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Cover story

Contrasting projections
Shahid Hussain

The State Bank of Pakistan and the World Bank have made different forecasts for the national economy in the current financial year. Against the
World Bank's estimates of 0.5pc, the central bank projected the economy
to grow between 1.5 and 2.5p. With the world economy expected to increase by 4pc and the South Asia region at around 3.3pc, Pakistan's growth
prospects are disappointing, even if it achieves the government's target.
The low economic growth should be a cause of concern for the government of Prime Minister Imran Khan and his economic team. However,
the real issues of people are rising prices and unemployment. The pandemic has worsened them. The government will have to take meaningful
measures to reduce inflation and provide jobs to people and they have
nothing to do with improving or falling fiscal indicators. Over 20.76 million
people lost their jobs during the first wave of the pandemic, according to
the government's own estimate. At least 35pc of the population (approximately 55.74 million) was working before the outbreak. However, the recovery process started after July 2020, and 33pc of the population reported
working after April–July 2020 (approximately 52.56 million), according to
the Pakistan Bureau of Statistics (PBS). Even if the government's claim is
true, over one million people still have not found their lost jobs. Sindh was
most-affected as its working population reduced to 23pc during the Covid19 period as compared to 38pc before the pandemic. The Punjab followed
with a 14pc decline and Balochistan with an 11pc decrease.
According to the data of 6,000 households, collected from all over the
country by the Pakistan Bureau of Statistics during October 20 to November 5, 2020, the impact of the crisis was more severe in urban areas. The
report said 40pc of households in Pakistan faced moderate or severe food
insecurity in the aftermath of the pandemic. It said 60pc households had
adequate access to food in both quality and quantity and 30pc faced moderate food insecurity and uncertainties about their ability to obtain food.
They were forced to compromise on the quality and quantity of their food.
After suffering 0.4pc contraction last year, Pakistan’s growth rate is expected to remain 0.5pc for the current financial year, according to the World
Bank. In its report titled “2021 Global Economic Prospects,” it said the services sector in Pakistan would be affected and Pakistan's economy could
grow at a rate of 1.3pc in the next two years. It also observed that the country’s poor would be affected by the low growth rate. "Deferred loans
brought relief to the developing countries but Pakistan needs stable economic policies in the long-term. After the pandemic, the global economic
growth rate is expected to be 4pc while it will be lower in South Asia at
around 3.3pc. Unemployment is also predicted to increase as a direct result of the coronavirus," it noted.
On the other hand, the State Bank of Pakistan (SPB) has projected the
real GDP growth in the range of 1.5-2.5pc for FY21 but said risks attached
with the Covid-19 could hurt the growth. As the economy recovers from
the Covid-19-induced contraction, it is now faced with uncertainty related
to the intensification of the second wave of the pandemic. However, downside risk to the projection includes the ongoing second wave of Covid-19,
which has swept across many countries and, in Pakistan’s case, gained
momentum in November. Real GDP growth is projected to be in the range
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of 1.5 to 2.5 per cent in FY21. It is based on the current trends of economic
activity, according to the first quarterly report of the SBP.
The central bank noted that the improvement in various economic indicators during 1QFY21 is encouraging. However, its continuation in the
short term depends to a large extent on the trajectory of the pandemic,
while sustainable growth over the medium term would require progress on
the structural reforms front. However, supply-side shocks from uncertain
weather conditions cannot be ruled out either while there are also potential
upsides, including the development and distribution of an effective vaccine
and its possible early availability. The fiscal deficit is projected to remain
on track to meet the annual target of 7pc of GDP. "The higher year-onyear fiscal deficit led to an increase in the stock of public debt while the
buildup of government deposits was relatively contained compared to
1QFY20, which contributed to a lower pace of debt accumulation this year,"
it noted.
People cannot expect immediate relief from rising prices as inflation is
projected to remain high in the country. The SBP has projected average
inflation in FY21 to remain in the 7–9pc range. “It is important to highlight
that food inflation, triggered by supply-side factors, has been driving up
headline inflation recently,” it said.
The government can blame the pandemic for rising unemployment but
it has no justification for high inflation. According to recent figures released
by the Asian Development Bank, inflation in Pakistan is the highest in the
Asia-Pacific region and at least twice its South Asian neighbours. Increasing food prices are seriously hurting people, especially low and middle-income groups. Though Consumer Price Index (CPI) inflation has decreased
to around 9pc during the last two months after peaking to over 14pc in
January, yet high food prices continue to test the patience of people. Flour
and sugar prices and shortages have eroded the credibility of the government. The situation belies tall claims of economic recovery. The common
people cannot see improving economic indicators: they need immediate
respite from high prices.
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Pakistan 2020 – A year of
Covid-19 and political crisis
Nasim Ahmed

Year 2019 began with reports of a possible outbreak of the coronavirus in
Pakistan. The first case of the deadly virus was reported in Karachi in late
February, and the epidemic soon turned into a frightful reality. By the end
of the winter, Covid-19 had gripped the entire country and resulted in massive lockdowns and dislocation of daily life. The situation slightly eased
during the summer but the virus re-emerged with renewed virulence at the
start of winter 2020.
The second wave of Covid-19 coincided with an upswing in opposition
politics in the length and breadth of the country. The political debate has
revolved round the carelessness — or callousness — demonstrated by
the opposition political parties. For each side, the other is at fault - for campaigning in Gilgit-Baltistan, holding big PDM jalsas or the government-organised events.
Our own experienced and mixed reports from around the world were
among the reasons why there was not so much pressure for another bout
of lockdown in Pakistan, even though the numbers began to rise again. In
Pakistan not everyone, who had willingly imprisoned themselves at the beginning of the year, has returned to a similar level of isolation. This is also
due to a sense that the virus is now simply a part of life rather than a lifethreatening risk that would disappear if we suspended our daily activities.
The early days of lockdown spelled doom and gloom for the economy.
But a light shone when the government took some ameliorative measures
and the State Bank of Pakistan forecast that the country's economy would
turn around and grow 1.5-2.5 per cent during the current fiscal year. In its
annual report, the State Bank of Pakistan said the nation's economy was
well on its way to recovery on the back of improved export earnings and
higher foreign remittances.
“With the pre-Covid-19 improvement in macroeconomic fundamentals
remaining intact and the strong policy response helping to cushion the
shock, the economy seems poised to pick up from where it was before the
Covid-19 shock,” the SBP said.
In September, the central bank had projected Gross Domestic Product
(GDP) growth of 2 per cent for the current fiscal year. But the government
has set the GDP growth target at 2.1 per cent compared to a contraction
of 0.4 per cent in the previous fiscal year, which ended on June 30, 2020.
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By all indications, the economy seems poised to take off with support from
the government-backed housing and construction sector, which has the
potential to activate at least 40 allied industries.
However, politics has gone on as usual despite the second wave of
Covid-19.
The PDM, which geared up in October, has dragged on its final assault
till February, 2021. After holding a series of jalsas, the PDM has decided
to submit its resignations. It is not yet clear when the promised resignations
in the National Assembly will materialise, but the government cannot afford
to sit pretty.
It will have to do far more than count the number of people at the opposition’s jalsas or hold forth about the ulterior motives of the main players
in the political game. Lately, the government has mellowed down and realised the need for a little more accommodation and rightly so. But far more
needs to be done if the government is willing to recognise that it bears a
greater responsibility to douse the fires and defuse the situation.
The prime minister has said that he is willing to talk to the opposition
and that the parliament is the best place for national dialogue. But this is
really not enough. He needs to reach out to the opposition quickly and
more pro-actively At the same time, direct attacks — such as calling the
opposition leaders thieves and dacoits — needs to be stopped in order to
create a congenial atmosphere for a dialogue.
As suggested by some analysts, Prime Minister Imran Khan can reach
out to the opposition by convening an all-parties conference on how best
to meet the challenge of Covid-19. If the opposition refuses, it will be exposed as a bunch of self-seekers who looted national wealth and are now
raising false slogans of democracy in danger.
Too many of us are too busy predicting an Armageddon to realise that
sometimes the worst outcome is not a showdown but the constant threat of
one. And similarly, the prime minister should not assume that because the
government is secure in its seat of power, he doesn’t need to fear the PDM.
Now that the jalsa phase of the PDM is over, they are planning for a "long
march" on the capital in the coming weeks to paralyse the government. So,
a way out of the present impasse has to be found. As things stand, the overall political prospects for the country remain uncertain – and grim.
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The world in 2020 –
A review
Nasim Ahmed

With the pandemic year 2020 behind us, the people around the world now
pin their hope on the year 2021 opening a new chapter of peace, tranquility
and prosperity for all.
2020 proved an awfully turbulent year for the world. Many earthshaking
events occurring across the globe completely changed not only the course
of history but also the way people live and work. From a deadly corona
pandemic to a global movement for racial justice, the year 2020 witnessed
a fair share of many world-shifting developments, including China-India
standoff, Azerbaijan-Armenia conflict and recognition of Israel by some
Arab countries.
The outbreak of the novel coronavirus, at the beginning of the year in
China, soon spread rapidly throughout the world, bringing life virtually to a
grinding halt with the global economy suffering a major impact of the pandemic. In order to contain the pandemic and protect susceptible populations, most countries imposed stringent lockdown measures in the first half
of 2020. As a result, economic activity contracted dramatically on a global
scale.
According to the World Economic Forum, during May and June 2020,
as many economies tentatively reopened from the Great Lockdown, the
global economy began to climb from the depths to which it had plunged in
April. But with the pandemic spreading and accelerating in places, many
countries slowed reopening, and some reinstated partial lockdowns. While
the swift recovery in China left the world guessing, the global economy’s
long ascent back to pre-pandemic levels of activity remains prone to setbacks.
In the Middle East, the second half of 2020 saw an accelerated rate of
normalisation of ties between Israel and some Arab states. The “Abraham
Accords” were signed with the United Arab Emirates (UAE) in August,
Bahrain followed a month later, and Sudan’s transitional government announced normalisation of relations with Israel in October. Morocco has also
agreed to a rapprochement with Israel in return for American recognition
of the kingdom’s sovereignty over a long-disputed territory.
A massive explosion at a Beirut port on August 4, sparked by a mysterious detonation of 2,750 tons of ammonium nitrate, killed at least 190 people and injured thousands of others. The incident heightened tension
between Iran and Israel. Teheran believed that Israel played a major role
in carrying out the massive blast.
So far as the Azerbaijan-Armenia conflict is concerned, troops hoisted
the Azerbaijani flag in the final district given up by Armenia under a peace
deal that ended weeks of fighting over the disputed Nagorno-Karabakh region. Armenia agreed to hand over the three districts – Agdam, Lachin and
Kalbajar – as part of the November deal that stopped a conflict that had
flared up between the two countries at the end of September.
The year also witnessed increased violence in India’s capital Delhi and
Indian held Kashmir after a Hindu nationalist rampage was let loose by
RSS extremists under Narendra Modi's Hindutva rule.
Earlier in August 2019, India unilaterally revoked Jammu and Kashmir’s
semi-autonomous status, redrew its internal boundaries and scrapped
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Kashmiris’ exclusive rights to immovable property and access to government jobs. To quell potential protests, the authorities ordered an unprecedented crackdown, which included detaining almost all local politicians and
a months-long communications blackout.
Revocation of the Indian constitution’s Article 370, which gave Kashmir
its autonomous status, had been on the Bharatiya Janata Party’s agenda
for decades. Emboldened by its landslide win of a second term in May
2019, the government ordered the state’s overhaul soon afterward, without
consulting Kashmiri politicians or society. The crackdown that followed New
Delhi’s forcible annexation of the country’s only Muslim-majority state has
failed to quell dissent as the region undergoes the biggest changes since
India’s independence. The region is devoid of democratic oversight or local
political representation. New Delhi’s actions have also heightened tensions
with Pakistan. Islamabad characterises the Indian government’s moves in
Kashmir as illegal and inhumane. China too has rejected India’s unilateral
move.
In 2020, China-India relations remained tense and both countries engaged in skirmishes in the region of Ladakh. The 2020 border clashes were
part of an ongoing military standoff between China and India. Since 5 May
2020, Chinese and Indian troops have engaged in aggressive melees,
face-offs and skirmishes at locations along the Sino-Indian border, including near the disputed Pangong Lake in Ladakh and the Tibet Autonomous
Region, and near the border between Sikkim and the Tibet Autonomous
Region. More clashes also took place at locations in eastern Ladakh along
the Line of Actual Control (LAC). The clashes resulted in the deaths of 20
Indian soldiers (including an officer) and casualties of 43 Chinese soldiers.
Meanwhile, Europe witnessed a major development on Brexit as the
negotiators from the European Union (EU) and the United Kingdom (UK)
reached an agreement on a new partnership on 24 December 2020. The
agreement set out the rules that apply between the EU and the UK from 1
January 2021.
In America, Joe Biden became the 46th president of the United States
on Nov. 7, defeating President Trump with critical support from his birth
state, Pennsylvania, which delivered the votes to propel him to victory and
end one of the most contentious elections in recent memory.
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New year, old challenges
Muhammad Hassan

A weak economy, political instability, governance and terrorism will be
Pakistan’s biggest challenges in the current year. Though terrorism has
largely been defeated, yet recent incidents show it could overshadow
other national challenges, if not tackled seriously.
According to ministers, millions of dollars have been provided to terrorists by enemies to create unrest in Pakistan. Their main target is to
fan sectarian strife in the country and according to PPP Senator Rehman
Malik, the next few weeks and months could be crucial for Pakistan. As
the Afghan peace process has entered the final stage, militants opposed
to the Taliban can target Pakistan, besides creating unrest in
Afghanistan.
The Pakistan Tehreek-i-Insaf (PTI) government claims to have put the
country on the right track in two years in power, but rising prices and unemployment have overburdened the common people. The opposition
sees worsening of all economic and social indicators and warns the coming months would be even tougher. According to the government, it has
stabilised the economy after inheriting the worst external crises and managed the biggest global COVID-19 threat by successfully balancing lives
and livelihoods. It is a fact that despite internal and external challenges,
economic indicators suggest that the country is moving forward now. Pakistan’s economic performance has been hailed by international organisations, including the IMF, Moody’s and Fitch while Pakistan’s stock market
has been recognised as the best performing market by Bloomberg.
Pakistan’s current account deficit has dropped from $20 billion to $3
billion in two years. The government also repaid Rs5,000 billion loans
borrowed by past governments. At the same time, several benefits were
offered to the business community while no new taxes were imposed in
the budget despite the fact that the government needed extra funds to
tackle the pandemic and challenges created by it. Huge incentives were
offered to enhance exports and encourage investments. The government
also took drastic measures to curtail its expenditure by reducing the
budgets of the President’s House and Prime Minister’s House.
Pakistan is also among few countries which tackled the coronavirus
pandemic successfully – a strategy appreciated by global leaders including philanthropist Bill Gates. Its smart lockdown policy was lauded all
over the world. A relief package of Rs1,240 billion was announced, including cash transfer, to support the vulnerable communities. The timely
decisions by the government during the pandemic period helped mitigate
huge losses. Government policies on electric vehicles and mobile manufacturing are two significant steps, which will generate jobs and boost
the economy. To mitigate the suffering of the vulnerable segments of society during the pandemic, the government launched the Ehsaas programme, the country’s biggest ever social safety net, under which Rs145
billion were distributed among 12 million daily wagers.
Pakistan also played a pivotal role in intra-Afghan dialogue, which
was appreciated by the world community. However, Pakistan could see
a surge in terror incidents, because all anti-Taliban militants have joined
hands and they can attack Pakistan and Afghanistan. In fact, terrorism
has already increased in Pakistan, especially in Balochistan and Khyber
Pakhtunkhwa, in recent weeks.
Pakistan’s relationship with China is evolving into a strong economic
partnership as the second phase of the China Pakistan Economic Corri-
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dor (CPEC) has started. Despite India’s attempt to isolate Pakistan at regional and international forums, Prime Minister Imran Khan raised the
Kashmir dispute at the United Nations General Assembly (UNGA) and
other platforms.
On the other hand, critics say Imran Khan’s mismanagement of national affairs has increased the woes of the masses manifold and they
blame the PTI government for a “massive decline” in GDP. They say Pakistan’s economy is worst in the country’s history with foreign policy failures from Kashmir to Saudi Arabia, democracy and human rights
suffering and unemployment at all-time high.
It is a fact the PTI government has brought unprecedented miseries
to the common people. Inflation has hit a five-year high. Prices of vegetables, fruits and meat have posted a persistent increase in major urban
centres. The government has increased prices of all petroleum products
almost every month. Power and gas tariff have also been revised upward. The rupee has depreciated by over 33pc against the dollar, which
has skyrocketed prices of all essentials. The period was quite difficult for
the government due to an economic crisis it had inherited from the previous regime but the PTI claims to have laid the foundation of good governance and reforms.
Critics say the PTI has been a total disaster for the country and it
failed on all fronts. It is a fact that the government’s performance has
been below par so far. It failed to stabilise prices and provide jobs to people, which is a yardstick to assess the performance of a government all
over the world. According to the Asian Development Bank (ADB), 2.3
million young people in Pakistan have lost their jobs during the six-month
lockdown period. According to the government’s own estimate, at least
another 10 million people are expected to slip below the poverty line as
a consequence of the coronavirus pandemic. “The Covid-19 is expected
to have a negative impact on Pakistan's economy, and the number of
people living below the poverty line may rise from the existing figure of
50 million to 60m,” the Economic Survey 2019-20 said.
Besides the economy, terrorism and governance, political instability
will also continue to haunt the country in the coming months. The government and the opposition will have to initiate talks to resolve their issues, so that the government could concentrate on real public problems.
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Poverty

Tackling undernourishment
Muhammad Ali

Prime Minister Imran Khan admires the Chinese model to eradicate
poverty and corruption from Pakistan. Critics say citing a model he
cannot adopt in his country is an admission of his failure.
At least 3m people have lost their jobs and another 10 million people slipped below the poverty line as a consequence of the coronavirus
pandemic, the Economic Survey 2019-20 estimates. The Asian Development Bank (ADB) has reported that Pakistan is among three Asian
countries where the rate of undernourishment due to poverty is the
highest. The highest rates of undernourishment in 2017 were observed
in Afghanistan (29.8pc), Timor-Leste (24.9pc), and Pakistan (20.3pc),
the ADB reported in the 50th edition of its annual statistical report, “Key
Indicators for Asia and the Pacific.” It said the prevalence of undernourishment in the total population was below 10pc in 26 of the 37 reporting economies, compared with only 14 of 37 in 2000.
In contrast, the prevalence of undernourishment was the lowest—
at a rate of 2.5pc or below—in Australia; Azerbaijan; Hong Kong,
China; Japan; Kazakhstan; Malaysia; New Zealand and the Republic
of Korea. The report added that in spite of reductions in undernourishment in more than four-fifths of economies in Asia and the Pacific since
2000, hunger persists in the region. According to the UN, the rates of
reducing undernourishment in Asia and the Pacific have slowed significantly in recent years, risking progress toward the SDG target to
eradicate hunger by 2030. Investments in agriculture are needed to increase productivity and sustainability in food production systems. Of
the 37 regional economies with available data, 31 experienced a decline in the prevalence of undernourishment in the total population
from 2000 to 2017. The largest reductions during the review period occurred in Myanmar (37.7 percentage points), Mongolia (21.7 percentage points), and the Lao People’s Democratic Republic (21.2
percentage points).
The prevalence of stunting in Pakistan has witnessed a meager improvement since 2000 as the rate of stunting among children under the
age of five years has fallen from 42pc in 2000 to 37pc in 2017. In Asia,
the prevalence of stunting has fallen since 2000 in more than 85pc of
developing member economies for which data are available. Poor food
security and severe malnutrition have led to millions of Asian and Pacific islander children being stunted (i.e., too short for their age). The
prevalence of stunting in children below the age of 5 years exceeded
25pc in 15 of the 30 developing member economies with available data
for 2016 (or another recent year). The highest rates of stunting were
found in Timor-Leste (50.9pc), PNG (49.5pc), and the Lao PDR
(44.2pc). The prevalence of stunting in children below the age of 5
years fell in 26 of the 30 reporting economies that had two data points
available for comparison (ranging from 2000 to 2008 and 2009 to 2016).
The three economies in which the prevalence of stunting increased
over the review period were PNG (5.6 percentage points), Malaysia
(3.5 percentage points), and Vanuatu (2.8 percentage points), while
there was no change to this indicator in the Republic of Korea.
According to the Asian Development Bank report, extreme poverty
(or below $1.9 per day poverty line) in Pakistan has gone down from
28.6pc of the total population in 2001 to 3.9pc in 2015. The report
added that on the basis of the National Poverty Line, Pakistan’s
poverty ratio declined to 24.3pc in 2015 compared to 64.3pc in 2001.

08

Urban poverty decreased from 50pc in 2001 to 12.5pc in 2015, while
rural poverty went down from 70pc in 2001 to 30pc in 2015. The overall
numbers show that the number of people living in extreme poverty in
Asia and the Pacific Asia has declined from 1.1 billion in 2002 to 264
million in 2015.
The region’s share of global gross domestic product (in US dollars)
surpassed one third in 2018 while the region’s role in global value production chains and as a destination for higher-value products is also
expanding. In 2000, Asia generated 23pc of the income from the production of world exports, which has increased to 30.2pc by 2018.
Almost half of Balochistan’s households face mild to severe food insecurity, according to a report released by the State Bank of Pakistan
(SBP). Of the 36.9pc food insecure households in the country, 18.3pc
face severe food insecurity. According to the SBP, almost a quarter of
Pakistan’s population lives below the poverty line, set at Rs3,030.3 per
adult equivalent per month. It means that around 50 million people in
the country are unable to meet their basic needs. Most of these people
live in rural areas where the poverty rate is 30.7pc. The central bank
noted provincial disparities in terms of food security in Pakistan. In
Balochistan, at least 30pc households experience hunger on a chronic
basis. On the other hand, Gilgit-Baltistan has the most food secure
households, nearly 80pc in the region, followed by Khyber
Pakhtunkhwa (70pc). Only 63.1pc of the country’s households are “food
secure” despite the fact that Pakistan is self-sufficient in major staples.
According to the Ministry of Health and UNCEF’s National Nutrition
Survey, 2018, Pakistan is ranked at 8th position in producing wheat,
10th in rice, 5th in sugarcane, and 4th in milk production. However, almost half of the children under five years are stunted and one in ten
has been suffering from low-weight-for height. Incorporating the factors, Pakistan was ranked 106th among 119 countries surveyed for the
Global Hunger Index, and has been characterised as facing a “serious”
level of hunger. A high population growth and unfavourable water and
climatic conditions in the country mean that concerns about food security may increase manifold over the next two to three decades.
Prime Minister Imran Khan has launched an ambitious plan for social safety and poverty alleviation in the country. His steps sound innovative and sincere but the key question is their implementation and
funds, especially at a time when Pakistan’s economy is in dire straits
and it is finding hard even to run its day-to-day affairs.
Critics say the prime minister’s plan of poverty alleviation will meet
the fate of his election promises. He had promised 10 million jobs and
five million houses to the underprivileged. He had announced the provision of cheap electricity, gas, fuel and essentials to the people after
coming to power. Instead, their rates have doubled in the two years of
his government. China was able to alleviate poverty because its economy was growing at an unprecedented level in the world. On the other
hand, Pakistan’s economy is in tatters. The country is left with little resources after debt servicing and necessary expenditure. It will have to
improve its economy to lift people out of poverty. The country’s economic growth is expected to slow down in the next few years. In the
meager growth rate, more people are feared to lose jobs and fall below
the poverty line. It will be a miracle if the government even maintains
the current level of poverty and jobs in the next few years.
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Politics

Opposition’s new
narrative
Muhammad Zain

The opposition has decided to contest by-polls in a bid to stop the government from fortifying its position in the parliament. The move is being seen
as softening of the opposition’s stance, which earlier threatened to resign
en bloc to pave the way for the government’s ouster.
It is clear that the government has won the first round of the battle with
the opposition alliance, Pakistan Democratic Movement, which wanted to
overthrow the government through rallies and resignations. The opposition
held large public rallies but decided against resignations because it believed it would provide a free hand to the government, not only in the remaining term but also in the next six years, when the ruling party and its
allies would control the Upper House and create problems for it even if the
opposition parties form the government after the next general elections.
After exhausting all options, the opposition alliance is left with the only
choice: a “long march.”
It is a miracle that the opposition’s alliance has not fallen apart despite
being inherently a diverse and disparate union of 11 parties, which aims
to remove the PTI government, so that corruption cases against its leaders
could be dropped. As the government has failed to perform, the opposition
is pushing for fresh elections. It is a fact that if elections are held now, the
opposition parties would win by a thumping majority. However, the PTI
government still has ample time to improve its performance and win the
next elections.
Undoubtedly, the Pakistan Democratic Movement held impressive rallies in the beginning but it has become clear that they were not enough to
pressurise the government. Their differences also sharpened as the movement advanced. The PPP had decided against resigning even before the
PDM announced it. It is clear that the PPP will not quit the government in
Sindh, while it can resign from the National Assembly and the Senate.
However, if it leaves the Sindh government, it will become difficult for it to
retain it in the next election, because it would give a free hand to the Pakistan Tehreek-i-Insaf and its allies in the province until 2023, when general
elections will be held. On the other hand, the Pakistan Muslim LeagueNawaz (PML-N) and the JUI-F have nothing to lose in the system. They
will encourage the PPP to resign from assemblies to serve their own purpose. They want to disturb the system at any cost to create space for their
politics. On the other hand, the PPP is also not in favour of a “long march”
and it appears the PML-N and the JUI-F would be left alone to “storm” the
capital.
It is a fact that the opposition’s rallies started becoming less impressive
after the Lahore public meeting. People were attracted to it because they
are facing problems of price hike, unemployment and bad governance.
They lost interest in the rallies when they saw growing differences among
the opposition parties. They also lack an agenda and their only aim is save
their leaders from impending conviction in corruption cases. It was disappointing for the opposition to attract only a few hundred people to its Bahawalpur rally. It prompted Prime Minister Imran Khan and his team of
spokespersons to adopt an aggressive stance against the opposition. He
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said that the PDM was no more a threat to the government.
However, analysts say though the government has won the first round,
yet the threat of the opposition is not over. They believe the announcement
to participate in the upcoming Senate election and by-polls indicates unshakable unity in the ranks of the opposition alliance. The new stance is
being seen as a promising indicator of its flexibility to keep the alliance intact. The 11-party alliance will contest by-elections on two National Assembly seats and six provincial assembly seats despite some of the members
expressing reservations. It is clear that other parties in the alliance had to
change their opinion after the PPP unilaterally decided to contest the bypolls. In this way, they have saved the alliance from falling apart.
As the stance of Maulana Fazl hardens, the National Accountability Bureau (NAB) has come up with “proof” of his alleged corruption. According
to government documents, he owns several properties in Dera Ismael
Khan, Islamabad, Karachi, Quetta and Dubai. He owns two houses and
five acres of agricultural land in DI Khan, a bungalow in F-8 Islamabad and
an apartment in Dubai. The JUI chief also owns commercial properties in
Karachi and Quetta. He owns a house, a madrassa and five acres of land
in Shorkot as well. Recently, he bought and sold land worth Rs 3 billion in
Chak Shahzad, Islamabad. He also owns commercial land worth Rs 4.7
million in Abdul Khel, DI Khan, and Shorkot.
As the opposition’s threat subsides, the biggest challenge to the government comes from its inability to solve public issues. High prices and
unemployment are the biggest issues facing the common people. The government has miserably failed to address them. In fact, it has compounded
them with its inaptness and bad governance. The government has completed almost half of its term and it is still clueless. It is disheartening to
listen to the prime minister, who says he needed many months to understand the issues of the country. He should have prepared himself for it
when he was in the opposition. However, he still can improve his performance and win the next election.
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Living with shortages
and rising prices
Shahid Hussain

The Pakistan Tehreek-e-Insaf (PTI) government failed to ensure smooth
supplies of essentials and price stabilisation in the first half of its term.
Flour and sugar shortages persisted and their prices continued to rise
throughout the year. The situation is feared to remain the same or
worsen in the remaining tenure of the government as the State Bank of
Pakistan has projected average inflation in the current fiscal year to remain in the range of 7–9pc.
The government allowed the export of wheat and sugar, for which it
even provided subsidies to the millers and exporters, but then had to
import them when the country faced shortages and their prices increased substantially. According to media reports, the mishandling of
the crisis cost the country over $520 million in imports and over Rs100
billion losses to the national exchequer and consumers had to bear the
brunt by paying 50pc higher prices in 2020. Besides, fluctuation in supplies and prices of vegetables persisted through the year. According to
the Pakistan Bureau of Statistics (PBS), wheat flour was available at
an average price of Rs45/kg in December 2019. Its rates increased to
Rs67 by December 24, 2020 - a hike of Rs22 or nearly 50pc. The better
quality wheat flour cost even more, in the range of Rs80 to Rs85/kg in
the open market. Sugar was available at Rs71 per kg in December
2019, but its prices jumped by over 26pc to Rs90/kg in December. It
sells at Rs100/kg in the open market.
The government remains in a state of denial over the shortages and
high prices and claims the media is twisting the facts to malign its image.
However, the common people are already facing the toughest time of their
lives in terms of rising living costs fuelled by record-high food inflation. In
the absence of an effective price checking mechanism at provincial and
city government levels, prices of daily-use items fluctuate on a daily basis.
The prices remained on the higher side mainly because of currency devaluation. Inflation has risen to the highest level in nine years and the central bank warned that it could rise beyond the target set for the current
fiscal year. Though the government claims it has come out of the economic
crisis, yet all indicators paint a bleak picture for the people. The frequent
power tariff hikes have also added to inflation. The prices of essentials will
continue to rise as the government blatantly passes on the costs of its own
inefficiency, power theft and line losses to consumers. There are some indicators that the economy is heading to a positive direction, but the common people have suffered badly in the process. The government does not
hesitate from overburdening the people with price hikes. People are worse
off in the PTI government. They have been forced to miss the past Pakistan Muslim League-Nawaz (PML-N) government despite its ills.
Prices and unemployment have reached their highest level in Pakistan.
The situation has worsened in the aftermath of the coronavirus pandemic
and if latest projections by international financial institutions are any guide,
there will be no respite for people in years to come. Though prices are expected to come down in the next few years, yet the unemployment rate
will continue to rise in the foreseeable future. It means more people will
lose their jobs in the coming years. Pakistan’s economy, which contracted
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in the last fiscal year, is projected to grow by only 1pc in fiscal year 202021, according to the International Monetary Fund (IMF).
Undoubtedly, Pakistan performed impressively to contain human losses
during the pandemic, but lockdowns and measures to contain the virus
have affected its fragile economy badly. All advanced and regional countries, which had better economies, are recovering fast, but Pakistan lags
far behind, though it had made structural adjustments before the onset of
the pandemic. Rising prices and unemployment are the biggest issues of
Pakistanis and there is no immediate relief for them. Inflation in Pakistan
could be 10.2pc on an annualised basis, which by 2025 is expected to remain around 8.6pc and the unemployment rate, which till this fiscal year
was 4.5pc, may further jump to 5.1pc. The IMF projected an over 13.3pc
increase in unemployment in Pakistan in a year.
Earlier, the World Bank also saw an “anaemic” economic outlook of
Pakistan, with the growth rate of just 0.5pc in the current fiscal year. Pakistan’s economic outlook remains fragile for at least two years, as the pandemic compounded the country’s miseries. In a report, it forecast an
increase in current account deficit, budget deficit and public debt. While
domestic economic activity is expected to recover, as lockdown measures
are lifted, with a gradual decline in active Covid-19 cases, Pakistan’s nearterm economic prospects are subdued, the report said. The economic
growth in Pakistan is projected to remain below potential, at 0.5pc for FY21, compared to over 4pc annual average in three years to fiscal year
2018-19. Given anaemic growth projections in the near term, poverty is
expected to worsen. Poverty has increased by 33pc in India and the situation is not different in Pakistan, it noted.
It is a fact that past governments failed to make structural changes and
improve governance but the PTI government cannot continue to blame
them even after completing almost half of its tenure. Consequences of all
blunders, mismanagement and inaction of the past governments lie on the
table of Prime Minister Imran Khan and he has no option of failure. The
government aims to introduce more reforms in the next few months. It
means there is no prospect of relief for the people anytime soon and they
will continue to suffer in years to come.
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Shaking off
pandemic blues
Husnain Shahid

Pakistan’s exports have been climbing constantly while its South Asian rivals India and Bangladesh showed negative growth in recent months. The
country’s remittances have been above $2b for the sixth consecutive
month in December 2020. It hopes to put the International Monetary Fund’s
fiscal support programme back on track, which will improve its economic
outlook.
The new indicators point out that Pakistan has left behind the adverse
effects of the pandemic and its economy is about to take off. Remittances
from overseas Pakistanis in December 2020 rose by 16.2pc year-on-year
to $2.436 billion, compared to $2.097b in December 2019, crossing the
$2b mark for the seventh consecutive month, according to the latest data
released by the State Bank of Pakistan (SBP). For the first time in Pakistan’s history, remittances have been above $2b for six consecutive
months. On a cumulative basis, inflows during six months of the current financial year have increased by 24.9pc to $14.2b, compared to $11.372b
during the same period last year.
Pakistan’s exports increased for a second straight month in December.
According to the Pakistan Bureau of Statistics, exports increased by 8.32pc
from $2 billion in November 2019 to $2.17 billion in November 2020. The
December 2020 figure of $2.35 billion was 18.3pc higher than the previous
year’s total of $1.98 billion. On the other hand, India’s exports decreased
by 9.07pc in November and 0.80pc in December. According to India’s
Commerce Ministry, merchandise exports slipped from $25.77 billion in
November 2019 to $23.43 billion in November 2020. The country’s exports
in April-November 2020 stood at $173.49 billion, falling 17.84pc from
$211.17 billion during the same period in 2019. In December 2020, India’s
exports totaled $26.89 billion, a marginal decrease of 0.80pc from the previous year’s figure of $27.11 billion. The country’s total exports in April-December 2020 amounted to $200.55 billion, marking a decrease of 15.8pc
from $238.27 billion during the same period in 2019. The Bangladesh
economy also suffered as its exports recorded a nominal increase of
0.76pc to reach $3.07 billion in November 2020 from $3.05 billion the previous year, according to data from the Export Promotion Bureau. Its overall
exports in July-November 2020 stood at $15.92 billion, marking a 0.93pc
rise from $15.77 billion during the same period in 2019.
The State Bank of Pakistan (SPB) has projected the real GDP growth
in the range of 1.5-2.5pc for FY21 but said risks attached with the Covid19 could hurt the growth. However, Pakistan is about to see off the second
wave, which was not as severe as the first one. It is hoped Pakistan would
perform better than national and international estimates. According to the
World Bank, Pakistan’s growth rate could be 0.5pc for financial year 202021. In a recent report, it said Pakistan’s growth rate could be only 0.5pc in
FY2021 against the government’s target of 2.1pc. “The services sector in
Pakistan will be affected and the economy could grow at a rate of 1.3pc in
the next two years while the country’s poor will be affected by the low
growth rate. Deferred loans brought relief to the developing countries but
Pakistan needs stable economic policies in the long term. After the pan-
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demic, the global economic growth rate is expected to be 4pc while it will
be lower in South Asia at around 3.3pc. Unemployment is also predicted
to increase as a direct result of the coronavirus,” it noted. It is clear that
the World Bank had projected a low growth rate in Pakistan at a time when
the country was facing the second wave.
On the other hand, the SBP projected real GDP growth to be in the
range of 1.5 to 2.5pc in FY21. It is based on the current trends of economic
activity, according to the first quarterly report of the SBP. The latest projections suggest that Pakistan’s fiscal deficit remains on track to meet the annual target of 7pc of GDP. The higher year-on-year fiscal deficit led to an
increase in the stock of public debt while the buildup of government deposits was relatively contained compared to 1QFY20, which contributed
to a lower pace of debt accumulation this year. In the agriculture sector,
rice, sugarcane, and maize surpassed production targets during the Kharif
season. The area for the competing cotton crop fell to its lowest level since
FY82, and its yield was adversely affected by severe monsoon rains, particularly in Sindh, and pest attacks.
In its report, the Asian Development Bank forecast broad economic recovery in Pakistan with 2 percent GDP growth in fiscal year 2021, with improved economic sentiment. In its Asian Development Outlook, the ADB
said broad economic recovery was projected for fiscal year 2021, with GDP
growth estimated to rebound to 2pc, lower than forecast in 2020. This forecast assumes that the pandemic impact will subside by the end of the second quarter of the fiscal year, allowing global conditions to normalise and
economic sentiment to improve. The prospect of growth in industry is projected to improve in fiscal year 2021, led predominantly by construction
and small-scale manufacturing. In addition to the normalisation of global
economic conditions, improved market sentiment, and stronger business
and consumer confidence expected with the easing of the pandemic by
the end of the first half of fiscal year 2021, a relatively low policy rate should
facilitate the financing of industrial initiatives. The ADB projected that services should also contribute to growth, spurred by improved growth in agriculture and industry, coupled with an expected improvement in domestic
demand overall.
The current account deficit is anticipated to remain contained at the
equivalent of 2.4pc of GDP in fiscal year 2021, unchanged from the ADB
2020 forecast and exports are expected to grow with the likely pickup in
economic activity in Pakistan's major trade partners, and as Pakistan's exports become more competitive due to government measures to reduce
business costs. Imports will rebound from a low base in fiscal year 2020
and, more importantly, in response to economic recovery in the current fiscal year-and despite higher tariffs on imports of nonessential goods.
Experts say Pakistan’s progress will be better than international and
national estimates. The ADB report indicates that inflation will decrease in
the coming months. Rising prices are the biggest problem of the common
man. If the government solves it, the opposition will lose justification for its
movement.
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Refugees or a security risk?
Raza Khan

Recently, two very important developments have taken place regarding
national security, which if pursued and implemented in letter and spirit,
would go a long way in ensuring security in the country.
The two related developments include the moving of court by a notable
of Mohmand tribal district for the cancellation of thousands of Pakistani
Computerised National Identity Cards (CNICs) and domicile certificates,
obtained fraudulently by citizens of Afghanistan residing in the district. The
second development is an announcement by Federal Interior Minister
Sheikh Rashid Ahmed of blocking around 200,000 CNICs obtained
through fraud by Afghanistan nationals living in Pakistan.
The two incidents seem to be closely related as the government’s move
to block the CNICs of 200,000 Afghan citizens came just days after the filing of the petition. A large number of Afghan nationals living in Pakistan
obtained Pakistani nationality documents, including CNICs and domiciles,
and many have been involved in crimes and a range of illegal activities.
The crimes and activities include gun-running, drug-smuggling, kidnapping
for ransom, the provision of mercenary services for local animosities between and among tribes and families and prostitution. However, the most
dangerous activity in which a large number of Afghans have been involved
over decades is terrorism. It is important to note that in nearly all terrorist
activities, which have taken place in the last four decades in Pakistan, including the ruthless bombings of the 1970s and 1980s in different cities of
the country, particularly Khyber Pakhtunkhwa (KP) and Balochistan and
afterwards, to the peak of terrorism in Pakistan from 2007 to 2016, Afghan
nationals were involved in them or Pakistani terrorists had the backing of
Afghanistan. After the Soviet occupation of Afghanistan in December 1979,
millions of Afghan citizens descended on Pakistan as refugees. At one
point in time in the 1980s and 1990s, the number of the Afghan refugees
had reached a mammoth four million. At the time, it was the highest number of refugees hosted by a single country in the world and was a sort of
record of its kind.
While living in Pakistan, most of the refugees, due to bad policies
of Pakistani decision-makers, particularly strategists enamored of the
concept of finding the “strategic depth” in liberated Afghanistan and
General Zia’s vision of creating a Muslim emirate in the PakistanAfghanistan region, gave a complete freedom to the Afghan refugees
to do whatever they liked and live in cities and villages instead of
camps. It was one of the gravest mistakes that Pakistan policymakers
committed in the history of the country. The millions of Afghan nationals, bereft of historical love or respect for Pakistan and its people, on
one hand, and successive Afghan governments always having irredentist claims on Pakistani Pakhtun and Baloch territories, on the other,
wreaked havoc on Pakistani society. As most of the Afghans had to be
educated in madrassas and imparted militant training and brainwashing
to be able to fight the Soviet forces in Afghanistan, thousands of socalled madrassas were established. After the Soviet withdrawal from
Afghanistan in 1989, the madrassas were never dismantled and kept
as “strategic” assets by Pakistani strategists while clerics discovered
them as a source of their financial sustenance, political base and
springboards for societal influence and control.
Thus, nobody in Pakistan’s larger interest and security closed them or
at least brought them under state regulations. So, the Afghans continued
to study in the madrassas and got militant training in Pakistan, which resulted in the evolution of madrassa, Kalashnikov and heroin culture in Pakistani society. The implications and repercussions of the cultures and
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trends lacerated the traditionally tolerant fabric of Pakistani society. The
presence of millions of Afghans, with complete freedom given to them by
Pakistani strategists, as well as using a large number of Afghan young
men to fight the Soviets completely changed traditional Pakistani society
and its cultural dynamics. Traditionally intolerant and violent Afghan society
was also greatly affected by all the developments as they reinforced violence and militancy in Afghanistan.
However, on the Pakistani side, the Afghan nationals having traditional
hate for Pakistan and Pakistanis, as the latter were considered as successors of British colonial rulers, who continually drubbed Afghans without
colonizing Afghanistan, living as refugees did their utmost to inflict damage
on Pakistani society. In the process, a large number of Afghan nationals
living as refugees started working for India, the archrival of Pakistan, which
has always attempted to create internal schisms and chasms in Pakistan,
considering the state as “artificial” and created as a result of division of
“Mother India.” Thus, the Afghan refugees living in Pakistan have become
a grave strategic security threat to the country. Although, there has been
some realization in the Pakistani decision-makers or to say groups of the
strategists, yet nothing concrete has been done to repatriate the millions
of Afghans to Afghanistan.
International organisations, like the United Nations High Commissioner
on Refugees (UNHCR) along with European countries, have also been
pressurising Pakistan not to forcibly return the Afghan refugees. Instead,
they prevailed upon Islamabad to allow the Afghan refugees to continue
their stay in Pakistan without understanding the grave consequences
which the refugees could pose to nuclear Pakistan and through it to the
region and other regions.
The petition submitted in the Peshawar High Court by Mohmand district
resident, Hazrat Khan Mohmand, to cancel the CNICs and domicile certificates of the Afghans acquired fraudulently has become extremely important. In his petition, he revealed that some of the Afghan nationals living
in Mohmand district had made themselves “maliks” (tribal notables), traditionally authorised to authenticate the credentials of local residents to obtain important documents, like CNICs, passports and domicile certificates.
Having a self-acquired status of maliks, the Afghan citizens are attesting
the documents of other Afghans and helping them obtain Pakistani nationality. This is indeed a grave situation. It is important to note that two main
Pakhtun nationalist parties, Pakhtunkhwa Milli Awami Party (PkMAP) in
Balochistan and Awami National Party (ANP), during their stints in the government at the provincial level, helped many Afghan nationals get Pakistani nationality in order to strengthen their local support. Corroborating
his claim, the petitioner revealed that many Afghan nationals in his area,
some of them now acting as tribal chieftains, did not have Pakistani identity
cards before 2012. He revealed that on a complaint by locals to the deputy
commissioner a joint investigation team (JIT) had been constituted which
failed to submit its inquiry report. Perhaps, Federal Interior Minister Sheikh
Rashid, taking notice of that petition, has ordered the National Data Registration Authority (NADRA) to block the CNICs of 200,000 Afghan nationals. It is a positive step and if properly managed, it would be instrumental
in strengthening national security.
However, it is important to note that the number of Afghans having obtained Pakistani national documents is far bigger than 200,000, which may
be the tip of the iceberg. It needs to be properly investigated and in this
regard the help of local communities and elders could be used as they can
rightly identify people.
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Access to justice and
right to fair trial
Raza Khan

A state and society is deemed worth-living if most of the people are able
to have the basic amenities of life. Even if most of the people have access to basic amenities but they do not have access to justice, such a
society and state is still not worth-living.
This is the basic tenet of Islamic political philosophy and even the
history of modern Western countries evidently proves that access to justice is the pivot on which a developed, welfare-oriented and democratic
society and state could be laid. There are a number of benchmarks upon
which the access to justice for all or at least a majority of the people
could be evaluated. However, the most important criterions for a just society and state include the least complex or non-cumbersome procedures in the process of justice and the right to fair trial. The same criteria
could be used to understand to what extent Pakistani society and the
state is worth-living and how improvements could be brought about, so
that most people live peacefully and happily.
Like other societies, particularly the developing ones, Pakistani society has been getting more complex. There are a number of factors for
the complexity, which include but are not limited to rapid increase in the
population, urbanisation, growth, migration and consequently multiplying
conflict and issues. The situation has not only resulted in many opportunities of social, political and economic mobility but also created many
complex issues. Quite importantly, the attainment of justice has become
more and more difficult. The chaos, instability and ever-rising number
of crimes in Pakistan, apart from many other macro-sociological causes,
also include the denial of justice, in particular the right to fair trial. The
recent killing of an unarmed 22-year young man by the police in the federal capital is a case in point. From the very outset, it appears that the
parents of the young man would not get a chance to fair trial.
Another important characteristic of Pakistani society is that pseudo
or unfounded charges by tribal, familial, sectarian, religious rivals or perceived opponents have been a norm. With the complexity of society,
novel methods have emerged to charge one’s rivals. Those, who are
accused of any wrongdoing or criminal act, the burden of proof largely
shits to them. In other words, the accused have to prove their innocence
instead of those who make the accusations or allegations. When the accused of crimes and wrongdoings are put under trial in a court of law,
the procedure is so cumbersome that they lose a good amount of their
time, resources and energies in getting their names cleared. To put it
the other way, mostly those, who are accused of wrongdoings and criminality, generally don’t get the opportunity to have a fair trial. It is the system of justice that is responsible for it and not our courts, which
obviously have to dispense justice under the systemic constraints. It is
important to note that it is the parliament that is responsible for making
laws and set parameters of the judicial system. Thus, it is the parliamentary system of Pakistan that is fundamentally responsible for the lack of
access to fair trial. In Pakistan, it has been seen that even judges cannot
control the surrounding circumstances to completely ensure a fair trial
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to every individual.
Pakistan’s legal framework for a criminal trial is rooted largely in a
multiple set of laws, including but not limited to constitutional provisions
and principles, substantive and procedural laws, prisons rules as well
as parole and probation regimes. The Pakistan Penal Code (PPC),
1860, is the predominant criminal law regime. The Criminal Procedure
Code (CrPC), 1898, provides a legal procedural framework for hearing,
acquittal or sentencing/punishment. The Qanoon-e-Shahadat Order,
1984, conditions the law of evidence. Besides the general laws in vogue
in the country, there are special and local laws having exceptional and
circumstantial procedures.
The British colonial rulers introduced the Indian Penal Code (the forerunner of criminal law in Pakistan) and promulgated the Indian Criminal
Code. Both legal regimes introduced reforms to the decadent and hackneyed Indian judicial system. The reforms include legal codification, progressive punishments, elaborate procedure, appropriate checks and
balances at various tiers, equity, equality before the law and introduction
of damage as the defining criterion of the crime. But societal dynamics,
including poverty, ignorance and unsophisticated lifestyles of the then
Indians prevented the masses from getting real and meaningful benefits
of the legal reforms. The concomitant factors and elements of the reforms, especially professional lawyers in the criminal justice system,
made it quite cumbersome to attain justice.
Pakistan inherited the same criminal procedure and framework which
has never satisfied its people. It is evident from the fact that the conviction rate is not believed to be more than 10pc while the crime rate is
ever-increasing. Even legislative amendments, constitutional provisions
and laws to reform the criminal justice system in different eras have
largely failed to guarantee fair trial rights to the suspects and accused.
In 2010, Pakistan ratified the International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights (ICCPR) and Convention Against Torture (CAT), thus committing to ensuring fundamental human rights of the citizens including
the right to a fair trial. As a result of it, Pakistan inserted a new Article
10-A to its Constitution in 2010, which exclusively deals with the right to
fair trial. The right to fair trial is an essential right in all countries having
committed themselves to human rights frameworks. Numerous international human rights regimes, such as the Universal Declaration of
Human Rights (UDHR), have the right to fair trial as its cardinal part.
Keeping in view the violations of human rights of Pakistanis, especially
the right to fair trial, there is a great need to ensure the right of the people
of Pakistan. In this regard, there is a need to first identify procedural problems and lacunas in our criminal justice system. An extensive research
has been conducted in this regard and the policymakers need to make
use of it. On the other hand, there is a need to develop a minimum criteria
or index of fair trial and it must be in consonance with the internationally
recognized criteria. Unless the right to fair trial is ensured to all Pakistanis,
meaningful development, peace and welfare cannot be ensured.
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SBP: A positive
report card
Muhammad Jahangir

In its first quarterly report for the current fiscal year, the State
Bank of Pakistan has painted a positive picture of the national economy which is said to have regained its pre-Covid
19 level in the first quarter (Jul-Sept) of the current fiscal year
2020-21.
All vital indicators show a growth trend in all major sectors, including agriculture, industries and services. According
to the SBP, the recovery in economic activities was evident
across agriculture, industry, and services sectors. Importantly, external and fiscal sector indicators also remained
favourable, underlining that the emerging recovery is being
achieved while keeping macroeconomic stability intact.
Within the industry, the report highlights notable growth
in cement and food processing sectors, as well as a revival
in the automobile sector. Demand indicators, such as cement dispatches, POL and car sales, power generation, consumer financing, and fast-moving consumer goods (FMCG)
sales, showed a corresponding rise. In line with the growth
in large scale manufacturing (LSM), there was also growth
in employment as reflected in the July-August 2020 monthly surveys of industrial employment compiled by the Statistical Bureaus of the Punjab and
Sindh.
In agriculture, all major crops, except cotton, surpassed their production
targets during the Kharif season. The overall favourable outcome was
mainly attributed to an increase in the cultivated area of rice and sugarcane
compared to the last year. A major factor in the situation is a recent increase in the wheat support price announced by the government for purchases from farmers in the coming harvesting season and the availability
of subsidised fertilisers and pesticides.
Encouraging growth is also expected in the export of rice and textile
on the back of the November industrial package, uptick in collection of
taxes, continuous strong receipt of workers’ remittances in the months
ahead and the outlook for further narrowing down of the current account
deficit in the full fiscal year (FY21). The announced increase in the wheat
support price and subsidies on fertilisers and pesticides is expected to contribute to a better-than-expected outturn of Rabi crops. In addition, the October 2020 wave of the SBP BCS (Business Confidence Survey) also
reflects improved business sentiment, with the Purchasing Managers
Index (PMI) turning positive for the first time after eight waves.
All things considered, the real GDP growth is projected to be in the
range of 1.5-2.5% in FY21 compared to 0.4% contraction in FY20. Needless to say, this projection is based on the current trends of economic activity in all sectors. At the same time, the outlook for the external sector
has improved since the previous set of projections published in the SBP’s
FY20 annual report. The current account deficit is now projected to be in
the range of 0.5-1.5% of GDP (earlier: 1-2% of GDP). The revision is
mainly due to an upward adjustment in workers’ remittances, which are
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now expected to rise to $24-25 billion (earlier: $22-23 billion).
The new projections for workers’ remittances, however, carry risks as
well. Spikes in global Covid-19 infection cases may again slash crude oil
prices in world markets and badly impact the oil-exporting GCC
economies. This may translate into a sizable reduction in their demand for
foreign workers, leading to lower remittance inflows to Pakistan.
The outlook for exports and imports largely remains unchanged from
their earlier assessment. The greater quantum of high value-added textile
and food commodities - especially rice - is expected to generate abovetarget growth in exports. The incentives given in the industrial support
package since early November 2020 may help textile sector exports perform better.
Imports are projected to surpass their annual target. The increase in
food imports and domestic economic activity are mainly expected to drive
import growth. However, a sudden increase in global Covid-19 infections
and the resulting decline in crude oil prices could lower import payments.
As for the fiscal deficit, the latest projections suggest that it may remain
within the annual target of 7% of GDP. Faster-than-anticipated economic
revival, which gives the government room to generate more revenues, either by rolling back certain tax concessions or imposing fresh levies, could
contain the deficit further. Regarding inflation, the SBP projects it to remain
unchanged at 7-9% in FY21. This assessment is based on the latest SBP
surveys which reflect well-anchored inflation expectations of both businesses and consumers.
However, there are downside risks to the SBP’s growth projection, including the second wave of Covid-19, which has swept across many countries and may hit Pakistan as well. On the other hand, supply-side shocks
from uncertain weather conditions may upset all growth calculations.
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Textile exports
picking up steam
Muhammad Jahangir

In an otherwise mixed economic scene, Pakistan’s textile industry is a bright spot. The latest reports show that Pakistan’s
textile exports have recovered from Covid-19 pandemic shocks
and are growing fast. The data published by the Pakistan Bureau of Statistics for the first four months of the current financial
year shows that textile and clothing exports have picked up,
both in terms of quantity and dollar value. The data shows that
textile shipments have surged by 3.8 per cent to $4.8 billion
between July and October, from $4.6b a year ago. The rise in
the textile and clothing group has been a little faster than the
0.6pc growth in the overall exports.
The best performers have been knitwear, home textiles and
denim sectors. As we know, the textile sector is the backbone
of Pakistan’s economy. It has around 60 per cent share in total
exports. Its contribution to the national gross domestic product
(GDP) is 8.5 per cent and it employs around 15 million people,
directly and indirectly.
In the first five months of 2020-21, the sector posted export
revenue of $6.05 billion against $5.76 billion for the corresponding months
of the previous year. It is a great achievement but the situation could have
been much better. According to the Pakistan Readymade Garments Manufacturers and Exporters Association (PRGMEA), Pakistan has missed an
opportunity to earn more revenue by exporting polypropylene masks at
the right time. Unnecessary approvals required from different departments
caused delay in the export of masks. It is said that timely action in the matter would have enabled Pakistan to earn around $200 million through the
export of polypropylene masks but in reality we managed to earn only $30
million.
An analysis of the overall situation shows that basic textile commodities, such as yarn and grey cloth, have stagnated, which is a good sign,
indicating that the country is exporting more value-added products than
ever before. At the same time, the trend points to a shortage of raw materials for the value-added industry owing to a poor cotton harvest in the
country this year. It is worth noting here that local cotton prices have
peaked to a 10-year high on account of a sharp drop of 37.6pc in cotton
arrivals for ginning to 4.6 million bales by early December 2020, compared
with 7.4m bales the previous year. Currently, the entire value chain is overloaded with export orders due to lockdown in competing markets. However, securing raw material is becoming a challenge since the country’s
cotton production has dropped drastically.
The government has recently announced a comprehensive energy
package for the industry to help the exporters recover from the Covid 19
shock. Among other things, the package does away with peak electricity
rates, offers reduced tariffs on additional power consumption, and fixes
the power price at $0.07 a unit and gas tariff at $0.065mmbtu for the export
industries. In addition, the State Bank of Pakistan (SBP) has reduced interest rates by 625bps, approved refinancing of wages to prevent layoffs
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during the lockdown period and deferred payments of the principal amount
of loans as part of the debt restructuring offered to households and businesses, provided relief under the Export Financing Scheme (EFS) and the
Long-Term Financing Facility (LTFF). Furthermore, the State Bank of Pakistan has also launched a long-term concessionary financing facility to
boost investments in new capacity expansion and upgradation of technology. Given the favourable conditions, the domestic industry is already planning expansion and is ready to invest $5 billion across the textile chain to
double its exports by 2025.
Despite growing exports, the fact remains that Pakistan has a very
small share in global textile exports. Pakistan’s share was calculated at
1.7 per cent in 2019, out of the $941 billion world textile market and it may
have slightly improved in 2020 due to a rise in value-added products. According to experts, big textile houses, which are working on value addition,
should start a research and development (R&D) programme focused on
identifying emerging trends in the international market. To this end, it is
necessary to provide concessionary loans to medium and small-scale
units, which are at present unable to enjoy cheap loans and are burdened
with lengthy and hectic documentation which militates against their efficient
working.
Experts emphasise putting more focus on value addition for a greater
share in the European and American markets. A lack of value addition is
the reason why export figures have been almost stagnant for a decade.
According to the All Pakistan Textile Mills Association (APTMA) chairman,
new investment is needed to boost the sector for long-term sustained
growth. The present government has performed a good job by rationalising
energy tariff and easing bank borrowing. But further steps are needed to
improve the sector, like formulating a proper textile policy and implementing it in letter and spirit to build the confidence of investors.
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Education

Online learning
needs new culture
Rasheed Ali

Faarid Ahmad and Yusra Ahmad had just turned on their laptops to attend
their online lectures in the study room when their mother called him from the
kitchen. She wanted him to go to his Khala’s house and bring her home on
a bike, as she was alone and wanted to visit them. With a little protest, ninthgrader Faarid shut down his computer and left for bringing Khala home. As
soon as he reached home, another “emergency” was waiting for him: the
kitchen energy saver had fused due to power fluctuation and he had to go
to an electric store to buy a new bulb and then fix it. All the activity took more
than an hour of Faarid before he could return to his online classes and listen
to his teachers’ lectures by logging on to his school website.
Yusra, a tenth class student, too was not lucky enough to complete her
first 40-minute lecture. As soon as Khala reached home, she asked Yusra
to accompany her to the tailor’s shop, as she was to pick her shalwarkameez from there. She could not wait for Yusra to complete her lecture
as she had to return home before her husband came back from his office.
Yusra’s mother and sister believed she could delay her lectures, as “those
were not going anywhere from the school website.”
Faarid, meanwhile, could not stop himself from watching a T20 match
of the Pakistan Super League-2020, leaving his lectures halfway. On objection from his mother, he repeated the sentence he had just heard from
her (“Lectures kaheen bhagay naheen ja rahay”). Such situations and
scenes are not peculiar to the family alone since the COVID-19 pandemic
hit the country and consequent closure of educational institutions in MarchApril last year. As the siblings were students at a relatively “good” private
school, the management had made arrangements for uploading all subjects’ lectures to its website on a regular basis. However, there were hardly
one or two days a week when the two were able to attend their all online
classes. They would mostly skip the online tests, for one reason or the
other. They had reasons in abundance for not taking classes regularly, or
skipping the online tests, if ever questioned by their mother: there were
guests at home; UPS had lost its backup due to the whole day power shutdown; the Internet was malfunctioning, hence no connectivity to the school
website; father or mother had sent them to the marketplace, or some relatives’ home, etc.
With such an attitude towards online classes, there should be no surprise if students return to schools totally blank or with very poor learning
after the country overcomes the pandemic, says Irfan Saleem, a senior
teacher at the Government Higher Secondary School, Mozang, Lahore.
A few months back, a World Bank report had suggested that learning
poverty in the country would go up to 79% as a result of schools closure
due to the pandemic. In the absence of an online studies culture in the
country, claims the senior teacher, learning poverty among students of public sector schools had already gone beyond the WB estimated rate of 79%.
More than 90% primary class students returning to schools after the first
COVID-19 wave had forgotten almost everything they learnt as regular students, as no facility or environment was available to them for online classes
at their homes, recalls Irfan Saleem.
Bashir Ahmad Chaudhry, a retired high school headmaster, paints even
a bleaker picture of the expected outcome of the online studies. He says
that the ground situation was portrayed by the Annual Status of Education
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Report 2018, [ASER-2018], which said that almost 50% of Pakistani students enrolled in grade 5 could not perform arithmetic and reading tasks
set for the second grade. The poor learning outcomes were not just limited
to the public schools but also low-cost private schools. As a result, many
students were years behind the appropriate learning level for their age
group and had weak foundational concepts.
It was the learning situation of students who used to sit in their classes
regularly and learn their lessons from their teachers, the educationist tells
Cutting Edge at his residence on Raiwind Road, Lahore. What results you
would expect from students if they are asked to take online classes and
learn their lessons on their own, asks Bashir Chaudhry.
The educationist, who served various schools in different capacities for
almost 40 years before his retirement, claims that almost 90% students of
the public sector schools attend their classes attentively and learn their
lessons only because of fear of corporal punishment. How would they take
their online classes on their own and learn their lessons at homes, asks
the teacher. He believes that without bringing a 180 degree change in the
thinking of parents, teachers and students about education and learning,
or revolutionising the education sector in other words, no good results
could be expected from the new online system.
Dr. M Ilyas Wali, President of the Punjab Private Schools Association
(PPSA), believes only students could not be blamed if learning standards
decline during online classes. “We, as a society, lack an environment that
could support learning through the online education system. When our children sit in a separate room and log on to their school websites or other
such systems, parents must understand it fully they are talking their
classes. Any disruption by them would not only shatter their concentration
but also result in poor learning at the end of the day,” he tells Cutting Edge
by telephone. “Every member of the family would have to be conscious
that students must not be disturbed when they are taking lessons or tests
online. They must be considered in a classroom, until they complete their
lessons online,” stresses the educationist. Developing a conducive environment and culture in all houses could produce the desired results, believes Dr Wali.
Karachi-based Marium Asad, a business developer with a primary
focus on education, says that in the post-pandemic world, technology is
directly contributing to and changing the traditional approach to learning,
which was limited mostly to classrooms. She believes e-learning may solve
a lot of literacy and learning problems, especially when it comes to setting
a standard of education in the country.
For the purpose, she tells Cutting Edge by telephone, schools should
have adequate infrastructure to support e-learning. But, she regrets,
many school owners are reluctant to shift as they feel like it is a hassle
or that it may waste their time. She witnessed that resistance firsthand,
from school owners and teachers alike. Teachers, especially in second
tier schools, saw the ed-tech solutions as their replacement, instead of
seeing them as resources they could use to enhance their teaching experience. No matter how apt a digital solution is, if those who need to
apply it to classrooms are reluctant, even appropriate infrastructure will
not make up for it, she explains.
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Technology

Change is coming, and at
an ever-accelerating pace
Larry Beinhart

One of the great science and technology stories of 2020 is the development of Covid-19 vaccines, from start, through testing, to delivery, at a rate
never seen before. Not just one vaccine. Three. (With more on the way
and not counting the vaccine’s already in use in China and Russia.) All
able to pass rigorous tests and examinations.
They threw lots of money and lots of researchers at the problem. We
have been taught to expect that that is what they do for us. One of the reasons we think that – maybe the primary one – is that Big Pharma has
thrown lots of money and employed lots of experts to tell us how very useful they are. The throwing the money part seems to be true of Pfizer. But
not for the others.
The US government put between $10b and $18b into Operation Warp
Speed. Several of the programme’s main recipients – Johnson & Johnson,
Novavax, Sanofi with GlaxoSmithKline – have yet to deliver a successful
vaccine. Moderna, which has, got about $2.5b. A headline from Scientific
American stated cogently and concisely: “For Billion-Dollar COVID Vaccines, Basic Government-Funded Science Laid the Groundwork.” The subhead pointed out: Much of the pioneering work on mRNA vaccines was
done with government money, though drugmakers could walk away with
big profits.
The third vaccine came from Oxford University (In association with AstraZeneca – which is Big Pharma – and which received substantial sums
from Operation Warp Speed). It appears to be much easier to use. It is
going to market at about $6-8 for two doses. Compared with $40 for Pfizer
and $50-74 for Moderna, per pair. (A fun fact is that these prices are about
25 percent higher in the US than in the European Union). This should remind us that much of the most important work in medicine has come out
of universities and that contributing to health and making money are two
separate things.
A far more obscure science and technology story appeared on the front
page of the business section of the New York Times on December 29,
2019. It is about a guy named Mike Strizki. Strizki’s story is a throwback
to the days of individual tinkerer-inventors.
Strizki is the only guy on the East Coast who drives a hydrogen car.
There are more on the West Coast, nearly 9,000, plus 48 buses. They
have 42 stations where they can refuel. There are none on the East Coast.
Therefore, Mike makes his own hydrogen fuel in his back yard using solar
power. The only byproduct from the process is one atom of oxygen for
every two atoms of hydrogen. When the hydrogen is put through fuel cells
creating the electricity that drives the car, it recombines with oxygen and
the only byproduct is water. Such cars routinely go about 484 kilometres
on a full tank. Hyperion claims they have a car that gets a bit over 1,609km
on a single tank. Refilling them is quicker than refilling the gas tank on the
old fashioned internal combustion vehicles most of us drive. They do not
have to drag about 453 kilogrammes (1,000 pounds) of batteries like full
electric vehicles. Yet, Elon Musk of Tesla, who is hugely invested in battery
power cars, calls hydrogen fuel cell cars “staggeringly dumb”.
Mike has also “made the first house in the United States to be powered
entirely by hydrogen produced on-site using solar power”. Keep in mind
that Steve Jobs of Apple, Bill Gates of Microsoft and Mark Zuckerberg of
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Facebook all could be in that category of tinkerer-inventor, at least at their
start. Right now, Elon Musk and his Teslas seem way out ahead of Strizki
and his single hydrogen vehicle. But that contest is far from over. Watch
for the HTWO, Hyundai’s new brand dedicated to hydrogen fuel cell power.
Daimler Truck, Iveco, OMV, Shell and the Volvo Group are in an alliance
named H2Accelerate to promote hydrogen powered trucks.
The point of both of these stories – the one about Big Pharma, Big
Money, Big University and the other one about the home tinkerer – is that
science and technology are moving faster and faster. We are moving
closer to actual fusion power. The best research for it seems to be coming
out of South Korea. Water cell batteries may soon replace lithium-ion batteries. Check your phone, you’ve got a computer in your pocket. Quantum
computing is on the way. The exponential increase in the amount of material travelling over the internet means we need much greater communication capacity. It is happening. We have gone from megahertz, one million
cycles per second, to gigahertz, a billion, and we are on the way to terahertz frequencies, a trillion cycles per second. 3D metal printing is here.
Babel earbuds – which translate as you go – are ready – though one must
say if its translations are like the ones we get online, it may be like an illiterate babbling in your ear. An Alzheimer’s blood test may soon be on the
market. We can now make artificial structures that mimic early embryos
using only stem cells.
Human history, for the most part, has been a long, flat line of subsistence economies. There were brilliant moments – with small brilliant elites
– but they always rested on the agricultural labour of peons, serfs, slaves,
or peasants – and fell back again. It was such from the beginning of time
until about 1800 – with the “First” Industrial Revolution. Since then, the
curve of productivity has been on an upward climb. The 19th and early
20th century is often called the Second Industrial Revolution. We are now
in the third, or fourth, or even the fifth industrial revolution – or maybe it is
the Post-Industrial Revolution or the Digital Age – depending on whose
book you are reading. Whatever name you prefer to give to this current
period, its defining feature remains the same: The changes are coming
faster and faster. They are reaching more and more people. They are coming from more and more people.
Yes, of course, we know from the machine guns of WWI, the bombers
and then the nuclear weapons of WWII, that technology can be used for
destruction. The speed and almost zero cost of internet communication
have freed us from the grip of media barons and governments, but then
opened the way for exploitation and the spread of disinformation, the existence of alternative facts and tribal truths. Even the changes that would
be rated as positive for the general good, are often negative for specific
individuals.
We may have anti-science governments. Like the Trump administration
has so obviously and obnoxiously been. Yet while they muddled the airwaves with disinformation about the pandemic, they were also the ones
who threw billions to science to come up with a vaccine. Big Oil ran campaigns denying climate change, modelled on Big Tobacco’s past campaigns claiming cigarettes do not cause cancer,. Yet most of the major oil
companies are investing in alternative energy technology.
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Society

Terrorism and police
killings in Pakistan
Faheem Amir

It is a fact that Pakistan is a class-ridden country, where the principle of
might is followed and implemented in every walk of life. Almost all state
institutions serve and protect the partisan interests of the ruling elite.
Since 1947, the ruling elite, including politicians, businesspeople, feudal
lords, religious leaders, Pirs and bureaucrats etc have controlled and
captured all resources of the country. While, the poor people are living
in abject poverty, ignorance, hunger, insecurity, unhealthy and polluted
environments.
All laws and institutions have been made to control and enslave poor
people. There are two laws in the country. There is one law for the rich and
another for the poor. The law protects the corruption and interests of the
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ruling elite. Corrupt and criminal leaders, the culprits of the Model Town
and Sahiwal massacres are free and have been protected by the prevailing
system. While, the second law controls and crushes the poor and innocent
people of Pakistan. Thousands of children and women have been abused.
Thousands of children are not going to schools. In fact, there is no equality
and the rule of law in the country. Terrorist attacks have increased again.
Extremism is on the rise. There is a marked increase in Covid 19 cases
across the country. The PTI government has totally failed to solve the problems. The so-called Pakistan democratic Movement (PDM) is holding
protests just to save the corruption of its leaders. They are not feeling any
hesitation to put the lives of poor people in danger amid the coronavirus
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pandemic, which is unfortunate.
In the first week of 2021, two very tragic incidents occurred in Pakistan.
Eleven Hazara miners were slaughtered in Balochistan's Machh area.
While, the Islamabad police killed a 22-year-old student, Osama, coldbloodedly.
On January 3, armed men, belonging to the Islamic State (ISIS or ISIL),
abducted and killed around 11 Hazara coal miners in the Machh area of
Balochistan. According to officials, “The attackers had blindfolded the miners, tied their hands behind their backs and shot them at close range. Most
of the victims’ throats were also slit”. The ISIS terrorists filmed the tragic
and gruesome incident and later posted it online. After the tragic incident,
thousands of Hazaras staged a protest. “We have become tired of picking
up the bodies of our people,” Syed Agha Raza, a Hazara Shia political
leader, told Reuters. Masooma Yaqoob Ali told Reuters her elder brother
along with four other relatives were among those killed. “Now we have no
male member (of our family) to take coffins of our brother and other relatives to the graveyard for burial,” she said. “This is an attempt to sabotage
peace in the province and to provoke sectarian strife. We urge the government to bring the perpetrators to justice immediately,” Haji Jawad, a local
Hazara leader, said.
Prime Minister Imran Khan has condemned the violence calling the incident “yet another cowardly inhumane act of terrorism.” He directed the
Frontier Corps to “use all resources to apprehend the killers”. He also assured the bereaved families that they would not be left alone in the hour of
need. However, it is a bitter reality that the PTI government has completely
failed to protect the Shia Hazaras from terrorists. Around 600,000 Hazaras
are living in Quetta. They have emigrated from Afghanistan. Unfortunately,
the peace-loving community has been the victim of many suicide attacks.
In 2013, over 200 Hazaras were massacred and more than 500
wounded by terrorists. Around 20 people — including 10 Hazaras — were
killed in a Quetta marketplace suicide bombing in April 2019. The attack
was claimed by the IS. It is also a known fact that the Lashkar-i-Jhangvi,
a terrorist sectarian organisation, works closely with the ISIS and other
anti-Shia terror organisations in Balochistan. To protect themselves, the
Hazaras have already enclaved themselves in two areas in Quetta. Due
to it, they are facing many economic, education and social problems. Many
members of the community have already left the country and sought asylum in other countries.
In spite of facing the acute problems in the enclaved areas, the community is not safe from terrorists. It is a complete failure of the government
and its agencies. They should improve their networks and professional duties to save the Hazara community members. There is no doubt that India’s
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RAW is funding the terror organisations for halting the CPEC. The militants
also martyred seven FC soldiers in a gun attack on a post in Harnai in
Balochistan on December 27. In October, in an encounter with terrorists,
seven FC soldiers and as many private security guards lost their lives in
Ormara. The government should acknowledge and remove the fault lines,
including poverty, extremism, a sense of exploitation etc. among the people
of Balochistan.
Dawn writes: “Surely, in a province crawling with security and intelligence personnel, violent extremists such as these should not be difficult
to track down. They could also be traced through the Ahle Sunnat Wal Jamaat, which also has an overtly anti-Shia agenda. But when one considers
that the head of the ASWJ’s Balochistan chapter, Ramzan Mengal, was
released from prison — only two days before the marketplace bombing —
and allowed to contest the 2018 general election, it becomes clear that
there are wheels within wheels here. Certainly, there may be some truth
to claims being made that those who slaughtered the coal miners are foreign-funded, but the whole truth is far more nuanced”.
On the other hand, the police's brutality and extrajudicial killings have
not yet stopped in the country. This time, the Islamabad police killed a 22year-old Osama Satti in Islamabad on January 2. According to reports, he
was going back to his home after dropping a friend. He was stopped by
the personnel of the Islamabad police. He allegedly did not pull up. The
police chased and killed him by shooting seventeen bullets at his body.
The tragic incident has created a strong anger and fear among the people of Pakistan. The prime minister, human rights activists and ordinary citizens have condemned the incident. However, nothing will happen in the
case and the arrested police men would be freed after some time. Because, the policemen involved in the Model Town bloodshed in 2014 and
the brutal Sahiwal case in 2019 are already free after being absolved of
the murder of innocent people, including women and children. Rao Anwar,
who killed Naqeebullah Mehsud, is also enjoying his life outside jail. The
killing of Mehsud has created the PTM, which is now even threatening the
state and security institutions. The killing of Osama clearly shows that the
police can kill anybody without any reason and fear of being punished.
Prime Minister Imran Khan had promised police reforms before coming to
power. But unfortunately, after coming to power, he and his PTI government have forgotten their promise. After the Sahiwal case, Imran Khan had
promised to introduce police reforms but practically, his government has
done nothing. Rather, the PTI government and party members are using
the police force to protect their own partisan interests. Therefore, there is
no hope of police reforms and the poor people of Pakistan might again see
the killing of innocent and helpless people by the police in the near future.
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Middle East

The dark side of Israel’s
vaccine success story
Yara Hawari

On December 19, Israel’s Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu received
the Pfizer-BioNTech Covid-19 vaccine on live television. This kicked off a
high-paced national vaccination campaign that has seen more than a million Israelis, some 12 percent of the country’s population, receive the jab
in less than two weeks – the highest rate in the world.
Multiple factors paved the way for Israel to take the lead in the global
vaccination race. Being a relatively small country – both by land area and
population – certainly helped. Having a digitised national healthcare system which requires all citizens to be registered also contributed. Moreover,
unlike other states, the Israeli government did not hesitate to recruit the
army to help with the administration and distribution of the vaccine. There
is also a political dimension to the fast roll out – Netanyahu is fighting for
political survival and winning the vaccine race might tip the balance in his
favour in the upcoming March elections.
But there is a dark side to Israel’s “vaccine success story”: While it is
immunising its citizens against Covid-19 at an unrivalled rate, the Israeli
government is not doing anything to vaccinate millions of Palestinians
living under its military occupation. In a cruel irony, hundreds of doses
on the cusp of expiration were reportedly thrown away in Israeli clinics
last week, while millions of Palestinians are being denied the vaccine.
Indeed, while the vaccine roll-out in Israel includes the Palestinian citizens of Israel, it does not include some five million Palestinians living in
the West Bank and Gaza.
Since 1967, these two Palestinian territories have been under Israel’s
military occupation, with the latter also suffering from a blockade since
2007. Among many things, this regime of absolute control has had a direct
and detrimental effect not only on Palestinians’ access to healthcare but
also the quality of the care on offer in the West Bank and Gaza. Israel’s
occupation has left the Palestinian healthcare system undersupplied and
with insufficient medical facilities. For years, rather than being allowed to
develop self-sufficiency, Palestinians living in the occupied territories were
forced to rely on outside help to meet their most basic healthcare needs.
Thus, when Covid-19 hit, the Palestinian authorities were in no shape
to implement effective pandemic mitigation strategies or procure the necessary medications and vaccines to protect Palestinians. The Palestinian
Authority (PA) is yet to secure a sufficient quantity of vaccinations to immunise the Palestinian population against Covid-19. And due to its dire financial situation, it will need significant outside help to make any
substantial purchase. Several PA officials have mentioned the possibility
of obtaining a quantity from the COVAX programme, the WHO-led scheme
to deliver Covid-19 vaccines to poorer countries. But it is likely this will take
a long time – the vaccines intended for COVAX have not yet gained “emergency use” approval by the WHO, a precondition for distribution to begin.
In early December, the PA also claimed it reached a deal with Russia
to receive some four million doses of its Sputnik V vaccine in the coming
weeks. However, Russian officials recently notified the PA they do not yet
have enough supplies to fulfil non-domestic orders. All this would not have
mattered, if Israel met its legal, moral and humanitarian obligation to vaccinate the Palestinians living under its military occupation. The Israeli officials are trying to evade responsibility by claiming the PA is yet to ask Israel
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for assistance in procuring the vaccine, and that, under the Oslo accords
which never came to fruition, all vaccination programmes in the West Bank
should be led by the PA.
Yet this ignores the fact that Article 56 of the Fourth Geneva Convention specifically provides that an occupier has the duty of ensuring
“the adoption and application of the prophylactic and preventive measures necessary to combat the spread of contagious diseases and epidemics”. In other words, the Israeli regime has a legal obligation to
procure a sufficient amount of Covid-19 vaccines for Palestinians living
under its military occupation.
Furthermore, both Israeli and international law ban Israel from allowing
the distribution of a vaccine in Gaza and the West Bank that it has not approved for its own population. So, Israel is not only responsible for vaccinating Palestinians living in the occupied territories, but it also has a legal
obligation to ensure the vaccines they eventually receive meet the approval criteria of the Israeli healthcare system. Since the beginning of this
unprecedented global public health emergency, however, Israel not only
refused to live up to its clearly defined legal obligations to the Palestinian
people but also created a false picture in which it is working with the PA to
defeat the virus.
In March last year, for example, when it “allowed” the entry of medical
supplies and equipment into Gaza, Israel received praise from the likes of
the UN for “cooperating” with the Palestinians with regard to tackling Covid19. In effect, the Israeli regime, which singlehandedly depleted the capabilities of the Palestinian healthcare system through its decades-long
military occupation, was being praised for allowing a few medical supplies
donated by international actors to be transported into Gaza. This, despite
its responsibility under international law as an occupying power to provide
the supplies itself.
Creating the impression that Israel is helping the Palestinians in good
faith to tackle the virus while keeping them under occupation, was a remarkable achievement of the Israeli propaganda machine. But this is not
surprising considering that Israel had hid the violence of its regime with
such illusions for decades. Indeed, Israel is often praised by the international community and media for letting the odd Palestinian patient from
Gaza receive treatment in Tel Aviv hospitals. In these “feel good” stories,
however, the real reason why Palestinians need to go to Israel to receive
treatment is seldom mentioned: The crippling military siege that prevents
local hospitals from obtaining the necessary equipment and supplies to
provide treatment themselves.
No doubt, whenever the PA succeeds in securing a vaccine shipment, this achievement will once again be presented to the international
community as a sign of “great coordination” between the Israelis and
the Palestinians. Indeed, to deliver the vaccines to the Palestinians living
in occupied territories, the PA will need to coordinate with the Israeli
regime, which maintains full control over everything going in and out of
the West Bank and Gaza. Hence, when and if the Israelis “allow” the
vaccines to be delivered to the Palestinians, they will likely be hailed by
many in the international community for “cooperating” and “coordinating”
with the Palestinians.
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Rights

Brexit gives the Tories a free
hand to dismantle workers’ rights
Jason Moyer-Lee

In September 1988, two now famous speeches set out competing visions for
the United Kingdom’s role in Europe and Europe’s role in the UK. In the first,
European Commission President Jacques Delors addressed the UK’s Trade
Union Congress, pitching the European Economic Community on the basis
of a role for workers’ rights and collective bargaining, saying: “The internal
market should be designed to benefit each and every citizen of the community. It is, therefore, necessary to improve workers’ living and working conditions, and to provide better protection for their health and safety at work.”
Thirteen days later, Conservative Prime Minister Margaret Thatcher addressed the College of Europe in Bruges, Belgium. Alluding to the Eurosceptic reputation which preceded her, Thatcher commented to laughter
from the audience: “If you believe some of the things said and written about
my views on Europe, it must seem rather like inviting Genghis Khan to
speak on the virtues of peaceful coexistence.” Indeed, her vision would
have made Genghis proud.
In Thatcher’s view, Europe consisted of sovereign nations sharing a
common experience, “for instance, the story of how Europeans explored,
and colonised, and – yes, without apology – civilised much of the world, is
an extraordinary tale of talent, skill, and courage”. For her, Europe was a
free-market project in which there should be no place for “new regulations
which raise the cost of employment and make Europe’s labour market less
flexible and less competitive with overseas suppliers”.
In the three decades since these speeches, successive Conservative
governments have attacked the UK’s workers’ rights regime and trade
unions. From dismantling sectoral collective bargaining, to making it harder
to claim unfair dismissal, to introducing employment tribunal fees (later
struck down by the Supreme Court), to regulating to near-death the ability
of workers to strike, the Tory onslaught has been wide-ranging and deep.
The quest is intensely ideological, with Matt Hancock, the current health
secretary, even admitting to getting into politics to combat “the over-burdensome intervention of health and safety officers”. Workers’ rights which
come from EU law, however – such as the right to paid holidays, protection
from discrimination and protection against less favourable treatment for
part-time workers, among others – have largely been spared.
What made EU law rights so useful to workers was what provoked the
ire of the Tories: the rights could not be removed by a UK government,
they were ultimately interpreted by a court in Luxembourg which tended
to interpret them more expansively than UK courts, and in a conflict with
UK law, EU law prevailed. Under the Brexit deal just agreed between the
UK and EU, that has now ended.
In the final days of Brexit negotiations, the so-called “level playing field”
– designed to ensure the UK did not deregulate its way to a competitive
advantage – was one of the last sticking points. For this reason, the deal
contains a “non-regression clause” which requires the UK not to reduce
workers’ rights below their current level, “in a manner affecting trade or investment between the Parties”. The purpose of labour rights in the deal,
therefore, is transformed from the protection of UK workers to the protection of European profits.
If the UK breaches the provision, the EU can take the matter to arbitration
and can ultimately temporarily suspend its obligations under the agreement,
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for example by imposing tariffs on imported goods, until the issue has been
resolved. However, the EU could not impose tariffs at a rate higher than that
necessary to rectify the distortions caused by the undercutting.
The Brexit deal also provides for a scenario in which the UK’s failure
over time to improve its labour rights at the same pace as the EU leads to
a competitive advantage. In that case, the EU can again suspend parts of
the agreement. But the threshold is high: the divergence in standards
needs to be “significant”, the impact on trade and investment “material”
and “based on reliable evidence and not merely on conjecture or remote
possibility”, and the countermeasures taken need to be no more than “what
is strictly necessary and proportionate in order to remedy the situation”,
all of which is subject to arbitration.
As the self-styled “star chamber” of legal experts for the hard-right Tory
Brexit ideologues of the “European Research Group” put it in their statement approving the deal: “We think as long as a UK government is willing
to be robust and to defend with vigour any arbitration proceedings
launched by the EU, then the rebalancing mechanism is less likely to give
rise to a serious, effective constraint on practical UK sovereignty to revise
our own laws in these fields.”
Finally, in the area of workers’ rights, the deal says that both sides must
uphold international labour standards such as those found in International
Labour Organization (ILO) conventions, concerning such things as trade
union rights, health and safety, and sick pay, among others. It is difficult to
take these provisions seriously. The UK has a notoriously bad track record
in upholding ILO conventions. For example, in its 2017 report, the ILO’s
Committee of Experts – a supervisory body – held the UK to be in breach
of a social security convention due to its abysmally low levels of sick pay.
The UK’s refusal to implement the convention which it had ratified was
wilful; as the committee stated, the UK “expresses no intention to comply
with the United Kingdom’s obligation to maintain social security benefits
at least at the minimum level guaranteed by these international instruments”. It is inconceivable that the EU is unaware of the UK’s track record
on international labour standards. The fact that this section of the deal
does not provide for countermeasures to be taken in the event of a breach
further suggests the provision is little more than fluff.
However, the weak level playing field provisions do not give the Tories
complete free reign when it comes to workers’ rights, for there still remains
the European Convention on Human Rights, which is separate from EU law.
Similar to EU law though, the convention has been implemented in the UK
– via the Human Rights Act – in such a way that allows UK judges to extend
domestic legislation when necessary to give effect to convention rights.
For example, the convention has extended whistleblowing rights to
judges and trade union consultation rights to parks constables when domestic law had failed to provide the same. It is, therefore, no surprise that
the convention has similarly provoked Tory ire in recent years, with successive Tory manifestos promising to repeal, curtail, or otherwise modify
the Human Rights Act. Indeed, Prime Minister Boris Johnson recently announced a review of the Human Rights Act, with a particular focus on
“whether the current approach risks domestic courts being unduly drawn
into questions of policy”.
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Covid-19, the university, and
reimagining the common good
Mark LeVine

“The UCIMC (University of California Irvine Medical Center) team is seeking volunteers to assist today and tomorrow with the set-up of the medical
field hospital in front of UCIMC Douglas Hospital.”
The email came only a few hours after the publication of the latest
Covid-19 numbers in California – an 82 percent increase in cases and a
92 percent increase in deaths in the last 14 days. By that point, the surge
in cases had already led to increasingly dire statements from the governor
and health authorities as well as frantic editorials and social media posts
warning of the Covid-tsunami heading our way for the holidays.
Front-line medical personnel, and the far more numerous other essential
workers, who have no choice but to work in overcrowded supermarkets and
warehouses with no social distancing and little protection, as well as their
worried and proud families and friends, were already aware of the severity
and toll of this pandemic. But when one of the wealthiest counties in the
wealthiest state of the wealthiest country in human history needs to call on
volunteers to ensure a field hospital outside the region’s only university hospital was built in time to handle the expected “surge on top of surge on top
of surge” in case numbers – well, that’s a whole different territory.
Thankfully, given my IKEA bookcase-level construction skills, the field
hospital was almost finished by the time I got there, and I spent my time
packing up the detritus of four days of intensive construction. Designed by
a Eugene-based company, Deployed Logix, and built on top of at least one
foot of gravel to protect against flooding, using the heaviest-duty canvas
and tarp-like materials imaginable, it is truly a remarkable structure. The
50-bed capacity field hospital will allow the UCIMC Douglas Hospital medical teams to handle the overflow of Covid-19 while not diminishing their
ability to care for all the other patients that continue to arrive to the region’s
most important teaching hospital.
As UC Irvine Healthcare spokesperson John Murray explained, in the
context of the pandemic and the intense political divisions of the past year,
“The sense of community we’ve experienced (during the construction of
the field hospital) is truly important.” Indeed, given how so many of us have
been self-quarantining and working from home for the better part of the
year, this was the first time I’d seen some of my neighbours and colleagues
from the university, where I teach history, since the pandemic began. It
was uplifting to see so many people leaving the safety of their homes and
coming together to help each other and the community at large at a time
of unprecedented crisis. When I returned several days later to load dozens
of sets of beds, monitors, desks and other equipment into the field hospital,
the scale and the stakes of the operation were even clearer.
But that community-mindedness must be measured against pandemic
fatigue that is getting worse by the day. As Murray put it with a nod to
Churchill, “The vaccine isn’t the beginning of the end, it’s the end of the
beginning. Everyone in healthcare understands that this isn’t going to end
any time soon,” even as thousands of staff have already been vaccinated.
And it is not only the medical professionals who are aware that we are
only at the “end of the beginning” of this emergency. Teachers across the
educational spectrum from Pre-K to universities are also at the front lines
of this pandemic, and they well know that the crisis is far from over. As a
parent and a professor, I know firsthand how hard it is to maintain a remote
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curriculum that is both pedagogically sound and engaging for months on
end – and indeed, without any end in sight. It’s even harder to do so when
the students are in that age between adolescence and adulthood, and
under some of the most intense social, emotional, intellectual and economic pressure of their lives.
For years, I fought hard against remote teaching, like most other professors I know, because I know in most cases it is pedagogically inferior
to in-person teaching, and not just in terms of knowledge delivery and acquisition. Students meeting with each other and their professors, and forming bonds that can last a lifetime, is a crucial part of education. And yet,
with the emergence of Covid-19, we have been left with no other ethical
choice than going remote and doing whatever is necessary to revamp our
courses so that they would reach the hardest to reach students – those
unable to attend virtual lectures because they have poor access to the internet or little privacy at home, as well as those struggling with anxiety and
other issues that prevent them from remaining engaged in a remote learning environment.
Professors who’ve spent decades developing their pedagogical style
had a week or two to learn entirely new skillsets and teaching paradigms.
As importantly, we’ve had to lift our game as social workers and therapists,
because the first place the extreme stresses of the pandemic was being
manifest was in isolated “remote” settings like our suddenly “virtual classrooms”.
Professors are suffering anxiety at rates not far behind students – the
pressure of moving online while also dealing with their own health and
home issues has taken a high toll on even the most experienced and
adaptable teachers. And for the majority of instructors without the security
of employment, the immediate post-pandemic future of massive budget
cuts, cancelled courses and shuttered programs is career and even lifethreatening.
Day after day, week after week, month after month we’ve had to attend
Zoom meetings, seminars and classes to learn the newest teaching app
or delivery format, or be updated on new regulations for dealing with student participation and grades. All of this in the context of the most polarised
political environment and election in anyone’s lifetime, which has been experienced with particular intensity at universities like UC Irvine, which is a
federally designated minority-serving university, and has a disproportionately large number of students from historically underrepresented, economically marginalised and immigrant backgrounds.
Indeed, the pandemic is not solely responsible for the unbearable
stresses currently experienced by most instructors and students. In fact,
in many cases, Covid-19 merely exacerbated and exposed the existing
fault lines in educational institutions like UC Irvine. The pandemic, for example, showed that even in a campus geared to educating first-generation
immigrants and low-income students, many students can still find themselves under an insurmountable financial burden when an unexpected
emergency decimates the kinds of jobs they have to have to support themselves during their education. Before Covid-19, many students were already struggling financially, but the pandemic, and its devastating impact
on the economy, made addressing the issue an urgent necessity.
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Boiler tragedies
Boiler explosions happen too frequently in industrial units all over the country.
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PPSC leaks
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What the pandemic can teach us about
ways to reduce air pollution

These spiders may sew leaves into fake
shelters to lure frogs to their doom

Carolyn Gramling

Jake Buehler

The COVID-19 pandemic
wasn’t just a shock to the
human immune system. It
was also a shock to the
Earth system, dramatically
changing the air quality in
cities around the globe.
As countries around the
globe struggled to contain
the disease, they imposed temporary shutdowns. Scientists are now sifting through data collected by satellite and on the ground to understand
what this hiatus in human activities can tell us about the atmospheric
cocktail that generates city pollution. Much of this preliminary data was
shared at the American Geophysical Union annual meeting in December.
It was already known that peoples’ activities were curtailed enough to result in a dramatic drop in emissions of greenhouse gases in April, as well
as a dip in the seismic noises produced by humans. That quiet period
didn’t last, though, and carbon dioxide emissions began to climb back upward by the summer. April 2020 saw a drop of about 17 percent in global
monthly CO2 emissions from fossil fuels, but by year’s end, annual CO2
emissions for the globe were only 7 percent lower than they were in 2019.
That reduction was too brief, compared with the hundreds of years that
the gas can linger in Earth’s atmosphere, to put a dent in the planet’s atmospheric CO2 level.
But in addition to briefly reducing emissions of climate-warming gases,
this abrupt halt in many human activities — particularly commuter traffic
— also created an unprecedented experiment for scientists to examine
the complicated chemistry of atmospheric pollutants in cities. By altering
the usual mix of pollutants hovering over cities, the shutdowns may help
scientists better understand another longstanding misery for human
health: poor air quality in many cities.

On a sweltering afternoon in northeastern
Madagascar, the coolness of a leaf’s shade is
an attractive respite for a
frog. But some of these
oases may hide hungry
architects: huntsman
spiders. New observations show that the gangly spiders partially attach two leaves together using
silk, creating a leafy hollow. One of the arachnids was spotted eating a frog
inside one of the pockets, suggesting that the spiders create the structures
to lure and trap frogs, researchers report in Ecology and Evolution. In 2017
and 2018, biologist Thio Rosin Fulgence and colleagues were conducting
an ecological survey in Madagascar when Dominic Martin, an ecologist at
the University of Göttingen in Germany, spotted a large huntsman spider
eating a small Madagascar reed frog. The spider was on a small tree, near
a pair of overlapping leaves that had been attached together with spider silk
to create a pocket. Upon approach, the spider backed into its leafy lair, amphibian prize in tow. “The first time that we found this phenomenon, we were
very excited,” says Fulgence, of the University of Antananarivo in Madagascar. The next year, while conducting reptile and amphibian surveys in
roughly the same region, Fulgence found three more of the spiders hiding
in similar leaf retreats. These spiders weren’t spotted with prey, he says.
Some spiders are known to prey on larger and stronger vertebrates such
as a mouse opossum and even frogs, if given the opportunity. When that
happens, the arachnids are commonly seen as winning the vertebrate jackpot. But huntsman spiders, in contrast, may be specifically targeting frogs
as prey, the researchers say. By attaching the leaves together, the spiders
are creating cool and dark microhabitats that would be desirable in a dry,
searing environment with plenty of predatory birds, Fulgence says.
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Pandemic tougher on mental health for women than men
Robert Preidt
The COVID-19 pandemic may be taking a bigger toll on
women's mental health than on men's, new research
suggests.
For the study, researchers examined the results of an
online survey of 112 men and 459 women in Canada.
The survey took place between March 23 and June 7,
2020. During that time, schools and many businesses
were closed, and people were told to stay home as
much as possible to reduce coronavirus transmission.
More than 66% of the survey participants reported poor
sleep quality and more than 39% reported worsening insomnia. All said they had increased anxiety and distress.
Sleep problems, depression and anxiety symptoms were
more common in women than in men, according to the
report in the journal Frontiers in Global Women's Health.
"Generally, the study found women reporting more anxiety and depression," said study author Veronica Guadagni, a postdoctoral scholar in the University of Calgary School of Medicine. "Their
symptoms worsened over time and with greater length of the isolation
period." Guadagni noted that there was a progressive rise in anxiety,
depression, poor sleep quality and trauma for both men and women,
but it was greater for women over time.
Women also reported higher scores on a scale measuring empathy,
the ability to understand the emotions of others and care for them. But
greater empathy was associated with greater anxiety, depression and
trauma, the study authors noted in a university news release. "I was

not surprised by the findings; women are the ones who carry the additional load," said senior investigator Giuseppe Iaria, a professor of psychology. "Taking care of family and critical situations has always been
a huge load on women and females."
Guadagni pointed out that greater empathy among women may mean
they're more likely to follow public health guidelines, such as washing
hands, social distancing and wearing a mask. "If we see that higher empathy is connected to prosocial behavior we could expect that the people
who actually care more for others would be more respectful of the rules.
Future studies should test this specific hypothesis," she said.

Precautions important with new coronavirus variant
Dennis Thompson
A new and more infectious variant of the COVID-19 virus has shown up in
separate cases in Colorado and California, weeks after it first emerged in
the United Kingdom.
Doctors on the pandemic's front line say people shouldn't panic, but should
definitely adhere even more closely to proven infection control measures,
like mask wearing and social distancing. "While the new strain is more
transmissible -- up to 70% by a recent analysis -- the mutation itself has
not previously been thought to be more virulent (able to cause harm) than
the current strains that have been circulating in the U.S. and abroad," said
Dr. Robert Glatter. He's an emergency medicine physician at Lenox Hill
Hospital in New York City.
There is no evidence that the new variant makes people any sicker or increases the overall risk of death from COVID-19, according to the U.S.
Centers for Disease Control and Prevention. It also appears that COVID19 vaccines should protect against it. U.K. researchers first detected the
new variant in September, and it now is highly prevalent in London and
southeast England, the CDC says. About 15% of people exposed to someone carrying the variant wind up infected, compared with a 10% infection
rate associated with the standard COVID-19 coronavirus, according to a
report by British public health officials.
But data from the United Kingdom has shown that the new variant doesn't
appear to have any resistance against the COVID-19 vaccines being distributed across America, Glatter said. "The new strain has not yet been
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shown to be more resistant to the Pfizer and Moderna mRNA-based COVID19 vaccines that have recently been rolled out, along with other vaccine candidates in Phase 3 trials and yet to be granted emergency use authorization,"
Glatter said. These mRNA vaccines are engineered to induce the immune
system to produce antibodies to multiple areas of the spike protein, he said.
The spike protein, found on the outer surface of the virus, is the primary way
the virus attaches to cells in the body, he explained.
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I'm Your Woman

We Can be Heroes

Christina Newland

Ian Freer

I’m Your Woman — an Amazon
Prime original movie starring
streaming service favourite
Rachel Brosnahan (of The Marvelous Mrs. Maisel) — seems
at first to be a film which is entirely geared toward the Maisel
audience. From its loopy, pink, cursive title sequence to its opening shots
of the feathery-haired Jean (Brosnahan), a housewife in a swishy magenta dressing gown and chic oversized sunglasses, we see a welldressed ’70s woman and wonder if this film is simply another enjoyable
exercise in watching Brosnahan swish around in retro duds.
But there’s a compelling bait and switch in I’m Your Woman, which
comes pretty early and rips Jean out of bed in the middle of the night,
forcing her to leave her previous life behind. Some scheme of her husband’s — a career criminal named Eddie (Bill Heck) — seems to have
gone terribly wrong, and she is unceremoniously dumped out into the
real world and sent on the lam with zero information about the circumstances. It’s here that she meets an enigmatic bodyguard, Cal (Arinzé
Kene), who is sent to protect her from mysterious forces, apparently
seeking revenge of some kind. Yet the danger Jean faces as a result of
her husband’s behaviour — and the mystery surrounding it — is given
shared importance with the interior journey the frightened housewife
must now go on. Beautifully lensed though the film is, it is not merely
confectionary.

Sylvie’s Love
Amon Warmann
A period drama with Black people at its centre is usually a guarantee that race and bigotry will
be the dominant factors of the
story. There is value in the If
Beale Street Could Talks and
Selmas, of course, but it’s disheartening that there hasn’t been nearly as many movies set way back when
that focus on Black characters pursuing love, happiness and career dreams.
That’s a big reason why Sylvie’s Love — a charming sophomore effort from
writer-director Eugene Ashe that puts the emphasis on a swoon-worthy romance to joyous effect — feels so refreshing. The two star-crossed lovers in
question are the titular Sylvie (Tessa Thompson) and Robert (Nnamdi Asomugha, likeably understated), a reserved but brilliant saxophonist in a jazz
quartet. The latter gets a job at the record store where Sylvie works just to be
near her, and their shared musical passions give way to cute flirtations that
quickly blossom into something more. That we’re rooting for the couple from
the outset even though Sylvie is technically engaged (a fact she oft-repeats)
is a sign of the easy chemistry Asomugha and Thompson share. Sylvie’s
Love would make for an excellent double bill with La La Land. Of all the obstacles placed in the relationship’s path, the push and pull between love and
career is where Ashe’s screenplay finds the most potent drama, one of many
reasons why Sylvie’s Love would make for an excellent double bill with La La
Land. In what is a welcome bit of revisionism, the woman’s career is given
just as much story importance as the man’s, which helps to reinforce the idea
that the title doesn’t just refer to the men in Sylvie’s life, but to herself.
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Doing for superhero flicks
what Spy Kids did for secret
agent films, We Can Be Heroes, Robert Rodriguez’s return to lo-fi children’s films, is
frenetic but not always fun.
The set-up is simple: infallible superhero team The
Heroics — including Marcus Moreno (Pedro Pascal), Miracle Guy (Boyd Holbrook), Tech-No (Christian Slater) and Sharkboy (JJ Dashnaw) and Lavagirl
(Taylor Dooley), making this a quasi-sequel to Rodriguez’s 2005 flick — are
kidnapped by an armada of invading aliens, giving Earth just three hours before the takeover. For her own safety, Missy (YaYa Gosselin), Moreno’s
daughter but with no special abilities, is placed in an impregnable underground bunker with the superpowered offspring of The Heroics. At this point,
Rodriguez creates an interminable clunky scene in which the kids introduce
their powers — including bendiness, a dynamic singing range, slow motion,
rewinding and fast-forwarding time, the ability to transform faces — and it
soon becomes clear that the youngsters will have to evade the director of
the Heroics programme, Ms Granada (Priyanka Chopra Jonas, doing kids’
film acting to the hilt), and come together to rescue their parents and save
the planet. Throughout the flick, Rodriguez sews in some fun digs at comicbook movie tropes, around the genre’s penchant for holding brawls in overpopulated cities or the fiddly nature of superhero costumes (none of this stuff
reaches Incredibles level of genius). And, as with the Spy Kids flicks, it’s
gaudy, good-natured and inclusive.

Wonder Woman 1984
Ben Travis
For the first time in about two
decades, 2020 was a year without a single major planet-rescuing
superhero on the big screen.
(Birds of Prey arguably qualifies,
though Harley Quinn was more
concerned with saving an egg
sandwich than saving the world.) After years of box-office dominance,
the one thing DC and Marvel’s greatest heroes weren’t prepared for was
a pandemic. But as the year closes, one comic-book blockbuster has
defied the odds to make it to the big screen and rescue 2020 from total
misery: Wonder Woman 1984.
It’s fitting that Diana Prince is the one to swoop in and save the day —
after all, she was the original bright new hope of the DC Extended Universe, once so mired in morally murky seriousness (and visually murky
set-pieces). Patty Jenkins’ 2017 film pierced the grimdark pomposity of
Man of Steel and Batman v Superman in an outing that dared to embrace the inherent goodness of its central hero, a sincerity that shone
through both in its super-powered set-pieces, and in the budding romance between Gal Gadot’s Amazonian warrior-goddess Diana and
Chris Pine’s human (but superhumanly handsome) World War I pilot
Steve Trevor. It’s clear that Jenkins feels even more empowered this
time around to hold firm to Wonder Woman’s intrinsic ethos: that she is
a bastion of truth and honesty, whose physical strength is complemented
by the warmth, love and generosity that she radiates.
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How to Survive a Pandemic

The Square and Tower

Michael Greger

Niall Ferguson

A vital, timely text on the viruses
that cause pandemics and how to
face them, by the New York Times
bestselling author of How Not to
Die. As the world grapples with the
devastating impact of COVID-19,
Dr Greger reveals not only what we
can do to protect ourselves and our
loved ones during a pandemic, but
also what human society must rectify to reduce the likelihood of even
worse catastrophes in the future.
From tuberculosis to bird flu and
HIV to coronavirus, these infectious
diseases share a common origin story: human interaction with animals.
Otherwise known as zoonotic diseases for their passage from animals
to humans, these pathogens―both pre-existing ones and those newly
identified – emerge and re-emerge throughout history, sparking epidemics and pandemics that have resulted in millions of deaths around
the world. How did these diseases come about? And what – if anything
– can we do to stop them and their fatal march into our countries, our
homes, and our bodies? In How to Survive a Pandemic, Dr Michael
Greger, physician and internationally-recognized expert on public health
issues, delves into the origins of some of the deadliest pathogens the
world has ever seen. Tracing their evolution from the past until today, Dr
Greger spotlights emerging flu and coronaviruses as he examines where
these pathogens originated, as well as the underlying conditions and significant human role that have exacerbated their lethal influence to large,
and even global, levels.

What if everything we thought we knew
about history was wrong? From the
global bestselling author of Empire, The
Ascent of Money and Civilization, this is
a whole new way of looking at the
world. Most history is hierarchical: it's
about popes, presidents, and prime
ministers. But what if that's simply because they create the historical
archives? What if we are missing
equally powerful but less visible networks-leaving them to the conspiracy
theorists, with their dreams of all-powerful Illuminati? The twenty-first century
has been hailed as the Networked Age. But in The Square and the
Tower Niall Ferguson argues that social networks are nothing new. From
the printers and preachers who made the Reformation to the freemasons who led the American Revolution, it was the networkers who disrupted the old order of popes and kings. Far from being novel, our era
is the Second Networked Age, with the computer in the role of the printing press. Those looking forward to a utopia of interconnected 'netizens'
may therefore be disappointed. For networks are prone to clustering,
contagions, and even outages. And the conflicts of the past already
have unnerving parallels today, in the time of Facebook, Islamic State
and Trumpworld.

Cari Mora
Thomas Harris

The Simple Truth
David Baldacci
As a young conscripted soldier,
Rufus Harms was jailed for the brutal killing of a schoolgirl. Yet, after
twenty-five hard years of incarceration, a stray letter from the US
army reveals new facts about the
night of the murder – and the evil
secret shared by some of Washington's most powerful men. Fearful
for his life, Harms seizes his one
chance to escape. But within hours
the only people who knew about
the letter have been hunted down
and eliminated.
As the unknown assassins close in
on Harms, ex-cop turned criminal
attorney John Fiske is drawn into
the web. His younger brother is already a victim, the woman he loves
is under threat. For the truth and the chance of a future, he will never
give up the fight. But for both men time is already running out. Their
enemy is buried deep within the system and completely ruthless when
protecting the truth.
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From the creator of Hannibal Lecter
and the Silence of the Lambs comes
a story of evil, greed and the consequences of dark obsession. Twentyfive million dollars in cartel gold lies
hidden beneath a mansion on the
Miami beach Waterfront. Ruthless
men have tracked it for years. Leading
the pack is Hans-peter Schneider.
driven by unspeakable appetites, he
makes a living fleshing out the violent
fantasies of other, richer men. Cari
Mora, caretaker of the house, has escaped from the violence in her native
country. She stays in Miami on a wobbly temporary protected status,
subject to the Iron whim of the immigration authorities. She works at
many jobs to survive. Beautiful, marked by war, Cari catches the eye
of Hans-peter as he closes in on the treasure. But Cari Mora has surprising skills and her will to survive has been tested before. Monsters
lurk in the crevices between male desire and female survival. No other
writer in the last century has conjured those monsters with more terrifying brilliance than Thomas Harris. Cari Mora, his sixth novel, is the
long-awaited return of an American master. The last two decades of
19th century popular fiction were dominated by Conan Doyle and
Sherlock Holmes. A century on, suspense literature has achieved
their equals in Thomas Harris.
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