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Economics

Pakistan’s cyclic
journey
Shahid Hussain

People are passing through the hardest time of their lives after prices of
essentials have skyrocketed in the country and more than half of the working-class has either taken a pay cut or lost a job or both because of the
Covid-19 outbreak. The nation is once again apprehensive of a showdown among politicians and fear for the future of democracy in the country
is growing after the opposition has launched a movement against the government. Dictators and dictator-like elected leaders have brought Pakistan
to a point where problems of the people have compounded and politicians
change parties to remain in power to line their own pockets.
Like previous governments, the Pakistan Tehreek-e-Insaf (PTI) government of Prime Minister Imran Khan is trying to run its affairs through
borrowing. Like the previous Pakistan Muslim League-Nawaz (PML-N)
government, the PTI administration also relied on short-term foreign commercial loans. Against the budgetary estimate of $2 billion, it took $3.4
billion in foreign commercial loans, which are considered expensive due
to their short maturity period and relatively higher interest rates compared
with the official bilateral and multilateral credit.
The government is taking new loans to repay old loans. It took over
$13 billion in foreign loans in the previous fiscal year the second highest
amount in history. With fresh borrowing, Pakistan has received a whopping $29.2 billion in foreign loans in the past two years, including $26.2
billion by the government of Prime Minister Imran Khan since August
2018. Since repayments have been made by contracting new foreign
loans, it has increased the cost of debt servicing. For fiscal year 2020-21,
the external debt servicing cost has been estimated at Rs315 billion despite over $300 million or about Rs50 billion worth of temporary relief due
to the G20’s moratorium on debt servicing.
Skyrocketing prices of essentials have maligned the image of the government among the public. The PTI had promised to reduce prices after
coming to power. Instead, prices of gas, electricity, foodstuffs and essentials have doubled, if not tripled, in its first two years. The government has
failed to stabilize prices, which fluctuate daily. It has eroded the credibility
of the government in the public. Their belief in the government’s ability to
perform has shattered badly and they are convinced now they will continue
to face crisis after crisis in the government of Prime Minister Imran Khan.
The coronavirus pandemic is projected to push over 10 million more
people below the poverty line, whose number is already 50-60 million.
Between 1.4 million and 18.53m people have lost jobs in the country during the pandemic. These are the government's own estimates in the Economic Survey 2019-20, and the situation could be even worse if analyzed
independently.
Pakistan has the world’s second highest number of out-of-school children, with an estimated 22.8 million children aged 5-16 not attending
school, representing 44pc of the total population in this age group. In the
age group of 5-9 years, some five million children are not enrolled in
schools and after the primary school age, the number of out-of-school
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children doubles, with 11.4 million between the ages of 10 and 14 not receiving formal education.
According to the Pakistan Education Statistics 2016-17, of the total
educational institutions (149,852), only 51.5pc of the buildings are
deemed satisfactory: whereas, 21pc don’t even have a boundary wall. In
Balochistan, 51.64pc of school buildings require repair; 78.78pc don’t
have electricity; 70pc don’t have latrines and 43.8pc of schools lack clean
drinking water. Over 1.9 million children out of 2.7 million are out of school
and the retention rate from grade 1 to grade 5 is 41pc in the largest
province of the country. A report states that each year 165,869 girls are
enrolled in the primary section and the number drops to 44,076 in the middle section and further down to only 20,015 in the higher section. In Sindh,
36.5pc of the buildings don’t have latrines; 42.77pc don’t have drinking
water; with more than 6.4 million children out of school.
Access to safe drinking water and sanitation is still a challenge in Pakistan. The total economic cost of poor sanitation in Pakistan is nearly
Rs343.7 billion – 3.94pc of the country’s GDP, according to the World
Bank. According to the United Nations International Children’s Emergency
Fund (UNICEF) and the World Health Organisation, 27,000 children die
each year from diarrhea-related diseases in Pakistan. Though prices,
health and education are provincial subjects after the passage of the 18th
Amendment, yet the Centre cannot absolve itself of the situation.
In Pakistan, dictators toppled civilian governments and ruled the country for about 30 years. However, elected governments have also failed to
make a difference as elected representatives proved to be inapt, corrupt,
egotist and tried to concentrate all powers into their own hands. The threat
to Pakistan’s sham democracy has always come from inapt, corrupt and
belligerent politicians.
Pakistan has been a battleground for foreign players since its inception. Many Pakistanis believe the US interference in Pakistan's internal
affairs is the main reason for sham democracy in the country. It is a fact
that the US masterminded a regime change in Pakistan, when and where
required. Civil governments were toppled in the past when the US wanted
to advance its agenda after a domestic or international crisis. Pakistan’s
history reveals that the US has encouraged military takeovers and then
exploited the “illegitimacy” of the military rulers to advance its designs in
the region.
As all dictators have held local government elections in the country, all
political parties have tried to avoid them, even though local bodies are considered basic democracy all over the world and the best way to empower
people on their doorsteps. According to the Constitution, it is the responsibility of the provincial governments to hold local government polls within
three months of the general election but that has not happened since 2002.
Contrary to its election manifesto, the PTI government has overburdened the common man with price hikes. The government should deliver
now or people will lose faith in politicians and democracy.
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Politics

Confrontation or
dialogue?
Nasim Ahmed

While the coronavirus shows no signs of subsiding, the confrontation between the government and the opposition keeps heating up. It is clear that
the PDM’s campaign may not bring down the government but it is sure to
give a dangerous new boost to the pandemic’s second wave.
The PML-N, currently being dominated by Maryam Nawaz, seems to
be in a combative mood. With every passing week, her tone is becoming
shriller and her behaviour more aggressive. While addressing PML-N social media activists in Lahore last week, she threatened the government
with dire consequences if it did not resign voluntarily by the end of this
month. She said things had come to a tipping point – aar ya paar – and
the PDM would shake up the system with mass resignations followed by
a “long march” on Islamabad.
It has been almost three months since the PDM started its anti-government campaign. The Multan public meeting has given new hope to the opposition which plans to raise the political temperature to a fever pitch.
The PDM has set a January deadline for the storming of the capital.
But it is not clear what turn the events will take in the intervening period.
But one thing is certain: The PDM may or may not achieve its goal but will
be held responsible for the rapidly spreading pandemic getting out of control.
No wonder, the opposition alliance is already attracting criticism from
all quarters for endangering public lives for its selfish political interests. Lahore’s leading businessmen last week strongly criticised the Pakistan
Democratic Movement for holding public gatherings amid the coronavirus
and said public health must not be compromised for political gains.
They said that they were rendering great sacrifices by reducing their
business timings according to the government’s SOPs to contain the coronavirus. Similarly, the political parties, which are holding public gatherings
on various pretexts in the critical times, must give preference to the people’s lives to their politics. They argued that the political parties had the
right to do politics, but they must change their schedule of public meetings
till the pandemic was controlled. They pointed out that Pakistan had managed to revive its economy unlike other developed and developing countries due to effective and feasible policies of the government. The public
gatherings by the opposition parties will severely damage the process of
recovery.
But the opposition is unmoved and continues with its reckless race to
grab political power. Maryam Nawaz and her hard-line coterie of supporters are under the illusion that they can bring down the government through
a mass movement and a march on Islamabad. But there is no precedent
of this happening in our history. We know what happened to the two dharnas by Imran Khan and Tahirul Qadri.
The ongoing political confrontation is highly damaging to the economy.
It is distracting the government which is faced with a plethora of problems
ranging from industrial revival to long overdue reforms in the education,
health and other sectors.
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By its irresponsible and aggressive approach, the PML-N – the prime
mover behind the PDM alliance – has painted itself in a corner. Nawaz
Sharif’s brash attack on the Army Chief was the height of political recklessness. The incessant fulmination against the government as well as the
security establishment has landed the opposition into a blind alley.
While attacking the military leadership, some opposition leaders now
want the establishment to act against the civilian government. As pointed
out by political analysts, the stance contradicts their claim of fighting for
democracy and civilian supremacy.
Some elements in the opposition alliance are averse to toe the hard
line taken by Maryam Nawaz. Reportedly, Shahbaz Sharif, the jailed opposition leader, has advised the PDM to go slow, lower the political temperature and engage the government in dialogue as a way out of the
current impasse. In recent weeks, the idea of a political dialogue has
caught on and is supported by all elements in the national political spectrum.
Without doubt, the political mess in the country is hampering efforts to
speed up the process of economic recovery and develop an effective response to a threatening regional security situation.
We have a hostile India on the eastern border which is funding subversive activities in the country and has unleashed a reign of terror in occupied
Kashmir. Israel’s increasing penetration in the Arab world poses another
challenge to our diplomacy.
It is time to rise above narrow partisan ends and close ranks in the
larger national interests. To strengthen the democratic process in the country and attend to the multifarious problems bedeviling the life of the common man, the government and the opposition need to soften their stance
and show a higher sense of maturity and political wisdom than they have
done so far.
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Diplomacy

OIC’s support for
Kashmiri Muslims
Nasim Ahmed

An Organisation of Islamic Cooperation (OIC) meeting held in Niamey,
Niger, has unanimously adopted a resolution condemning India’s illegal
action of revoking occupied Jammu and Kashmir’s autonomous status and
its various steps to change the demography of the Muslim-majority region.
In a resolution adopted unanimously by the 47th Session of the OIC in
Niamey, the Council of Foreign Ministers (CFM) reaffirmed its strong support for the Kashmir cause. The OIC in its resolution also categorically rejected illegal and unilateral actions taken by the Indian government in the
occupied territory since August 5, 2019.
Weeks before the Niamey conclave, there was a spate of conflicting reports and rumours that Kashmir was not on the agenda of the OIC Foreign
Ministers Conference. Slanted and speculative news items were also published by a section of the media to the effect that in view of Indian pressure
the OIC had decided not to take up the issue of Kashmiri at its scheduled
meeting. But, as it turned out later, this was no more than empty kite flying
and a cleverly devised disinformation campaign orchestrated by New Delhi
to demoralise Pakistan and indirectly defame the OIC. Taking notice of the
hostile propaganda, Pakistan, on the eve of the Council of Foreign Minister
session, approached the OIC Contact Group on Jammu and Kashmir for
holding an emergency Foreign Ministerial meeting via video conference to
discuss the worsening situation in occupied Kashmir. The foreign ministers
of other Contact Group member countries, i.e Azerbaijan, Niger, KSA and
Turkey and the representatives of the OIC-Independent Permanent HR
Commission (IPHRC) responded positively to the initiative.
It is important to note here that the OIC Foreign Ministers conference
came at a critical juncture – at a time when the Indian occupation forces
have stepped up their military operations against the people of Kashmir,
especially targeting the youth and women. India has callously exploited
the current Covid-19 pandemic to intensify its military crackdown and further consolidate its unlawful occupation.
Analysts have rightly described the stand articulated by the OIC conference on Kashmir as a diplomatic victory for Pakistan. Pakistan, as a leading
member of the organisation, took the occasion to apprise the participants
of the latest situation in the occupied Valley. Expressing solidarity with the
suffering people of Kashmir, the OIC conference adopted a strongly-worded
resolution, asking India to cancel the issuance of domicile certificates to
non-Kashmiris as well as other unilateral and illegal actions, including the
Jammu & Kashmir Reorganisation Order 2020, Jammu & Kashmir Grant of
Domicile Certificate Rules 2020, Jammu and Kashmir Language Bill 2020
and amendments to the landownership laws designed to convert the Muslim
majority into a minority. In this regard, India has been asked to refrain from
taking any steps to alter the existing demographic structure of the disputed
territory in violation of international humanitarian laws.
The OIC also condemned in the strongest possible terms the human
rights violations perpetrated by the Indian army and police in the occupied
territory and other acts of Indian barbarism that have caused unspeakable
suffering to the innocent Kashmiri people. Deploring the state-sponsored
terrorism and crimes committed by the Indian occupation forces against
the people of Kashmir, the alliance of Muslim countries censured extra-ju-
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dicial killings in fake “encounters” and “search-and-cordon” operations and
demolition of homes and private properties as crimes against humanity.
The OIC also reaffirmed the views expressed in the unanimously adopted
communiqués of the OIC Contact Group on Jammu and Kashmir in its ministerial meetings held on September 25, 2019, and June 22, 2020.
Among other things, the OIC document urged India to fulfil its international human rights obligations and allow the OIC special representative
on Jammu and Kashmir and the OIC Fact-finding Mission to visit Kashmir.
It also strongly urged India to implement recommendations of the two Reports of the UN High Commissioner for Human Rights on Jammu and
Kashmir and called upon the international community to review their engagements with India and call it to account for disregarding the international humanitarian laws and UN resolutions.
The Niamey conclave has once again proved that the question of Kashmir is of utmost importance for the Muslim Ummah which recognises that
Jammu and Kashmir as the core dispute between Pakistan and India, and
its just resolution indispensable for the establishment of durable peace in
South Asia. The official statement said the OIC summit had also acknowledged that the people of Jammu and Kashmir are the principal party to the
dispute, and they should be included in any peace dialogue process to determine their future. The Kashmir dispute which is basically a question of
granting the right of self-determination to the people of the occupied valley
has been on the agenda of the United Nations Security Council for over
seven decades now.
In recent months, India has been widely criticized by human rights organizations for its atrocities against minorities, particularly Muslims and the
people of Kashmir. Today, India stands isolated due to its aggressive policies and disputes with almost all neighboring countries. As pointed out by
many foreign observers, the UN and all big powers must take serious notice of India’s intransigent policy on Kashmir which poses a serious threat
to peace in the region. The OIC too should follow up its resolution on Kashmir by concrete actions such as raising the issue at the UN and sending a
delegation to New Delhi to probe human rights abuses against the oppressed people of the occupied Valley.
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Kashmir

OIC’s united front
Muhammad Hassan

The Organisation of Islamic Cooperation (OIC) has presented a united
front to the world and India with a resolution in favour of the people of the
Kashmir issue. The declaration is highly significant because it not only supports Pakistan’s position on the occupied valley but also shows to the world
that the Islamic world is united for common causes despite internal rifts.
The OIC resolution, which comes after many months of the Modi government’s aggressive efforts to change occupied Kashmir’s legal and political status by revoking the articles of the Indian constitution, strengthens
Pakistan’s position on the issue. It also negates the opposition’s claim that
Pakistan has been isolated even in the Muslim world. There is no doubt
that Islamic countries face serious rifts over a variety of issues. The differences have been sharpened after the recognition of Israel by several Arab
countries. It is a great achievement of the Islamic bloc that it has left behind
its internal issues to present a united front to India, despite many powerful
Muslim countries having close economic ties with it.
The unanimous resolution, passed by the Organisation of Islamic Cooperation (OIC) in Niger, has criticised New Delhi’s decision to strip occupied Kashmir of its special status last August. The OIC rejects the illegal
and unilateral actions by India on August 5, 2019, to change the internationally recognised disputed status of the Indian occupied Jammu and
Kashmir, and demands that India rescind its illegal steps. The resolution
passed during a session of the Council of Foreign Ministers (CFM) of the
OIC held in Nigerien capital Niamey also condemned India for use of live
fire and pellet guns against civilians.
The declaration came as a surprise to many Pakistanis because there
were conflicting reports whether the Kashmir issue was on the agenda of
the OIC meeting. It is a huge diplomatic victory for Pakistan that the foreign
ministers of the OIC member states unanimously reaffirmed support for
the Kashmir cause. They categorically rejected illegal and unilateral actions taken by India on August 5 last year to change the internationally
recognised disputed status of the Indian occupied Jammu and Kashmir
and demanded India rescind its illegal steps. It asked India to cancel the
issuance of domicile certificates to non-Kashmiris as well as other unilateral and illegal actions, including the Jammu & Kashmir Reorganisation
Order, 2020; Jammu & Kashmir Grant of Domicile Certificate Rules, 2020;
Jammu and Kashmir Language, Bill 2020, and amendments to the
landownership laws. Also rejecting policies being pursued by the RSSBJP regime, the 57-member OIC asked India to refrain from taking any
steps to alter the demographic structure of the disputed territory.
The OIC foreign ministers condemned in the strongest possible terms
human rights violations perpetrated by the Indian occupation forces in held
Kashmir and other instances of terrorism that have been the source of unspeakable suffering for the innocent Kashmiri people. The resolution condemned state-sponsored terrorism and crimes against humanity by the Indian
occupation forces against the Kashmiri people. It denounced extrajudicial
killings during fake “encounters” and “search-and-cordon” operations and demolition of houses and private properties as a form of collective punishment.
The unanimous resolution condemned the renewed use of pellet guns
by the Indian occupation forces against innocent civilians, the harassment
of Kashmiri women by the Indian troops and deplored that India had callously exploited the current Covid-19 crisis to intensify its military crackdown
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and further advance its unlawful occupation. India was asked to adhere to
its international human rights obligations and allow the OIC Special Representative on Jammu and Kashmir and the OIC Fact-finding Mission to visit
occupied Kashmir and implement recommendations of the two reports of
the UN High Commissioner for Human Rights on Jammu and Kashmir. The
OIC also asked the international community to review its engagements with
India as it was violating and disregarding international laws, international
humanitarian laws, and international resolutions. It emphasised that the
question of Kashmir was of utmost importance for the Ummah and recognised that Jammu and Kashmir is the core dispute between Pakistan and
India, and its resolution is indispensable for realisation of the dream of
peace in South Asia. It noted that the people of Jammu and Kashmir are
the principal party to the dispute, and stressed that they should be included
in any peace process for the resolution of the dispute. It affirmed that any
political or electoral process held under foreign occupation could not be a
substitute to the exercise of the right to self-determination.
In another resolution sponsored by Pakistan, the OIC expressed concern over growing incidents of Islamophobia in the world. It noted that Islamophobia, as a contemporary form of racism and religious
discrimination, is on the rise. It expressed deep concern at the recent incidents of desecration of the Holy Quran and reprinting of blasphemous
caricatures which hurt sentiments of more than 1.8 billion Muslims around
the world. The OIC decided to designate March 15 as the “International
Day to Combat Islamophobia” each year. It authorised the OIC Permanent
Missions in New York to jointly table a resolution in the UN General Assembly, calling for establishment of the day. The resolution urged the OIC
member states to organise and support various high-visibility events aimed
at effectively increasing awareness at all levels of curbing Islamophobia
and anti-Muslim hatred.
Undoubtedly, internal rifts and economic interests have belittled the Islamic bloc. The OIC resolution is symbolic but still critically important for
Pakistan. It will not change the ground realities and force India to stop
atrocities on innocent Kashmiris but it would improve the image of the bloc.
It can become a respectable and influential group by taking a principled
stance on issues facing Muslims of the world, without caring for the economic benefits of its member states.
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Environment

Pakistan’s compounding
losses from climate change
Muhammad Ali

Pakistan is ranked among top 10 countries of the world, which were most
affected by climate change in the past 20 years. It has lost 0.53pc per unit
GDP, suffered economic losses worth $3.8 billion and witnessed 152 extreme weather events from 1999 to 2018. According to international estimates, it needs between $7 billion and $14 billion per year for climate
adaptation.
The Economic Survey of Pakistan 2020 also paints a dismal picture of
the situation in Pakistan. Quoting international studies, it points out that
losses from climate change are compounding with the passage of time.
Pakistan is likely to become the most adversely affected country in the
South Asian region, a study by the World Climate Research Programme
and the King Abdullah University of Science and Technology says. In the
next 60 to 80 years, the temperature in the northern areas of Pakistan is
expected to increase by six degrees, according to the report. The high
temperatures will have an immediate impact on glaciers. The ice will melt
rapidly causing floods not only in villages but also in big cities. This may
also lead to extreme climatic conditions, such as heavy rainfalls and massive droughts, the study warned.
It is feared that the aggregate impact of climatic parameters, such as
changes in the temperature and rainfall, exerted an overall negative impact
on cereal crop yields, given that the management practices and use of
technology remain unchanged. Modeling of climate change scenarios for
Pakistan shows that if agriculture and water management in the Indus
River Basin continue in a business as usual mode, increasing temperatures and changes in precipitation will pose serious threats to the future
livelihoods of farmers and to the Pakistani agricultural sector, the Economic
Survey of Pakistan noted. In the Karakoram region, which contains the
major proportion of Pakistani glaciers, there is evidence that most of the
glaciers are either advancing. ”Recently, the Khurdopin glacier and Shisper
glacier surged down the hill at extremely fast rates, causing a blockade to
a flowing stream, forming a temporary lake with an outburst risk. On the
other hand, some areas, especially in the Hindukush mountain range (Chitral and western Gilgit), the Chitaboo glacier in Chitral retreated rapidly in
recent years due to global warming,” it noted. With more than 7,000, Pakistan has more glaciers than anywhere except the polar regions. But climate change is “eating away Himalayan glaciers at a dramatic rate,” a
study published in the Science Advances journal noted. As glacier ice
melts, it can collect in large glacial lakes, which are at risk of bursting their
banks and creating deadly flash floods downstream in places like Hassanabad. More than 3,000 of those lakes had formed as of 2018, with 33 of
them considered hazardous and more than 7 million people at risk downstream, according to the UNDP.
The survey says Pakistan has been consistently ranked as one of the
most affected countries by climate change and the population is facing
natural hazard challenges, like floods, droughts and cyclones. According
to the survey, studies were undertaken using the Agricultural Production
Systems Simulator (APSIM) model that showed that wheat production in
the arid areas of Pakistan was likely to suffer to the tune of 17pc. The International Monetary Fund (IMF) has warned that the world economy is
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increasingly vulnerable to the impact of the climate emergency as it downgraded its forecasts for 2020 and 2021, even before Covid-19 had struck.
Urging governments to make greater strides to reduce carbon emissions
and build green infrastructure, the IMF said one of the main risks to its
forecasts came from the growing costs of the climate crisis and the harm
caused by protectionist trade policies. The State Bank of Pakistan (SBP)
has also warned of food shortages in the country due to climate change in
its recent reports. Recently, Pakistan has faced shortages of vegetables,
flour and sugar.
Socioeconomic risks could increase significantly for those living in
urban areas of Pakistan and India by 2050 as heatwaves push up against
the limits of human endurance and survivability, the McKinsey Global Institute warned. Countries with lower per capita gross domestic product
(GDP) rely more on outdoor work and natural capital, and thus have less
financial means to adapt quickly. Also, hot and humid countries, like Pakistan, are expected to become significantly hotter and more humid by
2050. It would impact workability in urban settings, and the report expects
an average ten-percentage-point loss in annual share of effective outdoor
working hours in heat-exposed regions between today and 2050. “Poorer
regions often have climates that are closer to physical thresholds,” the report said, adding that as heat gets worse, productivity could tumble.
It points to the risks in workability and liveability both, as Bangladesh,
India, and Pakistan, with lower per capita GDP levels, were the most affected countries under the Representative Concentration Pathway (RCP)
8.5 scenario. Under RCP 8.5, the world’s average temperature would rise
by 4.9 degrees Celsius, or nearly 9 degrees Fahrenheit. “Under an RCP
8.5 scenario, urban areas in parts of India and Pakistan could be the first
places in the world to experience heatwaves that exceed the survivability
threshold for a healthy human being, with small regions projected to experience a more than 60 percent annual chance of such a heat wave by
2050,” the report noted.
Experts say environmental degradation now affects our lives in ways
that are becoming impossible to ignore, from food to jobs to security. Climate scientists have warned that our current actions are not enough for
us to meet our target of 1.5C of warming. We need to do more and quickly
to save the planet and ourselves from more losses.
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Discrimination

US report: A religiously
biased assessment
Muhammad Zain

The selective approach and bias of the United States against Pakistan is
evident in its latest report on religious freedom, in which it retained Pakistan among the countries that “tolerate religious discrimination,” but exonerated India despite the persecution of minorities, especially Muslims,
a lockdown of occupied Kashmir and its latest citizenship law, which leaves
out Muslims.
Ten countries, including Pakistan, remain on the US list of “countries
of particular concern” for having engaged in or tolerated “systematic, ongoing, egregious violations of religious freedom”. According to Secretary
of State Michael Pompeo, the United States has designated Pakistan,
China, Iran, Saudi Arabia, Tajikistan, Turkmenistan, Nigeria, North Korea,
Myanmar and Eritrea as “countries of particular Concern” (CPC) under its
International Religious Freedom Act. The Comoros, Cuba, Nicaragua, and
Russia have been placed on a special watch list for governments that engage in or tolerated “severe violations of religious freedom”.
The US is particularly concerned about the Ahmadia community in Pakistan, without understanding its status and reality of belief. The community,
which poses itself as Muslim, has been declared non-Muslim all over the
world and Pakistan. “The systematic enforcement of blasphemy and antiAhmadia laws, and authorities’ failure to address forced conversions of religious minorities — including Hindus, Christians, and Sikhs — to Islam,
severely restricted freedom of religion or belief,” it added. The report noted
that nearly 80 individuals remained imprisoned for blasphemy in Pakistan,
with at least half facing a life sentence or death. The report, however, acknowledged that last year they also noted “some high-profile acquittals” in
Pakistan. Additionally, the United States designated Al Shabaab, Al
Qaeda, Boko Haram, Hayat Tahrir al Sham, the Houthis, ISIS, ISIS-Greater
Sahara, ISIS-West Africa, Jamaat Nasr al-Islam wal Muslimin, and the Taliban as well. “We have not renewed the prior Entity of Particular Concern
designations for Al Qaeda in the Arabian Peninsula and ISIS-Khorasan,
due to the total loss of territory formerly controlled by the terrorist organisations,” Secretary Pompeo said. The US has removed Sudan and Uzbekistan from the special watch list “based on significant, concrete progress”
undertaken by them over the past year. However, placing the Taliban
among the entities is shocking to many observers who feared that it could
jeopardise US efforts to finalise a peace deal in Afghanistan.
Ironically, the State Department does not name India among the countries of particular concern. The US Commission on International Religious
Freedom (USCIRF), which recommends the designations, had downgraded India to its lowest ranking of “countries of particular concern” (CPC)
in its 2020 report, issued in April. The report, released in Washington by
the federal government commission that functions as an advisory body,
had placed India alongside China, North Korea, Saudi Arabia and Pakistan. India was categorised as a “Tier 2 country” in last year’s listing. But
the latest State Department notification excluded India among the countries of particular concern. The commission’s report noted that last year,
religious freedom conditions in India had experienced a drastic turn downward, with religious minorities under increasing assault. It also noted that
the BJP government had allowed violence against minorities and their
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houses of worship to continue with impunity and tolerated hate speech
and incitement to violence.
Pakistan has rejected the US State Department’s "arbitrary and selective" assessment. “The designation of Pakistan as a country of particular
concern is completely against the realities on the ground and raises serious doubts about the credibility of the exercise," said a Foreign Office
statement, adding that such subjective designations do not contribute towards promoting the cause of religious freedom worldwide. "Pakistani society is multi-religious and pluralistic with a rich tradition of interfaith
harmony. Religious freedom and the protection of the rights of minorities
are guaranteed by our Constitution and ensured through a range of legislative, policy and administrative measures," it said.
The US has maintained a religious freedom blacklist under a 1998 law,
passed at the peak of the “humanitarian interventionism” by the Clinton
administration. The law also established the CIRF, which recently drew the
ire of India by criticizing New Delhi’s new citizenship rules. Pakistan has
long faced international criticism over its blasphemy laws. Generally, there
is no problem with the law itself; it is the misuse which maligns it. The law
exists in all Western countries and Pakistan inherited it from British colonial
authorities.
The US State Department report is self-contradictory as it points out
that persecution and discrimination on the basis of religion or belief exists
in every region of the world. If it is the case, why have Pakistan and other
countries been singled out? Rights groups and US officials accuse China
of incarcerating Uighurs and other Muslims, and US ally Saudi Arabia is
in the list for following a rigid school of religious thought. However, India
was not included in the blacklist despite a phenomenal rise in attacks on
Muslims since the Hindu nationalist government of Prime Minister Narendra Modi came to power. During the first five years of the Modi government,
hate crime against Muslims soared. According to the Indian media, 90pc
of religious hate crimes in the last decade have occurred since Modi’s
Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP) came to power.
After Modi was re-elected, he abrogated the special status of Kashmir
and imposed a harsh lockdown. Also, the government’s citizenship law led
to nation-wide protests, in which dozens of people were killed and hundreds jailed. However, the US did not utter a word on it. It proves the US
bias towards India. The glaring omission of India, where religious freedom
and discrimination against minority communities continues in an institutionalised manner, erodes the credibility of the US report.
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Cyberwarfare

India’s fake news racket
Shahid Hussain

A recent investigation by a European organisation has exposed an Indian
fake news racket which aims to malign nations in conflict with New Delhi.
The campaign shows how the media was manipulated and Pakistan subjected to massive fifth-generation warfare to malign its image in the world.
It also serves as a wake-up call for Pakistan to act timely to stop future
smear campaigns.
According to the EU DisinfoLab, more than 750 Indian-backed websites
covering over 95 countries have been operational for about 15 years to
undermine Pakistan within the European Union and the United Nations.
The network is working to improve the image of India and damage the reputation of rival countries, like Pakistan and China, so that India could garner more support from international institutions, such as the European
Union and the United Nations. The report shows how the RSS-inspired
BJP government has been using the “Pakistan card” to score political
points and to shift focus from its state sponsorship of terrorism in occupied
Kashmir and violation of minority rights.
The network used fake personas of a dead human rights activist and
journalists, and also tried to impersonate regular media and press agencies such as the EU Observer, the Economist and Voice of America. Some
265 fake media outlets and dubious think tanks, NGOs are involved in producing content designed to undermine Pakistan. The network also used
the letterhead of the European Parliament, registered websites under
avatars with fake phone numbers, provided fake addresses to the United
Nations and created publishing companies to print books of the think tanks
they owned. Overall, an entire network of over 500 fake local media outlets
in 95 countries helped reproduce negative iterations about Pakistan and
China. In total, the operation has covered 116 countries and nine regions.
The EU DisinfoLab had uncovered a vast network of 265 coordinated fake
local media outlets in 65 countries serving Indian interests, as well as multiple dubious think tanks and NGOs last year. The network was active in
Brussels and Geneva in producing and amplifying content designed to undermine Pakistan.
The investigation discovered that the fake news outlets were managed
by Indian stakeholders, with ties to a large network of think tanks, NGOs,
and companies from the Srivastava Group. They republished anti-Pakistan
content on the rest of the Indian network, including fake outlets such as
EP Today, Times of Geneva, and New Delhi Times. Most websites had
Twitter presence as well. After the network was exposed last year, some
domains were unregistered only to be reproduced under a different name
later. For instance, EP Today was relaunched as “EU Chronicle” this year
in May. The actors behind EP Today and EU Chronicle registered over 550
domain names of NGOs, think tanks, media outlets, European Parliament
informal groups, religious and Imam organisations, obscure publishing
companies and public personalities.
The report found that articles from the small fake European media outlet EU Chronicle were used as a base by the Indian news agency ANI to
create news reports. It noted that the Indian press agency covers the lobbying efforts taking place under the cover of fake NGOs, with sometimes
quite dubious practices. The repackaging of EU Chronicle op-eds and articles into ANI news reports means that the content from the fake European
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media outlet can reach a wider audience, particularly in India. ANI reports
using EU Chronicle content are, for example, systematically reproduced
on Yahoo News India (in.news.yahoo.com), a website attracting a sizable
audience. Some Indian media outlets, which re-use content from ANI, become a de facto regular amplifier from EU Chronicle. The ANI also rewrote
and recirculated some op-eds and articles from EP Today, the fake European Parliament magazine tied to the Srivastava Group. A significant part
of the Indian Chronicle operation is based on creating a smoke screen of
organisations, with often only an online presence, which can cross-reference each other. By regularly mentioning each other without disclosing
their links, the organisations try to gain legitimacy and build an artificial
ecosystem which is credible only if the network is big enough to justify its
own existence. The EU DisinfoLab found at least 13 instances of ANI publishing mostly anti-Pakistan and sometimes anti-China op-eds by MEPs
on EU Chronicle as news articles since May this year.
A non-negligible proportion of domain names was bought in the context
of cyberwarfare with Pakistan i.e. to cybersquat on domains that Pakistan
might later wish to use. The researchers wrote they were not able to find
any traces of “Freelance Expat Journalists based in Belgium” named
Stephen Ciccoli, Paul Riley, Rita Storen or Tony Faber (the alleged staff of
EU Chronicle). On Twitter, the investigation found that the EU Chronicle
account only posted two types of videos¬ — MEPs congratulating Prime
Minister Narendra Modi on Independence Day of India or his birthday, and
a campaign of videos about alleged abuses against minorities and terrorism in Pakistan.
The researchers wrote that the findings had reinforced their inner conviction that the information operation was connected to India. “We are
alarmed to see the continuation of the Indian Chronicle, which despite our
first report and wide press coverage, has pursued its 15-year operation
and even recently launched EU Chronicle, a fake EU outlet,” the researchers at the DisinfoLab said.
The extensive investigation is not only a wake-up call for Pakistan but
also a warning to the international community not to believe in Indian propaganda against Pakistan. It is also a matter of concern that the fake news
racket continues to operate despite being exposed for the first time last
year. Pakistan should also raise the issue at all international forums to expose Indian designs against its image and solidarity.
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Economics

Widening deficits:
Back to square one?
Husnain Shahid

Pakistan’s trade deficit is widening despite an increase in exports. The
budget deficit has also risen to Rs894 billion during the first four months of
the current fiscal year. It means Pakistan’s imports are increasing more rapidly than exports and the government’s expenditure is more than its earnings. It shows Pakistan is still not out of the woods despite tall claims of the
government.
Pakistan’s budget deficit has risen to Rs894 billion during the first four
months of the current fiscal year. The figures for the first quarter indicate
that the July-September financial gap was Rs484.32 billion and the deficit
increased by 100pc in October alone. On the other hand, the Pakistan Bureau of Statistics (PBS) said the trade deficit had widened month on month
in November 2020, against October 2020 - from $1.803 billion to $2.068
billion or a hike of 14.7pc. Pakistan’s exports had tumbled by around 20pc
in August after increasing by 6pc in July. The sharp fluctuation in exports
points out inefficiencies and weaknesses in the system.
Pakistan hopes to increase exports to address its longstanding financial
issues. However, it has never been able to perform according to its potential. Pakistan can increase its exports by up to $12 billion by 2024 even after
taking into account disruptions due to Covid-19, according to the International Trade Centre’s latest export potential assessment for the country.
More than half of the country’s exporters struggle with domestic and foreign
regulatory barriers, says Invisible Barriers to Trade — Pakistan 2020: Business Perspectives. The report, prepared in collaboration with the World
Bank Group’s country office, says market frictions such as regulatory obstacles and lack of information transparency put up to $7b of the untapped
export potential at risk — especially for small businesses looking to trade
more across borders.
“There is great scope for the government of Pakistan to streamline
processes, improve quality management and work with exporters to provide
consistent, transparent and timely information,” it said. The report, based
on a survey of 1,152 importers and exporters, identifies the toughest trade
hurdles facing Pakistani businesses. Almost half of these hurdles are homegrown, which means the government can fix many of the problems holding
back exporters. The report suggests ways for the government and the private sector to crank up competitiveness by addressing issues such as export inspections, tax refunds, and certification.
It identifies the most challenging non-tariff measures that Pakistani businesses face which include: complying with technical requirements, lack of
trade-related information and inadequate domestic infrastructure. Women
entrepreneurs also face social constraints and a general lack of support in
government agencies and other institutions.
The NTM Business Survey in Pakistan finds that 49pc of small enterprises and 57pc of medium-sized firms have trouble with non-tariff measures, while 54pc of large companies consider them to be burdensome.
Almost half of the challenges these firms reported stem from Pakistani rules
on matters such as export inspections, tax refunds, and export certification.
These invisible barriers to trade affect exporters and importers differently,
and their impact varies across sectors.
The publication finds that regulations and the procedures to comply with
them are difficult for 51pc of Pakistani exporters and 46pc of importers. Most
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agricultural exporters (60pc) — especially those dealing with fresh and
processed foods — experience difficulties with these measures, as most
countries have stringent regulations in place to protect human health and
the environment. In comparison, 47pc of the Pakistani companies that export manufactured goods face problems. Conformity assessment is the top
challenge with requirements like testing and product certification are a bigger concern (41pc) than rules related to quality standards, safety, and production processes (4pc).
Pakistani exporters say complying with European rules is difficult and the
accompanying conformity assessment procedures are too strict. The neighbouring SAARC countries account for only 5pc of the problems that local
exporters experience with foreign regulations. At the individual partner country level, the United Arab Emirates and the United Kingdom are responsible
for the most reported regulations, each accounting for 8pc. German measures account for 6pc, while Oman and the United States for 5pc each.
Meanwhile, local regulations account for about 45pc of the troublesome measures that exporters face. Most of these involve export inspections (31pc), tax refunds (27pc), and export certification (10pc). Pakistani
policies cause 55pc of the problems reported by exporters of manufactured goods, and one-third of agriculture. Large firms (52pc) face more
problems with domestic export regulations than small and medium-sized
businesses (45pc).
Exporters say the regulations are overly strict or compliance is difficult
in just 12pc of the cases. In contrast, the procedures are the problem in
70pc of the cases — and most of these occur in Pakistan itself. The remaining 18pc are difficult due to both the regulation and related procedures, of which more than two-thirds occur in the country. The most
important ones are slow processes on the necessary paperwork and high
fees and charges to obtain required certification or testing. Informal payments and inadequate facilities for testing and certification in Pakistan
were also frequently reported.
As a way forward, the survey identifies numerous challenges, especially
regarding export-quality management and infrastructure in the country. For
instance, Pakistan should increase the capacity of local laboratories to carry
out required testing and certification. Efforts need to be made to strengthen
the capacity of small and medium-sized enterprises to comply with international market access requirements. The absence of a proper warehouse
and cold storage facilities at major borders points is a serious problem that
must be fixed. Trade procedures need to be streamlined and paperwork at
government and customs offices be automated to reduce the administrative
burdens and costs shouldered by Pakistani exporters. Traders need a
proper portal that can provide reliable export- and import-related information
which should also guide on trade regulations and procedures, provide facts
about relevant agencies, port authorities, and customs.
Finally, Pakistani trade regulations and processes must be streamlined to facilitate exports. A policy rethink is needed on advance payment
restrictions on raw material imports and processes involving the duty
drawback scheme. Export inspection processes at the customs also
should be improved. The government should act upon the guidelines to
increase exports.
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Viewpoint

National interest,
principles and policies
Raza Khan

The concept of “national interest” is one of the most important in domestic
and international politics but in Pakistan it has always been used to promote the interest of powerful groups, resultantly after 73 years of the country’s independence the real interest of the people could never be served
leaving entire society in conflict and crisis.
Although “national interest” is the most important concept in the context of
a state’s existence and a government’s functioning yet in Pakistan successive
governments and rulers have always ignored it. This is despite the fact that all
governments, including military regimes, have always argued that the justification for their coming to power has been driven by serving national interest.
National interest is the most important concept in domestic and international politics but simultaneously it is the most elusive or hard to comprehend. This is because of the fact that the concept is abstract in nature
and everyone has its own definition and explanation. Ideally, national interest shall reflect the interest of the most or at least the majority of the people
and groups living within society. The government of the time must observe
and articulate national interest and then formulate policies and strategies
to realize that national interest. It is important to note that only a democratically and popularly elected government could genuinely observe, decipher
and articulate national interest. Keeping this in view, if we look into the history of successive governments of Pakistan, then most of them could not
do so. Resultantly, most of society remained underdeveloped and insecure
in all respects. On the practical side, national interest of many states is defined and determined by the powerful group(s) of society. In this respect,
we have the example of big corporations as well as Jewish lobbies in the
United States. In Pakistan, the security establishment has been the sole
determiner of national interest. If powerful groups in any state or society
define and determine national interest its objectives can never be peoplefriendly. Powerful groups always have their organizational and institutional
interests. The interests can never supplant the real national interest. The
situation could be explained in another way. When powerful groups in a society have control over the determination of national interest, they often
abuse or misuse the concept to serve their respective interests instead of
the interest of the majority of the people living in the state.
Realistically speaking, national interest is the admixture of interest of
the majority of the people and interest of the powerful groups of society. In
developed and democratic countries, national interest is defined and determined in terms of interest of the majority of the people and the powerful
groups of society. However, in underdeveloped countries, like Pakistan,
national interest is practically and solely determined by powerful groups.
Regarding the definition and determination of national interest, it may be
good that it includes the interest of the majority of the people as well as
the powerful groups.
The national interest also has a very important aspect and that is the
principles of the concept. Insofar as the principles of national interest are
concerned they mainly include national integrity, security and stability of
the state and society, development of the state and society and welfare of
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the people. There can be no two opinions that these are the fundamental
principles as well as objectives of national interest. It is interesting to note
that all governments, including democratically and popularly elected governments as well as powerful groups, agree that national integrity, security
and stability of the state and society, development of the state and society
and welfare of the people are the key dynamics and principles of the national interest. Therefore, one can often hear most government bigwigs
explaining national interest in these terms. However, it is the policies to
pursue national interest that matter more than the principles. The policies
to attain national interest must be framed in the light of the principles of
the concept. However, in countries, like Pakistan, it is seldom the case.
For a political analyst, it is important to look into the compatibility between
the principles and policies of national interest. If, for instance, the security
and stability is the key principle of national interest, then successive governments of a state must have pursued policies, like improving relations
with all neighbouring countries and most important powers of the time to
ensure security within the state. On the other hand, if development is the
key principle of national interest, then the policies of successive or any single government could be gauged on the basis of policies, like maintaining
high levels of GDP growth, increasing exports, importing latest technology,
sending a large number of its people to developed countries to get latest
education. In this context, it is easy to understand that successive governments in Pakistan could not pursue policies which could ensure the development of the state and its citizens. This is because most governments
either pursued institutional, family or party interests instead of national interest defined in terms of interests of the majority of the people.
Regarding national interest, there are three main approaches that who
must determine it. According to one approach, national interest must be
defined and determined by the elected governments. There is some logic
in that because people generally have little understanding of national interest and its articulation. Therefore, it is better that a popularly elected
government must define and determine national interest as after all the
government comprises representatives of the majority of the people. According to the second approach, the people must themselves define and
articulate national interest. This may be possible in the highly developed
countries of North America and Western Europe but not in countries, like
Pakistan, where most people are illiterate or politically uneducated. The
third approach regarding the determination of national interest is that it is
the intelligentsia of the country and society must define and determine it.
The intelligentsia includes university teachers, journalists, authors, researchers and those working in think tanks. Ideally, intelligentsia is the
most important source of determination of national interest. In Pakistan, if
we look into the nature of the intelligentsia, then it generally transpires that
most of the members of the group either lack the qualification and knowledge to come up with explanations of key concepts, their indicators and
determinants. Most of these are pseudo-intellectuals, who have got the
jobs or enter into the field through corrupt practices.
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Security

Border fencing:
A major milestone
Raza Khan

Pakistan is going to achieve a great milestone as the country’s security
forces are quite close to completing the fencing of its entire length of border
with Afghanistan. When started three years ago, the fencing of the
2,600km-long border seemed an impossible task. If it is completed, which
is right on track, it would be really a good fortune for Pakistan because the
porous border with Afghanistan has been a source of multidimensional insecurities for Pakistan. The insecurities include a physical threat to territory
and citizens of Pakistan to economic insecurity in the shape of a huge volume of cross-border smuggling.
According to the military public relations department, it would take two
more months to complete the fencing of the Pakistan-Afghanistan border.
The military spokesman said that the border fencing was expected to benefit
the people of Pakistan and Afghanistan while restricting the movement of
terrorists. The Inter-Services Public Relations (ISPR) told the US state media
channel Voice of America that barriers had already been installed along about
83 % of the western Pakistani frontier. It is important to note that in 2017, the
Pakistan Army had begun the fencing and 2020 was set as its deadline. He
further added that the fencing had been started to block militant infiltration,
smuggling, and other illegal crossings on the Pakistan-Afghanistan border.
The total length of the Pakistan border with Afghanistan, known as the
Durand Line, is 2640 kilometres but not all of its entire length was planned to
be fenced. There are hundreds of kilometres of the border area which cannot
be fenced as the terrain is located at a very high altitude and is extremely
rugged and, therefore, its fencing does not serve any purpose as it cannot
be crossed by humans. So, of the stipulated length of the border fencing,
most of the target has been achieved and it is a great achievement of Pakistan in terms of its national security and foreign policy. If border fencing, or
for that matter, border management with Afghanistan can be described as
one of the single most important achievements of Pakistan in terms of its security policy, then it would not be an exaggeration.
It is important to mention that the Pakistan-Afghanistan border straddles
along two provinces of Pakistan, Khyber Pakhtunkhwa and Balochistan.
While fencing was planned on most of the border area in KP province, a long
and deep trench was to be dug along the border in Balochistan. Most work
on the trench is also said to be completed. Of the entire length of the Durand
Line, 1,229 kilometres of the area is in KP. Of that, the fencing of 829 kilometres had to be carried out and till this time it has been set up on 695.5 kilometres which comes to around 84 percent. The fencing has been done right
in the north from Bajaur district to South Waziristan district of KP. Along with
the fencing, 443 border forts were also to be constructed, of which 360 have
been successfully completed and the rest would be constructed by the end
of the current year.
Insofar as the management of the Durand Line is concerned, it has its
roots in the core and longstanding issue between Pakistan and Afghanistan.
Kabul has never recognized the Durand Line as the official border between
Pakistan and Afghanistan and it has always considered Pakistan’s Pashtun
areas as part of Afghanistan. Therefore, Kabul has also considered the Du-
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rand Line as an “imaginary” line dividing Pashtuns, whose traditional homeland is Afghanistan. Pashtuns are the majority ethnic group of Afghanistan
whereas it is second largest ethno-linguistic group of Pakistan. The border
between Afghanistan and Pakistan has always been difficult to manage as it
is located in a very inhospitable terrain. Therefore, Pakistan had always
thought it would be almost impossible to manage the border. It had been despite the fact that Kabul has irredentist claims on large tracts of Pakistani territory. Even Pakistan did not bother to have solid management of the Durand
Line before the mid-1980s, when there had never been any “Strategic Depth”
policy of Pakistan regarding Afghanistan in place. The Strategic Depth policy
conceived by military ruler General Ziaul Haq (1979-88) wanted to have open
access to the Pakistani military forces in an eventuality of war with its eastern
archrival India, so that the Pakistan forces could enter Afghan territory and
then launch a counteroffensive against Delhi from Afghanistan. In other
words, an open border or no-border policy of Pakistan with Afghanistan, although very myopic, was understandable in the context of the Strategic Depth
policy but it did not have any justification whatsoever before the mid-1980s.
After Pakistan self-admittedly shunned the policy of “Strategic Depth” in
Afghanistan, there was a critical need to revisit the strategy of open or no
border with Kabul. Fortunately, Pakistan strategists and decision-makers
rightly understood the situation and they came up with an elaborate policy of
border management. Under the policy of border management, Islamabad
started fencing its long border with Afghanistan in the middle of March, 2017
to effectively control the inflow of terrorists and militants from Afghanistan
and outflow of militants from Pakistan.
The decision to fence whether taken in the past or presently on the PakAfghan border is the irreducible minimum to protect Pakistan and its citizens
from terrorist attacks, ricochet the vitriolic criticism from Afghanistan, NATO,
the US and Western countries of not doing enough to stop cross-border infiltration of Taliban insurgents from its soil into Afghanistan. The Afghan government, in the past, had rejected the fencing and mining of the
Pakistan-Afghan border. There is also strict opposition from important political
groups and stakeholders on the Pakistan side of the Durand Line, including
the Pashtun ethno-linguistic nationalist parties, like Awami National Party
(ANP) and PkMAP as well as Jamaat-e-Islami and tribal organization like
Tanzeem-e-Ittehad-e-Qabail.
The completion of the border fencing with Afghanistan is coming at a time
when a significant development has taken place in Afghanistan. Recently,
the Afghan government of President Ashraf Ghani and the Afghan Taliban
have agreed to hold dialogue to end the 20-year-long conflict in Afghanistan.
It is an important development in Afghanistan and it must be hoped that
peace would return to Afghanistan in which Pakistan has played an important
role. However, before peace returns to Afghanistan it would be great that
Pakistan completely manages its border with Afghanistan. It is due to the fact
that the core of the problems between Islamabad and Kabul has been the
non-recognition of the internationally recognized border, the Durand Line, by
Afghanistan.
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Economics

Incentivising the
housing industry
Muhammad Jahangir

To revive the economy, the government announced a Rs 100 billion relief
package for the construction industry in April 2020. The construction industry is a major employer and feeds over 42 ancillary sectors, including
aluminum, brick, cables, cement, fixtures, glass, kitchen and bathroom fittings, marble, paint, steel, tiles, transportation, warehousing and wood. It
has a far-reaching impact on the overall economy as it employs eight percent of the total labour force.
The housing package includes a wide range of incentives. Investors, developers and builders will not be questioned about their sources of income.
Taxes will be computed according to the size of the property (per square foot
or per square yard) instead of the price of the property (the case previously)
and as a result will be substantially lower. Further, builders and developers
will not be required to withhold tax when purchasing building materials (except steel and cement) and on certain services (such as plumbing).
The construction package also offers many concessions - tax breaks,
waivers and subsidies for builders, developers and property owners.
Builders and developers have to register their projects on the Federal
Board of Revenue’s (FBR) dedicated portal, Iris, by December 31, 2020,
and complete “grey structures” (basic structures without interior finishings)
by September 30, 2022. In addition, a Construction Industry Development
Board (CIDB) will be set up to facilitate the private construction industry
and encourage investment.
Another major concession is that if builders and developers take on a
project related to low-cost housing under the Naya Pakistan Housing Program, taxes will be reduced by 90%. Sales tax and excise duties levied on
construction materials will be reduced. Owners of five- and 10-marla residential plots will receive subsidised house building loans. People constructing, buying or selling their first houses are exempted from several
taxes and fees, including advance tax, capital gains tax, stamp duty tax
and registration fees.
The housing package has two objectives. One is to bridge the housing
gap through the Naya Pakistan Housing Program (NPHP) which was initiated in April 2019, with the goal of building five million houses in five
years. The second is to revive the economy by creating new employment
opportunities. To ensure that the goals are met, the government set up the
National Committee on Housing Construction and Development (NCHCD)
in July, whose basic task is to monitor the construction sector and ensure
that any hurdles that arise are overcome quickly.
One of the most effective incentives is that people are not required to
declare their sources of income before investing in construction-related
projects. The “no questions asked” policy will encourage builders to invest
their undocumented wealth in property and construction. This initiative,
apart from providing legal cover for such individuals, will encourage people
to invest in property. It will also encourage the expat community, who will
be spared the cumbersome paperwork required to buy or build a home.
In the opinion of experts, the fact that there will be a 90% tax reduction
for builders who invest in NPHP would also boost the economy. If 500,000
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units are built, they will require labour, building materials so all related sectors would benefit. Builders are of the view that if taxes are computed
based on the property’s covered area (instead of the value), it will be a
major incentive for mid- and low-tier builders and developers as it would
result in substantial savings.
But despite all the incentives, problems remain. Experience shows that
obtaining certifications and approvals from local authorities is a difficult
task. Furthermore, the short time given for registering projects (December
31, 2020) and for completing grey structures as well as procuring the services of reliable contractors and workers and securing financing will prove
to be big hurdles to meeting the mandated deadlines.
The major issue is securing home financing. Though there is talk of
lower interest rates, yet concrete steps need to be taken in this direction.
It has been proposed that the government should establish a dedicated financial institution o provide financing to the industry through lending techniques that are different from those of regular commercial banks.
As far as financing is concerned, the main incentive is aimed at people,
who own five and 10-marla plots and can now take advantage of reduced
and/or competitive interest rates to build houses on the plots. To this end,
several banks are promoting home financing options, such as the “Mera
Pakistan Mera Ghar” initiative. The government has rightly encouraged
banks to allocate five percent of their portfolio to the construction segment.
According to media reports, 40 projects have been registered and
4,812 are drafted for registration. It is expected that projects worth Rs 400
billion will be registered by the end of 2020. Furthermore, the ABAD has
pledged to invest Rs 1,370 billion in various construction projects, including
residential ones, specifically for the NPHP, in addition to 30 to 40 high-rise
buildings in Karachi and at least 1,000 more projects across the country.
In this connection, the good news is that the consumption of cement is on
the rise. The demand for cement increased by five percent, amounting to
3.5 million tons, in August.
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Mismanagement

Pakistan’s water
crisis
Muhammad Jahangir

It is now an established fact that Pakistan is faced with a serious water crisis. Pakistan is a water scarce country where per capita water availability
has dropped to almost 1,000 cubic meters. This has put our food security
at risk. We must remember that we have a population of over 20o million
to feed and for adequate food production we need a sufficient supply of
water.
Agriculture accounts for 19.3% of the country’s GDP and is by far the
largest user of water. Almost 90% of the available water, including both
surface and groundwater, is used in agriculture for irrigation. Pakistan has
one of the best and largest irrigation systems in the world. But agriculture
is under stress to meet the food demand of the fast-growing Pakistani population.
The depletion of water resources is a result of multiple complex factors:
mismanagement of water resources, inadequate storage facilities, low
water use efficiency, water wastage, inappropriate cropping patterns and
outdated water pricing mechanism. Much of the water we get from annual
rainfall is wasted. The reason is that we have one of the lowest per capita
water storage capacities in the world. The country has per capita water
storage capacity of 121 cubic meters which is comparable to some African
countries. It may be added here that the US and China have per capita
storage of over 2,000 cubic meters. Even India, despite being seven times
more populous than us, has per capita storage capacity of over 200 cubic
meters. The storage capacity of our major national reservoirs preserves
only 10% of annual inflow, against the world average of 40%. Over the
years, the water storage capacity has decreased to less than 30 days
against the minimum requirement of 120 days.
Pakistan has one of the largest irrigation networks in the world, covering over 17 million hectares. According to an estimate, over 60% of all irrigation water is lost. Water courses, flood irrigation system, unlined canal
and distributary channels cause most water losses. The percentage of
non-revenue water, for which no price is charged, is around 45-50% as
compared to the world’s average of 10-15%.
The water problem in the country is complicated by disagreements over
the distribution of water among the federating units. Experts recommend
that the capacity of the federal and provincial institutions responsible for
water data management should be improved. They perform complex and
interdependent functions of modelling, forecasting, water monitoring, distribution and use. Therefore, measures should be taken to improve the
provincial level regulatory frameworks for access of groundwater and its
management and regulation.
What is the solution to the water challenge? Among other things, we
must launch a national campaign to save water. To this end, we need to
build multipurpose dams in the country so that we can withstand the floods,
droughts and store excess water from melting glaciers and runoff from
monsoon. Simultaneously, we need to upgrade the existing reservoirs.
Water courses should be improved to minimize seepages, leakages and
other losses. Water saving techniques such as raised beds, drip irrigation
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and rain guns should be encouraged. The Punjab agriculture department
has provided subsidies worth billions of rupees on installation of drip system on a shared basis to hundreds of thousands of farmers, however, its
use is still seen as an exception rather than rule.
As per a study by the Pakistan Council of Research in Water Resources, Pakistan has one of the lowest water use efficiency (WUE) when
it comes to a crop yield per hectare. In case of wheat, it stands at
0.5kg/cubic meter compared with 1kg/cubic meter in India. Similarly, Pakistan gets 2.5 tons/hectares of wheat against India’s average of 3.5
tons/hectares despite having similar climate and land characteristics. The
water use efficiency should be improved by at least 25%.
The state agencies responsible for water management have limited
knowledge about the current best practices. We need to improve the capacity of the institutions that are responsible for recording, monitoring and
analysis of groundwater data. We need to reform the irrigation tariffs according to the realistic operational and maintenance costs. We should employ advanced data techniques to record the actual consumption. It would
enable us to charge a consumer in proportion to their actual consumption
which will lead to better water conservation.
We have witnessed mushroom growth of tube-wells across the country
that are a major cause of groundwater depletion. Nearly 65% of the water
used for irrigation purposes is pumped through tube-wells. A policy should
be devised to regulate the installation and operation of tube-wells for minimizing the excessive extraction of groundwater. Changing cropping patterns, water guzzling crops should be discouraged. Rice and sugarcane
top the water consumption chart. It takes a high quantity of 3,000 liters and
1,500 liters of water to produce one kilogram of rice and sugar respectively.
Instead, we should encourage and facilitate the cultivation of crops like oil
seeds which consume minimal water.
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Education

Katchi class, still a
neglected area
Rasheed Ali

Last month, Ahmad Ali, a sales officer in a consumer goods company, got
a chance to visit a primary school in a congested slum area of Lahore, situated behind the Shezan beverages factory on Bund Road. He was on his
way out after meeting the headmistress when a very familiar noise overflowing a classroom pulled him towards it with a magnetic force. The inside
scene was even more mesmerising for him: several children sitting in four
uneven rows, with their bags open and books and lunch boxes bulging out,
some standing aimlessly, perhaps waiting for the “chhutti” (closing) time,
and one chasing two others from one wall to the other. Of course, there
was no teacher in the classroom, as it was Katchi (pre-one) class.
The scenes transported Ahmad Ali almost 47 years down memory lane,
in the blink of an eye. He saw more than a dozen children sitting on sacks
and plastic bags, under the shade of a big Sheesham tree, his classmates,
all in the age group of five to eight years. Those were real leisure days, he
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recalled. Throughout the school hours, he and his classmates would spend
time playing with each other, writing “Takhti” (wooden slate), revising their
Urdu Qaida lessons -- Alif Anaar, Bay Bakri – and Baba Anar Laya, with
the help of each other. Sometimes they would “fight” with one another
when a naughty boy dipped his qalm (pen) in the inkpot of the other for
writing his takhti or tore a page from his Qaida for no reason. Then Master
Sahib would come to the place from some other class to decide the matter
and punish the “culprit”. Otherwise, any of the total four teachers of his
government middle school would never show up even for the whole day,
as it was a Katchi class.
And that day, standing at the classroom door, Ahmad Ali realised that
nothing had changed in the last almost five decades, as far as the Katchi
class teaching in a government school was concerned.
Dr. M. Ilyas Wali, an educationist, agrees with Mr. Ahmad Ali that Katchi
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class, globally known as early childhood education (ECE), had never been
a priority area for various education policies in the past decades. Successive governments failed to give it due importance, though almost all research studies proved that the early years of a child’s life significantly
impact their development and future academic capabilities. A research
study in the field of neuroscience disclosed that brain development is faster
and more extensive in the early years of life than previously thought. Longitudinal studies – such as the HighScope Perry Preschool Study, which
followed the lives of 123 lower socio-economic African Americans –identified that participation in high-quality preschool education programmes
significantly contributes to a reduction in crime rates and improvement in
educational and economic status, potential earnings and commitment to
marriage in later life. Studies estimate that ECE is a sound investment:
each dollar invested in quality ECE provides a return ranging anywhere
from 2 to 13 dollars.
Pakistan is signatory to the Education for All (EFA) movement. However,
it has not practically agreed to implement a systematic scheme of early
childhood education so far. That’s why the country is considered far behind
in its progress towards meeting the goal of early childhood education.
According to the 2017 population census, almost 13% of Pakistan’s
total population (27.01 million) fall in the three-to-six years age group. However, this large group of very young population has failed to get special attention from the government authorities so far.
It is generally considered that ECE is the last priority of the governments in Pakistan. The assertion could be well judged from the fact that
the country took almost 70 years to enact laws on early childhood education and declare education for all compulsory.
With the 18th Constitutional Amendment, the education sector was devolved to the federating units, as a move towards provincial autonomy.
The year 2015 was important in the context that it marked the deadline for
the participants in the Dakar Declaration (Education for All) commitment
including Pakistan. Education-related statistics, coupled with Pakistan’s
progress regarding education targets, set in Vision 2030, and Pakistan’s
lagging behind in achieving the EFA targets and its Millennium Development Goals (MDGs) for education, put a big question mark on the commitment of the provincial authorities towards achieving the education
goals.
All federating units have made laws in the past three years, declaring
free and compulsory education for children from five to 16 years of age a
government responsibility. The Punjab provincial government approved
the Early Childhood Education (ECE) policy in 2017, declaring it a major
initiative for bringing about reforms in the education system. The education
authorities termed the ECE policy a key milestone for achieving the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) by 2030. Under SDG-4 i.e. “Ensure
inclusive and equitable quality education and promote lifelong learning opportunities for all”, the Punjab government committed to implementing the
ECE policy and achieving its objectives by providing affordable quality ed-
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ucation to all children in their formative years. The government announced
setting up 12,000 ECE rooms throughout the province, and adding more
rooms to every primary school in the coming years.
However, the on-ground situation is contrary to the claims. The laws,
enacted by the federating units, are yet to be implemented in letter and
spirit, especially the ECE part of the legislation. There are still various hindrances to the implementation of the law, and one major hurdle is small
budgetary allocations for the sector. The funds allocated for ECE under
the education sector reforms are too meagre and inadequate to cater to
the needs of approximately 27.01 million children in the respective age
group.
In almost all provinces, neither separate classrooms nor teachers have
been provided and there is a bare minimum of other essential facilities.
Provinces, districts, communities and schools lack the capacity to plan,
implement and monitor the ECE programmes, according to those attached
with the field. Also, training facilities for teachers and managers/administrators are rarely available.
A research study, conducted on the issue by an educationist, Dr. Mumtaz Ahmad, suggested the following recommendation to meet the challenges of early childhood education.
The ECE should be separated from primary/elementary education in
terms of funding. Adequate funds should be allocated, released and optimally utilised for the implementation of the ECE programmes, plans and
projects at all levels: i.e. national, provincial and district. The ECE budget
should be non-lapsable and non-transferable. Resources should also be
mobilised through donors, non-governmental organisations and communities.
In order to improve access and increase enrolment, an adequate infrastructure, facilities and services should be provided in the first instance.
ECE/ Katchi classes should be started in all public sector primary and middle schools. ECE classes could also be started in informal basic education
schools and adult literacy centres. In addition, the private sector should
be facilitated and encouraged to open ECE classes. ECE classes should
be provided in a separate room with a full time teacher and assistant
teacher/aaya (if possible). They should have a playground with necessary
facilities to play games and sports and have recreational time. They should
be supported by a motivational campaign and enrolment drive every year.
Our educational institutions should offer quality ECE programmes. ECE
curricula and teacher guidelines, which have already been developed by
the Ministry of Education, should be tested in the field and, if needed, revised (as a continuous process), followed by the development of teaching,
learning and instructional materials such as games, toys, pictures, jingles,
cartoons, films and movies. School environments should be made attractive, recreational, interesting and child-friendly.
A special provision should be made for the training (both pre-service
and in-service) of ECE teachers. All teacher training colleges/institutions
in the country should initiate ECE teacher training programmes.
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Brexit

A ‘no-deal’ Brexit
will be devastating
Paul Mason

The United Kingdom’s prime minister, Boris Johnson, reportedly broke into
song when he was told the Brexit talks with the European Union had
stalled.
Colleagues heard him singing the Australian folk song, “Waltzing
Matilda,” in anticipation of a no-deal outcome, where Britain reverts to an
Australian-style relationship with the EU, with both sides placing tariffs on
specific imports (for example wine, meat or automobiles).
While there has been tension between Paris and Berlin over how hard
to push the UK in this last, crucial stage of negotiations over fish quotas
and an oversight body for any deal, there is little sense of any tension in
Downing Street over the prospect of a sudden stop to trade and cross-border collaboration on January 1, when the UK formally leaves the EU.
Indeed, most people in Johnson’s government have ceased to fear no
deal. At the referendum on EU membership in 2016, British people voted
to leave the EU for a variety of reasons; but the reason the Conservative
right wing wanted to leave was in order to free the UK from EU standards
on workers’ rights, consumer goods and the environment. Given that, the
only way the EU can give Britain’s exporters access to its market is if there
are penalties agreed in advance for divergence from these standards.
So, the point at issue is: does Britain leave the EU without a deal and
face immediate tariffs on its exports, or does it agree to a mechanism for
those tariffs to be imposed in future? Without a complete cave-in by Brussels, allowing the UK full access with no concomitant rules, there is no third
option.
The economic cost of no deal to the UK would come quicker, and be
higher, but in either case, the form of Brexit the UK government wants is
“hard.” Boris Johnson’s negotiators and advisers calculate that the difference between a “thin deal” and no deal is not worth worrying over.
With the UK’s budget deficit on course to hit £394 billion ($524 billion)
this year – compared to just the £19 billion forecast before COVID-19 hit
– Johnson’s calculation must be that the economic hit from no deal can be
swallowed up in the much bigger downturn, and resulting debt pile, created
by the pandemic. The London School of Economics has estimated that a
no-deal Brexit might reduce GDP by 8 percent over a decade: COVID-19
has reduced it by 9 percent in just six months.
Though this final stage of the talks has been dogged by the issue of
fishing, which employs just 12,000 people in the UK, the real issue is equivalence and oversight: does the UK have to maintain standards in its goodsproducing economy – for example, food and automobiles – that are
equivalent to those in the EU, and what body arbitrates over any disputes?
So, as we go into the final phase, there is a real danger that no deal
will happen. The right-wing section of Johnson’s party – the 59-strong European Research Group (ERG) – has always wanted to see either a nodeal Brexit or a total climbdown by the EU. For them, and for their
supporters in the party, many of whom were once members of the UK Independence Party (UKIP) or the Brexit Party, slamming the door as they
leave the EU is just one objective.
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The group has begun to formulate a wider policy platform: 28 MPs, for
example, signed a letter attacking “Cultural Marxism,” a far-right trope that
has been described as anti-Semitic by the Jewish Board of Deputies. The
Tory right has become outspoken activists against the so-called “woke”
agenda, some recently defending the right of football fans to boo during
the moment when players “take the knee” in support of Black Lives Matter.
Support for Johnson’s government – in England and Wales at least –
remains close to 40 percent in the opinion polls. With the Labour Party
neck-and-neck, under the leadership of the culturally liberal Keir Starmer,
the Conservative right knows that, once the Europe issue has been resolved, their strongest defensive terrain during the next three years will be
a culture war over race, gender and “free speech,” modelled on that waged
by the American right.
So, whether it’s no deal or a thin deal, the script is written: everything
that goes wrong will be the fault of Europe and its socially liberal supporters
in the centre and on the left.
The glitch in their plan has been the election of Joe Biden. When Brexit
was originally conceived, those pushing it the hardest were certain Britain
could do a trade deal with the United States in parallel, or even in advance
of the one with the EU. Trump had swung a wrecking ball through the multilateral global order, starting a trade war with China, and Britain would
emerge as a free agent into this new world of opportunity.
Instead, the UK faces a Biden administration that is hostile over the
threat Brexit poses to peace in Northern Ireland, and which looks determined to engage with Europe before Britain in any trade negotiation.
While the last-minute drama plays out, we need to remember that both
on finance and services, the UK has already checked out of the European
Union – and will struggle hard to attract inward investment. It’s one thing
to talk about becoming “Singapore on Thames,” a deregulated finance paradise. But Singapore works because it’s the West’s crossroads with Asia
– and the Thames, if you look at a map, flows towards Europe.
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Opinion

The global economy is
working against workers
and the environment
Katy Wiese

The COVID-19 pandemic killed more than a million people across the
world and presents an unprecedented challenge to public health, food systems and the world of work.
Nearly half of the 3.3 billion people who make up the global workforce
is at risk of losing their jobs, while tens of millions of people have fallen or
may fall into poverty. Often the first to lose their jobs are those whose employment was already precarious – sales people, artists, cultural workers,
kitchen staff, cleaners and many informal workers. It does not have to be
this way. A new report by the European Environmental Bureau and the European Youth Forum, of which I was the co-author, demonstrates a prosperous future for all is well within our reach if we rethink our approach to
work and employment policies.
Let’s face it, the pandemic has preyed on the pre-existing conditions
afflicting our economies, unravelling the fragility and deep fault lines running through our labour markets. Long before COVID-19, the current economic system had ceased to work for most workers, let alone the
environment. Many people were forced to labour under precarious conditions, without enough money in their pockets to make it to the next paycheque. The pandemic merely exacerbated these existing problems.
Besides all of this, the Earth is in the throes of climate and biodiversity
crises fuelled by the overproduction and overconsumption encouraged by
our constant quest for endless economic growth. This is causing enormous
suffering and threatening the survival of society as we know it. However,
we are not helpless. There are alternatives, positive pathways to a truly
prosperous post-coronavirus future. We have the chance to build back better by breaking free of our structural dependence on GDP growth to create
jobs. Decisions taken today will determine whether employment works for
workers and the environment or against them.
In our report, we highlight numerous innovative policies for making work
more rewarding for people while serving broader social and environmental
goals. One of the most debated and popular solutions is to introduce a universal basic income. This is a government programme in which every citizen receives an amount of money which covers their basic needs. It
ensures a minimum standard of living for all, and can help narrow the
widening inequalities plaguing our societies.
Here, I should point out that a universal basic income is not a substitute
for work but an enabler that empowers people to pursue more rewarding
forms of labour, including but not limited to paid work. These can be
labours of love, like spending more time with family and friends, caring for
loved ones or the community, turning hobbies into professions, volunteering to do socially valuable work, or working on pet projects. Another workable and popular solution is to shorten the working week, with no reduction
in pay, allowing the freed up working hours to be distributed to more workers through job-sharing schemes.
Shortening the working week not only helps stabilise our economic system by allowing more people to gain employment, but it is also good for
workers. It reduces stress and the risk of burnout. It also liberates people
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to pursue more leisure and creative activities, allows for the redistribution
of unpaid care activities, and helps increase political participation, which
benefits democracy.
A shorter working week would also have a positive impact on the environment. Study after study have shown that longer working hours are accompanied by higher resource use and emissions. For example, our
research suggests that if Europeans worked as many hours as Americans,
they would consume at least 15 percent more energy. Cutting working
hours would cut down our ecological footprint. Another way to make work
more rewarding for all is to enhance democracy in the workplace. Many of
us feel alienated at work because most corporations and enterprises are
ruled exclusively by employers or boards selected by shareholders, leaving
the voices of workers unheard. A more democratic working environment
can be achieved by broadening decision-making power in the workplace
to include workers and a larger group of stakeholders, including customers,
suppliers, and the broader public.
Finally, governments can take it upon themselves to become the employer of last resort. This can be achieved through job guarantee schemes
which ensure that everyone who is seeking employment can get a decent
and suitable job. Such schemes can be used to create jobs that can help
our societies and nature to flourish.
For example, the shortfall in the care sector exposed by the COVID-19
pandemic can be plugged through job guarantee schemes. They could
also support and expand the arts and culture, two sectors which are on
the brink of catastrophe due to years of underspending worsened by the
coronavirus crisis. Job guarantees can also generate work in nature protection, conservation and restoration.
There is no generic solution for all economies, sectors and societies,
so governments will need to experiment with different blends of these policies to find which work best. However, the coronavirus crisis and the climate and biodiversity emergencies have made one thing abundantly clear
– we cannot continue with business as usual when it comes to employment
and economic growth. The time has come for us to focus on the things
that matter: ensuring everyone’s wellbeing and providing people with
meaningful pursuits in life. This should become our new normal.
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Agriculture

A popular upsurge against
neoliberal arithmetic in India
Navyug Gill

On November 26, tens of thousands of Indians marched on foot, trolley
and tractor from the states of Punjab and Haryana to the capital, New
Delhi. To try to stop them, the Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP)-led state government in Haryana blocked the main highways with metal barriers, shipping containers and concrete pillars, and even dug up parts of the road.
They also unleashed legions of riot police armed with batons, tear gas canisters and water cannon.
Undeterred, the protesters pushed forward, casting aside the barriers
and batons and ploughing over the ditches. Rather than end up at the designated protest grounds – where they would have been corralled – they
halted with months of supplies at the outskirts of New Delhi in order to shut
down the main arteries to the city. At the moment there is a tense standoff
with no clear end in sight.
Organised by more than 31 trade unions, the protest has drawn in a
diverse group of farmers, labourers and their supporters from nearly all
segments of Punjabi society. The demographics of the march cuts across
caste, class and religious lines – predominantly Sikh women and men,
young and old, rural as well as urban have come together in solidarity. This
impressive mobilisation was triggered by the passing of three controversial
farm bills into law in late September. This legislation is designed to commercialise agricultural procurement and distribution and allow private corporations to purchase crops at market prices while removing key
government controls.
The farmers argue these neoliberal changes will effectively dismantle
the most important safeguards of the existing public system in Punjab,
Haryana and western Uttar Pradesh states, leading to greater volatility and
poverty for the bulk of the population dependent on agriculture. They see
this as a direct threat to their livelihoods and a danger to the stability of
the entire regional economy. The slogans of the protests refer to a fight for
rights (hakk) and existence (hond).
The march on Delhi was a dramatic escalation of months-long peaceful
agitation. It began over the summer with farmers gathering in public
squares and outside government offices. Leaders gave impassioned
speeches, processions were taken out to nearby villages and a mass education campaign was launched to inform people about the effects of the
new laws. When this had no effect on the government, the protesters then
blocked the railways and toll booths, surrounded the homes of politicians
and boycotted corporations such as Ambani and Adani that are poised to
profit most from the changes.
Throughout they scrupulously avoided violence or damage to public
property. Yet apart from a few fitful rounds of talks with officials, this too
yielded nothing. Indeed, not only did the government fail to consult farmers
when devising the bills, but it thereafter consistently refused to meaningfully negotiate. These protests are no ordinary expression of grievance.
What the world is witnessing in Punjab is a grassroots popular upsurge
that has the potential to transform the political landscape of India.
The implications can be gleaned from an unlikely source, the reactions
and arguments of the government and its supporters. Rarely do they discuss the content of the laws in detail or try to counter the farmers’ claims.
Instead, proponents have maintained that those protesting are either dis-
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gruntled elites who fear the erosion of their privileges, or uneducated simpletons who fail to understand how these laws will be to their benefit. Another conspiratorial angle – invoked by segments of the mainstream Indian
media – is that separatists bent on dividing the country are misleading the
farmers.
Beyond such dismissals and delusions lies a more pernicious argument. Supporters of the BJP insist these laws were passed by a duly
elected government following the proper procedure, and are therefore justified regardless of the opposition. According to this line of thinking, since
the BJP won 303 out of 543 seats in the 2019 parliamentary election, the
decisions it makes are inherently legitimate because they reflect the general will of the people. This perception of a blanket mandate presumably
extends to other controversial measures, such as the bungled demonetisation of high-value currency notes, the revocation of special status in the
disputed state of Jammu and Kashmir, and the imposition of an exclusionary refugee law and national citizen registry. In other words, the merits of
an issue matter not in the arrogant logic of majority rule.
The overriding power of the central government thus reveals a deeper
contradiction in the very structure of the Indian state. Technically the BJP
supporters are not wrong when they claim a procedural right to pass legislation. That is why the government has thus far rejected calls to annul
the laws. However, by being so obstinate in the face of unanimous and
sustained regional opposition, they have inadvertently provoked the question of the limits of democracy itself. With only 13 and 10 seats in parliament respectively, Punjab and Haryana will hardly ever matter electorally.
The combined population of these two states is over 53 million people with
large global diasporas – a small proportion of India’s total of 1.3 billion, but
more than the populations of Spain, Columbia or South Korea.
Also, the two states are of major importance to India’s food security.
For the past five decades, Punjab alone has on average produced over
two-thirds of the wheat and rice that made India food self-sufficient. Should
its fate be decided by politicians elected from other, more populous states?
What does it mean to be a forever minority in a country claiming to be the
world’s largest democracy? Is the rule of the people nothing more than a
crass tally of numbers?
What the BJP and its supporters fail to realise is that their intransigence
is having the opposite of its intended effect. Rather than weaken the protesters, it has invigorated many of them beyond demanding a repeal of the
laws to debating the meaning of democracy and the purpose of federalism.
It has not only drawn in vast numbers of people from across India, but has
become an international issue, with massive support rallies in cities across
the world and concerns raised by politicians in the United States, United
Kingdom, Canada and Australia, and at the United Nations.
This upsurge proves that governance cannot be conducted at the point
of a ballot any more than at the point of a baton. Electoral mandates are
not the sole means to decide the future of diverse peoples with distinctive
histories, economies and cultures. Only when democracy is reduced to an
arithmetic tyranny are people compelled to demonstrate the creative power
of their own numbers. This is indeed a global lesson for leaders elsewhere
blinded by majoritarian clout.
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The US

Stop listening to Obama
Yannick Giovanni Marshall

“If you believe, as I do, that we should be able to reform the criminal justice
system so that it’s not biased and treats everybody fairly, I guess you can
use a snappy slogan, like ‘Defund the Police’, but, you know, you lost a big
audience the minute you say it.”
The quote above is taken from an interview the former United States President Barack Obama gave to Snapchat show Good Luck America. If there
must be leaders – and leaders on fairness – they should not be men who
once presided over an imperialist state. There is no fairness in drone strikes,
deportations and detention, the attempted felling of democratically-elected
leaders or being the chief caretaker of colonial land theft and the institutional
violence that renders Indigenous and Black populations at the greatest risk
of succumbing to poverty and police violence. It is problematic for the former
president to perform the role of communication sage when his own sloganeering of “hope” and “change” did not prove sufficient to meet the hopes for
an end to torture and deaths in custody. Or change in any satisfactory way
discriminatory systems of punishment and civil asset forfeiture. Or stymie the
efforts of the succeeding, less racial-equity-minded administration to resume
a killing spree on death row via the resumption of federal executions or the
deliberate mismanagement of a pandemic that disproportionately kills nonwhite people.
Problematic, too, is associating activists’ articulation of a programme to
immediately divest from and incapacitate a classist and historically anti-Black
institution with a marketing strategy. Far worse, however, is Obama’s work
to reinforce the myth that campaigns for Black survival must, first and foremost, work to present themselves in the best light to invite wider society.
Wider society is the problem. The course of history is often changed by small
groups of like-minded people. The Combahee River Collective, the Black
Panthers, MOVE, small cells of enslaved people overthrowing the slave
wagon en route to transport them like cargo to a plantation. If these groups
abandoned the truth they felt in their bones, if they adjusted their message
to accommodate broader swaths of society they would not have been as effective as they were.
The work of radical Black freedom is directed against dominant society.
What that society has been conditioned to find acceptable, what it finds pleasing, what it finds warranted and the limits to what it thinks is possible is our
problem. We get to no satisfactory place by conforming or drawing nearer to
anti-Black society. If all Black movements adjust their language as Obama
suggests we should, there would be no record of our truth, nor our fundamental and passionate disagreement with the state of things. Unadulterated
radical Black imagining and voicings of a future free from anti-Blackness
would be erased from history. The only record we would have of our dissent
is sheepish pleadings to a racist society, sanded down to fit inoffensively into
fragile liberal ears.
There exists no audience that would be roused from the edges of their
seats by a clever, well-crafted motto. None who were not already elbowing
their way to the front lines of struggle as soon as they heard about George
Floyd, or Atatiana Jefferson or the Zong massacre. It is not so much that our
demands risk losing a big audience, as the big audience window-shops our
struggle. We have entirely too much faith in the revolutionary will of those
who respond to the ten-thousandth racist murder with “it is so sad”.
Obama, himself, admitted that he was the kind of person who read Frantz
Fanon and Gwendolyn Brooks not for what they meant to our lives but to pick
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up women. In this, he models the fleeting, parasitical interest in the intellectual
labour of Black radical thinkers that is not always convertible to useful activism.
One wonders if Toni Morrison might have wriggled out of their photographed
embrace if she knew Obama may have sprayed the CliffsNotes of her novels
on himself like cheap cologne. The great white whale of support for Black lives
will always prove elusive. Polls have shown that the increase in support for
the uprising against racist killing is a chimera, vanishing almost as soon as it
becomes measurable. Those genuinely affected by George Floyd’s death in
a life-changing way are now radical and will not be turned away by what may
feel to some as a too-angry chant or too impractical demand.
Those, on the other hand, who were pushed by the swell of a crowd
forced to sit and watch an eight minute and 46-second killing so nakedly discriminatory it debilitated, for a moment, their go-to excuses of “bad apples”
and see-through calls for retraining, are now relievedly ebbing away with that
crowd back to their settled places of faith in “America, the fundamentally
good”. To devote one’s talents to the work of getting them back is a fool’s errand.
Instead of appealing to the people who can always stomach a bit more
anti-Black state violence, it may be better to rally those who have had
enough. Those who are not moved due to the efficacy of slogans but by their
disgust with institutionalised and constantly legitimated white supremacist violence. Liberal support is not indispensable to the cause of Black freedom.
In fact, liberalism is one of the most effective tools in keeping Black liberation
at bay. It glorifies waiting peacefully for justice. Not even dogs are asked to
sit during their abuse.
And it is liberals Obama has in mind when he speaks about a potential
audience. As a man who has had his effigy lynched and is called an American-hating terrorist more than any person alive, he knows better than most
that conservatives do not come around no matter how much deference is
shown, how many times magnanimity is performed, or how many times a
Black hand reaches across to “the other side”.
Maybe slogans designed to save our lives should not be designed, primarily, for others. Maybe direct and forthright statements have longer
longevity, provide better comfort and inspiration to those they are intended
to serve than the ones watered down to please an audience ambivalent on
the question of justice. The black glove-fisted chants of “Black Power” may,
in the end, prove to have done more good for the cause of freedom than
“keep hope alive”. Maybe #landback addresses a specific injury, agitates for
material reparations, and is a necessary cutting through the colonising culture
that trained its young to sing “this land is your land, this land is my land”.
The bugle has sounded but the liberal reinforcements are not coming. Instead, they have pretty much carried on with their lives save the occasional
nod to the phrase “the country is going through a racial reckoning”. A phrase
that suggests the demand for “accountability” is the equal and opposite reaction to a hemisphere’s half a millennium of anti-Black asphyxiation. It is not
clear how we would arrive at a criminal justice system that treats everybody
fairly in a country where half of the electorate voted for the re-election of a
white supremacist administration. Some of these 73 million are senators,
wardens, police union presidents, security guards, judges and correctional
officers. It is no more likely that they are interested in an equitable society
than yesterday’s segregationists and confederates whose monuments they
fight to preserve.
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Protests

It is time to end
impunity in Nigeria
Olamide Samuel
October 2020 will be remembered in history as the month in which the true
scale of the moral bankruptcy, institutional decay and lack of accountability
in Nigerian politics and governance was revealed.
Mobilising under the EndSARS umbrella movement, peaceful Nigerians who took to the streets of Lagos to stage demonstrations against police brutality were slaughtered by Nigerian security forces in an episode
which came to be known as the Lekki massacre.
These Nigerians were calling for the abolition of the federal Special
Anti-Robbery Squad (SARS), which had long engaged in the unlawful arrests, torture and extrajudicial killings of youth. Initially, the government responded to the demands of the growing movement by disbanding SARS.
But as it became clear that this move was of little significance and the
protests persisted, the Nigerian government decided to resort to its tried
and tested tactic of violently repressing political activism.
On October 20, security forces opened fire on protesters at the Lekki
toll gate in Lagos and killed at least 12 peaceful protesters. The world
watched as the slow and agonising death of a young Nigerian was
livestreamed on Instagram. Subsequent videos of the massacre shared
online and investigations by various media organisations have provided
evidence that the massacre was indeed committed by government forces.
It is not the first time the state has used such brutal force against ordinary
citizens with deadly consequences. This is because those in charge have
enjoyed wide-ranging impunity both at home and abroad. This has to
change.
Just two days after the massacre, Nigeria’s President Muhammadu
Buhari issued a chilling televised statement. In his junta-style address,
vividly reminiscent of his tenure as a military dictator in the 1980s, Buhari
showed no sympathy for the slain protesters and did not even acknowledge that the massacre had taken place. Instead, he made it clear that
the government’s “restraint” was not a “sign of weakness”, and that the international community had no business “rushing to judgement and making
hasty pronouncements”. The eventual proliferation of digital evidence of
the massacre attracted unprecedented levels of global scrutiny. The Nigerian government, however, maintained its denial and proceeded to issue a
series of statements, branding any media coverage of the massacre as
“fake news”.
Individuals involved in the EndSARS protests have also been targeted
and detained. There have even been reports of EndSARS supporters in
the diaspora, being placed on no-fly lists and financial platforms used to
support protests being deactivated. Investigative reports from reputable
international news outlets such as CNN have corroborated and verified
witness accounts of the Lekki massacre. They have highlighted the presence of spent ammunition at the scene of the crime.
Traced to be of mixed origin, these ammunitions proved to be a match
with those registered in Nigerian government stockpiles. In response, the
Nigerian government has threatened CNN with sanctions without providing
any evidence that the Lekki investigation was inaccurate.
Global condemnation of the massacre by international organisations,
eminent politicians and notable celebrities have followed Buhari’s address,
with many intimating that prosecution from the International Criminal Court
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(ICC) was likely, and desirable. The ICC’s chief prosecutor, Fatou Bensouda, even said that she was “keeping a close eye on developments”,
and the ICC is now analysing material received. Yet, the Nigerian government’s confident and global display of dismissal and impunity clearly
demonstrates an entrenched belief that its behaviour cannot be constrained by international law, and it is not hard to see why.
We are living in an era characterised by the sustained desecration of
the rules-based international system, the crippling of international institutions and the rise of authoritarianism. But that does not fully explain the
negative trajectory of Nigeria’s behaviour in recent times. To understand
Nigeria, one also has to consider the failure of the international community
to respond decisively to the government’s increasingly reckless and tyrannical behaviour.
In the past, the ICC has consistently failed to demonstrate the culpability of the Nigerian government in previous instances where crimes covered by the Rome Statute had clearly been committed. The ICC has
carried out preliminary examinations of situations in Nigeria on numerous
occasions, and for almost every year between 2011 and 2018. However,
the court has been unable to establish a case against the government for
numerous reasons. The ICC has officially noted that Nigerian authorities
have hindered the prosecution of crimes when their own security forces
were involved, and it is clear that the government has been consistently
unable or unwilling to prosecute those responsible.
Take the Nigerian government’s shooting of peaceful protesters in October 2018, for example. In this instance, Nigerian security forces opened
fire on peaceful protesters belonging to the Islamic Movement in Nigeria
(IMN) in Abuja, killing 39 and injuring more than 100 people. Even though
the entirety of the shooting was caught on camera, and a subsequent New
York Times visual investigation corroborated the victims’ accounts, not a
single individual was held responsible for the massacre. This is because
by 2018, the government had mastered the strategy of evading ICC jurisdiction – open an internal investigation into an incident, suppress its findings and everyone walks scot-free.
The so-called judicial inquiry set up to investigate the Lekki massacre
was meant to repeat this trend, but protests by invited panellists against
the signing of non-disclosure agreements as a prerequisite to participation,
seem to have botched this gambit. The internal investigation is now under
way in a more transparent manner, but the public needs to keep up the
pressure to ensure that its findings are not suppressed and the judicial
process is carried out in full.
Nigeria’s ruling elite have been encouraged in their denial of the Lekki
massacre by the failure of their closest allies to – at the very least – caution
them in light of its consistent excesses over the years. Take the United
Kingdom for example. In light of the Lekki massacre, concerned citizens
in the UK demanded some form of reprimand from their government. An
electronic petition calling on the UK government to unilaterally impose
Magnitsky-type sanctions on those responsible for the Lekki massacre was
signed by more than 220,000 people. Unsurprisingly, however, the UK government failed to issue any more than feeble statements. Perhaps it was
heeding Buhari’s “advice” not to make hasty pronouncements?
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Your View
Spare the rich, tax the poor

Anti-rape ordinances

A Federal Board of Revenue (FBR) spokesperson has called its per-

The Cabinet Committee for Disposal of Legislative Cases (CCLC) approved

formance commendable. I would rather refrain from commenting on

two anti-rape ordinances to introduce harsher punishments for offenders. One

the self-congratulatory statement. However, one thing is patently clear

is perplexed that for some odd reason, the death penalty has not been in-

that he failed to address the main points, especially the deplorable

cluded in the list of punishments even though the after-effects of this crime on

condition of collection through income tax. The FBR itself claims that it

the victim and family are far serious and long-lasting than murder Another mis-

has credible data for 7.4 million persons who ought to have filed the re-

carriage of justice is that the ordinances permit only the judge and the plaintiff’s

turns. Is it not a disappointing performance that notices were issued to

lawyer to cross-examine the victim. The law should also allow the defendant’s

only 70,000 non-filers and all of them are the ones who have filed re-

lawyer to cross-examine the victim through the judge who should see to it that

turns but paid zero tax? In other words, no action has been taken

the questions and their tone are not humiliating to the victim. The setting up of

against the 7.4 million tax evaders whose information is available with

special courts to hear rape cases is a commendable measure. However, a

the FBR. I consider it appropriate to refer to the provisions of Section

time limit for the special courts should also be specified to complete proceed-

114 of the Income Tax Ordinance 2001 here. It lists as many as 15 cat-

ings. Furthermore, the filing of appeal in the high court against special court

egories of persons who are required to file their returns. It is a long list

decision and the long duration in which it is completed will nullify the objective

and includes persons who own immovable properties, and vehicles

of these ordinances. As such, there should be a law that only one appeal in

with a capacity of 1,000cc or more. But one category which requires

the Supreme Court may be permitted to honour the provision of quick justice.

special mention is of those who were issued national tax numbers

A time limit should also be specified for the Supreme Court to decide a case.

(NTNs). The FBR has issued more than 4.2 million NTNs. Obviously

M. Akram Niazi

their record is available with it. It surely can ask them to file returns. It

Rawalpindi

obviously has not. If all the provisions of Section 114 are enforced,
more than 10 million people will be required to file. How can the FBR
congratulate itself in getting only three million returns? The country has
to shift to the collection of tax from income, as indirect taxes are regressive in nature since they hit the poor the hardest. Why do not the
sages manning tax collection in the country see this apparent fact? Is it
due to incapability, or collaboration with the rich who have decided not
to pay, is a moot question. Will the FBR please answer this question?
Shamim Ahmad
Islamabad

PTCL lip-service
These columns should ideally be used to express constructive criticism and
present ideas from the people for overall improvement and intellectual
growth of society. However, it is really painful to see this precious space
being mostly consumed by citizens’ complaints against poor quality services
of utility companies. Due to inefficiency of the utility services and their neglect of consumers’ problems, the citizens are ultimately compelled to turn to
this space to make public complaints about the complaints already lodged
with utility companies in the hope of getting them resolved expeditiously. My

Irritating negativity

recent longstanding PTCL complaint is a case in point. From Nov 30 to Dec
8, I have received four consecutive complaint numbers for my faulty landline

A recent newspaper article maintains that the capitalist economic order

number. I have used all channels of lodging complaints – online, lengthy au-

has, in general, led to a worsening of the world in almost all aspects of

tomatic complaint system 1218, and talking to customer care officers over

life. This is simply not true. Statistics by the United Nations and other

the PTCL helpline. However, every time, a text message on my mobile

credible organisations show that the benefits of capitalism have been

phone has informed me that the complaint has been ‘resolved’ even though

distributed across the globe, and the world has improved in almost all

my phone and internet have been out of order since Nov 29. In the mean-

aspects since the industrial revolution. The number of people living in

time, I have received a monthly PTCL bill of the full amount for the preceding

extreme poverty has halved in just the last two decades. Today, most

month, and I am sure I will receive the next bill of full amount without PTCL

of the world’s population lives in middle-income countries. According to

bothering about the simple fact that its services have remained unavailable

UNDP, only nine per cent people live in extreme poverty today com-

to me for a considerable time. I am also sure that the PTCL spokesperson

pared to the pre-industrial level of 85pc. Similarly, there have been

will read this letter and promptly respond through another letter in these very

marked improvements in mortality rates, life expectancy, health, edu-

columns because this is what the spokesperson does so with impeccable

cation, provision of food and water, deaths from natural disasters, etc.

consistency. My previous letter (April 5) was also honoured that way. I hope

Any assessment of our world needs to be based on facts and objectiv-

that the PTCL authorities will realise the critical importance of uninterrupted

ity. Depressing claims might garner more clicks, but they will not gener-

tele-connectivity when online education and work-from-home arrangements

ate constructive debate upon which further progress can be based.

have become the new normal in these days of Covid-19.
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Raihan A. K. Lodhi
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Astronomers spot colliding neutron
stars that may have formed a magnetar

Ancient humans may have deliberately
voyaged to Japan’s Ryukyu Islands

Lisa Grossman

Charles Choi

A surprisingly bright cosmic
blast might have marked
the birth of a magnetar. If
so, it would be the first time
that astronomers have witnessed the formation of this
kind of rapidly spinning, extremely magnetized stellar
corpse. That dazzling flash
of light was made when two neutron stars collided and merged into one
massive object, astronomers report in the Astrophysical Journal. Though
the especially bright light could mean that a magnetar was produced, other
explanations are possible, the researchers say. Astrophysicist Wen-fai Fong
of Northwestern University in Evanston, Ill., and colleagues first spotted the
site of the neutron star crash as a burst of gamma-ray light detected with
NASA’s orbiting Neil Gehrels Swift Observatory on May 22. Follow-up observations in X-ray, visible and infrared wavelengths of light showed that the
gamma rays were accompanied by a characteristic glow called a kilonova.
Kilonovas are thought to form after two neutron stars, the ultradense cores
of dead stars, collide and merge. The merger sprays neutron-rich material
“not seen anywhere else in the universe” around the collision site, Fong
says. That material quickly produces unstable heavy elements, and those
elements soon decay, heating the neutron cloud and making it glow in optical and infrared light. A new study finds that two neutron stars collided
and merged, producing an especially bright flash of light and possibly creating a kind of rapidly spinning, extremely magnetized stellar corpse called
a magnetar. Astronomers think that kilonovas form every time a pair of
neutron stars merge. But mergers produce other, brighter light as well,
which can swamp the kilonova signal. As a result, astronomers have seen
only one definitive kilonova before, in August 2017, though there are other
potential candidates.

Long ago, ancient
mariners successfully
navigated a perilous
ocean journey to arrive
at Japan’s Ryukyu Islands, a new study
suggests.
Archaeological sites on
six of these isles —
part of a 1,200-kilometer-long chain — indicate that migrations to the
islands occurred 35,000 to 30,000 years ago, both from the south via
Taiwan and from the north via the Japanese island of Kyushu. But
whether ancient humans navigated there on purpose or drifted there by
accident on the Kuroshio ocean current, one of the world’s largest and
strongest currents, is unclear. The answer to that question could shed
light on the proficiency of these Stone Age humans as mariners and
their mental capabilities overall. Now, satellite-tracked buoys that simulated wayward rafts suggest that there’s little chance that the seafarers
reached the isles by accident. Researchers analyzed 138 buoys that
were released near or passed by Taiwan and the Philippine island Luzon
from 1989 to 2017, deployed as part of the Global Drifter Program to
map surface ocean currents worldwide. In findings published in Scientific Reports, the team found that only four of the buoys came within 20
kilometers of any of the Ryukyu Islands, and these did so only as a result of typhoons and other adverse weather. It is unlikely that ancient
mariners would have set out on an ocean voyage with a major storm on
the horizon, say paleoanthropologist Yousuke Kaifu of the University of
Tokyo and colleagues. As a result, the new findings indicate that the
Kuroshio current would have forced drifters away from rather than toward the Ryukyu Islands, suggesting that anyone who made the crossing did so intentionally instead of accidentally, Kaifu says.
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Covid-19 can harm the infant heart
Cara Murez
An infant diagnosed with COVID-19 showed signs of reversible heart
injury and heart failure, according to a new case report.
Researchers found the 2-month-old baby experienced heart issues
similar to those seen in adults. The infant later recovered and was released with no heart medications. "The presentation and clinical
course of this patient mirrors four case reports of acute myocardial injury reported in adult patients with COVID-19," said Dr. Madhu
Sharma, lead author of the case report and a pediatric cardiologist at
the Children's Hospital at Montefiore in New York City.
"Most children with COVID-19 are either asymptomatic or have mild
symptoms, but our case shows the potential for reversible myocardial
injury in infants with COVID-19," Sharma said in a journal news release. "Testing for COVID-19 in children presenting with signs and
symptoms of heart failure is very important as we learn more about the
impact of this virus." The infant in this case was choking and had bluish
discoloration of the skin after feeding, but did not have fever, cough,
upper respiratory tract infection symptoms, diarrhea, vomiting or decreased feeding prior to that.
An initial COVID-19 test was negative, but a follow-up test was positive. An ECG showed a heart injury due to viral infection and heart failure symptoms that were exacerbated by a viral infection. Tests ruled
out all other causes for these heart issues. The baby's care included
the medication remdesivir under a compassionate-use order, the use
of a ventilator for respiratory failure, a low blood pressure treatment
and fluids. The infant had been born prematurely at 33 weeks and

stayed in the NICU for three weeks at that time, including one week
with a treatment that helped with breathing.
This myocardial injury has been seen in some adult patients since the
earliest reports of COVID-19, according to the new research, with as
many as 20% to 28% showing evidence of this injury in early groups
of adult patients. Most patients with this type of injury had preexisting
cardiovascular disease.

Lockdowns may be limiting kids’ asthma attacks
Ernie Mundell
For kids with asthma, more time spent at home and donning masks due to
the COVID-19 pandemic may be providing a reprieve from emergency
symptoms, new research shows.
Boston Children's Hospital's emergency department (ED) observed a
steep decline in asthma-related emergency visits last spring. That coincided with a surge of coronavirus cases amid a lockdown ordered by Massachusetts Gov. Charlie Baker on March 24. "Our most significant finding
was the drastic, sudden drop in ED visits shortly after schools closed and
the stay-at-home order went into effect," said study author Dr. Tregony Simoneau, assistant professor of pediatrics at Boston Children's Hospital.
"How this drop was sustained over several months is quite notable."
Why the big drop? One expert unconnected to the study offered some possible reasons. "Viral illnesses are likely the most significant trigger of
asthma exacerbations," noted Dr. David Fagan, vice chair of Pediatric Administration-Ambulatory General Pediatrics at Cohen Children's Medical
Center in New Hyde Park, N.Y. "Given the lockdown, with schools closing
and families staying home, we witnessed a sudden steep decline in cases
of (non-COVID) viral illnesses such as influenza," Fagan said. "So with decreased transmission of viruses one might expect a decrease in exacerbations."
Allergens in the air are another potential trigger for asthma attacks, he
added. "Again, because of mask wearing, social distancing, we had a very
mild to nonexistent spring allergy season," Fagan noted, and that might
also have helped kept asthma flare-ups at bay. In the new study, published
in the Annals of the American Thoracic Society, the Boston team tracked
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the medical records of children and young adults age 2 to 22 who visited
the hospital's emergency department for asthma treatments from Jan. 5
to May 23 in three separate years: 2018, 2019 and 2020. In the Boston
area, the stay-at-home order this year closed schools, day care centers
and afterschool programs. For the study, researchers separated Jan. 5 to
March 21 and March 22 to May 23 into "pre-shutdown and "post-shutdown"
categories. They found that the percent of total emergency visits due to
asthma was lower in 2020 than in 2018 and 2019. Specifically, in the week
of March 15 to March 21, pre-shutdown, the rates were similar to those
weeks in the previous two years.
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County Lines

Falling

Sophie Monks Kaufman

John Nugent

How do you coax a vulnerable
14-year-old boy to work in hell?
With practised ease, according
to County Lines. Firstly, Simon
(Harris Dickinson) comes to
Tyler's (Conrad Khan) rescue
when a schoolboy bully swipes
his chips. Then he facilitates a day of truancy, buying his mark trainers
and a burger, before chucking out a few casual, manipulative words
about earning money to help Mum. Khan's face flickers with competing
sensitivities. He stares downwards, monosyllabic and self-conscious.
Then he is suddenly open-hearted and trusting. Your heart sinks for a
baby bird who thinks he's spreading his wings, not yet realising he is
caught in a tarantula's web.
Henry Blake's handsomely shot debut feature is propelled by unrelenting
dread that sometimes erupts into scenes of traumatic squalor and degradation. In a crack den, Tyler comes face-to-face with the skeletal wreck
of a woman sobbing for her next fix, before her partner and dealer subjects her to domestic abuse. We bear witness to this through his child's
eyes, then see how he dons the aggressive behaviours of the men who
run this drug-world when he returns home to his rundown flat and concerned family. Conrad Khan is magnificent, delivering a watchful performance that brims with internalised emotion. He makes each moment
feel alive with the stakes of what is happening to Tyler's soul, as it sinks
into increasingly dark and hidden places.

Rose Island
Ian Freer
With its glorious sunshine
and high passions, Rose Island may have the trappings
of Italy, but it fits squarely in
the tradition of fanciful British
whimsy pioneered by Ealing
Studios and carried on by the
likes of Bill Forsyth. Sydney Sibilia’s based-on-a-true-story flick centres
on idealistic underdogs set against uncaring bureaucracy in pursuit of a
crazy dream. It might not hit the heights of a Passport to Pimlico or a Local
Hero, but it delivers enough winning charm and sentiment to carry you
away. Rose Island’s hapless dreamer is Giorgio Rosa (Elio Germano), an
engineer with bags of talent but little luck — his nifty self-designed car sees
him arrested for having no licence, and the love of his life, Gabriella (The
Undoing’s Matilda De Angelis), is marrying someone else because Giorgo
is “risky”. “You have to take risks to change the world,” retorts Giorgio, happily stating the film’s theme in dialogue, and a chance run-in with a poster
for an oil rig sparks the biggest risk of all: the notion of building his own
steel island six miles off the coast of Rimini and for it to be declared an independent country in its own right. Out of this slight but cheeky premise,
Sibilia’s screenplay plays along obvious but enjoyable lines; Giorgio has
to assemble a motley, likeable crew of misfits to help him: fellow engineer
Maurizio (Leonardo Lidi), club promoter Neumann (Tom Wlaschiha), pregnant bar-keep Franca (Violetta Zironi) — who hopes to have the nascent
country’s first baby — and Pietro (Alberto Astorri), a welder who just happened to come across the island.
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At the end of Falling — the
directorial debut of Viggo
Mortensen, from his own
screenplay — there is a
dedication to Mortensen’s
brothers. It’s a telling
credit: suggesting that this
often
heart-breaking
drama about a complex relationship between a father and son is at least
semi-autobiographical, resonating across a whole family; and also, that
even if Mortensen’s real-life experiences were half as gruelling as those
depicted in the film — and they get pretty bloody gruelling — his overriding instinct is still to demonstrate his love.
That seems to be Falling’s philosophy, the square it is trying to circle:
understanding and expressing the compassion for a parent that is not
reciprocated. John (Mortensen) spends the duration of the film patiently
caring for his elderly father, Willis (Lance Henriksen), helping him make
the move from his farm in the rural Northeast to the warmer climes of
the West Coast. But his help is never met with anything less than hostility. California, for example, is described by Willis as a place for “cocksuckers and flagburners”.
Not to put too fine a point on it, Willis is a stupid person. We learn in
flashbacks of his emotional (and sometimes physical) abuse, only exacerbated by the contradictions and confusions of dementia. He’s a gift
of a character, hungrily accepted by Henriksen and Sverrir Gudnason
(as young Willis).

Alex Wheatle
Kambole Campbell
United by their themes of British
institutional racism, each feature
of Small Axe has focused in on
aspects of this country’s history
that have been deliberately
paved over, ignored as unseemly mishaps, part of a prevailing cultural attitude that it’s
more civil here than in the States. Alex Wheatle might be the most emblematic of the overall idea driving Steve McQueen’s series, by highlighting the
need to unlearn this particular perspective, and to delve into the past to make
sense of the present. Following on from the John Boyega-starring Red, White
And Blue, for McQueen to tackle this obscured history of Britain via another
biopic might seem a creatively stagnant decision on paper, but in reality it’s
riveting. Grand in scope, ranging from the 1960s in the countryside to the
’80s in Brixton, the film nevertheless maintains the intimate focus and texture
of the other films by centring on the figure of Wheatle, and the pains of being
isolated from his family or any real sense of community. Cutting between the
present (where Wheatle is imprisoned for his part in the Brixton uprising) and
the past, McQueen explores his childhood experience with social services
and the effect of those white-dominated institutions holding nothing but contempt for him. As for Wheatle himself, Sheyi Cole (in his screen debut) gives
an assured and impassioned performance that’s especially enthralling in its
deliberate transformation from awkward fish-out-of-water to an emboldened
and expressive part of the community.
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Thirty Names of Night

Retail Therapy

Zeyn Joukhader

Mark Pilkington

Five years after a suspicious fire killed his ornithologist mother, a closeted Syrian American trans boy sheds his birth name and
searches for a new one. He has been unable
to paint since his mother’s ghost has begun
to visit him each evening. As his grandmother’s sole caretaker, he spends his days
cooped up in their apartment, avoiding his
neighborhood masjid, his estranged sister,
and even his best friend (who also happens
to be his longtime crush). The only time he
feels truly free is when he slips out at night
to paint murals on buildings in the once-thriving Manhattan neighborhood
known as Little Syria. One night, he enters the abandoned community
house and finds the tattered journal of a Syrian American artist named
Laila Z, who dedicated her career to painting the birds of North America.
She famously and mysteriously disappeared more than sixty years before, but her journal contains proof that both his mother and Laila Z encountered the same rare bird before their deaths. In fact, Laila Z’s past
is intimately tied to his mother’s—and his grandmother’s—in ways he
never could have expected. Even more surprising, Laila Z’s story reveals
the histories of queer and transgender people within his own community
that he never knew. Realizing that he isn’t and has never been alone, he
has the courage to officially claim a new name: Nadir, an Arabic name
meaning rare. As unprecedented numbers of birds are mysteriously
drawn to the New York City skies, Nadir enlists the help of his family and
friends to unravel what happened to Laila Z and the rare bird his mother
died trying to save. Following his mother’s ghost, he uncovers the silences kept in the name of survival by his own community, his own family,
and within himself, and discovers the family that was there all along.

Almost weekly, the news is full of
stories about disappearing retail
chains. From House of Fraser and
BHS to Toys'R'Us and Sears,
recognised names are vanishing
overnight - as such large organizations disappear, so the malls, shopping centres, high streets and main
streets become emptier and less
appealing to visit.
The retail sector is hugely important
in terms of job numbers: in the US,
it employs around 30 million people
(directly and indirectly); in the UK,
around 10 million. As such, anything that jeopardises the retail sector will have a deep and lasting impact on millions of lives, as well as on
public policy. While many blame the “Amazon effect”, this is an oversimplification. Deeper forces are at work that are changing people's relationships with brands, the balance of power between producers and
consumers, and the whole nature of the supply chain that has existed
since the industrial revolution.
Retail Therapy offers a comprehensive analysis of these forces and their
impact on the world of retailing. More importantly, it presents a cogent
analysis of the longer term trends that are shaping retailing, and outlines
a clear road map for sustainable success in the future.

The Five People You Meet in Heaven
Mitch Albom

Cristiano and Leo
Jimmy Burns
Who's better: Ronaldo or Messi? Ask any
football fan and they'll have an opinion.
For the best part of the last decade football
has seen a personal rivalry unlike any seen
before. Cristiano and Leo. This is their definitive story, from children kicking a ball
halfway around the world from each other
to their era-defining battle to be number
one. One the preening adonis, a precision
physical machine who blows teams away
with his pace and power. The other a shuffling genius, able to do things with a football that seem other-worldly. Their
differences seem to tap into something fundamental about football
and indeed life. Between them they have scored over a thousand
goals, won the Ballon d'Or nine times and redefined modern football.
For the past eight seasons they have shared the accolade of best
footballer in the world and arguments rage over which one deserves
the title of greatest player of all time. Cristiano and Leo by Spanish
and South American football expert and journalist Jimmy Burns is the
essential book to understand the defining players of a generation.
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It is a wonderfully moving fable
that addresses the meaning of life,
and life after death, in the
poignant way that made Tuesdays
With Morrie such an astonishing
book. The novel's protagonist is
an elderly amusement park maintenance worker named Eddie
who, while operating a ride called
the “Free Fall”, dies while trying to
save a young girl who gets in the
way of a falling cart that hurtles to
earth. Eddie goes to heaven,
where he meets five people who
were unexpectedly instrumental in
some way in his life. While each
guide takes him through heaven,
Eddie learns a little bit more about what his time on earth meant, what
he was supposed to have learned, and what his true purpose on earth
was. Throughout there are dramatic flashbacks where we see scenes
from his troubled childhood, his years in the army in the Philippines
jungle, and with his first and only love, his wife Marguerite. The Five
People You Meet in Heaven is the perfect book to follow Tuesdays
With Morrie. Its compellingly affecting themes and lyrical writing will
fascinate Mitch Albom's huge readership.
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