelligence agencies are also trying to set up Daesh-e-Pakistan and 30 Indian militants were relocated from India to camps along
the Pakistan-Afghanistan border by two Indian intelligence operatives.
The militants were handed over to Daesh Commander Sheikh Abdul
Rahim alias Abdul Rehman Muslim Dost. According to the dossier, Indian diplomats in Afghanistan regularly supervise terrorist activities. In
one such instance, the Indian ambassador to Afghanistan and Consular
in Jalalabad discussed providing financial support to TTP and Baloch
militants with collaborators. Pakistan has also received specific proof of
terror financing by RAW. Two transactions were made through Indian
banks. An amount of $28,000 was transferred by Punjab Bank India,
while a transaction of $55,851 was made by Manmeet, an Indian national, from Indian Bank, New Delhi, which were received at Afghanistan
International Bank. Letters in Dari show India paid $820,000 to the TTP
leadership through its collaborators. Over $60 million was spent on raising a militia for sabotaging the CPEC. Payments were also made to
them in Balochistan to cause unrest. In their confessional statements,
Sarfraz Merchant and Tariq Mir, revealed that RAW had funded Altaf
Hussain for terrorism in Karachi.
Recently, a RAW-sponsored network of six terrorists was detected
in Pakistan, which had links with an attack on the Pakistan Stock Exchange (PSE). They were also involved in delivery of suicide jackets to
terrorist groups operating in Pakistan. According to Pakistani officials,
Indian intelligence agencies are running 87 terrorist camps targeting
Pakistan. Sixty-six of them are in Afghanistan, whereas 21 others are
functioning in India. A former Indian ambassador and an Indian army
general visited a Baloch militant training camp in the Haji Gak area in
Afghanistan, which housed 150 militants. India spent $30 million to establish a camp in Sarhad Leva, Kandahar, for Baloch militants. A letter
in Darri shows that RAW was responsible for the provision of weapons
and ammunition for which four helicopters were used.
The dossier carries undeniable proof of Indian involvement in terrorism in Pakistan. It is obvious that India wants to divert the world's attention from its atrocities in occupied Kashmir and target the CPEC, which
would improve Pakistan’s economy substantially. It wants to destabilise
Pakistan at any cost. However, its efforts will only jeopardize regional
and global peace and the world community must stop it from its nefarious designs.

December 1-15, 2020

Transition

Lessons from
Gilgit-Batistan polls
Muhammad Zain

The Pakistan Tehreek-i-Insaf is poised to form the next government in hotly
contested elections in Gilgit-Batistan. All mainstream political and religious
parties used all possible resources to woo voters. Even the sectarian card
was not spared. Pre-poll surveys predicted the same results, except a surprise victory of independent candidates on almost one-third seats of the
assembly.
The victory of a large number of independents, who have already joined
the ruling party, shows the PTI’s choice of candidates was not right. It is for
the first time that a ruling party in Pakistan has not won a two-thirds majority
in the Gilgit-Baltistan assembly. Elections in the region are held after a gap
of more than two years in Pakistan, which makes the process controversial,
as it increases the chances of pre-poll rigging. In 2005, 2010, and 2015,
the party in the Centre won the GB elections. Usually, four steps are followed for making the government in the region. The first step is the placement of a favourable caretaker government. The second step is the
induction of “electables” in the party. In the third step, sitting ministers visit
the region after the announcement of the election schedule. They make tall
claims and promises of welfare and development schemes in the region
on behalf of the Centre. The final step, if needed, is to make use of official
machinery in their favour. Under the Election Act 2017, visits of public office
holders to the region were barred after the announcement of the election
schedule. However, like most other regulations, it remained ineffective. Federal ministers addressed public rallies and Prime Minister Imran Khan announced the provisional provincial status for the region ahead of polls.
Though the assembly has limited legislative powers, yet the elections
have great importance for the local people and the region, especially for
the Kashmir cause after India has changed the special status of occupied
Kashmir. Locals say sectarian harmony is disturbed in every election as
candidates fan sectarianism to woo voters. It also spoils the credibility of
polls. The PTI won 11 seats of the 24, while the two largest opposition parties, the Pakistan People’s Party (PPP) and Pakistan Muslim League
(Nawaz), won three seats and two seats respectively. Seven seats were
won by independent candidates. The Majlis Wahdatul Muslimeen, a religious party alliance, won one seat. The Gilgit-Baltistan legislative assembly
consists of 24 directly elected seats, besides nine reserved seats for
women and political appointees that are allocated based on a proportional
representation basis. The house has 33 seats in total.
The PPP and the PML-N alleged rigging and foul play after the election.
The PPP even gave a call for protests in the region against the alleged
rigging as Bilawal Bhutto-Zardari warned Islamabad of “dire consequences
if the rigging in elections is not reversed”. It is interesting that the PPP had
won only one seat in the last election, but it accepted the results because
its political ally, the PMN-N, won with a two-thirds majority. The PPP has
won three seats this time, though it had fielded candidates for all constituencies, yet the party cried foul after Bilawal ran an extensive campaign
and stayed in the region for almost a month. On the other hand, the PMLN had fielded candidates for seven seats only, but still its leaders claimed
a landslide victory in the polls. Experts saw the elections as a test case
for the popularity of the country’s three major political parties. Despite
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being part of the anti-government alliance PDM, the country’s two main
opposition parties — the PPP and PML-N — contested the elections
against each other. The PTI’s position improved after a number of local
leaders and seasoned politicians, who had previously won the elections
on PPP and PML-N tickets, joined the party. The PPP and PML-N alleged
that their candidates were pressured into joining the ruling party. More than
15,000 police officials from the Punjab, Khyber Pakhtunkhwa, Sindh and
Balochistan performed duties at polling stations.
Historically, polls in the region are won by the ruling party in the Centre.
However, the PPP and the PML-N attempted to change the mind of the
voters through propaganda that the PTI would be kicked out of power in a
few months and they would form the new government in Pakistan. However, the propaganda failed to a large extent. The polls also laid bare rifts
in the opposition alliance and the ruling coalition. The PML-N and the PPP
failed to forge an election alliance and contested the election separately,
though they avoided criticizing each other. However, former PML-N Chief
Minister Hafiz-ur-Rehman accused Bilawal Bhutto of using Sindh resources in the elections. On the other hand, the PTI and its important ally
in the Punjab, the PML-Q, contested the election independently, which
shows the widening differences between them.
It is a common practice in Pakistan that ruling parties win local government, Azad Kashmir and Gilgit-Baltistan elections, because people think
only the ruling party can provide funds to solve their issues. The PTI won
because of its government in the Centre. However, its victory is not as
comprehensive as that of the previous ruling parties. The biggest loser in
the election was the PML-N, which could bag only two seats after a landslide victory in the previous polls. The failure of its anti-establishment narrative shows its space is shrinking in national politics. The PPP’s
performance was impressive as Bilawal Bhutto’s rallies attracted huge
crowds. Like the rest of the country, “electables” played a crucial role in
the elections. It shows all mainstream parties will have to work hard to reorganize themselves to eliminate the role of independent candidates or
the same cycle would be repeated in the next election.
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Textile policy: Betting
on the wrong horse?
Shahid Hussain

The government expects the textile sector to earn over $20 billion by 2025,
under the new textile policy. It has announced incentives worth Rs838 billion over the next five years for the industry after lowering electricity and
gas tariffs. The policy aims to create jobs and earn more revenue. However, questions are being raised about the sector’s ability to perform without critical reforms.
The incentives for the industry are not new. All past governments had
pinned hopes on the sector to create jobs and revenue. It was showered
with huge incentives in the past, but it failed to perform and reform itself
and proved to be a black hole of incentives. According to the draft policy,
the government will provide consistent, long-term policies for the foreseeable future, providing electricity and gas at low rates. The government will
extend fiscal incentives of Rs838 billion for the next five years. Realising
the potential of value-addition in each segment of the textiles and apparel
supply-chain and inherited know-how of products and markets by the private sector, the Commerce Ministry has decided to set the target of value
added and textiles at $20.865 billion, of which $ 16.294 billion will be the
value-added sector and $4.571 billion for the textile sector.
According to the Commerce Ministry, ambitious targets were set and
financial commitments of Rs188 billion and Rs65 billion, respectively, for
the first (2009-14) and the second (2014-19) textile policy were made by
the then governments to achieve them. However, commitments were not
fulfilled and timely payments were not made in financial support schemes.
Further, funds were not allocated for public sector development under infrastructure, vocational training, productivity and compliance-related programmes. The new policy will face the same challenges.
The new textile policy aims to address shortcomings in the previous
policies and a multi-pronged strategy will be devised to fulfill the commitments. The present government has disbursed Rs97 billion in pending liabilities of previous governments in two years, while the two past
governments only disbursed Rs68 billion. Customs duty drawback rates
will be revised. The government will revitalise Pakistan Textile City Limited
and Karachi Garment City Limited. A training programme will be launched,
especially on industrial stitching, and mostly for women. The marketing
strategy will be reviewed and the first ever e-commerce policy is under implementation in phases and it would provide an open access to textiles
and apparel manufacturers and exporters to tap available business opportunities across the globe. Amazon has already started registering Pakistan
manufacturers and exporters, including textiles.
The draft policy states that due to high tariffs on value-added products,
domestic manufacturers end up importing more man-made fibres (MMF)
rather than fabric, while countries, such as Vietnam and Cambodia, import
MMF fabric and export high value-added products. Tariff rationalization is
imperative to ensure equal distribution of profits and encourage the industry for investment to improve productivity. As Pakistan is a major supplier
of greige/semi-processed raw materials, there is a need to make a shift
towards value-added products i.e. garments, made-ups and functional,
technical textile products. In the absence of modern infrastructure facilities,
the industry has to invest in infrastructure-related components, captive
power generation and effluent treatment plants. It needs to be covered
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through development of modern textiles and garments parks.
The textile and apparel sector could not attract foreign direct investment
because of inconsistent policies, including the exchange rate, lack of infrastructure facilities and availability of energy at competitive rates. A big
challenge will be to restore the confidence of international investors by implementation of the textiles policy in letter and spirit. Pakistan has recently
been able to bag a favorable deal in the Pak-China Free Trade Agreement
phase-II. Development of the Gwadar Port and projects under the ChinaPakistan Economic Corridor (CPEC) will also provide a launching pad to
attract investment in the textiles and apparel value-chain.
The major issues of the textiles and apparel value-chain relate to other
ministries and organisations and few subjects have also been devolved to
the provinces. A better collaboration among various stakeholders (government ministries, organisations and provinces) is needed for proper implementation of the textiles policy. Moreover, provinces are required to either
offer additional benefits to manufacturers for investment in their respective
provinces or at least provide them a conducive environment.
A looming challenge is the textiles and apparel sector demand for the
restoration of a zero-rating regime, and release of delayed refund payments by the government. It is crucial if exporters are to enhance capacities and production. A timely refund mechanism is essential to address the
liquidity crunch of exporters, otherwise, the government must restore the
zero-rating regime. One of the important reasons for not fully utilising the
export potential in the textiles and apparel value-chain is inconsistent policies, especially in availability and pricing of energy and raw materials, taxation, refunds and regulatory regimes. Therefore, the Ministry of
Commerce will have to ensure that energy prices remain consistent, regionally competitive and rationalised among provinces.
Experts say the sector was also heavily incentivised in the past but if
failed to reform itself and deliver. Despite all the money, special financing
and tax rates it has received over the years, it continues to work with the
same outdated machinery, little follow through on value-addition, and simply unacceptable levels of vertical integration. Instead, the government
should have looked for ways to transform the textile sector and make it
more adaptable to the demands of modern day commerce. The sector will
have to come up with an actionable plan to justify the incentives.
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The rising rupee
Husnain Shahid

The Pakistani rupee continues to strengthen against the dollar in recent
weeks after uncertainty deepened following elections in the United States,
which weakened its currency internationally. The local currency has also
gained because of higher remittances and the impact of Covid-19 on global
markets. The rupee is expected to gain further, but its positive effects on
prices are still not visible, which should be a matter of concern for the government.
By November 15, the exchange rate strengthened on the back of the
dollar’s falling value. The US currency has fallen to an eight-month low at
Rs158 in the open market. The continuous dollar decline has driven the
rupee closer to the value it was at during the opening weeks of 2020. Now
the rupee has become the third best-performing currency in Asia. Experts
say the development may help tackle high inflation as Pakistan has become an importer of wheat, sugar and cotton this year to improve supplies.
Earlier, a shortfall in the production of agricultural commodities caused a
surge in their prices in the country.
The rupee has cumulatively regained Rs9.52 or 5.65pc over the past
11 weeks since touching an all-time low of Rs168.43 on August 26. The
rupee entered the list of the best-performing currencies in Asia, appreciating by 3.1pc against the US dollar since October 1, 2020, thereby securing
the position of the third best-performing currency in Asia after the Indonesian rupiah and the South Korean won. The Indonesian currency regained
4.5pc while the South Korean won recovered 3.6pc since October 1.
The foreign exchange reserves of the State Bank of Pakistan (SBP)
are over $12 billion, reflecting a relatively improved condition for the stabilisation of the exchange rate and the SBP takes credit for it. According
to SBP Governor Dr Reza Baqir, the central bank played a key role in facilitating higher remittances and its free market mechanism helped stabilise
the exchange rate. He claims that it is the first time the rupee has moved
in both directions, rising as well as falling, which he says proves that the
exchange rate is now market determined. The remittances into the country
increased by over 26pc in the first four months of the current fiscal year
while the outflow from the country was much lower than the average outflow of last year. The low outflow increased liquidity in the banking system
helping the local currency to improve its value. The rupee’s appreciation
has forced those holding their savings in dollars to sell the greenback in
the open market.
Meanwhile, Pakistan’s current account remained surplus for the fourth
consecutive month in October, rising to $382 million or 1.6pc of the gross
domestic product (GDP), according to the State Bank of Pakistan. Compared to the same month last year, the surplus increased by 423pc from
$73m, while on a month-on-month basis it was up 547pc versus the $59m
recorded in September. The surplus came on the back of a sustained increase in remittances and a smaller trade deficit. Since the start of the fiscal year in July, the cumulative current account surplus has reached $1.2
billion, reversing the $1.4b deficit recorded in the same period last year,
the SBP added. The current account recorded a fourth consecutive
monthly surplus in October. An improvement was witnessed on account of
a better trade deficit as imports declined by 9pc month-on-month compared
to exports increasing one per cent month-on-month.
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On a monthly basis, the trade deficit in October narrowed by 20pc to
$1.49b from $1.86b in September. Remittances during the month were
$2.284b, unchanged from the previous month. The current account has
been helped by a significant increase in remittances during the current fiscal year. In the four-month period from July to October, total inflows of remittances have risen to $9.43b — up 26.5pc — compared to $7.45b in the
same period last year. On the other hand, during the same July-October
period, the country’s trade balance in goods has risen by 4pc to $6.74b
from $6.48b during the same period last year, while the services trade balance narrowed by 38pc to $785m compared to $1.27b. In a press release,
the SBP said the country’s total foreign exchange reserves had crossed
the $20b mark during the week that ended on Nov 13. “The SBP reserves
have increased to $12.93b as of Nov 13, 2020, which is the highest level
since February 2, 2018. Total liquid foreign reserves held by the country
rose to $20.08b,” a press release said. Experts said the reserves had increased due to inflows from lenders, like the International Monetary Fund,
World Bank, Asian Development Bank etc.; a low trade deficit; high remittances coupled with less outflows in the form of education and travel expenses due to the pandemic.
However, despite the positive developments, inflation remains high in
the country, which is the real issue of the common man. According to the
Pakistan Bureau of Statistics, rural food inflation rose more rapidly as compared to the urban food price hike in October. Food prices in the urban
areas increased by 13.9pc and by 17.7pc in the rural areas. Initially, food
inflation was pushed by the increasing shortage of wheat and sugar in the
country. However, the current wave of inflation is mostly driven by a sharp
hike in the prices of fresh vegetables, pulses and eggs, which are used on
a daily basis by the low and middle-income segments of the population.
The State Bank of Pakistan has repeatedly blamed supply-side constraints
and disruptions for the increase in food prices. However, the government
could not improve the situation despite being aware of the problem.
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Viewpoint

Security aspects
in Pakistan
Raza Khan

Pakistan is situated in a volatile region of the world and its external security threats have been grave; however, the country is currently facing
multiple internal security dangers, which need to be focused. Of the internal security threats to Pakistan, the foremost is the administrative collapse in the length and breadth of the country.
The biggest indicator of the administrative collapse in the country is
the lack and, at times, complete absence of the writ of the state in all
spheres of human activity. In today’s Pakistan, the state could not enforce its laws on the people, both by convincing them and also by forcing
them to abide by them. Take the example of the enforcement of the standard operating procedures (SOPs) for the containment of the novel coronavirus. A large majority of people do not follow the protective
measures, which are only for their own safety. This lack of trust in the
state and its authorities is due to a number of reasons. However, the
topmost is the state failure to make people believe that it is there to
serve and protect them. The state could not do so because those, who
have been controlling it from the top, including the civilian leaders,
mostly use the state for personal benefits. As there is an equal and opposite reaction to every action, due to lack of the state’s focus on the
people, their welfare, development and security, most people remain underdeveloped and largely uneducated. Resultantly, now they are least
concerned about the government's advice and laws and even they are
not ready to abide by the general laws sending the entire administrative
system into a ditch.
The administrative collapse in all parts of Pakistan can be ascertained from the fact that hardly any district could be cited in the whole
country where the administrative structure is desirable. In other words,
no district in the country has a splendid administrative system, which
could be imitated elsewhere. One key reason for it is that none of the
provinces of the country has a local government system in place while
the districts are being run by civilian officers and deputy commissioners.
The officers are only good at facilitating routine activities of the people.
However, the manner in which the activities are carried out leaves a lot
to be desired. For instance, the district administration may take action if
a road is completely closed. However, encroachments by pushcarts and
street vendors on a road, leaving an extremely narrow passage, get no
response despite being obvious to every eye.
Another important internal security threat to Pakistan is the rise of
extremely powerful, what in the West are called, “interest” groups. However, in Pakistan we may straightforwardly call them “mafias” in each
and every sector. Whether it is education, health, construction, real estate or capital markets, strong mafias have taken the respective sector
completely hostage. Take again the example of private educational institutions, which have become so strong that they are virtually dictating
the state to set the rules and procedures of their choice to exploit the
masses. The private educational institutions of the country have become
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a strong interest group and the state is virtually powerless before them.
The situation has emerged because of the state failure to fulfil one of its
fundamental duties of providing education to all citizens. The mushroom
growth of private educational institutions is, therefore, the result of complete lack of sound policymaking and good governance in the educational sector. Gradually, education officials have found it personally
advantageous to collude with owners of private schools to damage public educational institutions. Now everything related to education in the
country is in a shambles. Resultantly, most of the people of Pakistan
could not be educated in a way which was really needed and chaos and
panic, which we see in whole society of contemporary Pakistan, is
largely due to the substandard or no education at all of the masses. It
may be noted that this year again the pass rate of candidates in the Central Superior Services (CSS) examination remained just over 2 percent,
which is a great question mark on the country’s education and its standards. Moreover, the standard of the candidates, who have been passing and joining the civil service, could be gauged very easily. It has
contributed to the administrative chaos in the country.
A state is typically an institution which acts in public interest, whereas
interest groups act in private or personal interest. In today’s Pakistan, it
is more than obvious that private interests have dominated public interest as the state has largely failed to protect the latter. It is really an explosive situation and the country’s power wielders must focus on it.
However, the political part of the power centres, which is presently led
by Prime Minister Imran Khan, is enmeshed in so many issues that it is
too overburdened to make bold and rational decisions. The opposition
political parties have also launched an anti-government movement,
which has put the latter in extreme pressure due to which key decisionmaking has become very shaky. The civilian and military parts of the
power centres are not up to the task of addressing the multidimensional
issues of society and the state. In the situation, it is PM Khan, who has
to rise to the occasion and take extremely difficult decisions, if the country needs to be rescued from multiple interest groups and their negative
agendas. Once PM Khan displays the will, other state institutions would
be more than ready to help him and, above all, the masses by seeing
that the government is acting in their interest, they would throw their
weight behind the government.
The internal security threats are really grave in Pakistan and they
pose dangers which make the pillars of the state hollow. Therefore, they
facilitate the situation for the external security threats to achieve their
objectives. Whether it is the collapse of the administrative edifice or the
dominance of the mafias in every sector or any other internal security
threat to the state and society it is directly related to the political-administrative structure of the country. Therefore, the country’s top brains and
bigwigs have to realize the situation and think about the state, rather
than the continuity of a sham system.
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The Khyber Pass
Economic Corridor
Raza Khan

Recently, the Executive Committee of the National Economic Council
(ECNEC) approved a key project, the Khyber Pass Economic Corridor
(KPEC), paving the way for the commencement of work and its early completion. The KPEC is a project of extreme economic and strategic significance
for Pakistan, particularly Khyber Pakhtunkhwa and its merged tribal districts.
However, KP and its newly merged tribal districts could only take advantage
of the KPEC, if the project is expeditiously and seriously pursued, unlike the
deliberately abandoned Reconstruction Opportunity Zones (ROZs).
The ROZs was a project by the United States to establish industries in the
terror and war-affected areas of KP and erstwhile Federally Administered
Tribal Areas (FATA), now referred to as MTDs, and provide the products of
the proposed industries tariff-free access to American markets. But the sluggishness and mala fide intent of certain members of the federal bureaucracy
sealed the fate of the ROZs and deprived the region of one of the potential
projects of a complete economic turnaround.
The KPEC basically has two components. The first component of the
KPEC, which is expressway development, includes the construction of a
four-lane Peshawar-Torkham Expressway and associated administrative infrastructure facilities. This part also includes the laying of fiber optic cables
in trenches along the expressway, land acquisition and resettlement, afforestation and technical and independent reviews and studies for the preparation of related projects. The second component, the development of the
Khyber Pass Economic Corridor, has several subcomponents. The anchor
of the Peshawar-Torkham Economic Corridor is a new expressway which
will provide a reliable and safe driving environment with higher travelling
speeds. The existing Peshawar-Torkham road is part of the National Highway N-5 that traverses the historic Khyber Pass. The 400-year-old existing
carriageway is a 6.0-meter-wide, two-lane facility with earthen shoulders.
Improvements to the existing highway are constrained by heavy population
settlements on either side, a railway line running adjacent to the road, and
steep gradients and sharp curves that are difficult for large multi-axle commercial trucks to negotiate. Geometrics are inadequate to cater for the modern high speed heavy vehicular traffic. The proposed expressway will be
built on a new alignment with much improved geometry and would be constructed as a dual highway facility with a 7.3-meter-wide carriageway on
each side and 3-meter-wide treated shoulders. The expressway will provide
a reliable and safe driving environment with higher travelling speeds, resulting in reductions in the transit time and costs for regional and international
trade goods using the Peshawar-Torkham corridor. The proposed expressway could be an extension of the Karachi-Lahore, Islamabad-Peshawar
Trans-Pakistan Expressway System as well as part of the Peshawar-Kabul
(Afghanistan) Dushanbe (Tajikistan) Motorway.
The proposed KPEC route passes through the mountainous region which
is barren land with some dotted human settlements and a cultivable area. The
Peshawar–Torkham area can be divided into two major geographical divisions: the rugged mountainous regions on the north and west, with one end
touching the Afghan border, and the comparatively narrow strip of valleys. The
proposed project starts from the end of the Peshawar Northern Bypass at the
Takhta Baig Bridge from Jamrud tehsil of Khyber district and ends at the
Torkham border.
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The KPEC is of massive significance because it passes through the ancient and legendary Khyber Pass, which has been the main route of entrance for the traders, invaders, conquerors from Europe, Central Asia and
Afghanistan to India. Thus, the route has been instrumental in cross-regional
and inter-regional trade and commerce. So, the KPEC potential could be
understood in the context of the long-cherished dream of traders of the subcontinent, Afghanistan and Central Asia of economically integrating Central
Asia with South Asia and the greater Middle East and Persia. The KPEC
becomes even more important having enhanced potential once CPEC
routes traversing entire Pakistan reach Peshawar. Here, it is important to
note that the KPEC is not part of the CPEC and they are two different projects. The first financed by the West-US dominated WB and the CPEC entirely by Beijing. However, it is important to note that China has been
desirous of making Afghanistan part of the CPEC as noticeably the latter
project is a flagship part of Beijing’s $900 billion plus, Belt & Road Initiative
(BRI). So as soon as the KPEC becomes functional it would give a huge
boost to the CPEC and China’s BRI aiming to economically integrate the
Afro-Eurasian landmass, including nearly 60 countries.
As the KPEC is not only a route or motorway but a complete project of
economic development and its benefits would be extensive for Peshawar,
KP and specifically the Khyber district. Although Peshawar is a sizable Pakistani city with satisfactory infrastructure, yet it severely lacks industrial establishment despite having colossal trading and consumption potential.
Peshawar is an ancient city which once used to be a hub of Central Asia,
South Asia cross-regional commerce and trade. The KPEC could be instrumental in enabling Peshawar to realize its true economic potential. On
the other hand, the adjacent Khyber district would benefit unprecedentedly
if the KPEC is successfully completed.
The socio-economic development indicators in the KPEC catchment
area are worst as illiteracy is prevalent and poverty widespread and abject.
The KPEC would fundamentally change the social and economic complexion of the area by giving the inhabitants of the Khyber district constant
and easy connectivity to Peshawar and the down country as well as to
Afghanistan and Central Asia. The KPEC component-II investment seeks
to facilitate improvements in the productivity of existing enterprises in exFATA and encourage private investment in the area. Two targeted sectors
are marble production, a sector in which MTDs have 446 processing units
(which account for 20% of Pakistan’s total marble production); and horticulture. Both sectors have great potential for export. For instance, although
marble exports are currently limited, the minerals can fetch prices around
five to ten times higher in international markets than in local markets. Fruits
and vegetables, which may be further processed, already comprise a substantial share of the export volume through Torkham. Further, both sectors
have substantial participation by SMEs, and given their relatively high labor
intensity, show great potential for employment of internally displaced people, women, and youths.
Given the KPEC’s importance and potential of economic growth of KP and
Pakistan, it would be a historic mistake to ignore the project and any laggardness and red-tape in this connection must not be tolerated, especially when
Prime Minister Imran Khan has a vision for the development of the MTDs.
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Banking on
agriculture
Muhammad Jahangir

According to the annual State of the Economy report for 2019-20, issued by the State Bank of Pakistan, GDP growth is expected to stay
within the range of 1.5–2.5 per cent in FY21 against the target of 2.1pc,
set by the government.
As per details, any improvement will be ensured by a steady performance of the agriculture sector and recovery in the services sector,
especially finance and insurance and transport and communications.
For the full year, the SBP expects exports to clock in the range of
$23.4–23.8 billion in FY21 – higher than the $22.5b recorded in FY20.
Similarly, the SBP expects full-year imports to remain higher than the
last year, given the anticipated pickup in economic activity following the
lifting of lockdowns, and businesses mounting efforts to replenish inventories. A big boost to the industry should come from the concessions given to the construction industry, while progress on housing
finance would revive steel imports. According to the SBP report, “The
debt servicing relief of $2.7b (equivalent to 1pc of GDP) provided to
Pakistan under the G-20’s Debt Servicing Suspension Initiative will help
create expenditure space for Covid-19-related spending.”
However, the news on the price front is not encouraging. Overall, the
SBP expects headline inflation to fall within the range of 7-9pc in FY21,
against the target of 6.5pc. The Consumer Price Index (CPI) in FY20 was
10.7pc. The report says that the fiscal deficit could be in the range of 6.57.5pc in FY21, while the government had set the target at 7pc. The fiscal
deficit in FY20 was 8.1pc. The SBP estimates the country’s current account deficit in the current fiscal year at 1-2pc against the target of 1.6pc;
the deficit was 1.1pc in FY20.
The report predicts that the remittances in FY21 would be in the range
of $22-23b, while the target was $21.5b. In FY20, the remittances were
$23.1b. With the improvement in Pakistan’s macroeconomic fundamentals,
the SBP foresees the economy moving towards recovery on which it had
embarked prior to the Covid-19 outbreak, said the report.
The SBP report also underlines that for the first time in Pakistan’s history, the exchange rate depicted orderly two-way movement, reflecting foreign exchange (FX) availability in the interbank market. In fact, the SBP’s
net FX reserves buffers increased by approximately $7b during the fiscal
year despite the coronavirus outbreak. The economy could also perform
much better than presently expected, especially in the context of resurgence in business confidence in the country following the ease in lockdowns and falling Covid-19 cases.
On the minus side, the industrial sector output declined by 2.6 percent
in FY20, compared to a contraction of 2.3 percent in FY19. It was the first
time that industrial activity contracted for two years in a row, the decline in
FY20 mainly coming from a dip in manufacturing and mining activities. In
particular, the decline in large-scale manufacturing (LSM) activity was the
largest ever registered which, in turn, also weighed heavily on the overall
performance due to its sizeable weight of more than 50 percent within the
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industrial sector.
As pointed out by experts, the stabilisation programme that had moderated domestic demand as well as the lockdowns following the pandemic
also affected industrial sector activities. Prior to FY19, LSM growth was
positive; however, the subsequent fiscal consolidation, monetary tightening
and exchange rate realignment dampened the growth, which was seen
starting in FY19. According to the report, in the middle of FY20, signs of
nascent recovery started to emerge, but the recovery was cut short by the
Covid-19 pandemic, which resulted in a full year contraction of 10 percent
in LSM.
The electricity generation and distribution and gas distribution sub-sector posted an expansion of 17.7 percent in FY20, after growing 14.5 percent last year. The gross value addition of the electricity sector contributed
significantly to the sub-sector’s performance, which can be attributed to
higher output growth relative to intermediate consumption. It is important
to recall here that the government had rolled out a comprehensive circular
debt reduction plan at the start of the year to improve the viability of the
power sector and check the accumulation of arrears.
The SBP report also takes into account some unexpected shocks,
which could damage the economic revival projections and prospects. It
says that the growth projections are subject to risks, including from the
evolution of Covid-19, extreme weather conditions, external demand, and
lack of progress on the reform front. “As a result, while a rebound in growth
is expected in nearly all the regions in 2021, downside risks remain high,”
said the report.
As things stand, the overall global economic outlook remains uncertain
due to a high infection rate in some countries, end of temporary unemployment support measures in the US, and continuation of the US trade dispute
with China. In the final analysis, how the national economy performs in the
coming months will depend on the turns and twists of the global economy.
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Pakistan economy in
recovery mode
Muhammad Jahangir

There is little doubt that when the Pakistan Tehreek-i-Insaf (PTI)
government came to power, it had inherited an economy in tatters.
The debt burden had become unbearable while the current account
deficit ballooned to the skies. The rupee was kept artificially high to
project the false image of a strong economy. Exports were in the
doldrums while imports rose uncontrollably. It was a totally hopeless
situation, which called for a massive effort to restore the economy.
Much has been done in the last two years to revive the economy. Adviser to the Prime Minister on Finance Abdul Hafeez
Shaikh recently said that neutral international observers had acknowledged economic progress made by Pakistan during the two
years of the federal government despite the coronavirus crisis. He
also listed many initiatives, including the Ehsaas cash assistance
initiative, under which the government handed out Rs12,000 a
month in cash to millions of lower-income families hit by the pandemic.
Soup kitchens for labourers and shelters for homeless people were
also established across the country. Under the Ehsaas Kifalat programme,
monthly financial aid and bank account facilities were provided to lowerincome people. Interest-free loans were provided to people — 45 per cent
of whom were women — who wished to start their own businesses. The
government also introduced cheap loans to assist small traders so that
they would not have to fire their staff due to lack of funds. The government
also provided relief to traders by paying their bills for three months.
Due to the government’s policies, economic observers and organisations, like Moody’s, Fitch and Bloomberg, had improved Pakistan’s international ratings. Pakistan also made efforts to develop an “economic
partnership” with African countries that have a population of 1.3 billion people, and the Engage Africa Initiative has been launched to increase trade
and investment in the continent.
To cope with the financial setback faced by developing countries due
to the Covid-19 health crisis, Prime Minister Imran Khan asked developed
countries and financial bodies to provide debt relief. The initiative not only
benefited Pakistan but all developing countries. At a time when the world’s
leading economies were reeling from the impact of the coronavirus, Pakistan scored remarkable success against the pandemic.
Philanthropist Bill Gates, while comparing the coronavirus situation in
India and Pakistan, remarked that the latter had dealt with the pandemic
in a much better manner. A couple of months back, United Nations General
Assembly (UNGA) President-elect Volkan Bozkir also said that the world
could learn from Pakistan. The Wall Street Journal in a special report acknowledged that Pakistan was a “bright spot” in the world when it comes
to the coronavirus.
To run the economy and provide for the needs of the masses, the government requires more revenue. To this end, the government has begun
collecting taxes from the rich. Direct tax collections (a progressive tax
whose incidence is on the rich and not on the poor) accounted for 363.6
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billion rupees in July-September 2020-21, against 355.6 billion rupees in
July-September 2020-21, in the comparable period of the last year. According to available figures, sales tax collected in the first quarter of 202021 was the highest single source of revenue at 435.7 billion rupees against
403.9 billion rupees collected in the comparable period of the last year.
The government’s current expenditure has been reduced, with civilian
and military expenditure having been frozen in the current year. In JulySeptember 2019-20, the running of the civilian government and defence
accounted for 87.2 billion rupees and 242.6 billion rupees, respectively,
while the comparable disbursement in July-September 2020-21 was 88.9
billion rupees and224.4 billion rupees, respectively.
Another remarkable achievement in the economic field is a primary surplus which shows a trend towards better stability. On the other hand, there
has been a significant rise in the social safety net budget to 192 billion rupees and a historic package for former FATA. While subsequent to the
launch of cash disbursements in 2008 to the poor and vulnerable under
the Benazir Income Support Programme, there has been an annual increase in allocations in two years - from 120 to 192 billion rupees. Exports
have also been rising due to incentives provided to exporters. In the last
one year, exports in rupee terms have risen by nearly 5 percent.
Above all, the government has succeeded in reducing the current account deficit, which rose exponentially during the PML-N regime. The
economy has, no doubt, stabilized. The turn-around is quite visible as indicated by a rise in foreign remittances, indicating enhanced faith of Pakistani expatriates in the health of the economy and productive results of
the export-led growth strategy of the government.
But there is still a long way to go. The government should now focus
on development and transmitting the benefits of the revival of the economy
to the lower strata of society. Among other things, it must move quickly to
control the rise in prices, which has upset the budget of the common
household.
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Education

Among top world
scientists, Pakistan’s
share is only .05pc
Rasheed Ali

Prof. Dr. Obaidullah is saddened, but not surprised, to know that Pakistan’s
share among the world top scientists is only a fraction, 0.05 per cent, to
be precise. He has been a teacher, a researcher, a research supervisor
and an experienced research/ scientific data analyst at the Institute of Education and Research (IER), University of the Punjab, Lahore, for over
three decades. He comes across dozens of researchers, MPhil and PhD
research scholars every month, and knows very well the standard of research, being conducted in the country currently.
In the third week of November 2020, the Stanford University (USA) released its global list that represents the top 2 per cent of the most-cited
scientists in various disciplines. The university had classified the scientists
on the basis of their career-long citation impact until the end of 2019, and
also for the single year, 2019.
The report was prepared by the university’s team, headed by Prof. John
PA Loannidis. The team assessed the global scientists on research they
carried out during their career span, from data collected up to 2019.
According to Prof. Obaidullah, the Stanford ranking was developed according to subject-wise analysis, conducted by the university based on
standardised citation indicators, such as citations, H-index, co-authorship,
and a composite indicator.
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The H-index is an author-level metric that measures both productivity
and citation impact of the publications of a scientist or scholar.
It was painful to note that only 81 Pakistani scientists, including 12
teachers, could make it to the list of 159,683 scientists, doctors and engineers. However, the list representing citation impact in a single year (2019)
included 243 Pakistani scientists among the top 2 per cent scientists.
Eleven teachers of Islamabad’s Quaid-i-Azam University (QAU) figured
among the top two per cent researchers. Five scientists from the University
of Haripur (UoH), including its vice chancellor, were also included in the
list. The QAU academics whose names appeared in the list include Prof.
Bilal Haider Abbasi of Biotechnology, Zabta Khan Shinwari and Mushtaq
Ahmad of Plant Sciences, Amir Ali Shah of Microbiology and Riffle Nasim
Malik of Environment Sciences.
The other names include Rashid Khan of Biochemistry, Masood Khan
of Mathematics, Afzal Shah and Aamer Saeed of Chemistry and Abdul
Haq of Statistics.
The UoH academics who figure in the list include UoH Vice Chancellor
Prof Dr Anwar-ul-Hassan Gilani, Dr Khalid Zaman, Dr Hashim, Dr Shah
Fahad and Dr Mohammed Farooq. UoH Vice Chancellor Prof Gilani is the
only serving VC in Pakistan in the list.
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Three professors of the University of Punjab also figured in the list.
They were Prof. Dr. Muhammad Sharif of Nuclear and Particle Physics,
Prof. Dr. Khalid Mahmood of Economics and Management Sciences and
Prof. Dr. Muhammad Akram of Artificial Intelligence.
Three from the Government College University, Lahore, were included
in the list. They were Prof. Dr. Mjuahid Abbas, Prof. Dr. Zakaullah and Dr.
Abdul Sattar Nizami.
Dr Muhammad Aamir from the Sir Syed University of Engineering and
Technology was also selected for the list.
The scientists making it to the Stanford list from the University of Sargodha were Dr Muhammad Afzal (Agriculture Sciences), Dr Farooq Anwar
(Chemistry), Dr Muhammad Nawaz Tahir (Physics) and Dr Muhammad
Saleem (Chemistry, Bhakkar Campus).
Three faculty members of the Islamia University of Bahawalpur (IUB)
were included in Stanford University's list of most cited scientists. They
were; Dr. Zaheer Abbas and Dr. Ghulam Abbas from the Department of
Mathematics, and Dr. Muhammad Azhar Khan from the Department of
Physics.
Dr. Shakeel Ahmed, an assistant professor at the Department of Chemistry in Government Degree College in Mendhar, Jammu and Kashmir, became one of the youngest scientists to feature on Stanford University’s list
of top scientists.
The Stanford University’s list also included names of two former faculty
members of the International Islamic University Islamabad (IIUI), who were
disowned by their institute and are now serving abroad.
Both researchers -- Dr. Shehzad Ashraf Chaudhry and Dr. Ali Daud -were faculty members of the Department of Computer Science at IIUI. Dr.
Shehzad Ashraf was an assistant professor, and was terminated from the
university in August 2018, allegedly for “defaming” the university. He had
expressed concerns on alleged illegal award of a degree to the son of the
president of the university. He had also won the Research Productivity
Award by the Pakistan Council for Science and Technology in 2018. Now
he is serving as an associate professor in Istanbul at the Gelisim University
of Turkey.
The other former faculty member of the Computer Science Department
was Dr. Ali Daud, who was serving as an associate professor and resigned
from the university in 2019 on disagreements with the administration. Now
he is serving at the University of Jeddah as an associate professor.
Prof Obaidullah says there’s nothing surprising that such a small number of scientists and researchers made it to the Stanford University’s list.
A large majority of higher education institutions’ faculty got themselves enrolled as MPhil and PhD scholars for the sake of departmental promotions
and increments. The scientific studies they conduct are mostly poor and
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their utility for society and the country or their impact fact are negligible,
the professor tells Cutting Edge by telephone. He regrets that lately, a number of research scholars, including even university and college teachers,
request him to get their research completed from somebody else in exchange for money. It means they are buying MPhil and PhD degrees instead of earning it through their research work, the professor says.
Rizwan Ali, a PhD scholar at the University of Science and Technology
of China (USTC), fully agrees with Prof. Obaidullah. He says the quality of
research work in Pakistan is so poor that they even can’t think of competing with the scientists and researchers of the developed nations. Rizwan
Ali’s university, the USTC, is a leading research university situated in Hefei,
the capital and largest city of the Chinese province of Anhui, functioning
under the direct leadership of the Chinese Academy of Sciences. The research institution was ranked the 12th among the universities around the
world in the Nature Index of 2019, and within the top 100 of the QS World
University Rankings last year (2019).
The second major factor for the poor quality of research work in various
disciplines is small budgetary allocations and lack of resources for the purpose, says the Lahore-based scholar, who has successfully completed his
four-year research work at the USTC and submitted his report for approval.
Rizwan Ali’s research topic was ‘Graphene Oxide–Zinc Ferrite/DOX
nanocomposites for induced toxicity of cancer cells and imaging by the
MRI’. “The study results will be helpful in finding out new treatments for
cancer patients,” he adds.
As per international standards, at least 4% of GDP should be allocated
for the education sector and 25% of the total education budget should be
spent on universities. Some time back, the Higher Education Commission
(HEC) chairman admitted in his media talks that the higher education sector had at least 45% less than needed funds.
Rizwan Ali believes that Pakistan’s higher educational institutions are
at least 50 years behind the developed countries as far as scientific research and facilities are concerned.
Another major factor the research scholar relates is the unavailability
of a conducive environment for research pursuits in Pakistani universities.
The Pakistani universities can’t even think of providing a research environment and facilities to their scholars, which the developed nations are
providing to their students, Mr. Ali adds.
Relating his personal experience, he says while studying at any Chinese university or conducting research, a student has never to worry about
the costly materials needed for the purpose. The research scholars are
never asked about the use of large quantities of costly materials, though
in Pakistan they have to pay for whatever materials they use for the experiments.
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Hinutva

The reality of
Indian secularism
Farooq Alay

People belonging to non-Hindu minority religions are facing a new wave of
hostility at the hands of Hindus, backed by BJP-led fanatics. A similar, but
with a different modus operandi, plot has been hatched for the people of occupied Kashmir, involving young women, who are being forced to marry RSS
goons for conceiving children, who will be considered born Hindus.
Elsewhere in other states, Muslims, Christians and other minorities are
threatened to either convert to Hinduism or else leave India for good. This
is how the Modi government is following “Hindustan is for Hindus; all others
have no room to enjoy citizenship in India.” Several Indian states have
passed anti-conversion laws aimed at restricting the right to propagate religion, which is guaranteed by Article 25 of the Indian constitution. This has
of late been a big question mark for the saner elements amongst the ruling
Hindus but now it is a thing of the past. India’s so-called diversity and traditional ethos of tolerance exist no more; this has been marred by hostility and
hate along caste and religious lines.
It is no more a secular country; Hindutva’s penetration into Nazist mentality that is hell-bent upon forced conversions is very much the new reality.
The Narendra Modi government is not only harboring a grudge against anticonversion laws introduced by various states, but also working on implementing the agenda of either expelling those who defy the orders or
obediently accept Hinduism as their new religion.
Ever since the Bharatiya Janata Party has taken over power in India in
2014, religious intolerance and anti-Christian violence by Hindu-RSS terrorists has surged across the width and breadth of the country. Religious persecution, especially of Muslim and Christian communities, now caricatures
the changed Indian constitution. All minorities have a miserable life, their
plight at the hands of goons, who have gone berserk with swords and daggers in their hands is at its all-time peak. Preachers, including the in-charge
of the Delhi preaching center, have been challenged under the anti-terrorism
and anti-money laundering laws. This is a fact that has not only perturbed
the minorities at home but also the world community and the intelligentsia.
They are demanding their respective governments to exert pressure on the
Modi government to eschew the path of violence against the minorities and
let them live peacefully.
The United States Commission on International Religious Freedom (USCIRF) has recently called for putting India on the religious freedom blacklist.
“India should be considered amongst the world’s worst violators”, the CIRF
observes. The situation of religious minorities in India has seen a steady decline during much of independent India’s history as well as the onslaught of
a hateful and divisive ideology that has sought to impose political and cultural
hegemony by Hindu majority. They are being harassed and forcefully converted; their young females are being kidnapped and put into unwedded solitary confinements, so that they conceive Hindu babies, says the report.
Christian missionaries, priests and bishops are being harassed; they are
either expelled and deported or even killed. The BJP government recently
ordered the deportation of three American missionaries, who belonged to
the Church of Christ in North Carolina, on the first available flight to the US.
In a similar incident, a Christian missionary was burnt alive to death right in
front of his two kids in the Indian state of Orissa by a serial killer, Dara Singh.
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What to talk of the Muslim minority community, which is the major target
of victimization and violence at the hands of RSS goons, who are avenging
the centuries-long Muslim rule over Hindustan. A Muslim girl, Gul Naz, was
kidnapped, manhandled and repeatedly raped by Satish Kumar and his
friends. When they found that the girl was no more in her senses, they set
her on fire by dousing her in kerosene oil. Her charred and mutilated body
was later found in front of the house of the family, which is now demanding
justice from the Indian police and courts of law, but no one is listening to them
even after many weeks have passed. In the past, such kind of heinous crime
and gory incidents have been resented by the saner elements, liberal Hindus
and educated lot, including intelligentsia and educationists. Bollywood actors
have been voicing their outrage over the discriminatory treatment meted out
to the minority communities, their young girls and children, but now they too
have gone silent, probably out of shame or fear of RSS goons.
The silence of liberals and political leaders on Gul Naz’s tragic molestation and torching to death is deafeningly deplorable. The Muslim minority
community in India has either been left at the mercy of perpetrators or its
own to bear the losses, abductions of females and young boys and wait for
another similar kind of incident happening in front of their elders. The fear is
so prevalent that even Gul Naz, on the bed in hospital, had recognized and
named the perpetrators in her testimony before succumbing to her burn injuries, but no action has so far been taken by the police, local administration,
political leadership or courts of law. Little coverage was given to the horrendous act, which has put a shameful curtain on the barbaric act.
Needless to say, the Muslim and Christian minority communities are the
most vulnerable targets of Hindutva extremists in today’s India. Both communities are being offered only two options: become Hindu or leave Hindustan. The RSS and its Hindu goons are distributing pamphlets or dropping
leaflets at homes and train stations throughout the country, warning the
Christians as well as Muslims to leave India or convert to Hinduism, or they
would be killed by year 2021. Already in 2016, a global index of human rights
and social and religious freedoms by the PEW Research Center has placed
India among the worst 10 of the world’s 198 countries when judged for “social hostilities”.
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Memoir

The unbearable lightness
of being Obama
Hamid Dabashi

Reading memoirs of bygone politicians out to make a quick buck by reminiscing about their time in office is not exactly my cup of tea. But being in
quarantine since last March in the Big Beautiful Apple teaches any old dog
some new tricks.
Obama’s new book, A Promised Land, is already a social phenomenon,
with some even suggesting it may help struggling bookstores in these pandemic times. It is the first of a planned two-volume set sold to Penguin
Random House, along with his wife’s memoir Becoming, for a whopping
$65 million. The publishers clearly thought they could make way more than
the $65 million they gave to the Obamas by selling these memoirs across
the world, and I made my modest contribution to their efforts to get a good
return on their investment by buying my own copy. I even ordered the book
on Amazon, making Jeff Bezos a bit richer in the process, too. Obama and
Bezos delivered. The mighty volume was in my hands in 24 hours.
The carefully crafted paratext of this 768-page memoir, from the front
cover featuring a handsome and ageing photograph of Obama to the back
cover showing him looking towards the Washington Memorial through a
window in the Oval Office, emits an august presidential aura. When you
take the book in your hands and glance through its pages, you immediately
know that you are in the presence of a mighty commander-in-chief, as the
saying goes, with his own kill list and squadron of drones to boot.
The index is perhaps the most important part of the paratext, as it tells
the reader what names and subjects matter the most. So I dived in there
to have an understanding of Obama and his editors’ priorities. I first looked
for the words Palestine and Palestinian. I could not find these words in the
index, despite there being several discussions on Palestine in the main
text. Obama tells us, for example, that he wanted to go to Tel Aviv in 2009,
on his way back from Cairo where he delivered a speech calling for a “new
beginning” in US-Muslim relations. The Israelis apparently declined his request, as they did not want him to create the impression that the Palestinian question was “the primary focus” of his Cairo speech or that “the
Arab-Israeli conflict was the root cause of the Middle East’s turmoil”.
While such revelations were not deemed important enough to get the
word Palestine included in the index, there are plenty of items under Israel
and the Israel-Palestine “conflict”. It seems it is only the Palestinians and
their homeland that do not exist in Obama’s index. Out of curiosity, I also
looked for this publication, Al Jazeera, in the memoir’s index. It was there
pointing to a segment complaining about Palestinian Authority leader Mahmoud Abbas’s refusal to take part in Israeli Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu’s political chicanery. While criticising Abbas for dismissing a
promise by Israel to briefly halt the construction of illegal settlements as
“meaningless”, Obama blames Al Jazeera for convincing other Arab leaders to take a similar stance.
“Other Arab leaders quickly echoed (Abbas’) sentiments,” the former
president writes, “spurred in part by editorialising from Al Jazeera – the
Qatari-controlled media outlet that had become the dominant news source
in the region, having built its popularity by fanning the flames of anger and
resentment among Arabs with the same algorithmic precision that Fox
News deployed so skillfully with conservative white voters in the States.”
Wow! Just wow! One critical voice in the entirety of the Arab and Mus-
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lim world not beholden to Obama’s liberal imperialism and he compares it
to the nastiest racist outlet in the United States! Then I looked for the word
Iran. It was there, though the Index got the date of the CIA-MI6 coup in
Iran wrong. It was in 1953, not in 1951 as the Index says. Imagine, the
army of researchers, editors, speech writers and presidential staff that
helped Obama put this book together could not even get one crucial date
that changed the lives of millions of human beings right.
After going through the entries in the index for some time, I eventually
began reading the book itself. The book, in the end, does not disappoint
or surprise. It is what it is: an overdose of Obama’s endearing liberal chumminess, packaged nicely to appease millions of his admirers. A Promised
Land is an autobiography of his innocence, his best intentions, his political
enemies, his immoral dilemmas. But there is also an invisible ghost hovering over the book – Donald Trump, who was working to dismantle
Obama’s legacy in the White House as he was writing these pages. The
book is as much an overcompensation for Trump’s demolition derby presidency as it is a tribute to the Obama years.
The significance of Obama’s A Promised Land, published at this particular juncture in American history, overrides my disdain for his brand of hypocritical environmentalism, “gentler and kinder” warmongering and “liberal”
Zionism. When you read Obama, no matter how much you may disagree
with him, you feel reassured you are in the presence of a literate person, a
man who can put three consecutive sentences together and form a meaningful paragraph. This may not mean much in any other civilised country,
but in America, after four full years of Donald Trump’s deranged tweets, it
is reassuring to remember that there are some among the species of American presidents who are capable of forming a basic argument.
But A Promised Land, while contrasting Trump with Obama, not only
underlines the former’s illiteracy, but also the latter’s lack of conviction. It
is as if the famous lines of WB Yeats’s signature poem, The Second Coming, were composed precisely for Obama and Trump.
Obama lacks conviction, and this sad truth is apparent in every page
and chapter of A Promised Land. In this memoir, Obama offers little more
than a detailed documentation of his gutless centrism and weak excuses
and explanations for the hopelessly immoral and reactionary choices he
made as president.
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Governance

It is time to decolonise
the World Bank
and the IMF
Jason Hickel

Most people assume that inequality between the global South and the
global North (the United States, Western Europe, Japan, Canada and Australia) has been declining over the past few decades. After all, colonialism
is behind us, and surely poorer countries are gradually “catching up” to
richer ones. But, oddly enough, exactly the opposite has happened. The
per capita income gap between the South and the North has quadrupled in
size since 1960, in what can only be described as a striking pattern of divergence.
This trend is due in large part to power imbalances in the world economy. To put it simply, rich countries have disproportionate influence when
it comes to setting the rules of international trade and finance – and they
tend to do it in ways that serve their own economic interests, quite often at
the expense of everyone else.
Nowhere is this problem more apparent than when it comes to the
distribution of power in the World Bank and the International Monetary
Fund (IMF), two of the key institutions that govern global economic policy.
We might expect that representation in these institutions would be modelled along the lines of the United Nations General Assembly, or perhaps
calculated according to population. But in reality, they are deeply undemocratic. The problem starts at the top. The leaders of the World Bank
and the IMF are not elected, but are nominated by the US and Europe.
According to an unspoken agreement, the president of the World Bank
has always been from the US, while the president of the IMF has always
been European.
Moreover, voting power in these institutions is skewed heavily in favour
of rich countries. The US has de facto veto power over all significant decisions, and together with the rest of the G7 and the European Union controls
well over half of the vote in both agencies. Middle- and low-income countries, which together constitute 85 percent of the world’s population, have
a minority share. If we look at the voting allocations in per capita terms, the
inequalities are revealed to be truly extreme. For every vote that the average person in the global North has, the average person in the global South
has only one-eighth of a vote (and the average South Asian has only one20th of a vote).
Not only is there minority control over global economic policymaking,
there is also a clear racial imbalance at play: on average, the votes of people of colour are worth only a fraction of their counterparts. If this was the
case in any particular country, we would be outraged. We would call it
apartheid. Yet a form of apartheid operates right at the heart of international
economic governance today, and has come to be accepted as “normal”.
In some cases, the differences between countries are particularly striking. Take Bangladesh and Nigeria, both of which were British colonies. In
the IMF, a British person’s vote today is worth 41 times more than a
Bangladeshi’s vote, and 23 times more than a Nigerian’s vote. And this is
the 21st century; many decades after the end of colonial rule. The inequalities that characterise voting power in the World Bank and the IMF have
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their roots in the colonial period. After all, these institutions were founded
in 1944. Countries that were colonies at the time (like India) were integrated
into the system on unequal terms, subordinated to their colonisers. Other
colonies were not allowed to join until after independence, in some cases
well into the 1970s and 80s. These institutions were designed under colonialism and they remain in key respects colonial in character.
Voting power in the World Bank is allocated according to each country’s
financial shares. In the IMF, it is primarily according to gross domestic product (GDP), with some consideration also given to a country’s “market openness”. As a result, the countries that became rich during the colonial period
now enjoy disproportionate power when it comes to determining the rules
of the global economy. Inequality begets inequality.
Defenders of this system argue that this is a legitimate approach: it
makes sense, they say, that bigger economies should have more power
over decisions related to the global economy. But think of the implications
of this claim. In any national political system, we would reject the notion
that rich people should have more voting power than poor people, and more
influence over economic policy decisions. We would see this as corrupt and
morally repulsive. And yet such plutocracy is normalised in the World Bank
and the IMF.
These imbalances in voting power help explain why the World Bank and
the IMF have been able to impose neoliberal structural adjustment programmes across the global South over the past 40 years. These programmes – focused on privatisation, austerity, and forced market
liberalisation – have created lucrative profit opportunities for multinational
companies, but have had a devastating effect on the South: during the
1980s and 90s, they caused incomes to decline and poverty to rise, and in
some cases triggered decades of recession and stagnation. To this day
they continue to have a negative impact on health outcomes, including infant and maternal mortality. Such ruinous policies would never be acceptable under democratic principles.
There have long been calls by civil society and political leaders in the
global South to democratise the World Bank and the IMF. At minimum, critics have argued that the leaders of these institutions should be elected in
a transparent process. And they have called for a “double majority” system
such that significant decisions should require not only shareholder majorities but also member-state majorities. This would ensure that global South
countries have a fairer say in the decisions that affect them, and power to
block harmful policies.
For decades, these demands have fallen on deaf ears. But this year
they received a boost from the UN Secretary-General António Guterres,
who, while giving a lecture for the Nelson Mandela Foundation, called for
democratic reform of voting power at the World Bank and the IMF. This represents an historic opening, and campaigners should seize it. If we want to
have a shot at a fairer global economy, we need to start by decolonising
the institutions of economic governance
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Protests

There can be no going
back to normal in Iraq
Hayder Al-Shakeri

Earlier this year, there was much hope among politically active youth in Iraq
that the fall would reignite the revolutionary fervour of last year’s October
protests and bring large crowds back to the streets of Iraqi cities.
But October came and went and large-scale demonstrations did not take
place. Baghdad’s Tahrir Square, once the epicentre of the protests, was
cleared of tents and reopened for traffic for the first time in a year. For many,
this marked the end of the “October revolution”, in which young people occupied squares across the central and southern provinces of Iraq to demand
their rights and an overhaul of the political system.
However, it is too early to pronounce the “death” of the Iraqi protest movement. The violent crackdown and brutal assassinations of protesters may have
succeeded in temporarily holding people off from the streets, but it is only a
matter of time before Tahrir Square is occupied again and revolutionary momentum returns.
Although there had been mass demonstrations taking place regularly since
at least 2011, what set the 2019 protests apart was not only their scale – with
more than one million Iraqis repeatedly taking to the streets in October and
November 2019 – but also the coherence of the popular demands. People
were not simply calling for basic services, employment and an end to corruption, as they had done before. Rather they were demanding a complete overhaul of the governance system – dissolving the muhasasa ta’ifia, which
allocates government positions on the basis of religious and ethnic affiliations
and which is widely seen to be the source of systemic corruption, and building
a unified secular national state.Tahrir Square, a neglected roundabout in
downtown Baghdad, became the symbolic centre of this protest movement.
Activists had held demonstrations there regularly since 2015, but on October
25, 2019, they managed to wrest control of the square and proceeded to occupy it for a year. During this period, they cleaned up the areas in and around
Tahrir Square, painted murals dedicated to fallen protesters and provided food,
entertainment and sanitation services. In this way, they created a “mini state”
that at once opposed everything that Iraq has become since 2003 and put
forward a new vision of what it could be.
In response to the news that Tahrir Square had been cleared, Prime Minister Mustafa al-Kadhimi took to social media to thank protesters for their “cooperation” in clearing the square and allowing a return to “normalcy”. But one
has to wonder what “normalcy” the prime minister sees in the current state of
affairs. The situation in Iraq was far from normal before the protests broke out,
with the country facing multiple interlinked crises. Baghdad was ranked the
least liveable city in the world in 2018. This has much to do with the continuing
large-scale embezzlement of reconstruction funds which has prevented the
rehabilitation of infrastructure and housing damaged and destroyed in the
2003 invasion and the subsequent sectarian civil war.
Corruption has also prevented the Iraqi government from providing basic
services, including electricity and clean water, in one of the world’s most resource-rich countries. In the southern city of Basra, contamination of the main
water source “Shat al-Arab”, led to the hospitalisation of at least 118,000 people in 2018. What is more, this summer the city, along with the rest of Iraq,
saw nearly 24-hour-long electricity blackouts amid record temperatures. In-
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fighting between Iraqi officials looking to expand their influence and self-enrichment has undermined every Iraqi government since 2003. In 2019, Health
Minister Alaa Alwan, for example, submitted his resignation twice in the span
of six months, citing mismanagement and blackmail in a health ministry devastated by corruption.
Government dysfunction and mismanagement have also left the Iraqi
economy in tatters and completely dependent on oil revenue, which has been
dwindling because of the collapse in oil prices in recent years. This has curbed
job creation, which has particularly affected the young people, with some estimates putting youth unemployment as high as 46 percent. The COVID-19
pandemic has made the situation only worse, putting 4.5 million Iraqis at risk
of falling below the poverty line.
There has also been nothing normal about the security situation in Iraq.
Barely surviving the ISIL’s onslaught in 2014, the country is now in the grip of
various armed militias known collectively as the Popular Mobilisation Forces
(PMF), some of which continue to undermine government efforts to take control of the security apparatus. These groups have political wings which contested the 2018 general elections and now have representation in Parliament
and therefore legislative power. Pressure from these groups reportedly led to
the demotion of Lt General Abdulwahab al-Saadi, the head of the highly-regarded counterterrorism forces – a move that sparked the October revolution.
Protesters have also accused these armed groups of being behind the violent attacks on protests and sit-ins in Baghdad and the southern provinces.
Some 700 people have been killed and about 30,000 injured since the outbreak of the protests. None of the families of these victims can return to “normal”, as their demands for justice remain unaddressed. Al-Kadhimi came to
power promising reform but has so far delivered little. The main pillar of his
reform plan was changing the electoral law and staging early elections, which
was supposed to address one of the protesters’ demands.
The electoral law was indeed amended but not in a way that would actually
allow for free and fair elections. Political elites continue to rework it to serve
their own interests and to ensure that they can take as many seats as possible
in the next elections. So while the government may be able to pull off an early
election next year, protest leaders and independent candidates will not be
able to compete with the establishment parties and gain any meaningful representation in Parliament. In fact, some of them have had to flee the country
because the campaign of assassinations and intimidation has escalated under
al-Kadhimi’s watch. What is more, while it may appear that new political parties
have emerged, a closer examination of their loyalties and sources of funding
show their association with members of the current political elite. An example
of this is Ammar al-Hakim’s rebranding of his Hikma movement and the emergence of associated youth groups claiming to represent protesters. The second important pillar of the government’s reform plan is the economy. Finance
Minister Ali Allawi recently published a plan outlining a series of ambitious
goals that must be achieved if Iraq is to overcome the current economic crisis.
The five key reforms include ensuring financial stability, expanding job creation, providing basic services, improving governance and implementing legislative changes.

21

Rights

Women journalists are
facing a growing threat
online and offline
Jackie Harrison

On the International Day for the Elimination of Violence Against Women, it is
important to throw light on a growing threat women journalists are facing
today: The insidious problem of online violence is increasingly spilling offline,
with potentially deadly consequences.
In a global survey of 1,200 media workers, conducted by the International
Center for Journalists (ICFJ) and the United Nations Educational, Scientific
and Cultural Organization (UNESCO), some 20 percent of women journalists
and media workers reported being targeted with offline abuse and attacks
that they believe were connected with online violence they had experienced.
These preliminary research results also point to a surge in rates of online violence against women journalists. Nearly three-quarters – 73 percent – of
participants identifying as women said they have experienced online abuse,
harassment, threats and attacks.
Online violence is the new front line in journalism safety – and it is particularly dangerous for women. They – just like women across society – experience higher levels of harassment, assault and abuse in their daily lives.
Women journalists are also at much greater risk in the course of their work,
especially on digital platforms. In the online environment, exponential attacks
– at scale – on women journalists were seen, particularly at the intersection
of hate speech and disinformation.
Alarmingly, the risk extends to their families, sources and audiences. Online attacks against women journalists are often accompanied by threats of
harm to others connected to them, or those they interact with, as a means of
extending the “chilling effect” on their journalism. In combination, misogyny
and online violence are a real threat to women’s participation in journalism
and public communication in the digital age. This is both a genuine gender
equality struggle and a freedom of expression crisis that needs to be taken
very seriously by all actors involved. It is believed that collaborative, comprehensive, research-informed solutions are increasingly urgent.
A fifth of the women journalists who responded to a survey reported
experiencing abuse and attacks in the physical world that they believed
were associated with online violence targeting them is particularly disturbing. It underlines the fact that online violence is not contained within the
digital world. In 2017, the Committee to Protect Journalists (CPJ) reported
that in at least 40 percent of cases, journalists who were murdered reported receiving threats, including online, before they were killed, “highlighting the need for robust protection mechanisms”. The same year, two
women journalists on opposite sides of the world were murdered for their
work within six weeks of one another: celebrated Maltese investigative
journalist Daphne Caruana Galizia and prominent Indian journalist Gauri
Lankesh. Both had been the targets of sustained gendered online attacks
before they were murdered.
Parallels between patterns of online violence associated with Caruana
Galizia’s death and attacks being experienced by another high-profile target
– Filipino American journalist Maria Ressa – are so striking that the murdered
journalist’s sons issued a public statement expressing their fears for Ressa’s
safety. “This targeted harassment, chillingly similar to that perpetrated against
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Ressa, created the conditions for Daphne’s murder,” they wrote.
Likewise, the death of Lankesh, which was associated with online violence propelled by right-wing extremism, also drew international attention to
the risks faced by another Indian journalist who is openly critical of her government: Rana Ayyub. She has faced an onslaught of rape and death threats
online alongside false information campaigns designed to counter her critical
reporting, discredit her, and place her at greater physical risk.
Pointing to the emergence of a pattern, the targeting of Ayyub led five UN
special rapporteurs to intervene in her defence. Their statement drew parallels with Lankesh’s case, and called on India’s political leaders to act to protect Ayyub, stating: “We are highly concerned that the life of Rana Ayyub is
at serious risk following these graphic and disturbing threats.”
This trend of online attacks against women journalists only appears to be
increasing over time. Back in 2014, when these issues first began to attract
mainstream media attention, a survey of nearly 1000 women journalists conducted by the International Women’s Media Foundation (IWMF) and the International News Safety Institute (INSI), which was supported by UNESCO,
found that 23 percent of women respondents had experienced “intimidation,
threats or abuse” online in relation to their work.
A follow-up survey conducted by IWMF and Trollbusters in 2018, involving
a smaller but still substantial sample, found that 63 percent of women respondents had been harassed or abused online at least once. And in our
survey, 73 percent of women reported experiencing online abuse, harassment, threats and attacks. Although these surveys are not directly comparable, viewed collectively they point to a disturbing pattern.
Physical violence against women has increased during the COVID-19
pandemic in what has been called the “shadow pandemic”. At the same time,
online violence against women journalists also appears to be on the rise. In
another global survey, conducted earlier this year by ICFJ and the Tow Center
for Digital Journalism at Columbia University, 16 percent of women respondents said online abuse and harassment was “much worse than normal”.
This finding likely reflects the escalating levels of hostility and violence towards journalists seen during the pandemic – fuelled by populist and authoritarian politicians who have frequently doubled as disinformation peddlers.
Significantly, one in 10 English-language respondents to the ICFJ-Tow Center’s survey indicated that they had been abused – online or offline – by a
politician or elected official during the first three months of the pandemic.
Another relevant factor is that the “socially distanced” reporting methods
necessitated by coronavirus have caused journalists to rely more heavily on
social media channels for both newsgathering and audience engagement
purposes. And these increasingly toxic spaces are the main enablers of viral
online violence against women. This conundrum – the need for women journalists to participate in online communities to do their jobs, even as these
spaces grow increasingly unsafe – has become more urgent over time. The
2014 INSI-IWMF survey found that 88 percent of respondents felt their work
had grown more dangerous because of the advent of social media and its
role in audience engagement and news distribution.
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Your View
Pakistan’s politics

Gwadar’s operationalization
Contrary to the perception being created by some quarters that Nawaz

Politics is a different ball game in Pakistan. As if it was not

Sharif’s overthrow was meant to halting ‘his initiated’ CPEC project, the

daunting enough on its own, it turns friends into foes and then

reality on the ground seems different as the Gwadar Port has now be-

foes into enemies. Everything is fair and yet nothing is fair; all at

come fully operational. It means the projects of national interest are not

the same time.

tagged to certain personalities. Building the Gwadar port and running the

Into the eighth decade of its existence, one would have hoped

CPEC project haven’t been proved easy because these have posed a

that Pakistanis have learned some political lesson, but unfortu-

serious challenge to enemies. Pakistan has so far faced, and thwarted,

nately, that is not the case as the country continues to get ex-

numerous attacks and threats to both Gwadar and CPEC. Towards its

ploited by power-hungry bureaucrats. There is never a feeling of

going fully operational, there are hundreds of sacrifices in the back-

doom and gloom among the people. They are always free-spir-

ground. One is confident that the chairmanship in Asim Salim’s hands

ited and full of life. Though their voting preferences may change

would definitely lead to its completion, though a lot of work is still to be

over the course of years, their basic aim is to strengthen the

done. His tweets on work underway on the dam project and other initia-

roots of democracy while standing by their country’s important

tives seem encouraging. With the Gwadar port going fully operational,

institutions. And to the institutions’ credit, they have stood shoul-

annihilating malevolent plans of adversaries, Pakistan will be on the road

der-to-shoulder with the nation through some of its darkest

to connectivity and prosperity, because the port has an existing capacity

times.

of handling 50,000 deadweight tonnage bulk carriers at 12.5-meter maxi-

The only way forward is to strengthen democracy while lending

mum depth with three multipurpose berths – 200-meter long each –

our full support to the armed forces so that the nefarious plans of

while the construction of three additional berths will complete in two

our enemies could be neutralised and we, as a nation, could

years. This deep seaport is CPEC’s starting point, which is the cheapest

progress by leaps and bounds.

route to China and Central Asia – a much shorter and inexpensive route

Syed Fawad Ali Shah

to ship oil, gas or minerals from the Middle East and Africa.

Sydney, Australia
Hamza Ali,
Turbat

Catching India red-handed
Covid-19 may kill PDM politics

India’s “terror-confidence” has reached a point where now it
has come in the open from what the agencies have been call-

Fazlur Rehman of the JUI, Zardari of the PPP, Maryam Nawaz of the PML-

ing covert. The enemy is now threatening openly through the

N, Asfandyar of the ANP, Mehmood Achakzai of the PKMAP and six other

media giving deadlines like “see what happens in Balochistan

opposition parties forming the PDM are the most seasoned and experi-

in 15 days”. The Indian media is raising a hue and cry day and

enced politicians of our country. But, together they have made a serious

night against Pakistan under a well-directed plan. A similar

political blunder by adamantly holding public gatherings at the cost of lives

kind of response is not being given by the Pakistani media.

of the general public amid the deadly coronavirus. This is something which

However, our security forces are thankfully exposing India

they shouldn’t have insisted upon only in defiance of the government.

“red-handed”.

Somebody in the PDM should tell them that the coronavirus is neither po-

By unveiling the dossier containing “irrefutable evidence” of

litical nor PTI’s. It is a threat to the life of anyone who catches it. It attacks

India sponsoring terrorism by the Foreign Minister and the

lethally at gatherings and inflicts heavy casualties like it did in Italy and

ISPR DG our security forces have not only showed to the

Iran. Please do not accept SOPs issued by the government because it is

world the true face of India, but also have acted preemptively

against your political ego, but kindly understand the common sense that it

and neutralized a major terrorist network during an intelli-

directly relates to the lives of innocent people. Their gathering in large

gence-based operation in Khyber-Pakhtunkhwa’s Bajaur tribal

numbers, at your call, for your vested interests, will put their lives at risk of

district. The network was coordinating terrorist activities in var-

death as the resurgence of the coronavirus is already playing havoc due to

ious areas of Pakistan and received direct orders from their

mishandlings by the government. This is like going insane to fulfil ven-

RAW-sponsored leadership from across the border. Our secu-

omous objectives. Playing with people’s life is a deliberate attempt to oblit-

rity forces need to display similar kind of proactive vigilance to

erate the masses – for the sake of no return. If the PDM continues to do

safeguard the motherland. It is my humble request to our

so, and the cases increase manifold, the public sentiment will vote against

media to kindly shun your differences and concentrate on the

them, which would obviously be a political death of PDM. Please, stop it.

common threat from the enemy.
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Mohsin Hasan,

Farooq Alay,

Nowshera

Islamabad
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Hundreds of new genomes help
fill the bird ‘tree of life’

How massive long-necked dinosaurs
rose to rule the Jurassic herbivores

Jake Buehler

Carolyn Gramling

From gulls to grouse to
grackles, more than 10,000
bird species live on this
planet. Now, scientists are
one step closer to understanding the evolution of all
of this feathered diversity.
An international team of researchers has released the
genetic instruction books of 363 species of birds, including 267 genomes
assembled for the first time. Comparing all of that genetic data can help scientists figure out how the varied traits of birds — from their diverse, spellbinding songs and courtship displays to their adaptations for flight — have
evolved, the team says. Birds have long received scientific attention, says
ornithologist Michael Braun of the Smithsonian National Museum of Natural
History in Washington, D.C., one of the researchers involved in the project.
“That’s partly because birds are relatively easy to see out in nature,” he says.
To compile some of the newly assembled genomes, the team took DNA
from bird tissue samples in 17 scientific collections from around the world.
Overall, the data cover roughly 92 percent of all modern bird families. Some
species, such as chickens, are familiar; others are rare, such as the Henderson crake (Zapornia atra), found only on remote Henderson Island in the
South Pacific. Scientists are just starting to uncover the secrets of avian evolution hidden in the genomes. Braun says that the data can be used better
understand everything from the parallel evolution of flightlessness in ratites
like emus and kiwis to the evolution of vision and song learning in birds overall. Already, the researchers have found peculiarities in the genomes of
passerines — the order of songbirds that includes over half of all modern
bird species, though the origin of this diversity is poorly understood. These
alterations include the loss of a gene involved in the development of the
vocal tract, possibly influencing passerines’ songs.

L o n g - n e c k e d
sauropods, the largest
animals ever to walk
on Earth, may have
thundered into dominance
during
the
Jurassic Period thanks
to a large burst of volcanic activity that
began around 184 million years ago, a new study suggests. The resulting environmental crisis may have caused a shift in plant life that gave
the tough-toothed, big-gutted herbivores a powerful advantage over
other herbivores. The find comes from the discovery of a new fossil of
one of the earliest “true” sauropods in Argentinian Patagonia. Sediments bearing the newly described dinosaur, dubbed Bagualia alba,
are precisely dated to 179 million years ago, paleontologist Diego Pol
of the Paleontological Museum Egidio Feruglio in Trelew, Argentina,
and colleagues report. B. alba, the researchers found, had the telltale
characteristics of true sauropods: large, column-like legs; massive size;
long necks relative to the body; broad and strong jaws; and large,
spoon-shaped teeth with thick enamel. Also known as eusauropods,
this lineage came to dominate the Middle and Late Jurassic roughly
174 million to 145 million years ago, giving rise to awe-inspiring giants
such as Argentinosaurus and Dreadnoughtus schrani. During the Early
Jurassic, between about 201 million and 174 million years ago, Pol
says, plant-eating sauropods competed with many other herbivores, including sauropodomorphs — distant relatives such as Mussaurus
patagonicus with less powerful jaws and shorter necks. What gave the
eusauropod giants a leg up on their herbivorous competition has been
unclear, in part because there are relatively few fossils dating to the
transition between Early and Middle Jurassic.

24

December 1-15, 2020

02
Health

Researchers investigate link between hair loss
drug and thoughts of suicide
Shawn Radcliffe
Young men using the hair loss drug finasteride, sold under brand-name
Propecia, may be at higher risk of experincing depression, anxiety, and
suicidal thoughts, a new study suggests.
Researchers from Brigham and Women’s Hospital in Boston found that
reports of these negative drug side effects among men ages 45 or
younger rose significantly after 2012. Data for the study came from a
World Health Organization database of drug safety reports from over
150 countries. The results of the new study mirror the findings of a
smaller 2015 study using a different adverse drug event database.
However, these types of studies are less rigorous than a placebo-controlled clinical trial, so the results should be viewed with some caution.
“It is important to note that observational studies, such as this, cannot
establish that finasteride causes these adverse events,” said Shelly
Gray, PharmD, a professor at the University of Washington’s School
of Pharmacy. Although researchers found a strong link between the
drug and suicidality and psychological symptoms, there are several
possible explanations for the results.
There could be a biological explanation for how the drug causes these
symptoms. Or, men with hair loss, also known as alopecia, may have
other factors or health problems that increase their risk of suicidality,
depression, or anxiety. Gray said increased media attention of the
drug’s possible side effects may have also resulted in more men reporting their symptoms. Additional research is needed to fully understand the link between the drug and the symptoms experienced by
younger men. Finasteride was developed to treat benign prostatic hyperplasia, a noncancerous enlargement of the prostate. Its use was
later extended to treat male pattern hair loss. In the new study, researchers identified 356 reports of suicidality, and almost 3,000 reports

of other psychological symptoms among men taking finasteride. Most
of these occurred in men who were 45 years or younger, and among
those who were taking finasteride for hair loss. No strong link between
the symptoms and the drug were seen in older men taking the drug for
an enlarged prostate.

Why people who regularly eat peppers may live longer
Michelle Pugle
Eating chile peppers may help you live longer and reduce your risk of dying
from heart disease and cancer.
Researchers from the Cleveland Clinic reviewed data from more than
570,000 people in the United States, Italy, China, and Iran. They found that
people who eat chile peppers may be 26 percent less likely to die from
heart disease and 23 percent less likely to die from cancer compared to
spice-averse people. This news comes in contrast to previous studies that
have shown a positive correlation between consuming red chile peppers
and occurrence of certain types of cancer, including gallbladder, stomach,
throat, and mouth cancer. However, this data comes from animal studies
and observational methods, so cause and effect can’t be exclusively determined.
The Cleveland Clinic’s review also found chile pepper consumers have a
25 percent reduced risk of death from any cause. “The multiple benefits
and the magnitude of their benefits are striking,” said Penny M. Kris-Etherton, PhD, RDN, Evan Pugh University professor of nutritional sciences and
chair for the Council on Lifestyle and Cardiometabolic Health. However,
it’s important to note that it’s not the chile peppers themselves but rather
the capsaicin they produce that helps reduce risk. “Capsaicin has antioxidant, anti-inflammatory, and antimicrobial properties, offering potentially
protective benefits for cancer, diabetes, heart disease, and obesity,” said
Mary-Jon Ludy, PhD, RDN, FAND, an associate professor in the depart-
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ment of nutrition at Bowling Green State University in Ohio. Capsaicin is
also what gives peppers their heat and spice profiles. “The scope of this
research — including more than half a million participants from four countries on three continents — is very commendable,” Ludy said.
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The Lego Star Wars Holiday Special

The Life Ahead

Ben Travis

Ian Freer

It’s no secret that the original
1978 Star Wars Holiday Special
is a less-than-beloved piece of
Star-lore. Just weeks ago, Mark
Hamill once again invoked its
dismal legacy, tweeting that one
of Donald Trump’s election debates was “the worst thing I’ve ever seen, and I was in the Star Wars
Holiday Special.” Long lost to the winds of time (and bootleg VHS
copies), even Disney has opted not to make it available on Disney+. Instead, the streaming service presents a new take on the hallowed Wookiee holiday of ‘Life Day’, a short and sweet animation reflecting on the
recently concluded Skywalker Saga with typically irreverent LEGO LOLs.
The plot, such as there is one, finds Rey (Helen Sadler, doing a very
convincing Daisy Ridley impersonation) jetting off to an ancient Jedi
Temple to learn how to more effectively guide Finn (Omar Miller, doing
a far-less-convincing John Boyega) in his Jedi training, while Poe
Dameron (Jake Green) attempts to put on a Life Day feast impressive
enough to sate the appetite of Chewbacca and his furry family. If the setup hints at a welcome continuation of one of the Rise of Skywalker’s
most under-developed plot threads (that Finn is actually Force-sensitive,
with his own Jedi potential), any sense of establishing fresh canon is
quickly dropped — really, it’s all an excuse to kick off a laugh-packed
adventure with Rey time-travelling through key moments of the Prequel
and Original Trilogies.

Lovers Rock
Jimi Famurewa
Police violence, social unrest,
struggles in the face of endemically racist systems;
much has been made of the
fact that the supposedly historical themes of Steve McQueen’s Small Axe feel
uncannily relevant to life in 2020. And this is all true (if we put aside the
fact that these issues have been ‘timely’ for a century or more). But when
it comes to Lovers Rock, there is a pronounced irony to the realisation that
this sublime, carnal hymn to the transporting power of the dance floor has
been released into a world where partying has effectively been prohibited.
It is perhaps this accident of timing that makes the second film in this BBC
One anthology series feel like such a deliriously potent masterpiece; Lovers
Rock is simultaneously a vital exploration of cultural identity, an intimate
love story and a sofa-bound night out for audiences cooped up in their
houses for the best part of a year. The plot — in so far as there is one —
involves Martha (Amarah-Jae St. Aubyn making a luminous, star-making
screen debut) sneaking out of a window in her suburban home, heading
to a ‘blues night’ reggae party in West London, meeting a charismatic fellow
Jamaican called Franklyn (Top Boy’s BAFTA Rising Star winner Micheal
Ward), and then proceeding to have an eventful, wild time until the sun
comes up. But that economy of story (in a script written by McQueen and
author Courttia Newland) clears space for an effectively loose-limbed series
of vignettes and crotch-grinding musical interludes that play like a visual
love letter to an unheralded moment in Black British history.
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The Life Ahead is a big
broad tear-jerker that exists for a single reason: as
a vehicle for the grace and
majesty of Sophia Loren.
Directed by her son
Edoardo Ponti, it is a
valentine to both her talent
and career, a reminder of the big emotional roles (Two Women, Divorce
Italian Style) she mastered and a showcase for her often-underrated skill
in inhabiting a character and moving an audience. The film around her
is conventional and manipulative but Loren, through sheer presence
alone, makes you care.
Based on Romain Gary’s 1977 novel ‘The Life Before Us’, the story kicks
in when Momo (Ibrahima Gueye), a motherless Senegalese pre-teen
grifting on the streets of Bari, steals the handbag of Madame Rosa
(Loren) in a bustling market. Rosa, a former prostitute who runs a home
looking after the children of sex workers, is asked to take the tearaway
in by a caring doctor (Renato Carpentieri), What follows is a predictable
melodrama as the pair go from antipathy to co-dependence, both helping
to heal each other’s past pains. While Rosa provides Momo with a roof
and a life away beyond running errands for the local drug lord, Momo
also acts as an anchor for Rosa, who is suffering from deteriorating physical health and the corroding effects of dementia: her basement is a brica-brac-filled sanctuary that becomes a safe haven from her scarring
memories of the Holocaust.

Jingle-Jangle
Helen O'Hara
If you enjoyed the Greatest
Showman but wished it had
gone the whole hog and just
been a Christmas movie, Jingle-Jangle: A Christmas Journey is the one for you. With
showtunes by a team that includes John Legend and a selection of colourful frock coats to make grown men (and women) weep
with envy, this new musical has all the same sparkle and sentiment as
that hit – though also some of the same pacing problems.
Framed by a Christmas story that Phylicia Rashad reads to her grandchildren, this follows a young toymaker, Jeronicus Jangle (initially played
by Justin Cornwell), who creates marvels in a quasi-Victorian, steampunk fantasy. Until, that is, he is betrayed by his apprentice (initially Miles
Barrow) at the behest of Jangle’s creation, a toy Don Juan voiced by
Ricky Martin. Worse, Jeronicus loses his wife (Sharon Rose) soon after.
He struggles with the twin blow for years, becoming estranged from his
daughter (Anika Noni Rose) and growing into Forest Whitaker, while
Guftofson becomes Keegan-Michael Key and gains fame and fortune
with his stolen inventions. It takes the arrival of Jangle’s perky granddaughter Journey (Madalen Miles) to get through his gruff, protective
shell and, perhaps, set things right. Cornwell and Sharon Rose are talented actors and singers, but we could have polished off the first act
more briskly, from a storytelling point of view.
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A Promised Land

Unruly Waters

Barack Obama

Sunil Amrith

A riveting, deeply personal account of
history in the making-from the president who inspired us to believe in the
power of democracy. In the stirring,
highly anticipated first volume of his
presidential memoirs, Barack Obama
tells the story of his improbable
odyssey from a young man searching
for his identity to a leader of the free
world, describing in strikingly personal
detail both his political education and
the landmark moments of the first
term of his historic presidency-a time
of dramatic transformation and turmoil. Obama takes readers on a compelling journey from his earliest political aspirations to the pivotal Iowa
caucus victory that demonstrated the power of grassroots activism to the
watershed night of November 4, 2008, when he was elected the 44th
president of the United States, becoming the first African American to
hold the nation's highest office. Reflecting on the presidency, he offers a
unique and thoughtful exploration of both the awesome reach and the
limits of presidential power, as well as singular insights into the dynamics
of U.S. partisan politics and international diplomacy. Obama brings readers inside the Oval Office and the White House Situation Room, and to
Moscow, Cairo, Beijing, and points beyond. We are privy to his thoughts
as he assembles his cabinet, wrestles with a global financial crisis, takes
the measure of Vladimir Putin, overcomes seemingly insurmountable
odds to secure passage of the Affordable Care Act, clashes with generals
about U.S. strategy in Afghanistan, tackles Wall Street reform, responds
to the devastating Deepwater Horizon blowout, and authorizes Operation
Neptune's Spear, which leads to the death of Osama bin Laden. A Promised Land is extraordinarily intimate and introspective-the story of one
man's bet with history, the faith of a community organizer tested on the
world stage. Obama is candid about the balancing act of running for office as a Black American, bearing the expectations of a generation
buoyed by messages of "hope and change," and meeting the moral challenges of high-stakes decision-making.

South Asia's history has been
shaped by its waters. In Unruly Waters, historian Sunil Amrith reimagines this history through the stories of
its rains, rivers, coasts and seas - and
of the weather-watchers and engineers, mapmakers and farmers who
have sought to control them. He
shows how fears and dreams of
water have, throughout South Asia,
shaped visions of political independence and economic development,
provoked efforts to reshape nature
through dams and pumps, and unleashed powerful tensions within and
between nations. Every year humans have watched with overwhelming
anxiety for the nature of that year's monsoon to be revealed, with entire
populations living or dying on the outcome. From the first small weatherreporting stations to today's satellites, the modern battle both to understand and manage water has literally been a matter of life or death.
Today, Asian nations are racing to construct hundreds of dams in the
Himalayas, with dire environmental impacts; hundreds of millions crowd
into coastal cities threatened by cyclones and storm surges. In an age
of climate change, this highly original work of history is essential reading
for anyone seeking to understand not only Asia's past but its future.

The Note Through the Wire
Doug Gold
In the heart of Nazi-occupied Europe, two
people meet fleetingly in a chance encounter. One is an underground resistance
fighter; the other a prisoner of war. A crumpled note passes between these two
strangers and sets them on a course that
will change their lives forever. The Note
Through the Wire is the stunning true story
of Josefine Lobnik, a resistance heroine,
and Bruce Murray, an imprisoned soldier,
as they discover love in the midst of a brutal war. Woven through their story of great
bravery, daring escapes, betrayal, torture
and retaliation is their remarkable love that survived against all odds.
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Joy at Work
Marie Kondo
Marie Kondo's first book, The LifeChanging Magic of Tidying, sparked a
new genre of publishing and became an
international bestseller. Now, for the first
time, you will be guided through the
process of tidying up your work life.
Whether you are unexpectedly working
at home or if you have a dedicated work
space or office, if you properly simplify
and organize your work life once, you'll
never have to do it again. In Joy at Work,
KonMari method pioneer Marie Kondo
and organizational psychologist Scott
Sonenshein will help you to refocus your
mind on what's important at work, and as their examples show, the results can be truly life-changing. With advice on how to improve the way
you work, the book features advice on problem areas including fundamentals like how to organize your desk, finally get through your emails
and find balance by ditching distractions and focusing on what sparks
joy. Like how the key to successful tidying in the home is by tackling
clutter in the correct order, Joy at Work adapts the inspirational KonMari method for your professional life, taking you step-by-step through
your working day so that you can identify the most joyful way to work
for you. Once you've found order in your work, you can feel empowered to find confidence, energy and motivation to create the career
you want and move on from negative working practices.
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