FORTNIGHTLY

INDEPENDENT . INCISIVE . ANALYTICAL

weeklycuttingedge.com

CPL # 109

February 1-15 2021

Vol# 16 Issue # 12

Rs. 100

Leaks

Modi’s terror tactics to
perpetuate his rule
Indian Prime Minister Narendra Modi uses terror to perpetuate his rule. Irrefutable documentary evidence has surfaced proving that the
Pulwama terrorist incident in February 2019,
and the subsequent Balakot false flag operation, which the Indian prime minister exploited
to defame Pakistan and win the elections, were
actually planned by Modi himself and executed
by his henchman Home Minister Amit Shah.
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Cover story

Another electric shock
Shahid Hussain

The government has hiked the power tariff for the fourth time, when people
are already struggling to cope with the adverse effects of the pandemic
and expected relief after renewed agreements with the Independent Power
Producers (IPPs). The 15pc increase in the base power tariff of distribution
companies, besides monthly “fuel charge adjustments,” will not only inflate
power bills but also lead to price hikes of food and daily-use items.
In Pakistan’s recent history, no government has increased prices of electricity by 15pc in one go. It is also disturbing that the government had hinted
at cutting power tariffs after signing “landmark” agreements with the IPPs.
The government had said the agreements would ensure the provision of
cheap electricity to consumers on a sustainable basis. Instead of relief, the
power tariff was increased by a whooping 15pc, which could have been increased in phases, if the government had been serious about the plight of
the common people. In March 2000, the government had announced freezing gas and electricity tariffs to check skyrocketing prices of essentials.
The massive power tariff hike is the fifth in the PTI government. The
government increased power prices four times in its first 11 months. Gas
and power tariffs almost doubled for the common people in 18 months of
Prime Minister Imran Khan’s rule. He himself has admitted his government’s disappointing performance on price control, especially after sugar
and wheat flour crises hit the country recently. Food inflation continues to
be the biggest challenge for the government and people. Rising prices of
essential kitchen items have affected millions of lower-middle-income
households across the country. In the last two years, food prices have increased by more than a third. The government has left the people at the
mercy of hoarders and profiteers. It is really a difficult time for a large number of people, who have lost their jobs, as businesses struggle to cope
with the effects of the health crisis. The government’s inability to check
food prices has worsened their plight.
Justifying the hike, the government said it had avoided putting the
whole burden on consumers as the actual hike could have been Rs8-9 per
unit instead of Rs1.95 per unit. Addressing a press conference, Federal
Energy Minister Omar Ayub Khan said the tariff had been increased despite tough economic conditions due to compulsions arising out of the
“landmines” left behind by the previous government with ill intentions. He
claimed the government was taking measures to control “compulsory payments” and acting as a “shield,” otherwise the tariff increase would have
been around Rs8-9 per unit. Under the decision, it will be the first time in
almost two decades that the base tariff for lifeline consumers using up to
50 units per month would be increased. The minister claimed the past Pakistan Muslim League-Nawaz (PML-N) government had not passed on prior
years’ adjustments in the tariff worth Rs227b that should have been recovered by 2019. It required the PTI government to increase the average
base tariff by Rs2.61 per unit but Prime Minister Imran Khan decided
against putting the huge burden on the consumers at the outset. Therefore,
the government increased the tariff by only 23 paisa per unit at the time
and had to absorb Rs2.38 per unit as subsidy amounting to Rs247b. Last
year, the government provided a Rs473b subsidy to the power sector despite an economic crunch and Covid-19 to protect the consumers.
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It is a fact that the PTI government inherited an unsustainable level of
capacity payments from the PML-N government. According to the government, the agreements inked by the previous government in the power sector were based on bad intentions and corrupt practices and the increase in
the electricity tariff in one year alone (2019-2020) on account of compulsory
capacity payments would have been Rs2.18 per unit but the government
decided to increase the rates by Rs1.95 per unit in 2021. The annual capacity payments to the independent power projects (IPPs) stood at Rs185b
in 2013, Rs468b in 2018, Rs642b in 2019, Rs860b in 2020 and would reach
Rs1.455 trillion in 2023. According to the government, it has taken initiatives
to improve the power sector and reduce the flow of circular debt. It hopes
to reduce the final burden on the sector by Rs836b over the next 20 years.
Besides the common people, the power tariff hike will also hit the industrial sector. Exporters say the decision of raising the electricity tariff by 15pc
and closing down captive power plants would devastate local production
and exports besides sabotaging the government’s efforts to enhance exports. In a joint statement, the Businessmen Group, Karachi Chamber of
Commerce and Industry (KCCI) and Pakistan Apparel Forum said it was
not the right time to impose “anti-business and anti-export” decisions — especially because exports were picking up and exporters were getting a large
number of orders. The power tariff hike will also affect the performance of
general industries which are an important part of the supply chain of export-oriented industries. Consequently, it will also have a devastating trickle
down effect on trading, wholesale and retail networks. It would also make
Pakistani products less competitive than those from India and Bangladesh.
The government has once again increased the power tariff to overburden people instead of reforming the power distribution system. Huge theft,
line losses and corruption in the system mean increased tariffs for people.
The government has completed its half term and it is enough time to take
stock of the situation and fix problems. However, it continues to blame the
past rulers for their corruption and inefficiency. The statements, devoid of
action, are mere hollow slogans, which do not impress the public anymore.
People need action and results. They desperately need price cuts, jobs
and business opportunities. The government cannot blame the past governments for the recent increase in prices of essentials. It has taken some
measures to reform the economy, but their positive results have not
reached the common people.
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Leaks

Modi’s terror tactics to
perpetuate his rule
Nasim Ahmed

Indian Prime Minister Narendra Modi uses terror to perpetuate his rule. Irrefutable documentary evidence has surfaced
proving that the Pulwama terrorist incident in February 2019,
and the subsequent Balakot false flag operation, which the
Indian prime minister exploited to defame Pakistan and win
the elections, were actually planned by Modi himself and executed by his henchman Home Minister Amit Shah.
The leaked WhatsApp chats between India’s Republic TV
Chief Arnab Goswami and former Broadcast Audience Research Council (BARC) Chief Executive Partho Dasgupta
have revealed that the former had prior knowledge not only
of the Pulwama terror attack but also of New Delhi’s conspiracy to conduct airstrikes against Pakistan days before they
took place.
Running over 1,000 pages, Goswami’s WhatsApp chats
are part of Mumbai Police’s charge-sheet, submitted before
a court, in a case pertaining to alleged manipulation of Television Rating Points (TRPs) by Republic TV. In a conversation with Dasgupta on February 23, 2019, Arnab Goswami said, "something big will
happen". When the latter asked if it was about "Dawood", Goswami
replied, "No Sir, Pakistan. Something major will be done this time." This
referred to the airstrikes that were going to be conducted in order to influence the Indian voters in the parliamentary election later that year. More
shockingly, earlier on February 14, 2019, immediately after the Pulwama
attack, Goswami had texted Dasgupta, saying it worked well for his channel’s TRPs.
The text messages of Arnab Goswami, who is notorious for his close
links to the Modi government, have established that both Pulwama attack
and Balakot false flag operation were part of a devilish plan masterminded
by the Modi-led Hindu supremacist BJP government to pander to the raw
nationalist passion of Hindu voters in order to win the ensuing elections.
A gut wrenching aspect of the false flag operation orchestrated by the
BJP leadership to malign Pakistan is that all the soldiers slaughtered in
Pulwama belonged to lower castes. It is not surprising given the fact that
it is the Brahmin elite now in the corridors of power in New Delhi – an elite
who consider low-caste Dalits and tribal people as sub-humans and no
better than animals, to be disposed of at will.
India’s own media has come down hard on the Modi government for
having conspired to kill the low-caste soldiers by providing to paid mercenaries and hirelings arms and ammunition which are used only by the Indian Army. They have highlighted how cruelly and inhumanly Indian
soldiers, belonging to low-caste backgrounds, were butchered in the Pulwama attack by their own government for narrow political interests.
Indian media reports have given details of the 40 Indian soldiers
butchered in the Pulwama blast. All of them hailed from lower-caste communities, including 19 troops from Other Backward Classes (or backward
castes); seven from scheduled castes; five from scheduled tribes; one
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high-caste Bengali; three Jat Sikhs; and one Muslim. To cover up its criminal intent, the BJP government never disclosed the caste and class details
of the Indian soldiers killed in Pulwama.
Video footages of the Pulwama attack showed weapons were of American origin: M16s with a telescopic optic, LMG with night vision devices,
and laser-range finders. Questions have rightly been raised as to how
these kinds of weapons as well as 350 kilograms of explosive could be
moved through numerous checkposts manned by large contingents of security forces all over the Kashmir valley. And how is it that the footage of
the attack appeared on social media minutes after the attack, along with
the information that an improvised explosive device (IED) was used in the
blast. The only conclusion one can draw from these details is that it was
an inside job conceived, planned and executed by the extremists in the
seat of power in Delhi. It also proves how far the ultra-nationalist RSS-BJP
ruling clique in India can go in the pursuit of its nefarious political design
to malign Pakistan.
It is relevant to add here that even at the time of the occurrence of the
Pulwama terror attack, Islamabad had rejected India’s malicious propaganda, highlighting the fact that the biggest beneficiary of the incident was
the BJP government, which secured a landslide victory in the ensuing Lok
Sabha elections. It was a deeply laid conspiracy to whip anti-Pakistan sentiment in order to ensure Modi’s election victory. The special significance
of Arnab Goswami WhatsApp transcripts lies in the fact that they confirm
how the whole enterprise from Pulwama to the ‘false-flag’ operation to
Modi’s massive electoral success was scripted and ruthlessly acted upon.
Driven by narrow considerations of domestic politics, the present Hindutva regime in New Delhi has embarked on a course of action that poses
a serious threat to regional peace and security. It is time the international
community took notice of the roguish policies of Narendra Modi, who is
gradually pushing South Asia to the brink of a devastating war.
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E-commerce

Pakistan’s IT industry
in upbeat mood
Nasim Ahmed

According to a report released by the Overseas Investors Chamber of
Commerce and Industry (OICCI), Pakistan has the potential to enhance
its IT exports to $10 billion from the current $2 billion. The report titled
“OICCI Recommendations for Digital Economy” highlights the muchneeded shift required to capture the opportunity of digital transformation
happening within and outside Pakistan through new initiatives and aggressive marketing.
The report says: “Digitising most, if not all, key segments of the economy could boost IT exports to $10 billion annually, provide a significant
growth to the gross domestic product (GDP), attract billions of dollars in
foreign direct investment (FDI) and create new jobs within a short period.”
To fully utilise the FDI potential of the IT sector, there is, of course, need to
create an enabling environment for investment in the platform and hi-tech
ecosystem, so that Pakistan can attract global IT platform players and venture capital funds to accelerate the trend towards innovation. The OICCI
has also emphasised the need for sustained and structured efforts for improving the global image of Pakistan as an attractive destination for FDI,
especially for large international technology players.
The OICCI recommendations are comprehensive in their scope and
embrace key areas such as connectivity, digital financial system, export
growth and digital skills, platforms and e-commerce ecosystem, innovation
and regulatory environment, and digital governance and citizen services.
At present, IT exports from Pakistan are worth only $1-2 billion, while other
countries are doing much better. For example, the Philippines, with half
the population of Pakistan, exports IT services worth about $30 billion and
India over $190 billion. Among other things, the OICCI report has underlined the need for stable and inclusive regulatory practices to ensure effective participation of global players in the platform economy and connect
Pakistan to global e-commerce and creative economy opportunity.
Recently, the government inaugurated Special Technology Zones but
to make them fully functional it is important to establish a digital mechanism
to provide ease of doing business coverage to bring into use 5-10 million
square feet of space quickly. According to IT experts, the government
needs to improve the quality and stability of connectivity through rapid
fiberisation of the system, enabling the country to be integrated with global
technology chains. An accompanying need is to improve digital governance, which can significantly help in terms of service efficiency.
The factors favouring Pakistan at the moment are a visibly improved
security environment and attractive operating costs in terms of hard currencies, following steep depreciation of the rupee. Over the last few years,
Pakistan has taken rapid strides to improve its standing in the global Information Technology sector. One proof of this is that Pakistan’s IT exports
grew by 39 percent to $763 million in the first five months of the current
fiscal year as compared with $549 million in the same period last year. In
the last fiscal year, IT-related exports were recorded at $1.4 billion.
A heartening development is that Pakistan is now widely recognized as
a global player and Pakistani IT talent is now well established internationally. The number of IT companies in Pakistan has now increased to 2,354
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from 1,762 in June 2018. According to Najeeb Ghauri, Chairman of Netsol
Technologies, one of the reasons for growth is the maturity of the IT industry: “Pakistan’s IT industry is 30 years in the making. The industry is on the
move and is very bullish. Now we see very mature products and services
being offered from Pakistan.”
Major IT-related products coming out of Pakistan include customized
software development across multiple industries, call centers, business
process outsourcings (BPOs), consulting for IT services, system integrators
and solution providers, global tech support centers, game development
and mobile apps and creative services.
Some of Pakistan’s major IT players with global outreach are Afiniti,
Netsol and KeepTruckin. Major services and BPO companies include Arbisoft, Systems Limited, Venture Dive, Techlogix, Infotech and TRG.
“Ninety percent of our exports are services-based and very few global products are a part of the mix,” said Shehryar Hydri, an IT consultant and former
secretary general of Pakistan Software Houses Association. Most of the
earnings are through remote teams, developers hired as consultants and
offshore back offices for larger companies in the EU and North America.
Pakistan’s ministry of commerce recently broke the good news that the
British American Tobacco (BAT) would set up its Business Shared Services
organization hub— the BAT “Global Business Services” for Asia Pacific
and Middle East Region— in Pakistan which would act as a talent incubator
and give a big boost to Pakistan’s IT exports.
Many big companies in the US and Europe already have highly organized offshore processing offices in Pakistan which are making software for them. Pakistan’s leading IT experts are optimistic about the
future of the local IT industry and see the current technology paradigm
shifts and transformation as opening the door to the emerging global IT
opportunities. If the current trends continue, Pakistan may soon reach
the $5 billion export mark.
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Politics

Foreign funding case
to boomerang?
Muhammad Hassan

The opposition’s Pakistan Democratic Alliance (PDM) has focused on a foreign funding case against Prime Minister Imran Khan’s Pakistan Tehreek-iInsaf (PTI) after its public rallies started losing steam. They accuse the ruling
party of receiving funds from Indians and Israelis while the government claims
it has proof of the opposition parties receiving money from abroad. Though
the foreign funding case is of political nature, yet it may harm the opposition
more than the ruling party, because it has more resources at its disposal.
Prime Minister Imran Khan appeared to be highly confident of the outcome of the case when he called for an open trial in the case and challenged the leadership of all opposition parties to face the proceedings too.
He challenged that all parties’ funds should be made public and the PTI
would emerge the only political party to come clean. However, the Election
Commission of Pakistan (ECP) said that its scrutiny committee enjoyed
the power and status of a joint investigation team (JIT) and it could not
hold open hearings in the foreign funding cases. “The committee will face
difficulties in proceeding with the case if it happens,” the ECP said in a
statement. It, however, said the commission would hold an open hearing
in the case after receiving recommendations from the scrutiny committee,
which would be shared with the parties.
The case was lodged by a disgruntled member of the PTI in the Election Commission of Pakistan (ECP) in November 2014, and it has not been
decided for more than six years. In a tit-for-tat move, the PTI also filed a
petition in the ECP, accusing the Pakistan Peoples Party (PPP) and the
Pakistan Muslim League-Nawaz (PML-N) of receiving illegal funds from
the US and the UK, and using party funds to launder money.
In a bid to pressure on the government, the Pakistan Democratic Movement (PDM) protested outside the ECP for an immediate decision on the
case against the ruling party and accused Prime Minister Imran Khan of
receiving funds from Israel and India to topple the previous government of
the PML-N. “Imran Khan received funds from India and Israel. The funds
came in the name of his servants through Hundi and not through banking
channels,” PML-N Vice President Maryam Nawaz alleged. She claimed
the funds from India had come from Bharatiya Janata Party member Inder
Dosanjh and Barry C. Schneps from Israel. PDM Chief Maulana Fazlur
Rehman accused Imran Khan of being a “Jews’ agent” and claimed the
foreign funding case had substantiated it.
The provisions of the Article 6(3) of the Political Parties Act, 2002, state,
"Any contribution made, directly or indirectly, by any foreign government,
multi-national or domestically incorporated public or private company, firm,
trade or professional association shall be prohibited and the parties may
accept contributions and donations only from individuals". Under the law,
maximum punishment is confiscation of the prohibited proceeds. Also,
matters pertaining to foreign funding do not fall within the jurisdiction of the
Election Commission of Pakistan (ECP) at least as far as probes are concerned, law experts say. According to the Article-17(2) of the 1973 Constitution of Pakistan, the federal government is mandated with making
references on foreign funding and forwarding them to the Supreme Court
of Pakistan within 15 days, which will decide them.
The PTI has been accused of having received funds from foreign indi-
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viduals. However, according to the law, there was no bar on individuals
donating funds to a political party. Interestingly, there was no allegation
that the PTI had received funds from any other state institution or agency.
The Election Act, 2017 would also not be applicable to the PTI because
the party accounts being scrutinised pertain to the year preceding 2013.
It appears the opposition is trying to flog a dead horse in the foreign
funding case. The case has already been decided by the Supreme Court
of Pakistan when it discussed in detail the question of foreign funding in
its 2017 judgment on a petition filed by PML-N leader Hanif Abbasi, who
had sought disqualification of Imran Khan. In its judgment, the court had
noted that it was not the case that the PTI was formed or organised at the
instance of any government or political party of a foreign country or was
affiliated to or associated with any government or political party of a foreign
country, or received any aid, financial or otherwise, from any government
or political party of a foreign country. The court had declared that any contribution or donation which was prohibited under the law shall be confiscated in favour of the state in the manner as may be prescribed. So, the
PTI will remain unhurt even if it has received illegal funds.
In the past, former Prime Minister Nawaz Sharif and his party were also
accused by former Prime Minister Benazir Bhutto of receiving funds from AlQaeda founder Osama bin Laden to topple her government. According to PTI
ministers, the PML-N also received funds from some Arab states and used
party funds for money laundering. Addressing a press conference, Interior
Minister Sheikh Rashid warned the PML-N that the much-publicised probe in
the foreign funding case could prove to be a “second Panama Leaks” for it
and would lead to unearthing of more financial scandals of its leaders.
It is clear that the foreign funding case cannot harm the PTI or its government. However, it is not sure about the opposition and its leaders. Some
retired army officers claim PDM head Fazlur Rehman has received funds
from Indian and Afghan intelligence agencies to create unrest in Pakistan
through protests. PTI ministers also claim the government has proof of
Fazl receiving funds from Arab states. They also accuse him of money
laundering. They say it is why he and his party were bitterly against FATF
legislation and he started a movement against the government after their
failure to block the law.
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Environment

Feeling the heat of
global warming
Muhammad Ali

The global crisis of environmental degradation has left the world economy
vulnerable to threats. The way it has started affecting the world population,
economy and wildlife, it will become the biggest challenge ever faced by
humans in a few decades if left unattended.
The International Monetary Fund has warned that the world economy
is increasingly vulnerable to the impact of the climate emergency as it
downgraded its forecasts for 2021. Urging governments to make greater
strides to reduce carbon emissions and build green infrastructure, the IMF
said one of the main risks to its forecasts came from the growing costs of
the climate crisis and the harm caused by protectionist trade policies. The
State Bank of Pakistan also forecast food shortages in the country due to
climate change in its recent reports. Recently, Pakistan has faced shortages of vegetables, flour and sugar.
Global heating puts pressure on resources, as extreme weather, including heat waves, droughts, floods and fiercer storms, grows more frequent
and devastating. Climate breakdown and the global crisis of environmental
degradation are increasing violence against women and girls, while genderbased exploitation is in turn hampering our ability to tackle the crises. Wildlife
is also at risk due to big gaps in environmental protections.
Attempts to repair environmental degradation and adapt to climate
breakdown, particularly in poorer countries, are failing, and resources are
being wasted because they do not take gender inequality and the effects
on women and girls into account. Campaigners called for governments and
institutions to take note, saying that the impacts on women and girls must
be at the heart of any viable strategies on the climate and ecology. The International Union for the Conservation of Nature (IUCN) carried out what is
understood to be the biggest and most comprehensive study yet of the
issue, taking two years and involving more than 1,000 sources of research.
“We found gender-based violence to be pervasive, and there is enough
clear evidence to suggest that climate change is increasing gender-based
violence,” said Cate Owren, a lead author of the report. As environmental
degradation and stress on ecosystems increases, that in turn creates
scarcity and stress for people, and the evidence shows that, where environmental pressures increase, gender-based violence increases. Six in 10
respondents to a survey by IUCN, with more than 300 responses from organizations around the world, said they had observed gender-based violence among female environmental rights defenders, environmental
migrants and refugees, and in areas where environmental crimes and environmental degradation were taking place. More than 80 case studies
clearly showing such links were uncovered as part of the research.
The report found human trafficking rises in areas where the natural environment is under stress, and links between gender-based violence and
environmental crimes such as wildlife poaching and illegal resource extraction. Globally, about 12 million more young girls are thought to have
been married off after increasing natural disasters, and weather related
disasters have been shown to increase trafficking by 20-30 percent.
Socioeconomic risks could increase significantly for those living in
urban areas of Pakistan and India by 2050 as heat waves push up against
the limits of human endurance and survivability, the McKinsey Global Institute warned in its report. Countries with lower per capita gross domestic
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product (GDP) rely more on outdoor work and natural capital, and thus
have less financial means to adapt quickly. Also, hot and humid countries
like Pakistan are expected to become significantly hotter and more humid
by 2050. This would impact workability in urban settings, and the report
expects an average ten-percentage-point loss in annual share of effective
outdoor working hours in heat-exposed regions between today and 2050.
“Poorer regions often have climates that are closer to physical thresholds,”
the report said, adding that as heat gets worse, productivity could tumble.
It points to the risks in workability and liveability both, as Bangladesh,
India, and Pakistan, with lower per capita GDP levels, were the most affected countries under the Representative Concentration Pathway (RCP)
8.5 scenario. Under RCP 8.5, the world’s average temperature would rise
by 4.9 degrees Celsius, or nearly 9 degrees Fahrenheit. “Under an RCP
8.5 scenario, urban areas in parts of India and Pakistan could be the first
places in the world to experience heat waves that exceed the survivability
threshold for a healthy human being, with small regions projected to experience a more than 60 percent annual chance of such a heat wave by
2050,” the report noted.
Farms in Kunri, Sindh province, the red chilli capital of Asia, are also
losing their livelihood to climate change. The area, responsible for 85 percent of all red chilli production in Pakistan and contributing 1.5 percent of
the country's GDP, has been devastated by extreme heat. The overall production of red chillies has gone down from 125,000 ton in 2018 to only 70
to 80,000 ton in 2019 and its rates have doubled. Farmers would normally
sow chilli seeds in January, but the weather cycle in the region is changing
and they have to wait for suitable conditions to grow their crops. Buyers
have stopped importing chillies from Pakistan after expensive prices. For
many workers, there is no back-up plan if the chilli business can't provide.
Experts say environmental degradation now affects our lives in ways
that are becoming impossible to ignore, from food to jobs to security. The
irony is that most countries, which are worst affected by climate change,
like Pakistan, have not contributed to the problem. They are paying the
price for the greed and reckless policies of the advanced countries. The
world’s leading climate scientists have warned that our current actions are
not enough for us to meet our target of 1.5C of warming. We need to do
more to save the planet, plants, animals and ourselves.
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Opinion

Broadsheet saga:
Propaganda and reality
Muhammad Zain

A media campaign has been launched against the National Accountability Bureau (NAB) and the Pakistan Tehreek-i-Insaf (PTI) government after Pakistan
had to pay $21.5 million to a UK company tasked with tracking down foreign
assets purchased by Pakistanis through ill-gotten wealth in 2000. It is irony that
the poor people of Pakistan had to pay a heavy price for properties of the Sharif
family abroad but instead of being ashamed of it, they have launched a campaign, with the help of some media houses, to malign the image of the NAB
and the PTI government, which had no role in it. The media campaign aims to
hide the truth about Sharifs properties abroad and influence corruption cases
against them.
Pakistan had to pay the huge amount to the UK company on an order of
the London court, as the NAB had terminated the contract in 2003, after former
President Pervez Musharraf was forced by international powers to announce
the so-called National Reconciliation Ordinance (NRO) as a result of which corruption cases against former Prime Ministers Benazir Bhutto and Nawaz Sharif
and his family were dropped and they were allowed to return to Pakistan from
exile. However, the cost of the NRO was paid by the poor people of Pakistan
through the nose while the Sharifs were its biggest beneficiary.
The Sharif family claims to have been exonerated by the London court despite the fact that the court has cited the family, their properties abroad and alleged corruption on many occasions in its judgment. At one point, the London
court verdict reads: “Nawaz Sharif belongs to the second generation of a wealthy
Punjab family which owns among many other assets in Pakistan and abroad a
family business which according to its website is large and profitable. That business alone is valued at US$288 million. The total value of assets attributed to
him in the evidence before me is US$805.9 million including US$622.2 million in
Pakistan, US$54.1 million in Saudi Arabia,US$24.5 million in the UAE and
US$105.1 million in the United Kingdom. (These are, however, gross figures that
do not necessarily relate to the current value of the properties shown.”
The judge also noted that there were various court proceedings involving
certain of Nawaz Sharif’s business activities and he was sentenced to terms of
imprisonment by the Sindh High Court in June 2000 and by the Attock Fort Accountability Court in July 2000. “In early December 2000, however, he and certain family members including his brother, Shahbaz Sharif, petitioned General
Musharraf, then the President of Pakistan, for clemency, and confidential agreements were entered into which included grants of pardon in exchange for the
family’s agreement to accept exile in Saudi Arabia. There is evidence that in
2001/2 Shahbaz Sharif made substantial payments to the NAB totalling up to
Rs.440 million (about US$ 7.35 million) and there was some dispute at the Liability Hearing as to whether those were assets recovered by the NAB,” the
court observed.
The London High Court also mentioned the Panama leaks and Nawaz Sharif
and his family. “In 2015 the files of Mossack Fonseca, a firm of Panama lawyers,
became public knowledge thus disclosing the affairs of clients and former clients,
including Nawaz Sharif and family members. In Pakistan, proceedings were instituted by the leader of another political party, Imran Khan (now the elected
Prime Minister) which resulted in an Order of the Supreme Court dated 20 April
2017. Mr. Ghumman (a former NAB official) said in evidence that there was a
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reason why the NAB never agreed to its inclusion because Mr. (Ishaq) Dar gave
some assistance to the NAB regarding Sharif family assets in 2000. This consisted of identifying potentially recoverable assets of the Sharif family that were
referred to in it and ascribing a valuation to each. This resulted in a list of 76 items
of property in three overseas jurisdictions, namely, Saudi Arabia, the UAE and
the United Kingdom, as well as in Pakistan,” the court ruled.
Analysing another point, the court noted, “One example of the foregoing is
the item described as ‘the highway kickback’. This appears as Item 30 “LahoreIslamabad highway kickback” which is valued at US$160 million and is dated 1
Jan 2004. There is evidence, it is said, in the Constitutional Petition presented
to the Supreme Court of Pakistan in 2016 that during a previous period as Prime
Minister Nawaz Sharif succeeded in obtaining authorisation for the construction
of a motor highway from his home town of Lahore to Islamabad, and that he or
his associates received US$160 million by way of allegedly corrupt payments
from the contractor(s) concerned. This evidence, in my view, does not support
a claim that there is, or was, an asset worth $160 million in his possession which
the NAB could have recovered from him, or could recover now, without further
evidence linking that sum to cash or property assets which can or could have
been seized.”
“This is immediately relevant in one case, namely, the four Avenfield Flats
which the Accountability Court has declared (subject to appeal) are the property
of the Government of Pakistan, the Second Respondent in this arbitration. The
values ascribed to them total US$13 million (items 62-65). If the Government
has to prove its title before the English Courts, and then realises their value, I
would expect (and I find) that the net recovery will be not less than about US$8
million. But I would accept that the net recovery from local assets in Saudi Arabia
or the UAE could be significantly lower, depending on the circumstances of each
case,” the judgment says.
The references of properties and businesses of the Sharifs in the judgment,
proof of which was provided by the Broadsheet to the court, can land the former
ruling family of Pakistan in more trouble. It is why it has unleashed a smear campaign against the PTI and the NAB.
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Economics

Unbridled food prices
Shahid Hussain

Prices of essential food items have started
rising again despite monitoring by a special
committee of the government. The government expects inflation to fall within the previously announced range of 7-9pc for the
current fiscal but rates of edibles have skyrocketed despite a 52pc increase in imports
of food items in six months.
Rates of wheat, flour, cooking oil and
sugar have gone sky-high while inflation remains the prime focus of Prime Minister
Imran Khan. Prices are increasing because
of the return of middlemen to the supply chain
of commodities and speculation about their
shortfalls. Besides, a significant increase in
international prices of wheat and cooking oil
also impacted their rates in the domestic market. According to media reports, the price of
wheat flour increased to Rs64 per kg in retail
from Rs58 a few days ago while the price of
sugar surged to Rs90-100 per kg from Rs80.
Similarly, the price of average quality cooking
oil peaked at around Rs270 per litre from Rs220-225.
The price of sugar has skyrocketed after middlemen have returned to
the speculative business, at a time when its production is in full swing. New
supplies of the commodity have reached wholesale and retail markets. It
means that there is no shortage of the commodity but speculative elements
are using different tactics to mint money. According to reports, production
of sugarcane has increased by 15pc in major cultivation areas of the Punjab. Besides, the average production of sugar from sugarcane has gone
up to 14pc as compared to an average of 10-11pc in the past. Traders say
mill owners have jacked up sugar rates.
Prices of cooking oil and ghee have also risen in domestic markets in line
with the surge in their prices in the international market. Pakistan meets 90pc
of its requirement of cooking oil and ghee through imports of raw material (palm
oil) and refined products. The price of refined palm oil peaked at $1,080 per
ton a few weeks ago compared with around $900 in the recent past. The prices
have been rising since November following a drop in production of palm oil and
seeds to historic lows in Indonesia and Malaysia in the wake of the pandemic.
Similarly, prices of soybean and sunflower have risen in the world market.
The wheat price shot to a high of Rs63 per kg in wholesale as compared to Rs58 in the recent past. The price is rising following a slowdown
in imports while local production is expected to arrive in markets at the end
of February or the beginning of March. The government had decided to
import more wheat to maintain supplies and bring down its prices but its
rates shot up to $305 per ton in the world market compared to $235 per
ton at the time when Pakistan received the first vessel of imported wheat
in August-September 2020.
According to the Pakistan Bureau of Statistics (PBS), higher imports of
food items inflated the overall import bill by 52pc to $3.9 billion in the first
half of the current fiscal year. The import of wheat and sugar to control
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their prices played a major role in fuelling the overall import bill. However,
the increase in imports of wheat, sugar and palm oil failed to provide any
relief to people. The overall food import bill shrank by 4.32pc to $5.423b
in FY20 under the government’s plan to curb imports. There were no wheat
imports in FY20. Sugar imports also remained negligible. Pakistan imported 2.489 million ton wheat at a cost of $661m, with an average per ton
price at $265. However, millers only provided one-time relief to consumers
by slashing flour prices by Rs7 per kg in the third week of October.
The import of pulses rose by 13pc to 568,206 ton and 17pc in value to
$287m. The average per ton price of pulses rose to $506 from $487. Their
rates rose by Rs20 per kg in the wholesale markets recently. The import
bill of palm oil stood at $1.111bn in 1HFY21 — up by 32pc than IHFY20 —
while its import surged by 7.49pc to 1.629m ton. The average per ton price
swelled to $682 from $555, resulting in a jump in ghee and cooking oil
prices by Rs40-50 per litre/kg. The import of soybean oil also rose by 23pc
to 72,756 ton and 18pc in value to $48m while the average per ton price
fell to $663 from $668. A five litre pack of branded cooking oil, which was
priced at Rs1,480 on January 14, is selling at Rs1,625. The price of average quality oil is now Rs250 per litre as compared to Rs200 on January
14, while high quality oil is available at Rs300 as compared to Rs250.
Sugar saw an increase to Rs90-95 per kg from Rs85 per kg in the last
week of December. An increase in high speed diesel prices by Rs2.95 per
litre to Rs113.19 has further escalated the transportation cost. A recent
hike in the power tariff will also add to high prices.
The government blames the pandemic for rising unemployment but it
has no justification for rising prices. According to 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. The government
should take urgent measures to provide relief to people.
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Economics

SBP projections
Husnain Shahid

The State Bank of Pakistan has projected a durable recovery with the
economy returning to full capacity in the coming months. However, Covid19 and external shocks still pose a serious challenge to the outlook.
The Monetary Policy Committee decided to maintain the policy rate at
7pc, as per market expectations, for the third time after cutting it by 625
basis points, down from 13.25pc, at the time the global pandemic hit the
economy last February. However, it is expected to raise the rate as “the
recovery becomes more durable and the economy returns to full capacity.”
According to SBP Governor Dr Reza Baqir, the policy rate remained unchanged as it was necessary “to provide needed support to the emerging
recovery” while the financing conditions continue to be accommodative
with real interest rates “slightly below zero on a forward-looking basis.”
"The Monetary Policy Committee felt that the existing accommodative
stance of monetary policy remained appropriate to support the nascent recovery while keeping inflation expectations well-anchored," the SBP said
in a statement. It also provided guidance that it planned to keep interest
rates unchanged in the near term in the absence of unforeseen developments, adding that any changes to interest rates as the economy recovered would have to be measured and gradual.
The MPC noted that domestic recovery has gained some further traction since the committee's last meeting in November, 2020. Economic activity data and indicators of consumer and business sentiment have shown
continued improvement and while the inflation rate may increase due to
increase in utility prices, the rise would be transient. Inflation is still expected to fall within the previously announced range of 7-9pc for FY21 and
trend towards the 5-7pc target range over the medium-term.
The economic recovery, which started in July, has strengthened in recent months. Large-scale manufacturing (LSM) grew by 7.4pc year-onyear in October and 14.5pc in November. The manufacturing recovery is
also becoming more broad-based, with 12 out of 15 sub-sectors registering
positive growth in November and employment beginning to recover. So far
this fiscal year, LSM has grown by 7.4pc against a contraction of 5.3pc
during the same period last year.
Pakistan’s trade deficit has risen after a rise in imports of machinery
and industrial raw material, in line with the pick-up in economic activity,
while remittances and exports continue to grow steadily. The current account remained in surplus during the first half of FY21, at $1.1 billion compared to a deficit of over $2 billion during the same period last year, mainly
driven by workers’ remittances. The current account deficit for FY21 is projected to remain below 1 percent of GDP. The SBP said fiscal developments have been largely in line with this year’s budget and the government
continued to adhere to its commitment of no fresh borrowing from the central bank.
According to the central bank, financial conditions remain appropriately
accommodative at the early stage of the recovery, with the real policy rate
in slightly negative territory on a forward-looking basis. As demand recovers and inventories fall in some sectors, working capital loans have also
picked up for the first time since the onset of the pandemic, although their
level remains lower than last year.
In agriculture, cotton output is likely to decline more than expected
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based on latest production estimates. However, it is likely to be offset by
improved growth in other major crops and higher wheat production due to
the rise in support prices along with announced subsidies on fertilisers and
pesticides for Rabi crops. While social distancing is still affecting some
service sectors, wholesale, retail trade and transportation are expected to
benefit from improvements in construction and manufacturing activity.
As Pakistan expects to grow slightly above 2pc in FY21, Moody’s Investor Service forecast Pakistan’s economy to grow by 1.5pc during the
current fiscal year and found Pakistani banks to be stable owing to the government support but warned banking sector risks were growing. “Economic
activity will remain below pre-outbreak levels, although the economy
should return to modest 1.5pc growth in fiscal year 2021,” Moody’s said in
its outlook for the Pakistani banking sector.
The International Monetary Fund (IMF) has also praised Pakistan for
improving its business environment. In a report entitled ‘Economic Governance Reforms to Support Inclusive Growth’, the IMF said that Pakistan
had reduced the period for obtaining permits required for construction
through reforms of the business laws. “Pakistan is one of the countries in
the Middle East, North Africa and Central Asia, where the time period has
reduced because of the measures taken for the development of the construction sector,” the report said. Citing the example of Pakistan, the IMF
said the country had increased tax revenues by giving incentives to tax
collectors.
Undoubtedly, the economic situation has improved since April-June
2020, yet it has not achieved the required levels. In its latest report, the
Asian Development Bank forecast broad economic recovery in Pakistan
with 2pc GDP growth in fiscal year 2021, with improved economic sentiment. In its Asian Development Outlook, the ADB said, "Broad economic
recovery is projected for fiscal year 2021, with GDP growth estimated to
rebound to 2pc, lower than forecast in 2020. The forecast assumes that
the Covid-19 impact will subside by the end of the second quarter of the
fiscal year, allowing global conditions to normalise and economic sentiment
to improve.”
Despite the positive projections for Pakistan’s economy, rising prices
are the biggest issue of the people of the country. The government is optimistic about bringing down inflation. However, people have lost hope of
any relief from the government after a 15pc hike in the power tariff.

11

Diplomacy

Pak-US relations
under Biden
Raza Khan

Joe Biden has taken over as the 46th President of the United States of America, raising expectations the world around of a dawn of a new era of American
policies towards the globe and individual states. Pakistan, being an important
ally or undeclared rival of Washington, would also receive a new treatment
from it.
The return to power of Joe Bide now as the US President has increased
anticipations across the world of some good treatment after the harshest four
years of Donald Trump. Although since meeting Prime Minister Imran Khan
when he visited Washington, former US President Trump scotched the otherwise incisive tirade against Pakistan, yet Pakistan during his four years
could not get any significant economic and military aid from Washington despite being a frontline state in the US-led war on terror. On its part, Pakistan
went an extra mile to bring the recalcitrant Afghan Taliban to the negotiating
table, first with Washington leading to the February 27, 2020 historic deal between the two sides and afterwards with the Afghan government. So, the assumption of the office by Biden is a great opportunity for Pakistan to restore
its economic and military as well as diplomatic support from Washington. In
order to secure the much-needed American aid and diplomatic support, Pakistani foreign policymakers must understand US core objectives from Pakistan.
Pakistan is an old partner of the United States, however, this partnership
has been evolving over decades and the demands and expectations of both
states from one another have been changing despite their certain relatively
stable interest in each other. Since the dawn of the 21st century, US-Pakistan
relations have entered a phase where both countries had serious doubts
about each other’s intentions while they also cannot afford to sever ties.
Initially when the US established close ties with Pakistan in the 1950s, it
fundamentally wanted Pakistan to serve as an important link in containing
the former Soviet Union by encircling it and preventing communist ideology
from spreading in South Asia. Therefore, the US during the Cold War rivalry
with the Soviet Union wanted Pakistan to be its strong ally and for the purpose
it contributed significantly to its stability. However, certain Pakistanis have an
opposite view that Americans did not care for Pakistan’s stability even during
the Cold War. But one does not agree to this line of argument.
On its part, Pakistan during the Cold War wanted Washington to be the
source of its financial and military sustenance, so that its regional rivals India,
the Soviet Union and its puppet Afghanistan may not harm its integrity and
sovereignty. Unfortunately, Pakistan could not keep intact its territorial integrity
as East Pakistan became Bangladesh in which both India and the Soviet
Union played an instrumental role. Thus, in a way Pakistan lost its Eastern
wing due to its alliance with Washington, which annoyed the Soviet Union.
In the post-Cold War US, with its near-dominance of the global scene with
the main challenge coming from non-state militant and terrorist organisations,
specifically from Muslim armed militias, it wanted Pakistan to serve as an ally
against the militant organisations. However, due to ideological or religious
reasons as well due to acute security compulsions Pakistan could not support
Washington in a way as has been expected by the latter. This is despite the
fact that Pakistan has been on the forefront to help the US trounce Al Qaeda,
considered as the gravest threat to American security by its policymakers.
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Therefore, there has been ever-increasing demands from Pakistan “to do
more” against militant and terrorist organisations. Like in the Cold War, when
Pakistan put its territorial integrity on the precipice partly for Washington, in
the post September 9. 2001 period and with the launch of the global war on
terror by the US, Islamabad once against put its survival at risk this time at
the hands of non-state global, regional and local Muslim militant organisations, like Al Qaeda and the Tehreek-e-Taliban Pakistan (TTP).
The US is indubitably the most powerful country in the world and it is Pakistan’s good fortune that the former has important interests in it due to which
it has maintained extensive relations with Pakistan despite many ups and
downs. It is also noteworthy that Washington has quite old relations with Pakistan; however, since the dawn of the 21st century the mutual relations have
been dominated by the Afghanistan conflict. In recent years, many experts
and commentators have been explaining and analysing Pakistan-US relations in the context of the Afghan conflict, which although very important yet
do not extensively explain the bilateral relations and causes of their deterioration and potential for improvement.
Since the turn of the century, the US has the following key objectives in
Pakistan: to get all-out Pakistan support in the global war on terror, including
military, counterinsurgency operations in the Tribal Areas, logistical and intelligence support, primarily in Afghanistan and elsewhere in the world, like
Iraq and Yemen; preventing Pakistan from (what Washington fears) proliferating nuclear material and technology, particularly to Iran; getting Pakistan
support for reconstruction in Afghanistan, stabilisation of the country; courting
Pakistan to support the US anti-Iran stance; pressuring Pakistan to give
Gwadar Port control to US companies instead of China; to reduce PakistanIndia tensions but not by playing a role in resolving the key issue of Kashmir.
It is important to note that US policy objectives in Pakistan have been in conflict with Pakistan’s interests, particularly regarding China and India. In case
of China-Pakistan relations, they have largely been strategic and economic.
So, like any other state, particularly a global power, the US wants Pakistan
to compromise its interests for the sake of its policy objectives. This is typical
of any patron-client relationship which the US had with Pakistan. However,
times have changed and the nature of relations must also transform. It must
be realised by both Pakistan and the US.
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Politics

Why PTI has failed
to perform
Raza Khan

Although the agitation and propaganda of the opposition parties aimed at
bringing down the government of Prime Minister Imran Khan have failed to
gather momentum, yet they have created a lot of panic in the country, making achieving reasonable political stability in the near future quite unlikely.
The activities of the umbrella group of almost all opposition parties of
Pakistan, known as Pakistan Democratic Movement (PDM), are going on
and its leadership is announcing rallies and meetings one after the other.
However, the public response to it is negligible. Nevertheless, on their part,
scores of news channels in the country have been giving extensive live
coverage to the opposition agitation and propaganda, creating a lot of confusion among the public. An impression is being created by the media that
the opposition parties’ anti-government activities are really making a great
impact, which does not seem to be the case, if objectively observed in the
public. The extensive coverage of PDM rallies and meetings is understandable as the history of the media suggests that it has always been on the
opposition side, which has come to be known as the media’s watchdog
role. However, the situation in which Pakistan as a state and society has
entered, the media coverage does not make sense because the country
needs stability at this critical movement.
On its part, the government of the Pakistan Tehreek-e-Insaf (PTI) of PM
Khan has also largely failed to deliver and improve performance in most respects of governance and policy making. There are two basic reasons why
the PTI government has failed to perform satisfactorily. The one is that most
of the ministers and advisers are quite incompetent. Secondly, the government has misplaced priorities, like it has been concentrating more on recovering misappropriated money by past governments and civil servants than
coming up with a comprehensive agenda of bringing about a visible change,
claims to the contrary notwithstanding. A closer look at both causes reveals
that it is because of the systemic constraints that competent leaders could
not be produced and that the sitting government could not overlook past
governments and their performance and concentrate on its own policies.
In other words, it is the problem of the political system due to which we
could not have stability in the country. Some may argue that the political system, which was framed in 1973, was not allowed to work due to the imposition of martial laws. However, the record must be kept straight that it was
Prime Minister Zulfikar Bhutto, who held elections one year before his government’s stipulated five-year tenure in order to remain in power for the next
five years. The earlier elections were extensively rigged which gave birth to
the opposition movement, Pakistan National Alliance, which ultimately created an opening for General Zia to usurp power. So, it was the weakness of
the political system that could not stop General Zia from taking power.
Fast forward today, the opposition’s PDM is trying to dislodge the government of PM Khan. The constitutional way is to bring a no-confidence
motion against the federal government in the National Assembly. However,
due to shortage of the requisite number of parliamentarians the opposition
is not bringing the motion. Rather it has resorted to street agitation to dislodge the government which, as explained earlier, is not making any headway. If PM Khan is removed through a no-confidence motion and the
opposition parties form a weak government, the logical way forward would
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be to call new national elections. There is also a possibility that sensing
that he no longer enjoys the confidence of the majority of the National Assembly Members, PM Khan may dissolve the National Assembly. Even in
this case, snap elections would be the way forward. However, it must be
noted that constitutionally once a no-confidence is tabled against the
leader of the house or the prime minister, he no longer can dissolve the
National Assembly. And once the opposition parties come to know that the
PTI no longer enjoys the majority, they would waste no time in bringing a
no-confidence motion against the prime minister.
Under the Constitution, if the National Assembly is dissolved by the
leader of the house or in case of a no-confidence motion against the prime
minister, no other party or coalition of parties is able to form the government, new elections become a natural corollary. In the new elections, the
PTI would go with the argument that during its government it took serious
steps against financial corruption, money laundering, tax evasion and perpetrators of economic terrorism. As the leadership of both main opposition
parties, the PML-N and the PPP, has been involved in the crimes, therefore, they have launched a tirade and campaign against the government
and used ill-gotten money to buy political loyalties and turned a PTI majority into a minority in the National Assembly, the PTI would say. Therefore, if the people want to bring culprits to justice, they must vote in large
numbers for the PTI. This is the only way to bring an end to corruption in
the country, the party would tell the public.
On the other hand, the opposition parties, the PML-N, PPP, ANP, JUIF, JI and others, would go to probable snap elections with the argument
that the PTI and PM Khan were profoundly incompetent to run the government and it just targeted its political rivals instead of bringing stability
and sustainability to the state. Therefore, people should not repeat the
mistake to re-elect the PTI.
In either case, the PTI would be able to win with a clear majority than
in the 2018 elections or if the opposition parties singly or together win snap
elections, political stability in the country would be highly unlikely. Because
the way PM Khan has so far ruled the country and the level of competence
of his ministers and advisers leaves a lot to be desired. Therefore, despite
the honesty and earnestness of PM Khan to bring stability and development to the country, he could not do so due to the incompetence of his
ministers and advisers, coupled with insubordination of the bureaucracy.
He would face the same situation if the PTI wins again.
In an event of a win of the PML-N and the PPP individually or as an alliance, the greatly-tainted leadership of both parties would concentrate on
taking to task the PTI and Imran Khan and telling the people that their leaders were never involved in corruption but were wrongly implicated. They
may indulge in more corrupt practices to keep their rank and file happy
and intact. The ultimate victim of the situation would be the people and the
state. Thus, snap elections would be in no way a panacea for the grave
issues, conflicts and crisis of Pakistan. The present political system does
not have what it takes to address the issues and problems of the state,
people and society. If the country is to be put on the right track of stability,
peace and development there is a need to change the political system.
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Skills

Technical and vocational
education — a neglected sector
Muhammad Jahangir

In Pakistan’s education sector, technical and vocation training are missing. In South Asia, Pakistan is the worst performer in terms of technical
and vocational education and training, which is
an urgent national need for its burgeoning young
population.
The global economy is becoming more intertwined and not everyone needs a university degree to succeed in life. Many western countries
attach great importance to technical vocational
education and training, which provides an opportunity to school leavers to acquire professional
knowledge and skills for employment. Technical
and vocational education and training courses
provide education, training and skills required by the job market or to equip
people with technical knowledge, who can employ themselves after school.
Needless to say, the courses make a massive difference in developing
a nation’s ability to maintain quality and providing employment opportunities to the youth. In Australia, over 34pc employers view technical and vocational education and training as an essential job requirement.
Due to a lack of linkages between educational courses and industrial
needs, Pakistani employers feel that colleges and universities do not provide them with workers with necessary skills in demand. The courses can
be designed in partnership with the industry to meet its needs but no coordinated action has been taken so far in this direction.
In China and most developed countries, educational institutions focus
on producing qualified people with the skills to innovate and contribute to
the growth of the national economy. This is achieved by interacting closely
with the industry, ensuring that enough of the workforce is diverted towards
the particular needs of various industries. Developed economies, such as
Norway, Finland and Switzerland, have transformed their economies by
focusing on technical and vocational education and training. The countries
lead the world in terms of technological advancement and workforce development. Schools in the UK educate children about careers and also
about various vocational qualifications. Many students opt for a quick career start, rather than wait for another three years in a university.
Pakistan can learn a lesson from the leading economies, both in the
East and the West. Technical and vocational education and training
courses yield numerous benefits. Having a specialised workforce ready to
take up jobs, with professional abilities matching international standards,
is just one. Many studies show that employers prefer to hire people, who
already have the required skills rather than train an unskilled person. Technical and vocational education and training can also be used to retrain the
workforce for a new profession. The skills can be developed over a shorter
period of time than conventional degree programmes.
A developing country, like Pakistan, can immensely benefit by reorienting its education system towards technical and vocational streams. We do
not need big colleges and universities to achieve the objective. Small-scale
institutions can provide quality training in the form of a diploma at a much
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less cost than a university. Existing facilities in both urban and rural schools
can be utilised or upgraded for a wide range of vocational courses.
According to a recent survey, there are only 3,798 TVET institutes in
Pakistan. They have a limited absorption capacity and can accommodate
only half a million trainees, whereas the annual increase in youth unemployment is estimated at 1.5 million. No wonder, the problem of unemployment among our youth is worsening. There is a dearth of government
funding for vocational institutes. Women’s participation in technical training
institutes is also very limited. Another major issue is the shortage of good
trainers.
To boost the technical education sector in Pakistan, the first requirement is that the government should increase funds for TVET institutes and
skill development and training schemes. It should also enact new legislation to enable large, medium and small industries to engage in the development of technical education. The industry has played a pivotal role in
strengthening its relationship with TVET institutes. The participation of
women in technical education should also be encouraged as they constitute 52 percent of the population.
Experts recommend that to enhance the scope of higher education for
TVET graduates, at least one technical education university should be established in each province. For technical diplomas, the Higher Education
Commission of Pakistan should also introduce degree equivalence, so that
TVET graduates can get easier access to job opportunities in government
and private organisations.
An important development is that TVET graduates can get jobs in industries that are being established as part of the China-Pakistan Economic
Corridor (CPEC). CPEC companies should enlist TVET graduates for training, internships and jobs.
To this end, there is an urgent need to revise and upgrade the TVET
curricula to keep up with rapid technological advancements and meet the
emerging requirements of the labour market. As a starting point, the National Vocational and Technical Training Commission should design and
initiate a new school vocational training programme to impart practical
skills training at the high-school level.
The objective should be to revamp the entire vocational training system
in order to fight the rising threat of unemployment and poverty.
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Economics

The untamed monster
of circular debt
Muhammad Jahangir

There is bad news and more bad news for electricity
consumers. As if the recent upward revision of power
tariff was not enough, according to a report, the
power sector’s circular debt build-up is projected to
cross the Rs2.8 trillion mark by June 30 next. This
implies an addition of a whopping Rs500 billion during the current fiscal year at an average rate of almost Rs42b per month. This means more burden will
be put on hapless consumers in the coming days.
No doubt, the PTI government inherited the problem of circular debt from its predecessors, but it has
signally failed to bring it under control. Many factors
go into making the situation more complicated.
These include inaccurate projections, poor management and inefficient operations, as well as non-payment by the public sector. It is estimated that the
circular debt will increase by Rs152b in 2020-21 due
to distribution losses (Rs35b) and under-recoveries
(Rs117b). It may be added here that the last fiscal
year ended with a circular debt of Rs2.15tr, with an
annual increase of Rs538b. As of Nov 30, 2020, the total circular debt increased to Rs2.3tr, showing an increase of Rs156b in the first five months.
During the same five months last fiscal year, the circular debt had increased by Rs179b at the rate of Rs35.8b per month.
A detailed analysis reveals that of the total of Rs2.3tr on Nov 30, 2020,
Rs1.2tr is payable to the Independent Power Producers (IPPs) and Rs97b
payable by generation companies to fuel suppliers. The payables to the IPPs
are estimated to surge beyond Rs1.7tr by the end of the current fiscal year.
Despite all efforts, distribution and transmission losses continue unabated. The Power Division has projected that the circular debt will increase by Rs152b in the current fiscal year due to distribution losses
(Rs35b) and under-recoveries (Rs117b). A total of Rs317b subsidy was
required on the basis of existing tariffs. But the Ministry of Finance had
budgeted only Rs144b, leaving an unbudgeted subsidy gap of Rs177b.
Besides, there is an additional Rs97b on account of non-payments by KElectric and Rs313bn due to the pending generation cost on account of
quarterly tariff adjustments and fuel cost adjustments.
There are many slippages and controversies surrounding the circular
debt. These include Rs144b of outstanding amounts of Azad Jammu and
Kashmir (7pc), Rs306b of non-payment by Quetta Electric Supply Company’s agriculture tube-wells (15pc), Rs270b limitations and delays in regulatory approvals (14pc), Rs66bn payment of interest on the power-sector
debt held by PHPL (3.3pc), Rs260b non-payment of subsidies (14pc) and
Rs752b of operational inefficiencies (37.4pc).
It is a serious situation as the burden of the inefficiencies of the sector
falls on the poor consumers. The settlement of outstanding dues with
China-Pakistan Economic Corridor (CPEC)–related power projects is an-
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other headache made worse by economic depression. As for remedial
measures, a reduction in the rate of return on equity of government-owned
power plants and closure of inefficient Gencos should go a long way to relieve pressure both on the government and the consumer. Greater relief
may accrue on account of the parking of some losses in other accounts,
like replacement of ROE on hydropower plants from the WAPDA to the
federal budget.
It has been suggested that the provincial governments should share a
part of the accumulated losses by adjusting their budgetary allocations and
raising revenue from local sources. The objective should be not to punish
the honest and paying consumers in the shape of repeated tariff increases
in various shapes and heads. But the government should legally empower
power companies through the regulatory process to charge the cost of a
little over 15pc losses in the tariff besides the cost of bad governance and
non-payments in the shape of the financing cost surcharge, quarterly and
monthly adjustments and taxes. It is time to put an end to these uncalledfor charges.
The long-term solution lies in reforming the sector which is long overdue. The non-paying public sector entities should be penalized and their
supply cut. Similarly, provinces should be forced to take strict action
against theft and pilferage and impose heavy penalties on the offenders.
At the same time, a long-term plan should be chalked out to undertake
technological interventions to reduce system losses and improve recoveries. As suggested, a meter-less smart metering system, which has been
successfully tested and proved on the ground, should be introduced without further delay. Switching to non-conventional energy and hydropower
should be our long-term goal to minimize the woes of the power sector.
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Education

Prof. Hafi, an asset
to Pakistan
Rasheed Ali

Two middle-aged persons are sitting with the editor at the state news
agency APP, Lahore office, and the one in casual wear is speaking in a
loud and clear voice.
“This is not an ordinary feat, at all. Only 20 persons or works have been
shortlisted from among 1.6 million entries, and two of those are from Pakistan,” he said proudly. The organisers shortlisted them from 190 countries
of the world as the most impactful persons/ works of the decade, through
clear and well-defined criteria. Based upon the Impact Hallmarks© criteria,
the final titles of the two decades were revealed on Jan 10, 2021. An online
opinion poll continued till January 25, 2021, for the global audience on
www.impacthallmarks.org, to vote and pick out the ‘Person of the Decade’,
the suited man, later identified as Lt. Col. (Rtd) Azhar Saleem, senior coordinating officer at the SAARC-ASEAN Post-Doctoral Academia, explained.
“One of those shortlisted from Pakistan is great humanitarian Bilquis
Edhi, who does not need any introduction, and the second one, a researcher of the international calibre, is sitting here right now,” he points towards the other man, sitting beside him.
This was the writer's first interaction with Qadhi Prof. Aurangzeb Al Hafi,
a university teacher, a biologist, a polymath, arch-researcher and a real
asset to Pakistan. The 48-year-old is a multidisciplinary scientist, currently
engaged as the P.I. (Principal Investigator) for post-doctoral research
works at the Asia-Oceania Post-Doctoral Academia (AOPDA), as well as
several reputed universities of Asia, including the Punjab University Lahore.
The researcher was at the state news agency offices to receive a copy
of a video clip, made by an APP reporter, when he, as the principal discoverer, had performed the first experimentation of exposing plasma and
other object-testers to approximately 1.2 Tesla at an altitude of over 4,000ft
from the ground level.
“The experiment was performed on a female rabbit in the air, and the
results produced by it were declared a ground-breaking discovery by the
scientists the world over,” the professor tells Cutting Edge. The phenomenon, called Magneto-Hydro-Tropism (MHT), would have broad-spectrum
and far-reaching impacts on multi-spheric segments of basic as well as
applied sciences, experts believe.
The scientific discovery provided a nucleic framework by laying the very
core conceptual foundations of an entirely new orbit-realm in high energy
physics, and that was why the international organisation, Impact Hallmarks, selected the scientific revelation due to its impact extending far beyond decades. Dr. Hafi is confident that the research has opened new
horizons in the fields of physics, chemistry, space sciences, medicine, biology, electronics, environmental sciences and a host of associated sciences. He believes the study would help control neurons and prevent
pregnancy-related issues.
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The research results surprised scientists from the neighbouring country
that a “mullah” had left them far behind in the field despite limited resources, the bearded professor, who originally hails from Gujranwala, says
in a lighter vein.
A three-day scientific confab titled ‘1st South Asian Interdisciplinary Scientific Confab on MHT Discovery’ was also held in Sri Lanka. Over 300
experts of relevant disciplines from various countries, including the UK,
the USA, participated in the event. The other two impactful scientific revelations of Prof. Hafi, shortlisted by the Impact Hallmarks for presenting before the world audience for voting, included IRT Model of Terato-kinetics,
and COVID-19 risk reduction annotation broadsheet schematic overview.
Admitting that the scientific revelations are too technical and difficult to
understand, Prof. Hafi tries to explain. He says his research pursuit was
the historic commencements of ‘IRT Trans-referential Research Model of
Iatro-Teratogenicity’ and ‘Trans-positional theory of Embryonic Iatrogenesis
and Terato-Kinetics’ in the basic enquiry-realms of pre-birth and post-birth
child-disability prevention.
The Embryonic-Iatrogenesis Causality (EIC) Trove-sheet, in fact, investigated linkage between certain medications and multiple forms of disabilities among newborn as well as unborn babies. The term
‘iatro-teratogenesis’ or the iatro-teratogenicity, refers to the deadly spectacle-manifestations and pandemic outbreaks of ‘irrational medications’
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that are administered during pregnancy or in lactation periods.
Dr. Hafi says that despite huge developments in medical measures,
like vaccine-inoculations, and their massive encroachments, the past 45
years have witnessed an enormous rise in complexities of pre-birth as well
as post-birth disabilities. New types and forms of structural as well as functional abnormalities have appeared on the medical scene.
Dr. Hafi says most of the prevalent drug-formulations are predominantly
based on complex chemical-compositions, which, essentially, do pose serious threats to the physio-chemical synchrony of fetal tissues – thus, eventually leaving the baby on severe vulnerabilities of life-long disabilities –
both, structural as well as functional.
Not only are these embryonically ‘non-compatible’ hefty drug-formulations hard to be absorbed by the fetal tissues, but also their chemical structures remain intransigently tough enough to be broken down and
processed by the fetal cells in the same time-frame and interval-break-intermissions, as those of the mother’s body-cells.
“Such drugs and chemical-compositions must be brought under strict
international legislation, in order to safeguard the lives of massive proportions of unborn babies, that are prone to predisposal of detrimental devastations,” pleads the researcher.
Prof. Aurangzeb Hafi says while the IRT Model of Terato-kinetics has
proved the adverse effects of drugs on newborn and unborn babies beyond
any doubt, now the collective conscience of the world should come forth to
raise voice for those who can’t raise their voice for themselves. The researcher believed, if the study recommendations implemented in letter and
spirit, will directly impact over 687-796 million disabled persons of the world.
Dr. Hafi served as the head of several projects concerning the disabled
population during Tsunami-2004, and maintained liaisons with the UN and
other agencies concerned.
As far as COVID-19 risk reduction schematic overview is concerned,
the professor says, the methodological and propositional research-schema
centred annotation-broadsheet, which encompassed the condensed
schematic way out overview in a brief and engrossed graphic representation. The annotation-broadsheet was presented from his workstation in
Pakistan on March 23, 2020, for academic considerations.
After a thorough analysis and experts’ opinion on the subject, AZH
Model of COVID-19 risk reduction, along the broadsheet, was aired by the
midnight of March 24, 2020.
Prof. Aurangzeb Hafi, who earned his PhD degree from the Commonwealth Institute’s Asian Chapter at Colombo South Govt. General University & Teaching Hospital, Sri Lanka (1993-97), is also credited for being
the first to identify the ‘teratogenic effect’ of the toxic-remnants in subsoil
water, posed over by ecologically non-compatible modern sewage and
drainage systems. They leave heavy toxic-remnants for under-groundwater reserves, especially in Asian and African countries, where there exist
no regulatory measures concerning eco-sustainability and essential environmental protection.
Being the principal investigator of SAARC Sector’s Academic Alliance
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on Sub-soil Hydro-toxicological Study, Prof. Hafi demonstrated stark indications on the situation, which have been recognised at the UN level.
According to his profile, available at the SAARC-ASEAN Post-Doctoral
Academia, Prof. Aurangzeb Al Hafi is ranked 5th amongst 17,921 researchers in WMUC’s Century Roll of Merit, 3rd out of 1,762,731 in area
specialty researchers, and second among 63,971 in multi-disciplinary postdoctoral segment-dominions of 139 countries in the combined-colloquia
taxonomy indexing of international Postdoc CRIF ranking tapestry. He has
earned a singular reputation of Pakistani academia at the international
level.
Prof. Hafi also holds a progressive list of at least over a dozen distinguished firsts. He was virtuously responsible for evolving the first comprehensive design-schema for post-Disaster Epidemiological Susceptibilities
& Pandemic Outbreak’ (Post-DESPO) appraisals for catastrophic situations.
The Pakistani scientist has distinctively been depicted and featured in
over 347 internationally reputed chronicles, journals, testimonial, and high
ranked institutional reference circulars including the UN reference archives,
‘Who's Who in the World’ (Edition 2006, Marquis, USA), Tri-annial Postdoc
Gazette (2013-2016), Dictionary of International Biographies (Edition 2008
I.B.C. Cambridge, England.), the Oxford Blue Book and numerous other
mentionings.
Prof. Hafi holds a plentiful list of distinct honours and laurels. He was
awarded 11 regional and nine international awards including ‘the Century
Merit Award’ (Co-recipient with former UN Secretary General Kofi Annan.
He has attended dozens of international conferences across the world,
given scientific demonstrations and research orientations to reputed institutions including those at UNESCO, WHO, the Commonwealth Institute
(CWI), National University of Singapore (NUS), Higher Education Commission of Pakistan (HEC), University of the Punjab (PU), Pakistan Institute
of Physics (PIP), Dow University of Health Sciences (DUHS) and University of Karachi.
Dr. Hafi has only one aim in his life: to keep raising voice for the voiceless, the unborn and newborn babies to keep them safe from disabilities.
He regrets that hundreds of medicines, which are banned in developed
countries, like Britain, the USA, Switzerland, Japan, etc., are being supplied to the poor countries, and being administered to pregnant women
and lactating mothers, in criminal connivance of pharmaceutical companies and medical professionals. “Who’s responsible if such women give
birth to mentally or physically disabled children,” asks the researcher.
Prof. Aurangzeb Al Hafi says he feels pain when Pakistan is painted
on the world horizon as a nation where only terrorists are born, where the
ruling elite launder money and where the poor are destined only to die
helplessly. He wants to rid the country of all negative perceptions attached
with it currently. Dr. Hafi wants to establish Pakistan’s name as a country
in the comity of nations, where high quality research is conducted, and
where sharp brains are ready to lead the world in the disciplines of education and scientific inventions in the years to come.
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Learning

Traditional classroom
teaching versus
online education
Huma Mir

The availability of online education at the global level has helped students,
having busy lives and limited flexibility, to obtain quality education. As opposed to traditional classroom teaching, web-based instructions made it
possible to offer classes worldwide through a single internet connection.
Although it boasts several advantages over traditional education, online
instruction still has its drawbacks; including limited communal synergies.
Still, online education seems to be the path many students are taking to
secure a degree.
Computer-assisted instruction is changing the pedagogical landscape
as an increasing number of students are seeking online education. Colleges and universities are now touting the efficiencies of web-based education and are rapidly implementing online classes to meet student-needs
worldwide. It has been observed that the number of online courses given
by universities has dramatically increased over the last decade and especially after the Covid-19 pandemic.
Online education is not a new phenomenon. The first correspondence
and distance learning educational programs were initiated in the mid-1800s
by the University of London. This model of educational-learning was dependent on postal service; and therefore, wasn't seen in America until the
later nineteenth century. It was in 1873 when, what is considered the first
official correspondence-based educational program, was established in
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Boston, Massachusetts, by the “Society to Encourage Home Studies.”
Since then, the non-traditional study has grown into a more viable online
instructional modality. Technological advancements have also helped to
improve the speed and accessibility of distance learning courses; now students could attend classes from the comfort of their homes.
Online and traditional education share many qualities. Students are still
required to attend class, learn the material, submit assignments, and complete group projects. While teachers have to design curriculums, maximize
instructional quality, answer class questions, motivate students to learn,
and grade assignments.
Despite the similarities, there are many differences between the two
modalities. Traditionally, classroom instruction is known to be teacher-centred and requires passive learning by the student, while online instruction
is often student-centred and requires active learning.
In teacher-centred or passive learning, the instructor controls classroom
dynamics. The teacher lectures and comments, while students listen, take
notes, and ask questions. In student-centred or active learning, the students, usually, determine classroom dynamics as they independently analyze the information, construct questions, and ask the instructor for
clarification. In this scenario, the teacher, not the student, is listening, formulating, and responding.
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Some studies favor traditional classroom instruction, stating “online
learners will quit more easily” and “online learning can lack feedback for
both students and instructors.” Because of these shortcomings, students'
retention, satisfaction, and performance can be compromised.
Like traditional teaching, distance learning also has its supporters who
claim online education produces students who perform as well or better
than their traditional classroom counterparts.
The advantages and disadvantages of both instructional modalities
need to be fully thrashed out to determine which medium generates better
student performance. Both modalities have been proven to be relatively
effective, but, as mentioned earlier, the question to be asked is if one is
truly better than the other.
With technological advancement, learners want quality programs to be
accessed from anywhere and at any time. Because of these demands, online education has become a viable, alluring option to business professionals, stay-at-home parents, and other similar populations. In addition to
flexibility and access, multiple face-value benefits, including program
choice and time efficiency, have increased the attractiveness of distance
learning.
The potential students want to be able to receive a quality education
without having to sacrifice work-time, family-time, and travel expenses. Instead of having to be at a specific location at a specific time, online education students have the freedom to communicate with instructors, address
classmates, study materials, and complete assignments from any internetaccessible point. This type of flexibility grants students much-needed mobility and, in turn, helps make the educational process more enticing. The
student may prefer to take an online course or a complete online-based
degree program as online courses offer more flexible study hours; for example, a student, who has a job, could attend the virtual class watching
instructional film and streaming videos of lectures after working hours.
Moreover, more study time can lead to better class performance—more
chapters read, better quality papers, and more group project time. Studies
on the relationship between study time and performance are limited; however, it is often assumed the online student will use any surplus time to improve grades.
Online education also offers a variety of program choices. With traditional classroom study, students are forced to take courses only at universities within feasible driving distance or move. Web-based instruction, on
the other hand, grants students electronic access to multiple universities
and course offerings. Therefore, students who were limited to few colleges
within their area can, now, access several colleges worldwide from a single
convenient location.
With online teaching, students who, usually, don't participate in class
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may, now, voice their opinions and concerns. As they are not in a classroom setting, quieter students may feel more comfortable contributing to
classroom dialogue without being recognized or judged. This, in turn, may
increase average class scores. Both face to face and online teaching has
pros and cons which can be reduced by applying principles of high impact
teaching practice to effectively deliver large scale online education.
The quality, quantity, difficulty, and length of teaching content should
match with the academic readiness and online learning behaviors of students. Due to students' lack of concentration in online learning, it is essential to adjust the teaching speed to ensure effective delivery of teaching
information. Faculty and teaching assistants need to provide students with
timely feedback and support including online video tutoring and email guidance after classes.
High level of learners’ participation is essential by adopting some measures to improve the degree and depth of students' class participation.
Keeping in view of the extraordinary scale of online education, it is necessary to make contingency plans in advance for addressing possible problems such as the traffic overload issue of the online education platform.
Furthermore, since the online teaching “migration” is implemented quickly
during the outbreak of COVID 19, students' anxiety needs to be relieved
in various ways to ensure that they can effectively engage in online learning.
For those who do have access to the right technology, there is evidence
that learning online can be more effective in many ways. Some research
shows that on average, students retain 25-60% more material when learning online, compared to only 8-10% in a classroom. This is mostly due to
the students being able to learn faster online; e-learning requires 40-60%
less time to learn than in a traditional classroom setting because students
can learn at their own pace, going back and re-reading, skipping, or accelerating through concepts as they choose.
There are, however, challenges to overcome. Some students without
reliable internet access and/or technology struggle to participate in digital
learning; this gap is seen across countries and between income brackets
within countries. For example, whilst 95% of students in Switzerland, Norway, and Austria have a computer to use for their schoolwork, only 34% in
Indonesia do. This is an undeniable fact that online education has changed
the way of teaching globally. It enables educators to reach out to their students more efficiently through chat groups, video meetings, voting and also
document sharing, especially during the Covid-19 pandemic. Students also
find it easy to communicate with their teachers. It is hoped that traditional
offline learning and e-learning can be used to overcome illiteracy by promoting inclusive access to education at grassroots.
(The writer is a senior educationist and freelance contributor)
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Islamophobia

India’s ‘love jihad’ laws: Another
attempt to subjugate Muslims
Apoorvanand

On January 6, the Supreme Court of India declined to stay controversial
laws recently enacted in several states to tackle “love jihad” – a baseless
conspiracy theory accusing Muslim men of luring Hindu women into marriage with the aim of forcefully converting them to Islam.
Such laws are currently in place in the states of Uttar Pradesh, Uttarakhand and Madhya Pradesh. Other states, such as Haryana and Karnataka,
have also announced their intention to introduce similar legislation. By allowing the so-called “love jihad” laws to remain in force, the Supreme Court
increased the vulnerability of India’s Muslims, who are already subject to
immense discrimination and religious persecution under the rule of Hindunationalist Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP).
Interfaith marriages and religious conversions are relatively rare in India
– a Hindu-majority nation of 1.3 billion that is home to some 195 million
Muslims. Nevertheless, in Utter Pradesh alone, since the promulgation of
the anti-conversion ordinance on November 28, 86 people have been
named in first information reports (FIRs) related to the law and 54 have
been arrested. Of the 85 people booked, 79 were Muslim men accused of
“enticing a woman and forcing her to convert to Islam”.
Merely a couple of days after the enactment of the ordinance, on December 2, police in the city of Lucknow violently halted a wedding ceremony between a Hindu woman, Raina Gupta, and a Muslim man,
Mohammad Asif, that was to include both Hindu and Muslim rituals. The
families, who supported the union, said neither was going to convert religion, but the wedding was still prevented from going ahead. In mid-December, a Muslim teenager was arrested under the new law in Uttar
Pradesh’s Bijnor district after the father of a 16-year-old Hindu girl said the
boy “induced his daughter to elope with him” with the “intention to marry
and convert her”. While returning from a birthday party, the boy and the
girl were attacked by a group of men and taken to the local police station.
The Muslim boy was booked under the anti-conversion law and on charges
of abduction. He was also charged under sections of the Protection of Children from Sexual Offences Act, 2012.
In another case, a Muslim man, Owais Ahmad, was arrested and sentenced to 14-day judicial custody for allegedly trying to pressure a Hindu
woman into converting to Islam and eloping in 2019, following a case filed
by her father. The woman is now married to a Hindu man, and Ahmad says
he had “no link with the woman”. And the new laws are being used to criminalise and harass not only Muslim men seeking to marry (or daring to have
simple social interactions with) Hindu women, but also interfaith couples
who had married long before the enactment of the legislation.
In late December, when 22-year-old Muskan, who was born into a
Hindu family, and her Muslim husband Rashid went to register their marriage in the Uttar Pradesh town of Moradabad, he ended up in jail and the
young woman in a state-run shelter home. Three months pregnant, she
suffered a miscarriage. Later, the courts decided the couple were not violating any law and allowed them to continue living together, but the damage
was already done.
Despite repeatedly warning their supporters against “love jihad”, the
BJP leaders insist that their “anti-conversion” laws are not targeting any
specific group and aim only to protect women from being “conned into in-
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terfaith marriages”. Nevertheless, as the above examples clearly demonstrate, these laws are achieving nothing other than victimising young couples and putting targets on the backs of innocent Muslim men and boys.
Moreover, the laws are undermining India’s secular constitution and denying agency to women.
On December 15, the Allahabad High Court clearly made that point
when it stayed the arrest of a Muslim man from Uttar Pradesh’s Muzaffarnagar city under the state’s new anti-conversion law. The man, a 32-yearold labourer named Nadeeb, was accused of “trapping” a married Hindu
woman into a “net of love” with the aim of converting her. In explaining its
decision, the court said Nadeeb and his alleged victim are “adults” who
“have a fundamental right to privacy” and “are aware of the consequences
of their alleged relationship”. It added that “Article 25 (of the Indian constitution) provides that all persons are equally entitled to freedom of conscience and the right freely to profess, practice and propagate religion,
subject to public order, morality and health and to other provisions as Part
III of the Constitution (that covers fundamental rights).”
“Love jihad” is not a new conspiracy. Since the 19th century, far-right
Hindutva groups in India have been baselessly claiming that Muslim men
are predatory. That they are working to seduce Hindu women to convert
them to Islam. That they want to use Hindu women’s wombs to produce
Muslim babies and alter the demographics of the Hindu-majority country.
These claims gained renewed prominence in recent years, due to the BJP
government’s overt efforts to further marginalise Muslims and remake secular, democratic India into a Hindu nation. In 2018, as the “love jihad” rhetoric became part of the mainstream political discourse, the National
Investigation Agency (NIA) conducted an inquiry into interfaith marriages
in Kerala. The investigation, as expected, found no evidence of coercion in
any of the cases examined. A similar investigation that was conducted in
September 2020 in Kanpur, Uttar Pradesh, reached the same conclusion.
Despite there being no evidence of a Muslim plot to convert Hindu
women through marriage, Hindu vigilante groups, with the support of state
authorities, have long been working to prevent interfaith marriages. The
Special Marriage Act of 1954 provides a clear legal framework for marriages between adults from different religious communities. However, authorities often refuse to register such marriages on frivolous grounds. They
also make the couples’ names public during the registration process – a
requirement Allahabad High Court recently annulled in a landmark judgment saying it is an “invasion of privacy” – allowing for Hindu vigilante
groups to intervene and force the Hindu bride to return to her parents.
With the introduction of anti-conversion laws in several states, the BJP
merely cloaked a continuing political project to criminalise and victimise
Muslims in legal garb. Now right-wing vigilante groups openly work with
the police to break interfaith marriages, undermine India’s secular constitution and, most crucially, put innocent Muslim men and boys behind bars.
From its contentious anti-Muslim Citizenship Amendment Bill to its criminalisation of Muslim “triple talaq” divorces, the BJP has made no secret
of its desire to use legal means to silence, disfranchise and alienate Muslims in India. The new “anti-conversion” laws are just another weapon in
the ruling party’s anti-Muslim legal arsenal and should be opposed.
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The US

There is no ‘return
to normalcy’
Nate Hochman

Joe Biden’s presidential bid has often invited comparisons to President
Warren G Harding, whose 1920 campaign slogan promised a “return to
normalcy” after a chaotic preceding decade.
But these comparisons often miss a number of important differences
between the two candidates: while Harding ran on a kind of small-c conservatism, promising to rescue the country from the autocratic wartime
progressivism of the Woodrow Wilson presidency, Biden campaigned on
restoration of Obama-era technocracy, returning the reins of power to the
United States’ elite, over-credentialed handlers after four years of populist
chaos. Harding ran against the elite consensus, opposing the growing
power of progressive academics in the executive bureaucracy, while
Biden – in spite of his obligatory nods to fighting corporate greed, dismantling systemic racism, and speaking truth to power – ultimately ran as the
champion of the pre-2016 status quo.
The “normalcy” that Biden is preparing to return the US to, then, is
very different from the “normalcy” promised by his predecessor. In many
ways, the septuagenarian Democrat is a personification of the destructive
Clinton-Bush-Obama consensus that bears a significant responsibility for
producing Donald Trump.
But it is difficult to blame voters for being wooed by this restorationist
message nonetheless, especially after the tumult of the past few months:
in a choice between the reckless and often downright shameful nature of
Trump’s behaviour – which culminated in the January 6 riot at the US
Capitol that took the lives of at least five people – and what felt, at least
on the surface, like some semblance of sanity and competence, it is entirely understandable that many Americans chose the latter.
Trump’s tenure in the executive branch has undoubtedly inflamed and
exacerbated the significant challenges that the US currently faces. But
Biden and his counterparts do not seem to have bothered to consider why
the erstwhile president’s populist energy has proved so potent. And for
that reason, the incoming administration’s business-as-usual approach to
governance is inevitably going to further energise the forces that swept
Trump into power in the years to come.
The US’s political and cultural leaders seem to have learned very little
from the last four years: the reaction to Trump from the legacy media, academia, big business, and – to varying degrees – both party establishments has not been one of introspection and critical self-reflection, but of
a doubling down; “more of the same”, but with a renewed vigour and determination. If President Biden truly wants to “unify” the country in the way
that he says he does, he will need to reckon with the failures of the bipartisan political and cultural consensus that has governed our politics since
at least September 11 attacks. For the past 20 years, our leaders have
fiddled while their constituents suffered from declining life expectancies
– an unprecedented trend in a modern industrialised nation – cultural
atomisation, a collapsing middle class, spiritual alienation, the loss of a
shared sense of citizenship and diminishing trust in every big institution
in American life (with the notable exception of the military).
No single ideology has a monopoly on this issue: the disconnect between the upper one-third and the rest of the US population has grown
wider under both Republican and Democratic administrations, and both
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Trump and Bernie Sanders tapped into comparable kinds of populist energy in segments of their respective parties. But when Sanders dropped
out after his unsuccessful bid for the Democratic nomination in 2016,
Trump was the only candidate who offered a meaningful alternative vision
to the stale, establishment form of politics symbolised by Hillary Clinton.
In retrospect, then, it should be unsurprising that he was ultimately victorious.
The populist energy that Trump represents is, at its heart, a rejection
of our leaders’ seeming comfort with the deterioration of the American
way of life. Economic issues are a factor in this, but they are not as central
to Trump’s appeal as they are often made out to be. Fundamentally, the
movement that the former reality television star harnessed is a reaction
to the loss of a shared American identity, the breakdown of a sense of
collective purpose, and the decline of our civic community ties. And these
phenomena, in turn, are the direct result of policy decisions made by the
stewards of the US’s managed decline: a corporate-friendly neoliberal
economic philosophy has seen the financialisation of the American economy, the disappearance of the middle class and the hollowing out of local
communities, and our elites’ embrace of multiculturalism has produced
uncontrolled immigration at the border and an approach to social policy
that divides Americans into distinct identity groups and pits them against
one another in perpetuity.
Everywhere, now, we see the consequences of these decisions. Most
recently, and disturbingly, the rise of political street violence on the fringes
of both the left and the right – what Abraham Lincoln famously described
as the “mobocratic spirit” in the years leading up to the Civil War – can
only be understood as the direct result of the loss of faith in the American
system that has been caused by these political and cultural developments.
Insofar as our elite institutions have acknowledged the Trump phenomenon as a symbol of the profound unhappiness of a significant portion
of the American electorate, their response has been to denigrate, marginalise and ultimately suppress those sentiments rather than reckon with
their own roles in creating them. The most recent last-ditch effort to combat the country’s increasingly radicalised populist fervour through revoking
book deals, barring access to economic capital and banning accounts
from social media is like attempting to heal a bullet wound with a BandAid. It is too little, too late – and it testifies to the persistence of a widespread elite attitude which regards Americans’ concerns about the
nation’s decline as dangerously bigoted and worthy of derision.
Trump is a Jacksonian populist in full: he represents the energetic, unpredictable and sometimes dangerously unhinged id of the US’s wildest
democratic passions. The aesthetic of stability offered by a Biden presidency will come as a momentary relief from those chaotic tendencies. But
this is a cosmetic remedy; it will not stop the larger trends that produced
Trump in the first place. In the event that our leadership class allows itself
to be lulled back into a comfortable apathy by the illusion of security,
something far more dangerous and destructive will emerge in Trump’s
place – and when that happens, a “return to normalcy” will no longer be
an option at all.
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The Middle East

The social media myth
about the Arab Spring
Haythem Guesmi

In the aftermath of the January 6 right-wing insurrection on Capitol Hill in
Washington, the role social media played in these events came into the
media spotlight in the United States. For years, fringe ideologues had used
online platforms undisturbed to promote their extreme ideologies and conspiracies and recruit a large number of sympathisers to their extremist
causes.
Eventually, the rage they had been inciting poured out into the real world
and led to the deadly storming of the congressional building, shaking the very
foundations of American democracy. When social media platforms like Twitter
and Facebook took action, many recognised that it was too little, too late.
Although the January 6 riots took almost everyone by surprise, we, in the
Arab world, have known for a while that these social media platforms are a
threat to democracy. For far too long, Big Tech companies have been allowed
to be the ultimate arbiters on free speech online and a haven for hate speech
and disinformation. They have piggybacked on the idea that they helped trigger the Arab Spring and are therefore are a force for freedom and democracy.
Ten years after the onset of the Arab revolutions, Facebook, Twitter, and
Google have turned into powerful enablers of vast disinformation campaigns,
harassment, censorship, and incitement of violence against activists, journalists, human rights defenders and any dissenting voice.
Far from a revolutionary or even a democracy tool, social media in the
Arab world has now become a powerful and dangerous political medium.
And despite repeated complaints and calls for action from Arab activists and
civil organisations, none of the Big Tech companies behind these social
media platforms has made any major efforts to stem these abuses and
change their policies.
During the early days of the Arab uprisings, when many activists were
using Facebook and Twitter to organise and amplify their demands, the social
media giants seized the opportunity to brand themselves as platforms for political activism and resistance. To this day, numerous media outlets run the
claim that “social media made the Arab Spring” and that it was a “Facebook
revolution”. But social scientists have repeatedly busted this myth and have
offered critical readings of the role these tech companies have played in the
political unrest in Tunisia, Egypt, and other Arab countries.
In 2011, Lisa Anderson, who at that time was the president of the American University in Cairo, noted that “Egyptian Facebook campaigners are the
modern incarnation of (early) Arab nationalist networks”, and that the “important story” about the Arab Spring is not the use of social media technology,
but how revolutionary aspirations resonated across the Arab world. In a 2012
academic article, media scholars William Youmans and Jillian York argued
that the policies of social media companies actually limited collective action
in some ways and inhibited political activism. In a 2015 paper, economist
Chonghyun Byun and political scientist Ethan Hollander concluded that there
is no significant correlation between internet or social media use and popular
unrest.
Beyond the traditional debate between cybers-sceptics and cyber-enthusiasts, what is evident to those who witnessed the early days of the Arab revolutions is that social media was just one channel of social and political
networking among many others that contributed to the onset of the protest
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movements.
Yet, Big Tech corporations have insidiously used the myth of social media
as an “Arab Spring platform” to their benefit to expand their user numbers,
boost engagement, and provide a veneer of respectability to their flawed business models. They have also employed it to counter criticism and efforts to
impose regulation on them and to disregard frequent demands and campaigns by Arab civil organisations and digital right activists to protect online
privacy and the right to free speech. Facebook, Twitter, Microsoft, and Google
have also shown little interest in building strong, straightforward mechanisms
of content moderation to prevent the spread of hate speech and disinformation on their platforms in the Middle East and North Africa.
Despite posing as a force for progress and development, Big Tech was
collaborating with repressive governments in the Middle East and North Africa
even before the Arab Spring started. For example, in 2011, US embassy cables published by Wikileaks revealed that in 2006 Microsoft had agreed to
train law enforcement officers in IT in exchange for President Zine El Abidine
Ben Ali’s government going back on its decision to use open-source software.
After the outbreak of the Arab Spring, Arab states felt the need to control
even more the online activities of their citizens. Instead of protecting free
speech against government censorship efforts, social media platforms suspended and removed thousands of accounts of political dissidents in Tunisia,
Palestine, Egypt, Syria and elsewhere. They have also arbitrarily taken down
content that advocated for free speech, justice, and basic human rights and
have offered no explanation for doing so.
This is what led the Lebanon-based organisation SMEX, which advocates
for digital rights in the Arab region, to pen an open letter signed by more than
40 civil organisations, calling on Facebook, Twitter, and YouTube to stop silencing critical voices in the Middle East and North Africa. “Arbitrary and nontransparent account suspension and removal of political and dissenting
speech has become so frequent and systematic that they cannot be dismissed as isolated incidents or the result of transitory errors in automated
decision-making,” the letter said.
Social media companies have also done little to counter the growing use
of social engineering, disinformation and troll operations on their platforms.
In Saudi Arabia, for example, “a troll army” was put together to suppress any
expression of dissent on social media networks like Twitter. In Tunisia, Facebook pages were weaponised ahead of the 2019 elections to spread political
messaging by unknown political actors in an attempt to sway the vote. A report by Democracy Reporting International Tunisia and the Tunisian Association for Integrity and Democracy of Elections (ATIDE) noted that the absence
of a proper Facebook Ads Library for Tunisia contributed to the lack of transparency that enabled these subversive political campaigns.
We also still do not know how these corporations take decisions regarding
suspension of accounts and posts because they have offered no transparency about their content moderation practices. In 2019 and 2020, Twitter
and Facebook disclosed they suspended and removed hundreds of accounts
“for engaging in coordinated inauthentic behavior”, which includes disinformation, spamming, and state-backed manipulation. Compared with the unfathomable number of trolls and bots on Arab social media, these numbers
are laughable.
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Your View
Cautious approach by banking

Health issues of Dir
The World Health Organisation defines health as a state of complete

Although deposits in the national banking sector have risen

physical, mental and social wellbeing and not merely the absence of

by 22 per cent, hitting the highest ever deposits in the last

disease or infirmity. In this modern world, when developed countries

18 years, the banks seem to be shying away from under-

are working on advanced medical treatments and procedures to cure

taking activities targeted towards real economic growth.

patients and improve their mental and social health, the government

Banks have generally resorted to investing in government

here fails to provide basic healthcare facilities to its people.

securities, adopting a cautious approach in their financing

Though the government that came to power in Khyber Pakhtunkhwa

activities fearing bad debts and avoiding recovery through

after the 2013 elections did well in the health sector by upgrading hos-

Pakistan’s complex legal system. This has been the case

pitals, providing qualified staff and constructing new hospitals, it ig-

since forever. Presently, the government has initiated a

nored Lower Dir, a district in Malakand division, in all its healthcare

low-cost housing scheme with reportedly Rs330 billion

initiatives. Hospitals and basic health units (BHUs) in Lower Dir lack

subsidy. The State Bank of Pakistan (SBP) has been trying

basic facilities. There is a shortage of staff, particularly in terms of

to pursue the banks to go for maximum disbursement, but

pathologists and radiologists for females, lack of equipment and es-

they are still showing the same cautious approach and are

sential medicines, vaccines, a limited testing facility in laboratories

not participating wholeheartedly. Resultantly, the masses

and poor disposal system for medical waste and garbage. While five

are facing disappointment, and the initiative is failing badly.

districts are dependent on DHQ Hospital, Timergara, it can only cater

The SBP needs to take firm steps to encourage the banks

to one district with its limited facilities and resources.

by initiating confidence-building measures. Besides, the

The government inaugurated Timergara Medical College (TMC) in

government departments, including those related to the

2015 and upgraded the DHQ Hospital, Timergara, to category A hospi-

legal system, should also facilitate the sector in case of de-

tal which means a hospital having all basic and advanced healthcare

fault. Banks are commercial institutions that are making

facilities to serve the community. That is not the case with DHQ,

profits, but are not ready to take risks; hence they lack the

Timergara. Besides, the government has failed to make TMC func-

banking business’s built-in feature. The SBP must review

tional to date. The healthcare system in Lower Dir is disappointing, to

the risk management mechanism, compliance and penalty

say the least. Despite having authority, officials and representatives of

regimes, while ensuring that the banks also do not get hurt

people have failed to resolve these issues. The situation of local hos-

in the process. The government must also take notice of

pitals is worse than the DHQ hospital.

the situation and play its role in ensuring that the real benRehan Ullah Tajikzai
Lower Dir

efit is passed on to the masses and the banks are facilitated to cater to the financial needs of the low-income
class.
Farooq Shaikh

Fake figures

Karachi

There have been contradicting claims about the number of people attending opposition rallies. While reports indicated crowd attendance
from 8,500 to 18,500 people at the Minar-i-Pakistan rally in Lahore,
the opposition claimed there were “hundreds of thousands”.
Let us say there were 100,000 people at each of their seven rallies in
recent times, and that will put the total turnout at 0.7 million, or 1.18

Malfunctioning ATMs
Many users face frequent inconvenience whenever they use
the ATM facility offered by the National Bank of Pakistan
(NBP). A few days ago, I used one such ATM. After trying to

per cent of the available voters as judged from the 2018 elections. An

withdraw some money from my account, the ATM screen

opposition spokesperson claimed that the people had given their deci-

showed that the balance was in the negative in my account

sion for the government to step down. How can a mere 1.18pc of the

after a failed transaction.

available voters give such a decision for a democratically-elected gov-

I contacted the NBP’s helpline. The bank official told me that

ernment? Even if this was multiplied several times over, it would still

this was a technical problem and that the balance would be re-

be an abysmally low figure. It takes several months to organise an

verted after three working days. However, the balance has not

election, check candidates’ credentials, train returning officers, set up

been returned despite the passage of over a week. I am not

voting stations and balloting procedures for free and fair elections, and

alone in facing this issue while using an NBP ATM facility.

for maximum number of voters to participate. The opposition should

There are hundreds of people who have faced similar situa-

stop playing politics to dismantle the government.

tions while using the bank’s ATM system.
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One of the oldest known cave paintings
has been found in Indonesia

The most ancient supermassive black
hole is bafflingly big

Bruce Bower

Maria Temming

Inside a cave on
the Indonesian
island of Sulawesi, scientists have found
one of the oldest
known artistic
depictions of a
real-world object or organism.
It’s
a
painting of a warty pig, an animal still found on Sulawesi, that was rendered on the cave’s back wall at least 45,500 years ago, researchers report in Science Advances.
The discovery adds to evidence that “the first modern human cave art traditions did not emerge in Ice Age Europe, as long supposed, but perhaps
earlier in Asia or even in Africa, where our species evolved,” says study
author Adam Brumm, an archaeologist at Griffith University in Brisbane,
Australia.
At least two, and possibly three, other partially preserved pig paintings
appear on the cave wall near the newly dated figure. All of the painted
pigs in the Sulawesi cave appear to be confronting each other in a scene
of some sort, says archaeologist Iain Davidson of the University of New
England in Armidale, Australia. Similarly positioned, painted animals dating to roughly 30,000 years ago or more appear in scenes in France’s
Chauvet Cave, says Davidson, who did not participate in the new study.
On the ceiling of a small chamber in another Sulawesi cave, the researchers found a large pig painting — like the others, executed in red or
dark red and purple mineral pigments — that dates to between 32,000
and 73,400 years ago. At least two other poorly preserved paintings of
unidentified animals are located on the chamber’s ceiling and wall.

The most ancient black
hole ever discovered is
so big it defies explanation. This active supermassive black hole, or
quasar, boasts a mass
of 1.6 billion suns and
lies at the heart of a
galaxy more than 13 billion light-years from Earth. The quasar, dubbed J0313-1806, dates back to
when the universe was just 670 million years old, or about 5 percent of the
universe’s current age. That makes J0313-1806 two times heavier and 20
million years older than the last record-holder for earliest known black hole.
Finding such a huge supermassive black hole so early in the universe’s history challenges astronomers’ understanding of how these cosmic beasts
first formed, researchers reported at a virtual meeting of the American Astronomical Society and in a paper posted at arXiv.org. Supermassive black
holes are thought to grow from smaller seed black holes that gobble up matter. But astronomer Feige Wang of the University of Arizona and colleagues
calculated that even if J0313-1806’s seed formed right after the first stars in
the universe and grew as fast as possible, it would have needed a starting
mass of at least 10,000 suns. The normal way seed black holes form —
through the collapse of massive stars — can only make black holes up to a
few thousand times as massive as the sun. A gargantuan seed black hole
may have formed through the direct collapse of vast amounts of primordial
hydrogen gas, says study coauthor Xiaohui Fan, also an astronomer at the
University of Arizona in Tucson. Or perhaps J0313-1806’s seed started out
small, forming through stellar collapse, and black holes can grow a lot faster
than scientists think. “Both possibilities exist, but neither is proven,” Fan
says. “We have to look much earlier (in the universe) and look for much less
massive black holes to see how these things grow.”
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Arguing taxes the brain much more, scans show
Robert Preidt
Brain drain: Arguing with others puts a lot more strain on your brain
than agreeing with them, a new study finds.
"Our entire brain is a social processing network," said senior author
Joy Hirsch, professor of psychiatry, comparative medicine and neuroscience at Yale University. "However, it just takes a lot more brain real
estate to disagree than to agree."
The researchers, from Yale and University College London, asked 38
adults whether they agreed or disagreed with a series of potentially
contentious statements such as "marijuana should be legalized." Researchers then monitored the participants' brain activity when they
were paired up and had face-to-face discussions about the topics.
When people agreed, their brain activity was harmonious and tended
to be focused in sensory areas of the brain such as the visual system,
possibly in response to social cues from the other person, according
to the authors.
When people disagreed, sensory areas of the brain were less active
while there was increased activity brain areas that handle higher order
executive functions, such as reasoning. "There is a synchronicity between the brains when we agree," Hirsch said in a university news release. "But when we disagree, the neural coupling disconnects." She
noted that in discord, the two brains engage many emotional and thinking resources "like a symphony orchestra playing different music." The

study was published in the journal Frontiers of Human Neuroscience.
Understanding how our brains function while disagreeing or agreeing
is important as the United States faces sharp political divisions, according to Hirsch.

Even mild COVID-19 cases can Leave 'long-haul' illness
Amy Norton
Even people with mild cases of COVID-19 may commonly
feel run down and unwell months later, a new study suggests.
The study, of patients at one Irish medical center, found that
62% said they had not returned to "full health" when they had
a follow-up appointment a few months after their COVID-19
diagnosis. Nearly half complained of ongoing fatigue. Surprisingly, the severity of patients' initial COVID-19 infections
were not a factor: People who'd managed at home were as
likely to feel unwell as those who'd been hospitalized.
A year into the global pandemic, the problem of "long-haul"
COVID-19 is getting increasing attention. Some recent studies estimate that 10% of COVID-19 patients become long
haulers, complaining of stubborn problems like fatigue, insomnia, shortness of breath and "brain fog" (problems with
memory, focus and other mental skills). Dr. Luis Ostrosky, a
professor of infectious diseases at McGovern Medical
School at UTHealth in Houston, is among the doctors seeing
long haulers. "The number-one complaint we see is fatigue,"
he said, "and number-two is brain fog." Ostrosky, who is also
a fellow with the Infectious Diseases Society of America, was not involved
in the new study. He said most patients who come to his center's "postCOVID" clinic were sick enough to be hospitalized for the infection. "People
who have a more severe, prolonged illness are more likely to have prolonged effects," Ostrosky said. "But you do sometimes see it in patients
with milder COVID-19, too."
In the new study, a large proportion of patients with mild COVID-19 still felt
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unwell when they saw their doctor over two months later. But, Ostrosky
noted, that may be because patients with lingering symptoms are more
likely to make a follow-up appointment. Regardless, Ostrosky saw a basic
message in the findings: "COVID-19 is not a dichotomy of you die, or you're
fine," he said.
In fact, there can be lasting problems, Ostrosky said, particularly for severely ill people -- including damage to the heart or kidneys, abnormal lung
function and psychiatric symptoms, such as depression.
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One Night In Miami

Blithe Spirit

Ellen E Jones

Pamela Hutchinson

There’s the history that’s recorded
by news cameras, witnessed by
crowds or noted down in official
documents. And then there’s
everything else that’s ever happened. It’s in this vast, “inspired by
true events…” space that One
Night in Miami exists, first as an award-winning play, now a movie, and all of
it rooted in a historical fact that once tickled writer Kemp Powers. After winning
the World Heavyweight Championship in February 1964, Muhammad Ali
(then still Cassius Clay) didn’t hit the town to pop champagne, as might be
imagined. He returned to his hotel and spent a quiet evening talking to friends
and eating ice cream. A regular pyjama party! Well, not quite, since these
friends were hardly anonymous also-rans. The coming together of Ali (Eli
Goree), Jim Brown (Aldis Hodge), Sam Cooke (Leslie Odom Jr) and Malcolm
X (Kingsley Ben-Adir) is the Avengers Assemble of civil rights-era Black excellence, deriving its dramatic potential from each man’s individual status during what was a pivotal time for them all. Clay, as well as ascending to be the
all-time greatest boxer, was preparing to renounce his slave name and announce his conversion to Islam. Cooke was a money-making pop sensation
with a suppressed ambition to use his artistry for activism. Jim Brown was increasingly uncomfortable with the position of Black athletes in American culture (“We’re all just gladiators, Cass, with our ruler sitting up there in the box”);
and Malcolm X, under constant FBI surveillance, was already anticipating his
own assassination. Within a year, both he and Cooke would be dead.

Stardust
John Nugent
David Bowie never even gave
permission for a written biography of his life, let alone a cinematic biopic. (Todd Haynes’
1998 drama Velvet Goldmine,
with Jonathan Rhys Meyers as
Bowie-esque glam rocker ‘Brian
Slade’, is about as close as anyone’s got.) Stardust is the first to make a
proper stab at a portrait of the eternally fascinating musician, but it inevitably
arrives under a cloud of unauthorised controversy. Keeping true to his wishes,
the Bowie estate has blocked the filmmakers from using any of the musician’s
back catalogue. Which feels like a pretty conspicuous omission. The recent
trend of jukebox musicals has yielded mixed success, but at least they tended
to have a few bangers on the soundtrack to keep your interest; watching this,
you’d think Bowie was merely a middling covers singer with a penchant for
terrible mimes. For a film about such a famously imaginative artist, you don’t
get a sense of that imagination here. As a pre-Ziggy Bowie, Johnny Flynn is
smart casting on paper. In films like Beast, he has shown a kind of extra-terrestrial charisma, and in his other career as the lead singer of Johnny Flynn
& The Sussex Wit, he has proven musical chops. But he feels miscast here,
too distant from Bowie’s slight, androgynous frame, and never quite convincing as a sonic genius on the cusp of global fame. It’s not Flynn’s fault, lumbered with a script that clumsily attempts to grapple with Bowie’s endless
ch-ch-changes. There’s a dour and half-hearted look at Bowie’s obsession
with madness and mental illness, as he worries he is doomed to the same
fate as his schizophrenic half-brother, Terry.
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The time seems apt for another revival of Blithe Spirit,
with the popular resurgence of mystical practices
from tarot-reading to sageburning and witchcraft — all
of which get a run-out, and
a little send-up, in this
1937-set romp. Frequently revived on stage and most famously adapted
for the screen by David Lean in 1945, Noël Coward’s play is a deathless
comedy about mortality and creativity. However, this new film, directed by
Edward Hall (a veteran of theatre and prestige TV including Downton
Abbey and Spooks), trades much of Coward’s wit and dramatic restraint
for a story with a broader scope and broader laughs. What makes the film
tick, when it ticks, is a charmingly deranged lead performance from Dan
Stevens, tweeded up to the nines and rattling around a gorgeous Art Deco
mansion in the Home Counties. He plays Charles, a writer with a stack of
successful detective novels to his name who is labouring through an alcoholic haze to translate one of them into a screenplay. Isla Fisher pouts and
essays a gabbled, cut-glass accent in an enthusiastic but unfocused performance as his wife, who is losing patience with his literary procrastination.
Dench’s Arcati is an unexpectedly plaintive figure, baffled by her own spiritualist success and lost in her own grief, who seems to belong to another
film entirely. Dench’s Arcati is an unexpectedly plaintive figure, baffled by
her own spiritualist success and lost in her own grief, who seems to belong
to another film entirely.

Outside the Wire
Amon Warmann
When it comes to their action
movies, the quality of Netflix’s output can perhaps kindly be described as inconsistent. Films like
Ava and 6 Underground squandered excellent casts and big
budgets, but last year The Old
Guard hinted that the streaming service had begun to move in the right
direction. Directed by Mikael Håfström, Outside the Wire is more of a middling effort, its bright spots failing to mask its messy and derivative narrative. For a movie with elements of Training Day, the Terminator franchise,
and even Gemini Man, it feels too generic too often. Much of what is engaging about Netflix’s latest can be attributed to the compelling lead performances. That brilliant but cold drone pilot Harp would have his
perspective changed by experiencing the horrors of war close-up is a
given, but rising star Damson Idris brings credibility to his predictable journey. Anthony Mackie is at his entertaining best when Leo — Harp’s new,
android partner — is allowed to wisecrack, and even when Rowan Athale
and Rob Yescombe’s screenplay gets bogged down in needless exposition, the shifting dynamic between Harp and Leo — each suspicious of
the other — keeps us on our toes. Other characters don’t fare as well. The
always reliable Michael Kelly is underused as a cynical US colonel, and
Emily Beecham’s resistance fighter Sofiya is hampered by inconsistent
characterisation, with one key beat in which she spares a character she
should kill to serve the story proving especially puzzling.
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A Line in the River
Jamal Mahjoub
A moving portrait, part history, part
memoir, of Sudan – once the
largest, most diverse country in
Africa – and its self-destruction.
In 1956, Sudan gained Independence from Britain. On the brink of a
promising future, it instead descended into civil war and conflict,
including the crisis in Darfur that
has claimed hundreds of thousands
of lives and driven many more from
their homes. When the 1989 coup
brought a hard-line Islamist regime
to power, Jamal Mahjoub's family
were among those who fled. Almost
twenty years later, he returned to a
country on the brink of rupture. Rediscovering the city in which his formative years were spent, Mahjoub encounters people and places he left
behind. The capital contains the key to understanding Sudan's divided,
contradictory nature and while exploring Khartoum's present - its changing identity and shifting moods, its wealthy elite and neglected poor Mahjoub also delves into the country's troubled history, one turbulent
with the rivalry between Christians and Muslims. His search for answers
evolves into a thoughtful meditation on the meaning of identity, both personal and national. A Line in the River combines lyrical and evocative
memoir with a nuanced exploration of a country's complex history, politics
and religion. The result is both captivating and revelatory.

Upstream
Dan Heath
We all have a tendency to work around
problems. We are resourceful. We improvise. We’re so accustomed to managing emergencies as they strike that
we often don’t stop to think about how
we could prevent crises before they
happen. Why 'solve' crimes when we
could stop them being committed? Why
treat chronic diseases when they could
be prevented from developing? Why
provide shelter for the homeless rather
than working to keep people housed in
the first place? Why do our efforts skew
so heavily towards reaction rather than
prevention?
The notion of preventing problems is an evergreen need in our professional and daily lives. Which makes Upstream a book for skeptical
optimists - across all sectors - who know it's not going to be easy, but
who believe that we have the capacity to solve some of our thorniest
issues, if only we start to think about the system rather than the symptoms. Drawing on insights from Dan Heath's extensive research, as
well as hundreds of new interviews with unconventional problem
solvers, he delivers practical solutions for preventing problems rather
than simply reacting to them.
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A Ladder to the Sky
John Boyne
If you look hard enough, you will find
stories pretty much anywhere. They
don’t even have to be your own. Or
so would-be-novelist Maurice Swift
decides early on in his career.
A chance encounter in a Berlin hotel
with celebrated author Erich Ackerman gives Maurice an opportunity.
For Erich is lonely, and he has a story
to tell; whether or not he should is another matter. Once Maurice has
made his name, he finds himself in
need of a fresh idea. He doesn’t care
where he finds it, as long as it helps
him rise to the top. Stories will make
him famous, but they will also make
him beg, borrow and steal. They may
even make him do worse.

Reality, and Other Stories
John Lanchester
Household gizmos with a mind of their
own. Constant cold calls from unknown
numbers. And the creeping suspicion
that none of this is real. Reality, and
Other Stories is a gathering of deliciously chilling entertainments - stories
to be read as the evenings draw in and
the days are haunted by all the ghastly
schlock, uncanny technologies and absurd horrors of modern life.

Witch Girl
Jan Eldredge
Goth Girl meets Ghostbusters in
this read-in-one-sitting middle
grade mystery adventure with the
perfect balance of fun and scares!
12-year-old Evangeline is apprentice to her witch grandmother, who
spends her days and night studying
the ways of magic and superstition,
honing her skills hunting down banshees and other creatures of the
night. When she and Gran are
called to a creepy old mansion for
work, she encounters a monster
who's been after her family for generations and a secret that will shake
her to the tips of her silver-toed boots. A story of loyalty and determination, the powerful bonds of friendship and family, and having the
courage to face your fears.
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