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It was an unseemly sight in the National Assembly weeks ago when the Opposition parties resorted to heckling, desk-thumping and loud
shouting as the government presented the 26th
constitutional amendment bill that sought open
balloting in the Senate elections. Minister for Law
and Justice Farogh Naseem presented the bill
but had to stop midway due to noisy sloganeering and protests by the Opposition benches.
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Economics

Inflation: Early
celebrations?
Shahid Hussain

Prime Minister Imran Khan has claimed that his government’s concerted
efforts for bringing prices down have started bearing fruit and inflation has
slowed down in January to below the July 2018 level. However, the ground
reality is different from the statistics and essentials are still out of the reach
of the common people.
Prices of some vegetables and fruits have come down in recent months
after fresh supplies arrived in the market but cooking oil, sugar and flour
prices are still high. Prices are also set to rise steeply after the government
has announced a Rs1.95 per unit increase in electricity rates and hiked
prices of all petroleum products by 2.5pc to 4.6pc for the next 15 days on
February 1, for the fifth fortnight in a row. According to an announcement
by the Prime Minister Office, ex-depot prices of high speed diesel and
petrol were increased by Rs2.88 and Rs2.70 per litre, respectively. The
prices of kerosene and light diesel oil were jacked up by Rs3.54 and
Rs3per litre, respectively. The hikes in power and fuel prices will push up
rates of all essentials and commodities in the coming weeks.
According to Prime Minister Imran Khan, the Consumer Price Index
and core inflation are decreasing in the country. "More good news on the
economic front. Our efforts to reduce inflation are now showing results.
The Consumer Price Index and core inflation are both now lower than
when our government was formed. I have told my economic team to stay
vigilant and ensure that inflation stays under control," he said in a Twitter
post. Federal Minister for Planning and Development Asad Umar also announced that inflation was on the downward trajectory. "Inflation continues
to decline. January inflation (CPI) is down to 5.7pc. Core inflation is at
5.4pc. Last month (Jul 2018) prior to the PTI government formation, the
CPI was 5.8pc and core was 7.6pc. The rate of inflation is lower today than
when the PTI government was formed."
According to the Pakistan Bureau of Statistics (PBS), the Consumer
Price Index (CPI) recorded an increase of 5.7pc on a year-on-year basis
in January 2021, as compared to an increase of 8pc in the previous month
and 14.6pc in January 2020. The statistics show a reduction in prices of
some vegetables, eggs and chicken helped bring down the CPI. On a
month-on-month basis, the CPI decreased by 0.2pc in January 2021, as
compared to a decrease of 0.7pc in the previous month and an increase
of 2pc in January 2020. The January 2021 CPI decreased by 0.21pc over
December 2020, and increased by 5.65pc over the corresponding month
of the last year i.e. January 2020.
Urban inflation increased by 5.03pc on a year-on-year basis in January
2021, as compared to an increase of 7pc in the previous month and 13.4pc
in January 2020. On a month-on-month basis, it decreased by 0.2pc in
January 2021, as compared to a decrease of 0.3pc in the previous month
and an increase of 1.7pc in January 2020. Rural inflation increased by
6.6pc on a year-on-year basis in January 2021, as compared to an increase of 9.5pc in the previous month and 16.3pc in January 2020. On a
month-on-month basis, it decreased by 0.3pc in January 2021, as compared to a decrease of 1.2pc in the previous month, and an increase of
2.4pc in January 2020. The Sensitive Price Index inflation on YoY increased by 7.7pc in January 2021, as compared to an increase of 9.1pc a
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month earlier, and an increase of 18.3pc in January 2020. According to
the data, sugar prices increased by 14.76pc, mustard oil 10.18pc, wheat
8.17pc, vegetable ghee 6.06pc, fruits 5.39pc, cooking oil 3.28pc, fresh milk
2.46pc, moong 2.02pc and fish 1.64pc while potato prices decreased by
33.57pc, tomatoes 30.03pc, chicken 28.48pc, onions 24.87pc, eggs
15.39pc, vegetables 10.14pc and spices 7.54pc on a month-on-month
basis.
An analysis of the data shows the prices of all component items in the
CPI declined in January 2021, as compared to December 2020, other than
food and non-alcoholic beverages. Within the group too, prices of non-perishable items registered a rise in both rural and urban centres. There was
a massive decline in the price indices of perishable items, from 158.5 in
December 2020, to 128.98 in January 2021, in urban centres, and from
164.99 in December 2020, to 129.31 in January 2021, in rural areas. It
brought down the CPI by a whopping 2.3 percentage points in January
2021, as compared to December 2020.
Though the pace of price hikes of goods and services has been decelerating for the past few months and the CPI and core inflation have
dropped to their lowest level at 5.7pc and 5.4pc, respectively, in January
in more than two years, yet it does not mean that prices have dropped to
the 2018 level, when the PTI had come to power. The latest data just
shows that prices are stabilising to some extent, for the first time in the
government of Prime Minister Imran Khan, after inflation jumped to 14.6pc
in January 2020, its highest level in more than nine years.
The CPI has risen by a cumulative 8.3pc in the first seven months of
the current fiscal year despite a considerable deceleration in the January
inflation rate. It is feared that the present relief may not last long and prices
will start rising again in the wake of a 17pc increase in electricity tariffs and
persistent fuel price hikes. Rates of wheat, flour, cooking oil and sugar
have already started rising. The government will have to cut power and
fuel prices to provide permanent relief to people from rising prices.
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Politics

Making a mockery
of democracy
Nasim Ahmed

It was an unseemly sight in the National Assembly weeks ago
when the Opposition parties resorted to heckling, desk-thumping
and loud shouting as the government presented the 26th constitutional amendment bill that sought open balloting in the Senate
elections. Minister for Law and Justice Farogh Naseem presented
the bill but had to stop midway due to noisy sloganeering and
protests by the Opposition benches.
The chaos on the National Assembly floor was marked by “honourable” lawmakers abusing each other and engaging in physical scuffle. At one point, the Speaker of the Assembly had to be
protected by sergeants-at-arms, who made a ring around him as
the Opposition lawmakers came menacingly close to him. It was
for the first time in our parliamentary history that the treasury
members staged a walkout from the house after pointing out lack
of quorum to prevent the Opposition lawmakers from making
speeches.
As a result, despite a three-hour session, the debate on the bill
seeking an open Senate vote remained inconclusive. The Opposition parties had been putting up stiff resistance to the PTI’s proposal on the issue of open ballot for the Senate elections. But their rowdy
behavior in the National Assembly made a mockery of their repeated
proclamations about upholding the norms and values of democracy.
Despite the fracas in the National Assembly, the government went
ahead with its plans and President Arif Alvi issued an ordinance for holding
the upcoming Senate elections through an open vote by amending the
Election Act 2017. The ordinance says: “Provided that in case the
Supreme Court gives an opinion that elections for members of the Senate
do not fall within the purview of Article 226 of the Constitution, the poll for
elections for members of the Senate shall be conducted through an open
and identifiable ballot.”
Legal opinion is divided on the question of whether the change in the
Act would suffice for open balloting to take place or whether a constitutional
amendment will be needed for the purpose. The government’s stand is that
the mode of voting needs to be changed to deal with the menace of vote
purchasing by the Opposition parties in the Senate elections. The counter
argument is that any constitutional amendment aimed at improving the electoral system be discussed and debated at length with the aim of reaching
a consensus. But the government failed to undertake such an exercise.
A better way would be to tackle the open ballot issue as part of a larger
set of electoral reforms that are long overdue. It is time the government
and the Opposition agreed to start processing the reforms in the House
committees with the intention of drafting a comprehensive bill that fixes all
weaknesses in the electoral system. All stakeholders should be taken on
board and the bill be passed through a consensus so that everyone takes
ownership. But such a denouement seems impossible in the current atmosphere of rising tension between the government and the Opposition
parties. The way the Opposition behaved in the National Assembly has
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blocked all possibilities of a constructive dialogue with the ruling party on
electoral reforms and other issues.
During the last three months the Opposition parties combined together
in the so-called Pakistan Democratic Movement (PDM) have held a series
of rallies across Pakistan to achieve its stated aim of forcing the PTI government out of power. It also fixed date after date for Prime Minister Imran
Khan to resign but the latter has soldiered on regardless. Later, the PDM
announced that its elected members will resign from the assemblies in
order to paralyse the functioning of the parliamentary system. The Opposition alliance also announced a “long march” on the capital, led by
Maulana Fazlur Rahman in the month of February, but it did not materialize. Now it has been announced that the Opposition caravans will march
on Islamabad on March 26, but again no details have been shared about
the alliance’s strategy.
According to some analysts, one reason why PDM’s movement has
been losing momentum is that its constituent parties don’t see eye to eye
on many issues, such as resignation from the assemblies. Also, the PPP’s
desire to move a no-confidence motion against Prime Minister Imran Khan
is clearly not popular with the other parties. Until now, the alliance is sticking together but what is their final goal is not yet clear. Going by the past
record, there are also doubts whether the announced march on March will
take place at all.
All said, it is time for both government and Opposition to turn away from
the path of confrontation and develop a working relationship so that the
political temperature in the country can be brought down and more attention is paid to solving problems that afflict the daily lives of the people. The
weal of the people should not be sacrificed at the altar of the vaulting ambitions of power-seeking politicians.
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Agriculture

Pakistan’s ailing
water sector
Nasim Ahmed

From the very beginning, water resources in Pakistan have been badly
managed. The country has one of the best and largest irrigation systems
in the world but over the years per capita water availability has steadily
gone down and now stands at almost 1,000 cubic meters. Various international surveys show that our food security is at risk because much of our
food comes from irrigated agriculture. But agriculture is under severe stress
to meet the food demand of our fast-growing population.
Pakistan is now in the category of water scarce countries – a fact which
has a direct bearing on food security. We have a population of almost 208
million to feed. Agriculture accounts for 19.3pc of the country’s GDP and
is by far the largest user of water. Almost 90pc of the available water, including both surface and groundwater, is used in agriculture for irrigation.
But water is getting scarcer with each passing year.
The situation that we face today is a result of multiple factors: mismanagement of water resources, inadequate storage facilities, low water use
efficiency (WUE), water wastage, inappropriate cropping pattern and outdated water pricing mechanism. It is alarming to know that Pakistan has
one of the lowest per capita water storage capacities in the world. The
country has per capita water storage capacity of 121 cubic meters which
is equal to that of Ethiopia. By contrast, the USA and China have per capita
storage of over 2,000 cubic meters. The capacity of our major national
reservoirs caters for only 10pc of annual inflow, against the world average
of 40pc. As of now, our water storage capacity has decreased to less than
30 days against the minimum requirement of 120 days. The situation underlines the urgency of building multipurpose dams in the country to deal
with the problems of floods, droughts and store excess water from melting
glaciers and run-off from monsoon.
We callously misuse and waste our scarce water resources. According
to the Pakistan Council of Research in Water Resources, Pakistan has one
of the lowest water use efficiency (WUE) when it comes to a crop yield per
hectare. In case of wheat, it stands at 0.5kg/cubic meter as compared with
1kg/cubic meter in India. Similarly, Pakistan gets 2.5 tons/hectares wheat
against India’s average of 3.5 tons/hectares despite having similar climate
and land characteristics. Experts say that with better management, WUE
can be improved by at least 25pc.
Pakistan has one of the largest irrigation networks in the world, covering
over 17 million hectares and registering losses of over 60pc of irrigation
water. Water courses, flood irrigation systems, canals, and distributary
channels are some of the major channels that cause most water losses.
The percentage of non-revenue water (NRW), for which no price is
charged, is around 45-50 as compared to the world’s average of 10-15.
Clearly, we need to develop new techniques for better management
of available water. To this end, it is important to improve water courses
to minimise seepages, leakages and other losses. Simultaneously, we
need to adopt the latest sowing methods, such as bed-plantation and
Direct Seeded Rice (DSR) which minimise the consumption of water.
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Other water saving techniques include raised beds, drip irrigation and
rain guns. In recent years, the Punjab agriculture department has provided subsidies worth billions of rupees to encourage installation of the
drip system to hundreds of thousands of farmers, but the initiative has
not made much headway.
The time has come to discourage the sowing of water guzzling crops.
Rice and sugarcane top the water consumption chart. It takes an unbelievably high quantity of 3,000 liters and 1,500 liters of water to produce one
kilogram of rice and sugar, respectively. Ironically, they are being cultivated
on more and more land. This large scale shifting to rice, even in the areas
where groundwater resources are already under stress, is causing the loss
of groundwater reservoirs at an alarming rate. Coordinated and persistent
efforts are needed to discipline the unchecked growth of water consuming
crops. First, we should map areas which have enough water to support
the cultivation of such crops. Secondly, water consuming crops should be
replaced with edible oil crops that need one tenth of the water needed by
rice and sugarcane. Local production of edible oil will reduce our import
bill and save billions of rupees.
Another urgent need is to build the capacity of the federal and provincial
institutions responsible for water data management. This is important as
they perform complex and interdependent functions of modelling, forecasting, water monitoring, distribution and use. At the same time, steps are
needed to frame an implementation framework for the National Water Policy that proposes the establishment of a National Water Council which can
take a holistic view of the multifarious problems afflicting the water sector
and evolve short and long-term solutions
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Reforms

Bureaucracy's
overhaul
Muhammad Hassan

The government has announced a reform package to improve the performance of the bureaucracy. However, critics say the reforms are just window dressing and would not change civil servants or national institutions,
according to ever-changing requirements of the economy and the common
people.
It is a fact that Pakistan has lagged behind the world and regional countries because of the poor performance of its bureaucracy, which failed to
change itself according to modern trends. Most critics believe the bureaucracy is behind every problem of the country and the failure of successive
governments, democratic and dictatorial regimes alike. People are facing
serious issues in education, healthcare and other sectors because of the
failure of the bureaucracy. Hence, it is crucial to make the bureaucrats accountable to people and the political leadership of the country through serious reforms — and not cosmetic changes — for effective governance
and efficient delivery of quality public services. Governments come and
go but the bureaucracy permanently rules the country and it has resisted
every effort to reform it and the system. It is generally believed that the
new reforms would only address procedural improvements in the rules of
business, rather than making it to suit modern-day requirements of the
country.
According to the government, the reforms in the civil service would
pave the way for forced retirement of inefficient officers and introduction
of tough criteria for promotion of bureaucrats. Under the Civil Servants Efficiency and Discipline (E&D) Rules 2020, promotion of a civil servant
would be deferred if they are facing any criminal proceedings. If an inquiry,
investigation or reference is pending against an official in the National Accountability Bureau (NAB), Federal Investigation Agency (FIA) or any other
investigation agency, their promotion would be deferred. However, their
promotion could now be recommended in cases related to sub-judice seniority and disciplinary or criminal cases pending for more than three years.
The revised weightages notified for promotion include 40 per cent for personal evaluation reports, and 30pc each for training and evaluation by the
Central Selection Board. To ensure transparency, reasons for deferment
and supersession would be conveyed to officials concerned. For retirement
from service, the composition of retirement boards and committees has
been finalised, which include the chairman of the Federal Public Service
Commission for officials in BS-20 and above, the secretary for officials in
BS-17 to BS-19 and the senior joint secretary for officials in BS-16 and
below. The grounds for directory retirement include adverse remarks in
three performance evaluation reports or as many average reports, and
being superseded twice.
Under the new rules, an inquiry against a government official would
have to be decided within about 105 days, including 14 days for submission of response, 60 days for the inquiry committee and 30 days for the
authority to decide the case. Earlier, no timeframe was fixed to conclude
the proceedings and as a result, cases lingered on for years. An opportunity of personal hearing would be provided by the authority or hearing officer to the official against whom an inquiry is being conducted. Plea
bargain and voluntary return have been included in the definition of mis-
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conduct and civil servants involved in the practices would now be proceeded against. One of the main features of the rules is that in case of an
inquiry, the case would be heard by the authority, an inquiry officer or a
committee, rather than an authorised officer, who is assigned to decide
the issue. Earlier, it was seen that whenever an official was assigned to
hold an inquiry, they usually disposed of the matter by awarding a minor
penalty under some influence or pressure. They could also decide the case
in whatever time they deemed appropriate. However, the authority would
now have to decide the case in 30 days. According to the new rules, in
case of officers of the Pakistan Administration Service (PAS) and Police
Service of Pakistan posted in the provinces, a two-month timeline has
been provided to the chief secretary to submit a fact-finding report, failing
which the Establishment Division can proceed on its own. Timelines have
been introduced at every step of the proceedings. The procedural issues
related to the provision of record, slackness on part of department representatives, suspension and proceedings against officers on deputation,
leave and scholarship have been clearly provided in the new rules. The
Establishment Division has been authorised to issue subsidiary instructions to avoid any delay in finalising the inquiries. In the case of multiple
suspected officers in a single case, restriction of appointing a single inquiry
officer has been imposed to ensure transparency and avoid different decisions.
Critics say the reforms are not new as the key measures announced
by the government were part of laws introduced by former President General Pervez Musharraf, which failed to bring about any change in the bureaucracy or other departments and institutions of the country. The only
difference is that the reforms in Musharraf’s era were introduced through
an ordinance or notified through the Establishment Division and parts of
them were later struck down by courts.
Analysts say the changes in the rules and procedures cannot be called
reforms as they will not reform the bureaucracy and force it to deliver, while
the ruling party had highly raised the expectations of people by setting up
a committee and announcing comprehensive, wide-ranging reforms almost
two years ago. The failure of the bureaucracy means governance will not
improve and the common people will continue to suffer.
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Analysis

Worsening corruption
perceptions
Muhammad Ali

Transparency International’s latest report is embarrassing for the Pakistan
Tehreek-i-Insaf (PTI) government of Prime Minister Imran, who prided himself for launching a vigorous campaign against corruption. On the other
hand, citing data from 2018 and praising the National Accountability Bureau (NAB) for its “extraordinary efforts” provided an opportunity to government officials to question its credibility.
It is a fact that the government has not reformed the police, bureaucracy, education, health, power sectors, development authorities, or for
that matter, any public dealing department, so the report was not shocking
and the PTI government should have accepted it wholeheartedly. Instead,
it attempted to blame the previous government for the country’s slip by
four points in the Corruption Perception Index in the year 2020. It will not
serve its cause. It has completed half of its term and it is the time to deliver.
It cannot blame past governments for every problem of the country now.
At the same time, the opposition cannot absolve itself from the current situation because Pakistan has been among top corrupt countries of the
world since the launch of the Corruption Perceptions Index (CPI) by the
Transparency International in 1995. The Pakistan Peoples Party (PPP),
one of the two mainstream opposition parties, still rules Sindh, the second
most populous province in Pakistan after Punjab. The PPP should also
take steps to eliminate corruption from its stronghold, instead of blaming
the PTI’s federal government for the whole mess.
The Transparency International ranked Pakistan 124 out of 180 countries in its Corruption Perceptions Index (CPI) for year 2020. It ranked 180
countries and territories by their perceived levels of public sector corruption,
drawing on 13 expert assessments and surveys of business executives.
Denmark and New Zealand topped the index, with 88 points each. Syria,
Somalia and South Sudan are at the bottom of the list with 14, 12 and 12
points, respectively. Last year, Pakistan had ranked 120. On a scale of 0100, with zero being “Highly Corrupt” and 100 being “Very Clean”, the country's corruption score stands at 31 — a point lower than last year’s 32 —
indicating that the perception of corruption in the public sector has worsened. The reason behind the drop in Pakistan's score on the CPI list was
its points in the “Rule of Law Index” and “Varieties of Democracy” (VDem)
categories were lower than the last year. It means corruption perceptions
about government officials, judiciary and police have worsened.
In contrast, corruption perceptions in other countries in the region marginally improved. India scored 40 points, Iran 25 points and Bangladesh
26 points. Afghanistan's score (19) also improved by three points and so
did Turkey (40). China, with a score of 42, ranks 78 on the list. In 2020,
the CPI focused on the impact of corruption on the response to the pandemic and found that persistent corruption not only undermines healthcare
systems but also contributes to democratic backsliding. Countries that performed well on the index generally invest more in healthcare and, therefore, are in a better position to provide coverage to all their citizens. They
are also less likely to violate democratic norms and institutions or the rule
of law, the report said.
As Pakistan lost four points on the CPI, Transparency International-
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Pakistan has lauded the “extraordinary efforts” of the National Accountability Bureau (NAB) which recovered Rs363 billion in the last two years. It
is a fact that corruption has not decreased in the PTI government despite
NAB’s efforts. It is also a fact that Transparency International’s rankings
have become controversial after its last year’s claim that the government
of General Pervez Musharraf was the most corrupt, followed by Imran
Khan’s government, then the PPP government, and placing the last PMLN government at the bottom, meaning the Nawaz Sharif government was
the cleanest of all. It clearly showed the bias towards the PML-N and its
allies and against its rivals.
In fact, Transparency International’s reports on Pakistan have been incredible since 2015, when former Prime Minister Nawaz Sharif, who believes everything and everybody can be bought with money, appointed
former Transparency International-Pakistan Chairman Adil Gilani as “honorary” consultant and then ambassador to Serbia. It not only exposes the
working of international NGOs, which favour certain governments and
groups, but also the mindset of the Pakistani rulers to lure institutions and
individuals, which can create trouble for them. Critics say former Prime
Minister Nawaz Sharif rewarded Gilani for making bogus reports in favour
of the PML-N government. Almost all reports released by the Transparency
International during the PML-N government showed that Nawaz Sharif had
not only controlled corruption but also introduced good governance in Pakistan. Gilani still enjoys clout at his former organisation and Pakistan’s
ranking in the International Corruption Index started improving only after
Gilani’s appointment. It lends credence to doubts he was rewarded for
making bogus reports in favour of the PML-N government.
Corruption has been part of Pakistani society and politics for decades.
The PTI cannot be blamed solely for rampant corruption in the country,
though it has not yet taken steps to reform departments dealing with the
public. The opposition, especially the PML-N and the PPP, cannot blame
the PTI for it because it has been in power in the Centre for over two years
only, while they have been in power for decades. In fact, the PPP still rules
Sindh. However, the PTI government will have to reform every department
to provide relief to the people at the earliest.
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Religious education

Elusive madrassa reforms
Muhammad Zain

The government of Prime Minister Imran Khan faces stiff resistance from
religious parties for the registration of seminaries. It will not only undermine
the government's efforts against terrorism but also disrupts its agenda for
a uniform syllabus for all students across the country. It will also allow religious parties, like the Jamiat Ulema-i-Pakistan-F (JUI-F), to continue the
use of madrassa students for their political and personal interests.
The government has failed to regularise seminaries because it cannot
use force for it as religious parties have a popular base across the country.
The government wants to keep an eye on their foreign funding and syllabus but religious scholars oppose it on the pretext that the government
seeks to close down the institutions to appease foreign powers. The result
is that the government only succeeded in removing some loudspeakers
from mosques, which were reinstalled later.
According to the latest statistics, only 295 madrassas have applied for
registration out of over 30,000 religious schools in the country. Some say
their number has exceeded over 100,000. Though the government is optimistic about completing the process in the coming months after written
assurances from them, yet critics fear madrassas will continue to elude reforms and the present government will fail to complete the task, like past
governments. Recently, clerics and seminary students took to the streets
against the enactment of the Islamabad Capital Territory Waqf Properties
Act, 2020. They said the Waqf Act was “un-Islamic” and aimed at changing
the ideological status of the country, because such laws existed only in
secular countries, like Egypt and Turkey. The Waqf Properties Act became
a law on September 24, 2020, as part of Financial Action Task Force
(FATF) requirements after several months of deliberations.
On the other hand, the top leadership of five mainstream seminary
boards, under the banner of Ittehad-i-Tanzeemat Madaris Pakistan, has
decided to submit suggestions to the government on the registration
process once again. Led by Mufti Muneebur Rehman, the Ittehad-iTanzeemat Madaris Pakistan is a representative body of five seminary
boards. The boards represent the four mainstream schools of thought —
Barelvi, Shia, Deobandi and Ahle Hadith — while the fifth affiliates seminaries of Jamaat-i-Islami.
Madrassa reforms were initiated in 2003, but subsequent governments
remained unsuccessful in enforcing them and failed to streamline the affairs of seminaries, including their sources of funding and the list of students. They have even not been able to check the rampant practice of
building madrassas on government or private land.
Former Prime Minister Benazir Bhutto attempted to control the institutions through an ordinance in 1994, which was later withdrawn. In 2002,
President Musharraf attempted to register them after 9/11, however, the
move was fiercely resisted by religious parties which were his major allies.
The Wifaqul Madaris, the biggest platform, runs around 13,000 institutions
in Pakistan. The Tanzeemul Madaris monitors around 6,000 to 8,000 institutions while Wifaqul Ulema-e-Shia Pakistan and Wifaqul Ulema-e-Salfia
Pakistan manage about 2,500 madrassas each. The Jamaat-e-Islami runs
around 1,000 institutions. Over 22 million children, mostly poor, study in
seminaries.
Under the National Action Plan, announced by former Prime Minister
Nawaz Sharif to root out terrorism after the Peshawar tragedy in December
2014, madrassas were to be registered and reformed. However, the civil
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administration has failed to complete its task of their registration, which
may spoil gains of the military action. According to a 2015 government report, nearly 300 madrassas in Pakistan received financial support from
around 10 countries and officials admitted they had no idea about the total
amount of funds or any other kind of support seminaries had received. The
interior ministry, in a written response to a question, had told the National
Assembly that 285 seminaries were receiving funds from countries such
as Saudi Arabia, Qatar, the United Arab Emirates (UAE), Kuwait, Iran,
Turkey, the US, the UK, and South Africa. Some 147 seminaries received
foreign funding in the Punjab, 95 in Gilgit-Baltistan, 30 in Balochistan, 12
in Khyber Pakhtunkhwa and one in Sindh. In January 2015, the interior
minister had told the Senate that around 80 seminaries in the country had
received Rs300 million from around a dozen countries.
It is a fact that the religious institutes of the country have been resisting
their registration on one pretext or the other. Between August 2019 and
October 2020, the education ministry established the Directorate General
of Religious Education (DGRE) to facilitate the registration process and
16 regional offices were set up in Multan, Lahore, Rawalpindi/Islamabad,
Karachi, Sukkur, Hyderabad, Peshawar, D.I. Khan, Swat, Quetta, Loralai,
Khuzdar, Muzaffarabad, Mirpur, Gilgit and Skardu. The centres also aimed
to help registered madrassas open bank accounts. Some 133 focal persons affiliated with the relevant deputy commissioner office were nominated in each district across the country. The government announced the
process of registration would start from October 5, 2020. However, Ittehad-i-Tanzeemat Madaris directed all seminaries to wait for further instructions on the registration process, on the pretext that education has been
devolved to the provinces under the 18th Amendment and the role of the
federal education ministry to register religious institutions is illegal.
It appears that madrassas will evade the registration process once
again. Undoubtedly, religious schools have been part of Pakistan and India
for centuries. Their contribution to society by educating, feeding and sheltering poor students has been matchless in the world. However, they need
reforms now. A few seminaries have also been involved in promoting terrorism, violence and sectarian hatred. They have not only given a bad
name to the country but also maligned all religious schools. Hence, it is in
their own interest to register themselves.
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Below par
economic growth
Shahid Hussain
International financial institutions have projected Pakistan’s economy to
grow at 1.5pc for the current fiscal year compared to negative 0.4pc for
the previous fiscal year. On the other hand, the world economy is expected
to grow at 5.5pc, regional economies 8.3pc and Africa 3.2pc. It shows that
Pakistan is expected to perform better this year, but it still lags far behind
the rest of the South Asian countries and even Africa, which must be a
cause of concern for the economic managers.
The International Monetary Fund (IMF) has projected Pakistan’s GDP
growth rate at 1.5pc for the current fiscal year 2020-21, while the government
expects the growth rate target of 2.1pc, with the expectation that the recovery of economic activities will help achieve the growth trajectory in the aftermath of overcoming the pandemic. However, the IMF has projected that
Pakistan’s growth rate would be 4pc of GDP in next fiscal year 2021-22.
According to the Economic Outlook for 2021 update released by the
IMF, the emerging and developing Asia region will grow at 8.3pc from its
previous projection of 8pc. India's economy is now expected to grow by
11.5pc in 2021, up 2.7 percentage points from the previous projection of a
8.8pc growth, reflecting the carryover from a stronger-than-expected recovery in 2020 after lockdowns were eased. India's economy was estimated to have contracted by 8pc in 2020, according to the IMF data.
China will continue to support the region's growth outlook with its economy projected to expand by 8.1pc in 2021 and 5.6pc in 2022, the IMF said.
“Considerable differentiation is expected between China—where effective
containment measures, a forceful public investment response, and central
bank liquidity support have facilitated a strong recovery—and other
economies," the IMF said. It also raised the global economic growth forecast to 5.5pc in 2021, up 0.3 percentage point from the previous forecast,
reflecting expectations of "vaccine-powered strengthening of activity later
in the year and additional policy support in a few large economies".
Malaysia is projected to grow at 7pc, Turkey 6pc, France 5.5pc, The US
5.1pc, Mexico 4.3pc and Nigeria 1.5pc.
The Asian Development Bank has also noted that the pandemic has
interrupted the macroeconomic recovery in Pakistan, resulting in a sharp
contraction in growth, a rise in public expenditures, and a loosening of
monetary policy to mitigate the health and economic impacts. “As with
many countries in the region, the pandemic has affected Pakistan, revealing the extent to which the population is exposed to economic and social
vulnerabilities,” said ADB Director General for Central and West Asia Eugene Zhukov. The ADB has endorsed a new 5-year country partnership
strategy (CPS) to help restore economic stability and growth in Pakistan
by enhancing people’s well-being and expanding economic opportunities
as the country works to overcome the pandemic.
As the growth rate is expected to remain low, Pakistan’s fiscal deficit
has widened to 1.8pct, or Rs822 billion, of GDP in the first five months of
FY21 compared to 1.6pc (Rs676b) in the corresponding period last year.
In its monthly economic update and outlook for January, the Ministry of Finance observed that the current outlook ensured economic revival on the
basis of continued recovery seen in recent months but there was possibility
of slower economic activities, especially in the services sector depending
on the intensity and duration of the pandemic. It said the primary balance
posted a surplus of Rs216b (0.5pc) during July-November FY21 against
the surplus of Rs117b (0.3pc of GDP) in the same period of FY20, showing
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an increase of about 84.6pc. In recent months, oil prices have been very
volatile, international food prices have been rising. However, exchange
rate movements remained almost neutral.
The impact of rising international food prices was mitigated by government policies focusing on improving the supply stream of food products
and improving the functioning of domestic food markets. The report
showed that exports during the July-December period decreased by 4.8pc
to $11.8 billion, while imports rose by 4.8pc to $23.2 billion. The finance
ministry said the sudden surge in imports was due to an increase in international oil prices and import of additional food products, which enhanced
imports by $1.2 billion in December 2020 alone.
Moody’s Investor Service has also 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.
The International Monetary Fund (IMF) has also praised Pakistan for
improving its business environment. In a report, 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.
Undoubtedly, the economic situation has improved since April-June
2020, yet it has not achieved the required levels. In its last 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 pandemic
impact will subside by the end of the second quarter of the fiscal year, allowing global conditions to normalise and economic sentiment to improve.”
Despite the relatively positive projections for Pakistan’s economy, rising
prices are the biggest issue of the people of the country. The government
claims to have brought down inflation. However, people have lost hope of
any relief from the government after a 15pc hike in the power tariff and a
persistent increase in fuel prices.
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Stifling reforms
Husnain Shahid

Pakistan’s growth rate is expected to remain lower than the pre-pandemic
level. The government has introduced reforms which have added to the
problems of the common people and depressing forecasts mean there is
no prospect of relief for them anytime soon and they will continue to suffer
in years to come.
Pakistan’s major challenges are stabilisation and protection of the economy against external risks, rising global prices, current account deficit, rising debt servicing, and continued losses of public sector enterprise. Missed
revenue collection is compounding the problem. People had started losing
jobs even before the onset of the pandemic. More than 18.5 million people
are estimated to have lost jobs in Pakistan in the aftermath of the pandemic, though it only imposed smart lockdowns instead of a complete shutdown. The loss of a large number of livelihoods points out flaws in the
system and deep-rooted structural problems. The pandemic provides an
opportunity to the country to overhaul the system to save people from the
fallout of future threats.
According to a credible think tank of Pakistan, job losses from the pandemic could be more than the government’s estimates and people of the
Punjab and Khyber Pakhtunkhwa could be most affected by rising unemployment. According to the Pakistan Institute of Development Economics
(PIDE), the pandemic has shown that we couldn't impose lockdown like
the rest of the world has done because we lack the systems to do so. The
pandemic is not the ultimate problem of Pakistan, it is just the tip of the
iceberg compared to the deep-rooted structural problems that we are just
not ready to face. The unprecedented negative economic growth of the
country is attributable to the badly impacted services sector as well the
manufacturing sector. The manufacturing sector shutdown led to a massive
shortfall in exports. The informal sector- the daily labour, small and medium
industry and restaurants suffered badly. As per the projections, poverty has
gone up by 20-30pc. The biggest problem of South Asia is not the pandemic but the incapability of developing our economies for the 21st century,
it noted.
The coronavirus has not proved as harmful to Pakistani lives as it has
been in other countries but it has been more devastating for the economy
and livelihoods of the people of the country than the rest of the world. Calculating losses on the basis of the impact of the restrictions on business,
tax revenue, international trade and the cost of unemployment for three
months when the pandemic raged, the Ministry of Planning had estimated
that 12.3 million to 18.5 million people in the country would lose their jobs
and the economy could sustain Rs2 trillion to Rs2.5 trillion losses due to
moderate to severe shocks.
In a report, the Asian Development Bank (ADB) feared that between
1.5 million and 2.3 million young Pakistanis had lost jobs during the pandemic. The country’s unemployment rate, which stood at 8.9pc in 2019, is
likely to hover between 17.3 and 21.5pc in the current year. According to
the government’s own estimates, at least 10 million more people have
slipped below the poverty line, raising the number of poor people from the
existing figure of 50m to 60m. The ADB said Pakistan might have contained the loss of life and the economy but the damage was still enough to
hurt its people badly.
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In a report, the Word Bank said Pakistan’s economic outlook would remain fragile for at least two years, as the outbreak of the coronavirus had
compounded the country’s miseries. In a report, the World Bank said domestic economic activity was expected to recover, but Pakistan’s nearterm economic prospects were subdued. Given anaemic growth
projections in the near term, poverty is expected to worsen. Vulnerable
households rely heavily on jobs in the services sector, and the projected
weak services growth is likely to be insufficient to reverse the higher
poverty rates precipitated by the pandemic. Economic activity has contracted and poverty is expected to have risen, as monetary and fiscal policy
tightening, earlier in the year, was followed by lockdown, it noted. The
World Bank estimates a 33c increase in poverty in India and the situation
is not different in Pakistan. “With government estimates of pandemic job
losses at approximately 14 million, poverty is expected to increase for the
first time in two decades in Pakistan. The pandemic is also expected to
exacerbate Pakistan’s human capital challenges,” it noted.
Prices have risen to a level where even middle-income families are
struggling to survive. The opposition is set to launch a “Mehngai March”
(March against inflation) on March 26. On the other hand, the government
is trying to hide behind the pandemic. It claims the economy was poised
to take off after three years of slowdown but the pandemic has hit people
and businesses hard since mid-March 2020. However, fiscal indicators
were bad even before the onset of the pandemic. The economy had
slowed down, millions of people lost jobs and thousands of businesses
shut down as a result of economic policies of the government. It blames
the pandemic for all its failures while there was no pandemic in the country in the first nine months of the last fiscal year. As the pandemic situation has improved, the government has left with no excuse for its poor
performance.
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Senate polls

Critical time ahead
Raza Khan

Politically, Pakistan is entering a very important, if not a critical era, of its
history as elections for the Upper House of parliament are just round the
corner, while the ruling party and the opposition alliance are going for one
another’s jugular with political reconciliation seemingly quite impossible.
The upcoming Senate of Pakistan election has become more important
due to several factors. The foremost significance of the elections is that if
all go normal, the ruling Pakistan Tehreek-e-Insaf (PTI) would become the
single largest party in the parliamentary chamber and together with its
coalition partners could dominate it.
The attainment of a majority by the PTI and its allies in the Senate is
critically important, not only for the party and its government but also for
political stability in the country. It is to be noted that the government of
Prime Minister Imran Khan, since its coming to power on August 18, 2018,
does not have an easy majority in the National Assembly of Pakistan. It
has only been the critical support of collation partners, including the Pakistan Muslim League-Quaid (PML-Q), Muttahida Qaumi Movement (MQM)
and Balochistan Awami Party (BAP), that PM Khan has remained in the
saddle. However, in the situation, lawmaking and governance both have
not been easy, in particular when the ruling PTI does not have a majority
in the Upper House. As the PTI has a two-thirds majority in the Khyber
Pakhtunkhwa provincial assembly and a thin majority in the Punjab Assembly and also has a good number of members in the Sindh Assembly,
while its collation partner has the largest number of members in the
Balochistan Assembly, the ruling party and its coalition partners would face
no problem in getting a majority in the Senate of Pakistan. However, it
would be interesting to see whether the PTI is able to keep unity among
its ranks during the elections and whether its members vote according to
the party’s policy and direction and to the party’s designated candidates.
It is quite apparent that there is an element of consternation within the
ranks of the government and it fears that there may be slippages among
its provincial assembly members during the Senate elections. It may be
mentioned that the Electoral College for Senate polls is provincial assembly members. In order to avoid the possibility of changing political loyalties
during the Upper House elections, as the polls are constitutionally held
through secret ballots, the ruling party asked for an advisory role of the
Supreme Court of Pakistan in its intention to hold Senate elections through
an open ballot. Although it may not be within the domain of the Apex Court
to allow a change in the election method, yet the government is making
an effort to hold elections through a "show of hands." In this connection,
President of Pakistan Dr. Arif Alvi has also issued an ordinance.
Keeping in view the political history of Pakistan, fears of a change of
political loyalties by members of the ruling party are quite justified. Firstly,
governments in the past were stopped from getting a majority in the Senate. The powers that be have their own reasons for doing so, because political leaders of a particular political party, often belonging to a family, have
been behaving like dictators, not only in their political party but also in the
government whenever the party formed it. In order to prevent the "tyranny
of majority," the powers that be manipulated Senate elections or even sent
the ruling parties packing before the polls. According to insiders, many
leaders of the opposition's so-called Pakistan Democratic Movement
(PDM) formed the umbrella organisation in order to stop the ruling party
from getting a majority in the Senate. In this regard, the opposition parties
calculated that the powers that be would also support them to prevent the
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ruling party from winning over the Upper House. However, so far there are
no indications that the powers that be have an intention to disturb the present dispensation. Still fears are on the minds of everyone. Historically, Senate elections have been an arena of vote-selling, where many members
of provincial assemblies sold their votes to wealthy candidates, who offered handsome sums to them to become senators in order to use the
perks and privileges associated with the membership of the Upper House.
If the PTI is able to get a majority in Senate elections, it would be highly
significant for the country. After several decades, a third political force
would have control of the Upper House. Historically, the PML-N and the
PPP have been winning a majority in the Senate one after the other. However, today both have joined hands to challenge the ruling PTI. The control
of the Senate by an untraditional political force would be very interesting
to watch by observers. Already, Interior Minister Sheikh Rashid Ahmed, a
close confidante of PTI chief and Pakistan Prime Minister Imran Khan, has
unequivocally declared that once the government has a majority in the
Senate, very stringent laws would be passed in order to deal with corruption and criminals. Most of the opposition PDM leaders have been facing
corruption cases, however, the government is unable to do much by bringing changes into the accountability laws due to lack of parliamentary
strength. Moreover, once the ruling PTI has a majority in the Senate, it
would be able to come up with important legislation in other areas also.
Keeping in view the political history of Pakistan, there is many a slip
between the cup and the lip. In other words, the ruling PTI, which otherwise
is quite well set to win the elections, but in the run-up to the elections anything could happen and we all must keep it in mind. Even if the PTI is able
to win a majority in the Senate, the opposition movement against it would
gather more momentum. But if PM Khan's government is able to improve
governance, which for the time-being is pathetic, then the opposition parties would have little leverage to exploit the situation. There is no doubt
that the life of average Pakistanis has become quite miserable during the
rule of the PTI. Although PM Khan's rule is not completely responsible for
it, as the past PML-N and PPP governments made an all-out effort to inflict
damage on the country but the PTI rule has also not given any relief to the
country or its people. If the situation remains the same and the quality of
democracy does not improve and it continues to produce leaders, like
Nawaz Sharif, Asif Ali Zardari, Imran Khan, Fazlur Rahman or others, then
the future of democracy is very dark.
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Afghan peace
under threat
Raza Khan

The future of a peace deal inked last year between the United States and the
Afghan insurgent Taliban has become quite bleak as violence has peaked
once again in the war-ravaged country, while the new American administration
is also reviewing the agreement.
The Taliban have recently declared that if the US does not stick to the deal
it signed last year on February 29, there would be large-scale war in the region. The Taliban warned that responsibility for the regional war would be on
the US. The Taliban said leaving the agreement "will lead to a dangerous escalation" in the Afghan war. "If the Doha agreement is abrogated, it will lead
to a major war, the responsibility of which shall fall squarely on the shoulders
of America," an announcement from the group warned.
It may be mentioned that under the terms of the agreement between
Washington and the Taliban, the US would withdraw all of its troops from
Afghanistan by May 31, 2021. However, the deal included that the pullout of
all US troops from Afghanistan would be linked to the cessation of hostilities
by the insurgents. Since then, there has been an escalation of violence in
Afghanistan and there have been many attacks, killing hundreds of people
across the country. However, most of the attacks were not owned by the Taliban. In a fresh spate of attacks, unidentified attackers killed at least 21 government troops in Afghanistan on February 4. The attacks came at a time
when the US-brokered peace talks between the Taliban and the President
Ashraf Ghani-led Afghan government remain stalled on a host of issues,
specifically the cessation of hostilities by the Taliban.
Recently, a bipartisan US congressional panel recommended that President Biden should extend the May 1 deadline set in the agreement with the
Taliban for pulling out all American forces from the South Asian nation. The
Afghanistan Study Group, in its recent report, called for strictly linking further
US troop drawdown to a reduction in violence and progress in the ongoing
intra-Afghan peace talks. It warned that removing all American and NATO
forces by the May deadline could lead to a civil war in the country, destabilise
the region and revive the al-Qaeda terror threat.
It is really unfortunate that the historical deal between the US and the Taliban is falling apart as the truce was a silver lining for lasting peace in
Afghanistan. It is important to note that there may be an escalation of violence
in Afghanistan but responsibility for all terrorist attacks may not be placed on
the Taliban. The reason is that firstly most of the attacks have been claimed
by the Islamic State, another terrorist organisation, which is a rival group of
the Taliban and has extra-regional interests than the Taliban, who have always
been focused on Afghanistan and call their violence a “liberation movement.”
Secondly, it is nonsensical on part of the Taliban to increase violence when
they have already struck a deal in which they have been the virtual winner as
Washington promised to pull out all its troops, which has always been the
main demand of the Taliban since 2001.
The US-Taliban deal included that the withdrawal of all US troops from
Afghanistan would depend on a successful intra-Afghan dialogue between
the Taliban and the Afghan government. However, the Afghan government
has not been much interested in intra-Afghan talks. At the very outset, the ostensibly historic deal between the United States and the Afghan Taliban
reached for restoring peace to Afghanistan became quite questionable as
President Ashraf Ghani had refused to respect the terms of the agreement.
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The agreement between Washington and the Afghan Taliban, inter alia, included the withdrawal of all remaining around 8,000 US personnel from
Afghanistan in 13 months and the setting free of more than 5,000 Taliban inmates from Afghan jails. The deal also envisaged an intra-Afghan group dialogue soon.
The peace agreement signed by the US President Special Representative
for Afghanistan, Zalmay Khalilzad, himself an Afghan by birth, and the Taliban
political head, Abdul Ghani Birader, was extremely important as it was the first
time in the last 19 years after the US overthrew the Afghan Taliban regime in
October 2001, in the aftermath of the September 9, 2001 terrorist attacks in
America, that the Taliban had reached an agreement with Washington. The
agreement is important because it has paved the way for the withdrawal of
the foreign forces from Afghanistan and provided a roadmap for it. However,
Afghan President Ashraf Ghani, without realising the importance of the agreement, refused to accept it. The problem of President Ghani is that his nominees or any Afghan official was not part of the deal whereas he claimed to be
an important stakeholder in any negotiations.
While the Afghan government, whether of President Karzai or of President
Ghani, could not be able to control the country, they blame the Taliban for
being the stooges of Pakistan. This is despite the fact that the US, the main
party to the Afghan conflict theatre, has recognised the Taliban as a key political stakeholder. It was after the recognition of the Taliban as a genuine political force that it engaged in talks with them. Later, Ghani’s government, under
pressure from Washington, entered into talks with the Taliban and there has
not been much headway even after several rounds. However, the responsibility is more on the Afghan government than the Taliban. On their part, the
Taliban have also refused to give up violence because violence is their hallmark and they think that they could only have their way by attacking the government and people. This is not an appropriate attitude on their part.
Unfortunately, Ashraf Ghani has learnt nothing from history and, therefore,
in the beginning he had refused to set free Taliban inmates, arguing that the
fate of his country could not be decided by Washington and Pakistan. Obviously, the fate of any country could not be and ought not to be decided by
some other country but if a state and its government fail to establish their writ
over its territory and people, then their legitimacy becomes questionable. If
Ghani did not agree with the terms of the agreement between the US and the
Taliban he should have unequivocally told the US beforehand that any deal
between them would not be acceptable to him. However, he waited so that to
see the outcome of the agreement and when the outcome challenged his position and regime he refused to abide by it. However, Washington, the main
power in Afghanistan, forced Ghani to start peace talks with the Taliban. However, he has never been sincere about the process of intra-Afghan talks. It is
suspected that many attacks in Afghanistan have been carried out by the
country’s notorious intelligence agency and the IS, known by its local acronym,
Daesh, and the blame of both kinds of attacks have been put on the Taliban
by Afghan authorities.
The new US President Joe Biden must understand the situation in
Afghanistan and stick to the peace deal. Nevertheless, it is equally important
to understand that the withdrawal of all US troops by May this year could push
Afghanistan into extreme violence.
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The rising debt
and fiscal deficit
Muhammad Jahangir

Every year the government prepares a fiscal policy statement for the parliament which reflects the
overall health of the economy. In the fiscal policy
statement for 2020-21, recently submitted by the
Ministry of Finance to the National Assembly, it
has been disclosed that the per capita debt
jumped to Rs175,000 at the end of the last fiscal
year, denoting an additional burden of Rs54,901
or 46pc on every citizen within two years.
Earlier, the Debt Policy Office had presented a
detailed draft of the policy to the Finance Ministry
which compressed it and prepared a short summary for the federal legislature. Significantly, the 11page document does not contain many vital pieces
of information necessary to understand the real
debt situation and the trajectory of the economy.
Despite claims to the contrary, during the PTI
government’s tenure, the per capita debt has
been increasing from year to year. The total public debt was recorded at Rs36.4 trillion at the end
of June 2020, while per person debt burden increased by Rs21,311 or 14pc in the last year. It
may be added here that in June 2018, the total public debt was Rs24.9
trillion and the Ministry of Finance at that time worked out the per capita
debt at Rs120,099.
In the PTI government’s first year, the per capita debt increased by
28pc or Rs33,590 and in the second year it rose by another 14pc. But the
government has blamed the previous PML-N and PPP governments for
the debt burden that it added in the past two years. “The government paid
Rs2.6 trillion against interest payments on the debt mostly obtained by the
previous regimes,” according to the statement.
In the second last fiscal policy statement, the Ministry of Finance had made
full disclosure of the breach of the Fiscal Responsibility and Debt Limitation
Act by mentioning clauses related to reduction in the total public debt-to-GDP
ratio, the annual limit set to reduce the debt and the status of new guarantees.
All these clauses have been missing in the latest report of the ministry.
Along with an increase in debt, expenditures have also been rising.
The statement showed that total expenditures by the federal and provincial
governments increased to 23.1pc of GDP - up 1.5pc of GDP. The government failed to abide by the Fiscal Responsibility and Debt Limitation
(FRDL) Act of 2005, which lays down that the federal fiscal deficit should
be limited to 4pc of the size of the national economy. As it is, the federal
deficit stood at 8.6pc of GDP - more than double the limit set by the law.
According to the fiscal policy statement, the current expenditures of all
the five governments remained at a 28-year high level in the last fiscal year
2019-20. Compared to it, development spending was the lowest in 10
years in terms of the total size of the economy. The Finance Ministry informed the House that development expenditures slipped to the lowest
level in 10 years at 2.1pc of GDP. For the purpose of comparison, in the
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fiscal year 2010-11, the development expenditures were equal to 2.8pc of
GDP. At the same time, total expenditures in terms of the size of the economy were at the highest level in 21 years - at 23.1pc of GDP.
On the revenue front, the total revenues increased to 15pc of GDP. The
tax revenues stood at 11.4pc -slightly lower than the previous fiscal year.
The non-tax revenues increased to 3.6pc of the total size of the national
economy - the highest level in the past six years.
Another interesting piece of information in the fiscal policy statement
is that the federal and provincial governments cumulatively collected Rs1.1
trillion in taxes, which is 15% less compared to the targets. At the same
time, their expenditures too were Rs854 billion or 8pc lower than the budgeted figures. On its part, the federal government collected Rs936 billion
less revenue as compared to the target and its expenditures were also
Rs80 billion less than the amount approved by the parliament.
In the fiscal year 2019-20, the government had set the FBR’s revenue
collection target at Rs5.5 trillion but the actual collection was less than Rs4
trillion. The reason for it, as cited in the policy statement, is that the collection fell because of the coronavirus pandemic which crippled Pakistan’s
economy. This is understandable as the pandemic and the subsequent
lockdown brought all economic activities to a standstill for several months.
It is an indication of the deteriorating economic situation that the total
development spending by the five governments slipped to the lowest level
in over a decade to a mere 2.8pc of GDP. Federal development spending
was only 1.3pc of GDP. According to economic analysts, the PTI government is following a policy of withholding vital facts and figures related to financial management which in earlier years were routinely placed before
the National Assembly. But this is no more so.
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Tax reforms: Still a
long way to go
Muhammad Jahangir

Many governments in the past tried to reform the tax system but
never fully succeeded in their efforts. The same is the case with
the PTI government, which promised before the elections to end
corruption in the tax machinery and set up an equitable taxation
system. The government is halfway through its five-year term
but not much progress has been made to achieve the goals.
According to a report by the Policy Research Institute of Market Economy (PRIME), out of the 10 tax reform targets set by
the PTI, six have been partially achieved, while the others have
been barely touched or have remained unattended. It added that
work in some areas was limited only to the extent of moving files
from desk to desk and there was no progress on the ground.
Taking a broader view, the PTI’s performance in the tax sector can be described as mixed. The PTI, among other things,
had promised to introduce reforms in the Federal Board of Revenue (FBR) and widen the tax-net through a robust tax policy,
an efficient tax administration structure and an effective enforcement mechanism. In the fulfillment of its promise to give autonomy to the FBR, the government separated the FBR’s policy board from
its operation. But since February 2019, the board has existed only on
paper without clearly specified functions. This is a result of administrative
atrophy that ails the entire taxation sector.
Another key goal was to shift towards direct taxes as a primary source
of tax revenue but no progress has been made in this direction, with the
share of direct taxes remaining fixed at 38pc. The FBR was supposed to
develop a computer application “Taxray” for a 360-degree view of the taxpayer by linking data directly obtained from the taxpayer with the thirdparty databanks but the FBR has not yet finalised the infrastructure and
framework for real-time access to information and databases. To improve
the enforcement, the FBR, as promised, could not make the service
providers install an electronic fiscal device (EFD) for real-time monitoring
and collection of income tax.
The PTI had also promised to provide incentives to informal businesses
to be part of the formal economy and for the purpose it introduced the tax
amnesty scheme of 2019, which failed to achieve the desired results.
Under the scheme, Rs3 trillion worth of undisclosed assets were legalized,
yielding a paltry Rs70billion in revenue.
As part of the election manifesto, the PTI had promised to simplify the
tax assessment rules and move towards a single sales tax as part of the
World Bank funded project. But the FBR has missed the deadlines to introduce desired reforms, including the single sales tax regime.
However, on the positive side, the government made tax payments
easier by introducing online payment modules for value-added tax and
corporate income tax. The process was also made less costly by reducing
the corporate income tax rate. Another significant success was achieved
in reducing the number of tax payments from 47 to 34, and the total number of hours required for complying with the tax requirements per year fell
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from 294 to 283.
Another target achieved was to reduce the transaction cost of paying
taxes and electronic payment facility for payment of all FBR taxes, and a
number of provincial taxes have been introduced for convenient and hassle-free payment. Some movement has also been made towards achieving
the goal of improving the audit by establishing risk engines and smart algorithms to identify potential taxpayers for audit.
Pushed by the government, the tax authorities intensified their operation against illicit and smuggled goods and the FBR took action against
Benami transactions, netting some big fish. Smuggled goods worth Rs29
billion have been seized in the current year and assets worth Rs7.4 billion
are set to be confiscated after the confirmation of orders from the Federal
Appellate Tribunal.
The FBR has sent e-notices to thousands of individuals and businesses
in the hope of widening the tax-net and it has identified 20,000 wealthy
non-filers against whom action is underway. A major campaign promise
by the PTI was to launch a crackdown on the corrupt practices that promoted tax evasion.
To this end, the FBR has established an Integrity Management Cell
(IMC) to facilitate the general public and taxpayers in filing complaints
against corrupt practices of officers of the FBR. So far, 42 officials have
been suspended on corruption allegations.
The PRIME report has noted that the PTI government made some efforts to reform tax policy and administration during the first half of its tenure,
but there is still a lot more to be achieved.
However, realistically speaking, two and a half years is too short a period to clear the mess that has accumulated over the last several decades.
It will take persistent efforts spread over several years to bring about a
meaningful change to the sector.
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Education

Higher education
suffers in PTI’s rule too
Rasheed Ali

The schema and concept of higher education, embedded in the minds of
Pakistan Tehreek-e-Insaf (PTI) policymakers have started taking practical
shape lately. It seems those at the helm of the party affairs have changed
their approach towards the sector and now they treat higher education as
a luxury, rather than an essential service, like the previous rulers.
Before coming to power, the party had always advocated more funding for the sector and
declared it a top priority. But now as the party
has been in power for the third year, there seems
no change in the plight of the ever suffering sector, education. The country, comprising 220 million people with more than 1.8 million undergrad
and graduation students enrolled in 135 public
sector universities, allocated only Rs. 64 billion
($400 million) for its higher education in the financial year 2021. And only part of it was released and spent during the first half of the
current year. If drawing any comparison can
serve any purpose, authorities concerned may
be reminded that an average American university spends eight times more than the entire
country’s higher education budget. One of consequences of low allocations came to the fore
recently when the teaching and administrative
staff members of the University of Peshawar
were informed through a notification last month
that the administration would not be able to “disburse full salary to its employees for the month
of January 2021 – and only basic pay, plus personal pay, will be disbursed”. Peshawar is the
headquarters of the Khyber-Pakhtunkhwa
province where the party has been in power for
the last eight years.
And by the way, what is the PTI’s policy on
higher education? Regrettably, the political party
has, so far, failed to draft a comprehensible policy framework that could specifically address the
higher education sector, though currently it is in
administrative control of larger parts of the country: in Khyber-Pakhtunkhwa solely, and in the
Centre and the population-wise largest province
Punjab as a major coalition partner. The party’s
governments in the Centre and provinces, in
their annual plans, are guided by the vision and
goals of the party's 2018 election manifesto.
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According to the party manifesto, education is part of the three Es –
employment and engagement, being the remaining two – that were promised to young Pakistanis. The ruling party’s vision is in line with a “human
capital” approach, similar to the Vision 2025, which had been drafted under
the previous government of the Pakistan Muslim League-N. The annual
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plans 2019-20 and 2020-2021, as drafted by the Ministry of Planning, Development and Reform, included a section on higher education, which
could be seen as the best indicator of policy thinking and planning for the
sector under the PTI.
The government’s higher education policy appears to be a continuity
of the PML-N government’s Vision 2025 initiative. Under the policy, public
sector universities have started facing the brunt of a financial crunch due
to successive governments’ failure in allocating sufficient funds in the
budget.
Tania Saeed, an assistant professor at the Mushtaq Ahmad Gurmani
School of Humanities and Social Sciences at LUMS, and a member of the
Progressive Academics Collective, says over a period of the past 10 years,
development budget allocations for the Higher Education Commission
(HEC) have not kept up pace with the growing needs of the sector. The
higher education sector funding increased only Rs. 8 billion in the past 10
years, which was not sufficient to meet the needs of over 135 public sector
universities.
In the fiscal year 2009-10, the then federal government had allocated
Rs. 21.5 billion for the Higher Education Commission (HEC), which has
increased to only Rs. 29.5 billion in fiscal year 2020-21, according to the
Planning Commission. The record shows that the actual budget releases
often fell behind allocations and there were always delays in releasing the
funds to universities.
According to the official data, against Rs. 29.5 billion HEC allocation
for the current fiscal year, the Ministry of Finance released only Rs. 11.5
billion worth of development budget during the first half. The released
amount was only 34pc of the annual allocation, though the Ministry of Planning and Development had sanctioned Rs. 14 billion or 47pc of the allocation for the first half of the current fiscal year.
While public sector universities are facing financial issues in one way
or the other, the releases against annual current budget allocation of Rs.
64 billion for the HEC remained just Rs. 35.3 billion, or 55pc of the total allocation. The slow releases, coupled with fewer allocations, have aggravated the fiscal situation in the public sector universities.
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The successive governments during the past decade discouraged the
aspirants of higher education through their policies and practical measures.
The HEC development budget remained less than 5pc of the total federal
development outlay. Out of Rs. 64 billion HEC budget, more than 80pc is
spent on the salaries of universities’ employees. The remaining 20pc is
spent on the students. Despite it, the universities have no funds and are
getting loans to pay salaries. The HEC had requested Rs. 70,000 per student average grant from the government. However, according to the official
documents, the HEC was allocated Rs. 56,349 per student. It is important
to note that the HEC calculated the allocated amount without deducting
the salaries of universities’ staff, which is more than 80pc of the total
budget. It means only one fifth of the total HEC budget has been spent on
students’ education.
As per the official documents, the HEC demanded Rs. 104 billion for
the recurring expenditures and Rs. 42.6 billion for the development budget.
However, the PTI government allocated only Rs. 64 billion for the fiscal
year 2020-21.
With such a low funding, the universities have no budget to pay salaries
to their staff. Some universities have taken loans, others have written to
their employees that they could not pay full wages. The University of Engineering and Technology (UET) Lahore secured Rs. 300 million loan in
December 2020, from the Punjab government to pay salaries. Shah Abdul
Latif University Khairpur is also facing the same problems. Quaid-e-Azam
University (QAU) Islamabad, the highest ranked university of Pakistan, as
per official documents, has an annual budget of Rs. 2.5 billion. The university has around 2,000 employees including 300 faculty members. In
July last year, the HEC reduced the QAU budget for the fiscal year 202021. QAU Vice Chancellor Prof. Dr. Muhammad Ali told the media recently
that the university was facing a Rs. 800 million deficit because of the
budget cuts.
The University of Peshawar crisis has already been mentioned. Ms.
Ayesha Salman, finance director at the Peshawar University, expresses
her helplessness in overcoming the financial issues of the institution. In a
telephonic talk with Cutting Edge, she says the lack of funds forced the
university administration last month (January
2021) to pay only basic salaries to the employees.
She says “SOS communications” have been sent
to the federal as well as KP provincial authorities
for the provision of urgently required finances to
meet the urgent need of salary payments. She
says a number of employees refused to receive
their salaries in parts, and they are protesting
against non-payment of their wages in total.
She told Cutting Edge that there seemed no
solution to the crisis even in February. She says
the provincial government has promised to help
meet the urgent needs, but with the advice of
slashing the university expenditures and enhancing its dependence on its own resources.
The finance director stresses a special treatment and more finances for, at least, old institutions of higher learning which are called “mother
universities”. “How come they can compare old
universities with newly established universities,
which do not need huge amounts for payment of
pension to retired employees,” she asks.
The senior official says the university’s income has reduced drastically because of the
pandemic and HEC policies. The student enrolment after the pandemic has drastically decreased. The opening of new universities in all
divisions of the province has also affected the income of the Peshawar University, as the fee received from the students is a major source of its
finances. She says public sector universities
mainly cater to students with humble backgrounds, who cannot pay heavy fees of private
universities. The universities can never be run
through the fee collected from the students, or
some other resources. She appealed to the HEC
and the provincial higher education department
to increase allocations for higher education, so
that the centres of higher learning could focus on
better education and research initiatives.
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Diplomacy

Biden needs a new
Pakistan policy
Shamila N. Chaudhary, Vali Nasr

For the first time in over two decades, Pakistan is not a foreign-policy priority
for a new US administration.
Since 2001, Pakistan has been a focus of the War on Terror and critical
to US military involvement in Afghanistan. But that security imperative no
longer drives US foreign policy. A shrinking US military footprint in the region
is reshaping Washington’s strategic thinking. In place of counterterrorism, the
United States is bound to be guided by great-power rivalries—foremost
among them managing its relationship with China. The urgency of climate
change, the COVID-19 pandemic, and economic challenges in the United
States push Pakistan even lower down the list of US policy priorities.
This new reality raises the important question of how the United States
should think about its relationship with Pakistan. A country of more than 200
million people, Pakistan is geostrategically located at the mouth of the Persian
Gulf and borders Iran, India, and China. It is critical to the stability of its neighborhood and an important accessway into Central Asia. These facts alone
argue for the relevance of Pakistan to broader US interests in the economy
and security of West and South Asia.
As the Biden administration rolls out its national security strategy, it should
place a new Pakistan policy within its broader strategic interests in West Asia.
It behooves the new administration to embark on diplomatic engagement with
Islamabad that builds avenues of cooperation on geopolitical realities and
economic opportunities. There is an opportunity here for Washington. Pakistan’s strategic calculus has also been changing, as is evident from its support for the US-led peace process in Afghanistan. Economic pressure and
changes to Pakistan’s pattern of alliances have only accelerated this shift.
While the United States prioritized security issues for the past two decades,
China systematically deepened its business and diplomatic engagements in
West Asia. Pakistan is a key stepping stone for such Chinese forays and offers
prospective new markets and resources—in particular energy reserves in
Central Asia and the Middle East. So far, China has invested upwards of $56
billion in infrastructure, power, and port development in Pakistan, all as part of
its Belt and Road Initiative (BRI). It has also provided concessionary loans to
Pakistan and even replaced the three billion dollars in loans that Saudi Arabia
canceled last year.China’s investment in Pakistan is a continuation of a strategic partnership between the two countries that spans decades. But it now
comes with an added geostrategic dimension of giving China access to ports
and roads that extend from the Gulf of Oman and the Arabian Sea into western
China and Central Asia and Afghanistan. This should inform the US approach
to Pakistan and the broader region. The United States cannot match China’s
economic investment in Pakistan or in the region for that matter, but it can influence the direction Pakistan takes. That possibility is greater now than at
any time in recent memory as there are significant changes to fundamentals
that have long defined Pakistan’s strategic calculus.
First, the United States is no longer fixated on terrorism, which means it
is no longer paying attention to Pakistan in the ways it did after the 9/11 attacks. Pakistan is keen to find new ways to engage the United States. These
sentiments, exhibited at the highest levels of military and civilian leadership

18

in Pakistan, are motivated by the pragmatic realization that the country can
no longer take US interest for granted as the United States shrinks its presence in Afghanistan.
Pakistan has offered a new approach based on economic security that
seeks collaboration with the United States on climate change, technology,
and a host of other non-security issues. Translating this new approach into a
reality is going to take a lot of work, as Pakistan falls short in keeping its own
economic house in order. This is related to the second fundamental change:
the economy. Dwindling foreign aid, dips in labor remittances owing to the
collapse of Gulf Cooperation Council economies, and decreases in Pakistan’s
textile and manufacturing exports have put the country in dire straits. Pakistan
has long borrowed to finance existing debt. That is no longer possible, and
payments on its short- to medium-term debts are converging. Pakistan needs
international assistance, preferably via loans and economic aid, and it must
grow its exports to boost its economy. The United States should take note
that under these circumstances Pakistan will be more open to policy compromises that could provide relief on these fronts.
Third, Saudi Arabia no longer serves as Pakistan’s strategic depth. After
nearly five decades of close ties, Saudi Arabia is decisively distancing itself
from Pakistan. Last year it canceled a three-billion-dollar loan after Islamabad
complained about lack of Saudi support for Pakistan over Indian suppression
in Kashmir. The shift isn’t personal. Rather, it indicates a fourth fundamental
change—that of an end to the Islamic foreign policy that had bound Pakistan
to Saudi Arabia and the Persian Gulf states. It’s clear that Saudi Arabia is
backing away from its Islamic foreign policy—as reflected in its position on
India under the crown prince, who is more openly looking to build economic
and strategic ties with the country. The Saudis also did not come to Pakistan’s
aid over the Kashmir crisis with India. Pakistan, which does not have diplomatic relations with Israel, is feeling isolated as Gulf countries normalize their
relationships with the country. Fifth, the paradigm for India-Pakistan relations
is changing. With Saudi Arabia, China, and the United States de-linking conflict between India and Pakistan from their respective relationships with those
countries, Pakistan is being forced to reevaluate how it engages its traditional
partners on the defining feature of its foreign relations with many countries:
competition with India. The cumulative effect of these five developments has
been to unmoor Pakistan’s strategic calculus, leaving the country somewhat
adrift and unsure of its standing and future direction. The changes introduce
serious questions for policymakers.
Without the push and pull of the Saudis on Pakistan’s foreign policy, and
in the absence of unconditional assurances of Chinese support for Pakistan,
the United States faces a rare opportunity to re-engage an old partner. It is
prudent to focus on the more urgent need to foster peace in Afghanistan. But
the conditions on the ground in Afghanistan, as well as elsewhere in the region, must be in place to sustain peace beyond diplomatic negotiations and
deals among political elites. If the United States continues to tether the stability of the region to Pakistan, then it must make far more significant investments in the country beyond security interests.
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Viewpoint

What options does Biden
have in Afghanistan?
Ibraheem Bahiss

On December 2, 2020, the Afghan government and the Taliban announced an
agreement on the procedural framework document that will act as a code of
conduct during their peace negotiations. Shortly afterwards, the teams exchanged their respective agenda lists and announced a weeks-long hiatus.
Although the teams resumed their talks on January 6, the sides have made
little progress and have only met a few times. It appears both the Afghan sides
are waiting for clarity from the Biden administration on their approach to
Afghanistan instead of focusing on progress in talks. The administration has
thus far issued vague statements regarding a review of the agreement and assessing the Taliban’s progress in fulfilling their commitments.
Despite its shortcomings, the US-Taliban agreement and consequent intraAfghan negotiations provide a singular opportunity to bring peace to war-torn
Afghanistan and end the United States’s longest war. With the peace talks progressing slowly and the May deadline for withdrawal fast approaching, the
Biden administration will have to make some difficult decisions. There are no
easy solutions regarding Afghanistan. If the US withdraws before significant
progress has been made in intra-Afghan talks, there is a risk the entire process
could collapse and result in renewed violence. If the US and NATO decide to
keep their troops on the ground beyond the May deadline – as recent reports
have indicated – it could result in an abandonment of the agreement and a renewed conflict with the Taliban.
The Biden administration has several policy options to address the crisis.
One policy option would be to abide by the withdrawal schedule set up by the
Trump administration. President Joe Biden has shown unease with putting US
troops in harm’s way in Afghanistan even before the US-Taliban agreement
was concluded. A full US military withdrawal by May, however, leaves two major
issues unaddressed. First, the presence of the US military in Afghanistan has
ensured a military equilibrium between the two negotiating sides. Although the
US has reduced its military engagement, its continued presence has prevented
the Taliban from tilting the balance of power on the ground in its favour.
In the case of a full withdrawal of foreign troops, unless the parties can
make rapid progress in talks – which is unlikely – both sides would seek to
exert pressure on each other in the military theatre. Any significant alteration
in the battlefield could complicate the peace talks and make political compromise more difficult. Furthermore, the Taliban could abandon the peace process
altogether, perceiving the other side as significantly weaker, and attempt to
take power by force.Following the agreement largely unencumbered by US air
raids, Taliban fighters have been shutting down main highways and pushing
government security forces to the confines of urban centres or large military
installations. Their success in storming previously impregnable areas has reinforced their perception that Afghan security forces could crumble in the face
of a series of focused offensives.
Second, unless a compromise between the two sides is reached, neither
the Afghan government nor the Taliban will be in a position to prevent threat
projection from smaller terror groups. Hardline armed groups will continue
to exploit the security vacuum to operate in the country and possibly plan
acts abroad. That is why it seems less likely the Biden administration will go
for this option.
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Given the risks a complete withdrawal could bring, the new administration
could consider leaving behind a small US military force, focused exclusively
on counterterrorism. This force would also act as an equaliser in the military
theatre and discourage outside interference. As the US-Taliban agreement
stipulates that all non-diplomatic foreign military personnel must leave
Afghanistan, the US cannot retain such a force unless they either renegotiate
the US-Taliban agreement or completely ignore it.
It is extremely unlikely the Taliban will agree to host a residual foreign
force in the foreseeable future. The group has consistently stated that the
presence of even a single foreign troop makes jihad an obligation on all
Afghans. If international troops remain without some form of agreement,
the Taliban leadership will be unable to enforce adherence to the current
deal as Hanafi jurisprudence – which the group follows – stipulates that
when a central clause of a treaty is abandoned or breached, then it amounts
to the abrogation of the entire agreement.
Its military successes in recent years and the political recognition it has received from most regional powers have convinced the armed group that if a
political solution fails, it can continue to expand its military operations. This
would likely mean the Taliban will renew attacks on foreign forces and urban
centres and potentially provide sanctuary to foreign armed groups again. Even
if US airpower is able to prevent a total collapse of the Afghan army, the fighters
would continue with their current strategy of confining government presence
to major urban centres and ramping up violence in government-controlled
areas. To push back against such an escalation, the US would then need to
bring its military presence back to the pre-agreement levels. In other words, a
residual force, regardless of its size or scope, would most certainly result in
prolonging the two-decade war. A third option for the US would be to seek a
short-term extension of the withdrawal deadline to address key US policy concerns and accelerate progress in the peace talks. The Biden administration
can seek this extension in two different ways: It can either claim that the Taliban
has not fulfilled its obligations under the agreement, as some of its officials
seem to be doing right now, or seek to renegotiate the agreement without pushing for a residual force.
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Opinion

January 26: The day Indians
reclaimed their republic
Tamoghna Halder

On January 26, India’s Republic Day, hundreds of thousands of Indian farmers marched into New Delhi to protest against newly introduced farm laws. A
few thousand protesters split from the main procession and entered the iconic
Red Fort, where each year on India’s Independence Day, August 15, the
prime minister hoists the national flag and addresses the nation.
The protesters, who are predominantly Sikhs from the state of Punjab,
hoisted their holy flag, the Nishan Sahib (symbolising spiritual and political
sovereignty), right by the national tricolour. January 26 is symbolic for Indians,
as it is the day on which in 1950 the Indian constitution came into force, officially proclaiming India as a republic. The events that took place in New Delhi
71 years later demonstrated in no uncertain terms that the people of India
are reclaiming their republic.
Like any reborn republic, this one is imperfect and incomplete. There is
chaos, there is uncertainty as to where the nation is heading, but let us pause
and acknowledge that we have just witnessed an unprecedented moment in
Indian history. Unprecedented, because India’s Hindu right-wing Bharatiya
Janata Party (BJP) could neither foresee, nor control the events leading up
to the uprising at the Red Fort, although it runs one of the most autocratic
and oppressive governments in the history of independent India. Unprecedented, because, this time around, the farmers’ movement did not fizzle out
over time, as has happened in the past, but instead it expanded despite
threats from the police and security agencies. Unprecedented, because neither the mainstream national political parties nor the liberals could hijack –
and eventually ruin – the movement. Unprecedented, because the movement
grew despite the false narratives broadcast by the mostly dysfunctional Indian
media, and in fact reclaimed the fourth pillar of Indian democracy by giving
birth to a new media outlet.
Yes, the BJP has regained some amount of control since the events of
January 26. Yes, the police have cracked down heavily on the protesters.
Yes, the extensive networks of Hindu nationalist groups on social media are
working overtime to spread fake news and rumours to tarnish the image of
the movement. But that does not imply what happened is not historic, revolutionary and of significant consequence for India’s future. It seems difficult
for many to comprehend this.
Of course, the BJP has taken the lead in condemning the events of January 26, portraying the protesters as “anti-nationals” for hoisting the Sikh flag.
Curiously, when in 2014, a Sikh flag was also raised above the Red Fort, the
BJP did not complain, as it fitted into its broader anti-Muslim agenda (it was
perceived to symbolise the 18th-century defeat of the Mughals, who built the
Red Fort, by the Sikhs).
More surprising, perhaps, is the reaction of the Indian liberals who
seemed quite upset over the sight of protesting farmers entering the Red Fort
and hoisting another flag alongside the Indian tricolour, as this challenged
their idea of a peaceful protest. Messiahs of the armchair liberals, such as
activists Yogendra Yadav and Medha Patkar, condemned the farmers’ movement for resorting to “violence”.
It is amusing these liberals are crying foul because some protesters did
not follow the designated route of the march as approved by the Delhi Police,
broke barricades and entered the Red Fort. Dear liberals, you should be
aware that revolutions never follow meticulous plans. They are not dinner
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parties where food arrives from starters to desserts in strict order, as you like
them. Even the most organised political movements in history had unexpected twists and turns. Organisation and spontaneity are not necessarily at
odds – they can complement each other in the course of successfully overthrowing oppressive regimes. In fact, the spontaneity of the Red Fort takeover
is a byproduct of the unprecedented scale of organised politics among the
grassroots across India.
This movement is historic in that it has persisted and expanded, despite –
and not because of – its leadership which includes several ideologically contradictory and regressive forces. For example, the All India Kisan Sabha (AIKS),
the farmers’ organisation of the Communist Party of India (Marxist) aka CPI(M)
is part of the movement’s leadership. It is well known that right from its birth in
1964, the CPI(M) has been a revisionist force, and wherever it headed state
governments, it worked against the interests of the working class, seizing land
from farmers, selling it to corporations and suppressing dissent.
Ironically, while Hannan Mollah, a politburo member of the CPI(M) and
head of AIKS, was busy condemning those who entered the Red Fort, some
protesters at Red Fort were seen raising the AIKS flag. Among other leaders
who distanced themselves from the events at Red Fort is Rakesh Tikait, a
former BJP ally who faced charges of inciting communal tensions during the
2013 Hindu-Muslim riots in the state of Uttar Pradesh. There were also former
BJP allies among those who appeared to support the Red Fort takeover. It is
actually alleged the farmers who entered the fort were inspired by the
uniquely colourful character called Deep Sidhu, an actor turned politician,
who was able to mobilise large numbers of farmers in Punjab to protest
against BJP’s farm laws. This is despite the fact that as recently as 2019, he
was part of the BJP electoral campaign in Punjab.
Such contradictions reflect the complexities of Indian politics. On one
hand, the presence of regressive forces within the movement is deeply problematic, and yet it has to be acknowledged that – due to complex ethnic and
caste relations – such forces can mobilise the masses in large numbers. On
the other, progressive forces of various ideologies and ethnoreligious affiliations may represent a minority in the farmer movement’s leadership, but they
do have the ideological integrity to own and support events, such as the spontaneous siege of the Red Fort.
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Elections

What’s next for Myanmar
after the military coup?
Yun Sun

Since the early hours of February 1, the world has been watching the political developments in Myanmar in shock. From removing the civilian government to filing criminal charges against State Counsellor Aung San Suu
Kyi and President Win Myint, the Myanmar military took a series of steps
that have ostensibly stalled if not reversed the country’s democratisation
process.
But did Myanmar really miss its shot at becoming a true democracy?
What led the military to behave this way and, perhaps most importantly,
where does the country go from here?
The immediate catalyst for the February 1 coup appears to be last November’s general election. The National League for Democracy (NLD) led
by Aung San Suu Kyi won 83 percent of the vote and expanded its majority
in the parliament despite earlier speculation that it would lose seats to other
democratic and ethnic political parties. The fact that the NLD won the election with an even bigger margin than five years ago attested to Aung San
Suu Kyi’s abiding popularity in the eyes of the public. Even though the
state counsellor and her government were not able to achieve much in
terms of their three stated goals – peace, economic development and political reform – during their first term in power, the election result demonstrated that an overwhelming majority of the public is still confident in Aung
San Suu Kyi’s ability to carry the country towards a better future.
The military, alarmed by the growing public support behind the NLD,
declared the election fraudulent. It filed dozens of complaints with the
Union Election Commission (UEC) and claimed that it uncovered more
than eight million cases of voter fraud. Arguing that these irregularities undermined the integrity of the election and the legitimacy of its results, it
called for a rerun. The UEC rejected the military’s allegations, saying there
were no errors big enough to affect the credibility of the vote.
In response, the military pressured the government to delay the first
session of the new parliament scheduled for February 1, during which the
new legislators were to name presidential and vice-presidential candidates.
The government ignored the demand. With backdoor negotiations failing
to deliver a deal acceptable to both sides, the military staged a coup in the
early hours of February 1 and declared a yearlong state of emergency.
While the disputed election was the immediate catalyst for the coup,
the events of February 1 were actually a direct result of the decades-old
power struggle between Myanmar’s military and civilian leaders. Myanmar
had been ruled by a military government between 1962 and 2011. During
this period, the military failed the country miserably in terms of economic
development and governance. In 2003, seemingly giving in to growing domestic and international demands for democracy to be restored in the
country, the military government announced its “Seven Step Roadmap to
Democracy”. The aim of the road map was to gradually introduce a new
governance system to Myanmar that gave more power to the people while
also protecting the powers and privileges of the military.
The country’s current constitution, which came into effect in 2008, was
drafted as part of this long-term democratisation plan. It was specifically
designed to pave the way for “a flourishing and disciplined democracy”,
meaning a democracy guided by the military leadership. It not only allocated 25 percent of all seats in the parliament to the military, but also gave
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it the power to veto any constitutional amendment as an insurance policy.
During her first term in power, amending the constitution to reduce the military’s influence over the civilian government was Aung San Suu Kyi’s top
priority. While the military successfully thwarted every attempt she made
to achieve this goal in the last five years, when she expanded her support
base in the 2020 election, they became increasingly concerned that she
may try again, and perhaps succeed, in the coming years.
The allegations of election fraud were a test to assess Aung San Suu
Kyi’s willingness to accommodate the military’s demands and grievances.
Her adamant refusal to compromise was seen by the military leadership
as a testament of her growing defiance, which they feared could pave the
way for the rise of a truly independent civilian government. After the coup,
a key question is whether the military wishes to rule the country directly
for the foreseeable future or transfer power to a nominally civilian government that it can guide and control.
Early signals point to the latter. The military has announced that it intends to hold a new election within a year and hand over power to the winning political party. Indeed, after trying and failing to rule the country
efficiently for 50 years, the military seems more interested in protecting its
special status and privileges guaranteed by the constitution than dealing
with the day-to-day problems of governance once again. What the military
needs and wants is a civilian government that accepts the implicit agreement embedded in the 2008 Constitution – that the military is the paramount power in Myanmar and its authority cannot be challenged. With the
coup, the military did not announce its desire to rule directly, but merely
showed the limits of its tolerance.
This, however, does not mean the military is not going to make any
changes to the existing system. It will likely launch an effort to amend the
constitution to remove and adjust clauses that it believes are a threat to
its authority. For example, currently there is a first-past-the-post electoral
system in Myanmar. This system allowed the NLD to secure an overwhelming majority in the parliament. Had the electoral system been based
on proportional representation, other political parties, including those supported by the military, would have received more seats and reduce NLD’s
dominance.
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Pandemic

Italy’s political crisis is an
opportunity for the far right
Andrea Mammone

Italy has been one of the countries worst affected by COVID-19. More than
90,000 Italians have already lost their lives to the disease and the pandemic
continues to take a heavy toll on the nation.
The images of silent “ghost” towns and overwhelmed hospitals will continue to haunt Italians for years to come. The strict stay-at-home orders that
were left in place for months to stem the spread of the virus and the socioeconomic devastation they caused will not be forgotten any time soon either.
As the nation reeled from the most severe public health emergency it
had faced in over a century, many expected Italian political parties to leave
their differences behind and work together for the common good until the
crisis is over. This, unfortunately, did not happen. Today, as the country continues its fight against the coronavirus, it is also experiencing a political crisis
because its leading politicians chose to put their own egos, political interests,
and frustrations above the needs of the Italian people.
Late in January, Prime Minister Giuseppe Conte resigned after the small,
but important, coalition partner Italia Viva – led by Matteo Renzi – withdrew
its support from the government and caused it to lose its majority in Parliament. Renzi, a former prime minister, was disturbed by Conte’s growing visibility and popularity. He felt that his tiny party could not make an impact and
gain public support while acting as a minor partner in a wide-based alliance,
so he moved to recklessly pulverise the centre-left coalition led by Conte.
After weeks of uncertainty and turmoil, President Sergio Mattarella
stepped in to limit the damage by naming a new prime minister: former European Central Bank chief Mario Draghi. Draghi, who has been credited with
saving the euro during the continent’s debt crisis in 2012, is now seen as
some sort of a saviour and expected to form a government of specialists to
confront Italy’s challenges.
The prime minister-designate needs the backing of the majority of parties
in Parliament to form an effective government and implement his plans. After
initially refusing to support a technocratic government, both Matteo Salvini’s
far-right League and the populist 5-Star Movement recently said they would
consider participating in a Draghi-led “national unity” coalition. Renzi’s Italia
Viva, Silvio Berlusconi’s Forza Italia, and the small left-wing Free and Equal
party also indicated that they would support Draghi’s efforts. The centre-left
Democratic Party, meanwhile, hinted that it would participate in Draghi’s government, but only if the new prime minister refrains from giving any important
cabinet posts to the far-right League.
If he eventually succeeds in forming a government, Italy will have new
leadership in which populist and hard-right parties will likely hold more
power. If he fails, which is still a very real possibility, President Mattarella will
have no option but to call snap elections – which is what Salvini initially
wanted. With Salvini’s anti-immigration and Eurosceptic League leading the
polls, and support for Giorgia Meloni’s neo-fascist Brothers of Italy rapidly
growing, a snap election could transform Italy into a far-right bastion and
have grave consequences not only for the country but also the European
Union.
While it is still very hard to predict exactly what shape Italy’s next government is going to take, most signs indicate that the far right will have more
influence over the country’s politics in the coming weeks and months. Salvini
has been waiting for the right moment to return to the political spotlight after
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his forced exit from the government in September 2019. And while it was
Renzi who inflicted the final deadly blow to the Conte government, Salvini
was also working hard to undermine the coalition’s efforts to guide the country out of the ongoing crisis since the very beginning.
Soon after the emergence of the first COVID-19 case in Italy, Salvini
started using the struggles facing the government to his own advantage. He
repeatedly played to the public’s fears and frustrations and used every opportunity to undermine the government’s authority. Initially, he accused the
Conte-led coalition of assuming a “laissez-faire” stance in its efforts to contain the disease outbreak. Alongside many others in the Italian far-right, he
called on the government to close all ports and complained about migrantrescue vessels still being allowed to reach the country’s coasts. He baselessly claimed that refugees were bringing COVID-19 into the country and
tried to use the public’s consternation about the novel coronavirus to further
his own xenophobic agenda.
Unfortunately for him, his efforts to use the pandemic to stoke nationalist
sentiment did not work. The ground zero of the virus outbreak in Italy turned
out not to be a refugee camp but two regions in northern Italy – Lombardy
and Veneto – that are home to many of his party’s supporters. When Salvini
realised that his supporters are suffering the most both from the virus and
the measures to prevent its spread, he quickly changed course. As most
European countries moved to close their borders with Italy due to the increasing number of COVID-19 cases in the country, he started to claim that
Italians should continue living their lives as normal and that Italy should remain open for business and tourism. Seemingly forgetting that he himself
was pushing for border and port closures just a few weeks before, the farright leader quickly embarked on a campaign to encourage Italians to boycott countries that banned travel to and from Italy.
In short, since the beginning of the pandemic, the Italian right, led by
Salvini, tried to hold refugees responsible for the spread of the virus, blamed
the EU for Italy’s pandemic-related economic hardship, and undermined the
Italian government’s efforts to control the crisis at every opportunity. Salvini
and Meloni’s divisive rhetoric and refusal to get behind the government
throughout the pandemic not only hindered the country’s ability to effectively
respond to the crisis but also put many Italian lives at increased risk.
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Your View
CPEC and FDI

Signal boosters
The importance of reliable mobile phone coverage in our everyday

Pakistan’s approach to attracting foreign direct investment (FDI) should be

life cannot be overstated. I am a university student and in the face of

mainly industry-specific. Increasing FDI can boost private-sector manufactur-

frequent power outages and unpredictable Wi-Fi rely on mobile data

ing. This could, in return, create jobs and reduce unemployment. Backward

to access important study material online while also staying con-

areas could be developed, new technologies can amplify the local economy,

nected to social media. Of late, however, the mobile signals at my

exchange rates can remain stable, and overall exports can become better.

house have been fluctuating on a daily basis, slowing down my 4G

The government needs to do proper homework regarding the industries it

reception. After countless complaints to the service provider, we

thinks it can project at the international level. The CPEC can play an impor-

have discovered that the issue is occurring because of illegal signal

tant role in this regard. The Chinese are looking for long-term investment

boosters that are being used by some people in my vicinity. These

prospects here, and there is a reason they have agreed to invest such a huge

devices boost the signals of those using them, but interfere with the

amount in Pakistan. We can use the CPEC to attract FDI from other countries

cellular reception of others. It is common knowledge that the use of

too. We can show them that there is more to investing in Pakistan than build-

GSM boosters is strictly prohibited, and anyone found selling or

ing infrastructure. We can start by attracting multinationals to establish their

using such products can find themselves facing legal action. These

regional offices here. We can convince them that they will get solid returns on

people are also using a service that they have not paid for. It is,

their investments in the Pakistani market. It will not only create ample job op-

therefore, crucial for the authorities to take strict action against the

portunities for the locals, but will also create a soft image of Pakistan globally

miscreants and ensure that we are not robbed of our access to mo-

which we can then use to attract the other key players.

bile-related conveniences because of a few law-breakers.

Kahfil Soomro
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Larkana
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Under-invoicing and exports

UFO sighting

This refers to the news that exports crossed the $2b mark for the fourth con-

This refers to a report which said an extraordinary object was spot-

secutive month. The government is upbeat about the export earnings having

ted in the sky. PIA pilots reported an unidentified flying object

remained above $2 billion for the last few months. However, the picture is not

(UFO) during a flight from Karachi to Lahore on Jan 23 between

so rosy and it does not tell the whole story. The export proceeds during July

Multan and Sahiwal. The matter became a hotly discussed topic

2020 to January 2021 were worth $14.2 billion compared to $13.5 billion in

nationwide after the video made by the pilots went viral on social

the same period in the preceding year, which works out to a paltry rise of $0.7

media. A white circular object was noticed by the pilots over the

billion.With the trend, the country may end the year with earnings of $24-25

plane which was flying at 35,000 feet. The crew members recorded
the unidentified object quickly after it came into notice. According to
the observations, the object was surrounded by a metal ring and
was releasing a white light from its centre. The pilots alerted the
Civil Aviation Authority (CAA) about the sighting of a UFO, which
later reported the incident to the police and asked them to initiate a
search operation in that area. It is pertinent to note that a few
weeks earlier, Haim Eshed, a former Israeli space security chief,
had talked about alien existence on Earth in an interview with a Hebrew-language Israeli newspaper Yediot Aharonot, which was also
reported by the Jerusalem Post. Eshed claimed that world powers,
like the United States and Israel, were working closely with aliens
under the terms and conditions put forward by the “Galactic Federation”. He also added that there was a secret underground base on
Mars where there are American and alien representatives. In the
background of such reports, our intelligence agencies should re-

billion. The highest export proceeds were $25 billion during the PPP government. So, the country may not cross the level achieved eight to nine years
ago in the current year. The exporters are being offered huge subsidies and
concessions despite a cheaper rupee. But the dollar remittances against exports are not commensurate with the volume owing to under-invoicing, which
is estimated at nearly 50 per cent. The prices shown in export documents are
much below the cost so that the full price is not repatriated. This is the precise
reason for Pakistan having a low export base of $110 per capita compared to
$230 for Bangladesh and $410 for India. According to estimates, the actual
exports in the region are worth $40-50 billion annually, but only half of it is
repatriated officially. In essence, the export sector has become a conduit for
money-laundering. Non-repatriation of full dollar proceeds is tantamount to illegal transfer of money. Some non-exporters have also entered the export
trade to use the channel for transfer of money abroad. Certain exporters have
set up their own offices abroad for facilitating such transfers. Instead of feel-

main alert and focused on these incidents because such classified

ing elated on the export performance, the commerce minister, who is himself

activity and inventions can be a threat to humanity, especially for a

a businessman, should pay serious attention to the robbing of Pakistan’s

developing country like Pakistan.

wealth by unscrupulous elements by misusing the export route.
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Astronomers have found the edge of
the Milky Way at last

An ancient Egyptian mummy was
wrapped in an unusual mud shell

Ken Croswell

Maria Temming

Our galaxy is a
whole lot bigger
than it looks. New
work finds that the
Milky
Way
stretches nearly 2
million light-years
across, more than
15 times wider
than its luminous
spiral disk. The number could lead to a better estimate of how massive
the galaxy is and how many other galaxies orbit it.
Astronomers have long known that the brightest part of the Milky Way,
the pancake-shaped disk of stars that houses the sun, is some 120,000
light-years across. Beyond this stellar disk is a disk of gas. A vast halo of
dark matter, presumably full of invisible particles, engulfs both disks and
stretches far beyond them. But because the dark halo emits no light, its
diameter is hard to measure. Now, Alis Deason, an astrophysicist at
Durham University in England, and her colleagues have used nearby
galaxies to locate the Milky Way’s edge. The precise diameter is 1.9 million light-years, give or take 0.4 million light-years, the team reports.
To put that size into perspective, imagine a map in which the distance between the sun and the Earth is just one inch. If the Milky Way’s heart were
at the center of the Earth, the galaxy’s edge would be four times farther
away than the moon actually is. To find the Milky Way’s edge, Deason’s
team conducted computer simulations of how giant galaxies like the Milky
Way form. In particular, the scientists sought cases where two giant galaxies arose side by side, like the Milky Way and Andromeda, our nearest
giant neighbor, because each galaxy’s gravity tugs on the other. The simulations showed that just beyond the edge of a giant galaxy’s dark halo,
the velocities of small nearby galaxies drop sharply.

An unusual mudwrapped mummy
is leading archaeologists to rethink
how
nonroyal
Egyptians preserved
their
dead.
CT scans of an
Egyptian mummy
from
around
1200 B.C. reveal that the body is sheathed in a mud shell between its layers
of linen wrappings. Ancient Egyptians may have used this preservation technique, never before seen in Egyptian archaeology, to repair damage to the
mummified body and mimic royal burial customs, researchers report. While
the mummy’s legs are caked with mud about 2.5 centimeters thick, the mud
over its face is spread as thin as 1.5 millimeters. Chemical analyses of mud
flakes from around the head indicate that the mud layer is covered in a white,
possibly limestone-based pigment, topped with a red mineral paint.
Leg fractures and other damage to the mummy’s body hint that the mud
wrap may have been used to restore the body after it was desecrated, potentially by tomb robbers. Repairing the body would have ensured that the
deceased could continue existing in the afterlife. The mud shell may also
have been a poor man’s version of the expensive resin coatings seen on
royal mummies of this era, the researchers suggest. “Status in Egyptian society was in large part measured by proximity to the king,” says Karin
Sowada, an archaeologist at Macquarie University in Sydney. So imitating
royal funerary practices may have been a display of social status.
The identity and social standing of the mud-wrapped individual remains a
mystery. Analyzing other nonroyal mummies from ancient Egypt may reveal
how common mud shells were, who used them and why.
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Tense times mean more tooth-grinding
Robert Preidt
If pandemic-related stress has you grinding your teeth, you're not
alone.
Dentists say tooth-grinding and jaw-clenching are on the rise due to
the many challenges stemming from the COVID-19 pandemic. "We've
been seeing an increase in the number of patients looking for appointments to replace broken mouth guards" that have been cracked or
chewed through, said Dr. Leopoldo Correa, director of the Craniofacial
Pain Center at Tufts University School of Dental Medicine, in Boston.
Grinding and clenching ("bruxism") can cause cracked teeth, fillings
and crowns; migraines and other headaches; face, neck and jaw pain.
"You may resolve a stressful situation in the short term, or it may continue and develop into chronic stress," which can result in symptoms
such as fatigue, increased muscle tension, depression, an inability to
fall or stay asleep, and bruxism, Correa said. "According to some data,
the amount of force we create when clenching the jaw is around 300
pounds," he said in a school news release. Five to 10 minutes of jaw
and face exercise each day can help you cope, Correa suggested.
Here's what to do: Keep your teeth apart, bend your fingers and place
your knuckles on each side of your face. Give yourself a self-massage, pushing down. If possible, briefly apply heat or an ice pack to
the side of the face before doing the stretching exercise. Correa recommends doing this 5- to 10-minute workout in the morning, but es-

pecially in the afternoon or at the end of the workday, when the muscles are most fatigued. He added that you may need a mouth guard
to separate your teeth and help prevent tooth fracture. The guard
may also reduce face or jaw pain. Though over-the-counter mouth
guards are available, your dentist can custom-fit one for your mouth
size and symptoms, Correa said.

New campaign fights vaccine disinformation
Carolyn Crist
As health care providers work against the clock to administer as many
COVID-19 vaccine doses as soon as possible, logistics aren’t the only
thing standing in their way.
Misinformation -- which has hampered the nation’s coronavirus response
-- is now hurting vaccination efforts, too. About 1 in 5 Americans say they
won’t take a COVID-19 vaccine, according to the Kaiser Family Foundation’s COVID-19 Vaccine Monitor. Even a third of health care workers have
voiced their hesitance. The spread of COVID-19 vaccine misinformation
creates “a really powerful parallel pandemic to the real pandemic,” Imran
Ahmed, CEO of the Center for Countering Digital Hate, told NPR. The center has tracked the links between vaccine misinformation and vaccine hesitancy during the past year.
The “infodemic” is essentially “working in concert to really undermine our
capacity to contain COVID,” Ahmed said. To help combat vaccine misinformation and address lingering concerns that people have, corporate,
nonprofit, and media leaders are joining a public service campaign called
VaxFacts. Led by HealthGuard, the goal of the campaign is to provide facts
and tools to help consumers make informed decisions about vaccines.
Steven Brill, co-CEO of HealthGuard, said credible information that comes
from trusted messengers is critical to counter vaccine hesitancy. “There’s
traditionally a lot of skepticism about vaccines. That has really ramped up
in the last few years based on campaigns about the measles vaccine. And
now you have the COVID vaccine, which by everybody’s understanding
has been “rushed,” Brill, said during an interview on Coronavirus in Context, a video series hosted by John Whyte, MD, chief medical officer for
WebMD. “There may be less understanding of the nature of what rushed
really means. It’s still gone through the clinical trials it needs to go through.”
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HealthGuard is a browser extension that flags health hoaxes, provides
credibility ratings for hundreds of websites, and guides users to sources
that offer trusted information. The tool is a new service from NewsGuard,
which veteran journalists Brill and co-CEO Gordon Crovitz created in 2018
to combat misinformation in the news.
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Persian Lessons

Malcolm & Marie

Hanna Flint

Amon Warmann

Eighty years since the Holocaust,
filmmakers are still finding new
ways to commemorate the lives
lost to Nazism’s genocidal ideology. Vadim Perelman’s Persian
Lessons joins recent offerings
Jojo Rabbit, the Painted Bird and
Resistance in trying to depict the horror against Jewish people, each in drastically different ways. But while the Ukrainian director’s latest means well, his
approach to the concept pushes the boundaries of plausibility.
The film, written by Ilja Zofin, is grounded in the dangerous reality of Nazi occupation from the get-go. A simple exchange between two Jewish men in the
back of a packed cart is soon followed by the execution of their entire party
against the backdrop of a French countryside vista. The production design,
costumes and set-lighting all enhance this unvarnished-yet-clinical perspective on the events that follow. Also emphasised is the gulf between Nahuel
Pérez Biscayart’s protagonist Gilles and his German captor Klaus Koch (Lars
Eidinger), even when an almost reverse Stockholm Syndrome relationship
begins to take form. It’s their impressive performances and the tension they
create that keeps the film together, even if they fit the bill of the frequently
used World War II tropes of the resourceful Jew and the opportunistic Nazi.
Gilles uses the names of his fellow Undesirables that come through the camp
as inspiration for his faux lexicon, while Koch is using the ‘Persian’ captive to
improve his chance of post-War escape without consequences to Iran. But
the plot’s linguistic conceit fails to hold up under the mildest scrutiny.

The Little Things
Dan Jolin
The Little Things is a script that writerdirector John Lee Hancock (The Blind
Side) has been sitting on since the
early ’90s. And it shows. Not simply
because it’s set in 1990, handily denying its crime-fighting characters the
modern convenience of mobile phones. It looks and feels like it could be a
lost movie from that era; one of those sturdy, steady-paced, mid-budgeted
neo-noirs about flawed men embroiled in terrible crimes. Among its almostdirectors were Clint Eastwood, Danny DeVito and, oddly, Steven Spielberg,
but it’s Hancock himself who’s finally ushered it to the screen 28 years after
its 1993 inception. Sadly, despite a prestige cast, it isn’t really worth the wait.
Denzel Washington, of course, is always watchable, and he brings all his
character-dissecting rigour to the role of Joe ‘Deke’ Deacon, a grey-haired
cop whose competence and worldly charm overlay a past burnout trauma.
One which, we’re told, brought about a suspension, a divorce and a triple bypass in the space of six months. This gradually plays out in distracting, fragmented flashbacks as Deke partners up with slick but edgy younger detective
Jimmy Baxter. He’s portrayed by Rami Malek, who makes Jimmy so brittle
you’re counting the minutes until the first cracks appear in his rigid demeanour.
Causing those cracks is the movie’s token creep: the oddball antagonist with
quirks so heavily applied, he’s surely too obvious to be the real killer. Unless…
He isn’t? Or is he? Enter Jared Leto, sporting tooth-caps, a prosthetic nose,
a fakey paunch and a bow-legged strut as the loathsome Albert Sparma, who
goads and manipulates Deke and Jimmy with such intense and showy gusto
he swallows up every scene he’s in.
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The worldwide pandemic
has given rise to some innovative filmmaking. Host
gave our new Zoom-call reality a terrifying twist.
Locked Down set a jewellery heist during Covid-19
restrictions. And while Malcolm & Marie doesn’t take place in a pandemic world, that it was shot during lockdown with just a 22-person crew means it was a big factor in its
conception. It also speaks directly to what many have been facing these
past few months — being isolated at home in relationships that are under
threat thanks to constant interrogation. Writer-director Sam Levinson has
fashioned an intimate drama that gives us front-row seats to a couple going
through exactly that. Thanks in no small part to two powerhouse performances, it makes for an utterly absorbing ride.
It all stems from something that, at least for one member of the couple, at
first seems pretty innocuous. When a high-off-success Malcolm (John
David Washington) returns home after the premiere of his new movie, all
he wants to do is celebrate with his girlfriend Marie (Zendaya). But it soon
becomes apparent that she’s stewing about something. After having
thanked his agents, his actors and his collaborators, Malcolm forgot to
thank his long-time girlfriend while on stage. To him it was a small mistake
that’s not worth dwelling on, but this misstep becomes the impetus for unpacking the good, the bad and the ugly of their entire relationship, with
each intent on winning the constantly escalating argument.

Rams
Ian Freer
Rams is a remake that
comes from a different
place than its predecessor, both literally
and figuratively. Grimur
Hákonarson’s
2015
original was set in the
harsh wastelands of
Iceland, a zero-degree
black comedy of alienated farming brothers battling it out in local sheep
competitions that feels like it is informed by the cold, hardscrabble
world of its setting. Jeremy Sims’ update is set in the sun-kissed region
of Mount Barker, South Australia, and the warmer climes and relaxed
national identity make for a gentler, broader time. It may lack the toughness of the original, but Jeremy Sims’ film is an easygoing, likeable
comedy. The set-up has survived the transposition intact. Two sheeploving brothers, Colin (Sam Neill) and Les (Michael Caton), live on
ranches right next to each other but have not spoken in 40 years. Colin
is the amiable, sociable one who answers most questions with,
“Righto,” and greets his sheep individually every morning ("You are
beautiful, you are beautiful…"). Les is the polar opposite, an alcoholic
fireball often found comatose in the blazing heat, yet always seems to
deliver a prize-winning sheep. The plot-kicker comes when a fatal
strain of sheep flu kills part of Les’ flock, throwing their livelihood into
crisis, meaning some kind of reconciliation becomes imperative.
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Prodigal
Irshad Abdul Kadir
What does it take to find God in all cultures and religions? In these fratricidal
times, the devout yet reasoning soul of
Akbar Ali Samandar explores the irrationality of extremist tendencies in Pakistan, the problems of Western
impositions on tolerant and liberal Islam
as well as the ways in which these misunderstandings can be transcended for
a better understanding of humanity.
Akbar has felt his unusual connection
to God from an early stage of his life.
These visitations continue through his
questioning of extremist practice and
abusive behaviour to children, brewing in a madrasa in Pakistan. Questioning this orthodoxy in Karachi while living in the select residence of
his father, who is chief justice of the High Court, leads him to a scholarly
quest for the discovery of tolerance in Islam in the famous Islamic research centre in Taliban-controlled FATA region of Northwest Pakistan.
A brush with a friend-turned-extremist, then finding real love and twins
out of the marriage are not able to hold back Akbar in his quest for tolerance and understanding among people of different religions. Fate takes
him to Trinity College in Cambridge where he finally is able to bridge the
scholarly with the experiential and feel proximity to God's love. And just
then, his world gets thrust into the unfurling hatred of extremist terrorism.
Akbar is left to negotiate the terror of orthodoxy in religion and related violence through his belief in love and humanity.

Milk of Paradise
Lucy Inglis
Poppy tears, opium, heroin, fentanyl: humankind has been in
thrall to the ‘Milk of Paradise’ for
millennia. The latex of papaver
somniferum is a bringer of sleep,
of pleasurable lethargy, of relief
from pain – and hugely addictive.
A commodity without a rival, it is
renewable, easy to extract, transport and refine, and subject to an
insatiable global demand.
No other substance in the world
is as simple to produce or as
profitable. It is the basis of a gargantuan industry built upon a
shady underworld, but ultimately
it is a farm-gate material that
lives many lives before it reaches the branded blister packet, the intravenous drip or the scorched and filthy spoon. Many of us will end
our lives dependent on it. In Milk of Paradise, acclaimed cultural historian Lucy Inglis takes readers on an epic journey from ancient
Mesopotamia to modern America and Afghanistan, from Sanskrit to
pop, from poppy tears to smack, from morphine to today’s synthetic
opiates. It is a tale of addiction, trade, crime, war, literature, medicine
and, above all, money. And, as this ambitious, wide-ranging and compelling account vividly shows, the history of opium is our history and it
speaks to us of who we are.

A Sky Beyond the Storm

A Girl Like That

Sabaa Tahir

Tanaz Bhathena

Prepare for the jaw-dropping finale of
Sabaa Tahir's beloved New York Times
bestselling An Ember in the Ashes fantasy
series, and discover: Who will survive the
storm? Picking up just a few months after
A Reaper at the Gates left off... The longimprisoned jinn are on the attack, wreaking
bloody havoc in villages and cities alike.
But for the Nightbringer, vengeance on his
human foes is just the beginning. At his
side, Commandant Keris Veturia declares
herself Empress, and calls for the heads
of any and all who defy her rule. At the top
of the list, the Blood Shrike and her remaining family. Laia of Serra, now
allied with the Blood Shrike, struggles to recover from the loss of the two
people most important to her. Determined to stop the approaching apocalypse, she throws herself into the destruction of the Nightbringer. In the
process, she awakens an ancient power that could lead her to victory-or
to an unimaginable doom. And deep in the Waiting Place, the Soul Catcher
seeks only to forget the life-and love-he left behind. Yet doing so means
ignoring the trail of murder left by the Nightbringer and his jinn. To uphold
his oath and protect the human world from the supernatural, the Soul
Catcher must look beyond the borders of his own land. He must take on a
mission that could save-or destroy-all that he knows.

Sixteen-year-old
Zarin
Wadia is many things: a
bright and vivacious student,
an orphan, a risk-taker.
She's also the kind of girl
that parents warn their kids
to stay away from: a troublemaker, whose many romances are the subject of
endless gossip at school.
You don't want to get involved with a girl like that,
they say. So how is it that
eighteen-year-old Porus Dumasia has only ever had eyes for her? And how did Zarin and Porus
end up dead in a car together, crashed on the side of a highway in
Jeddah, Saudi Arabia? When the religious police arrive on the scene,
everything everyone thought they knew about Zarin is questioned. And
as her story is pieced together, told through multiple perspectives, it
becomes clear that she was far more than just a girl like that. This
beautifully written debut novel from Tanaz Bhathena reveals a rich and
wonderful new world to readers; tackles complicated issues of race,
identity, class and religion; and paints a portrait of teenage ambition,
angst and alienation that feels both inventive and universal.
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