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Economics

IMF deal: Fear of
fresh taxes
Shahid Hussain

Fears of new taxes have risen with the revival of the International Monetary
Fund programme for Pakistan. The deal may benefit Pakistan’s economy and
help improve fiscal discipline but the common people will have to bear the
brunt of the inevitable adjustment, as the government would impose new taxes
worth over Rs700 billion. Prices of electricity and fuel are also set to increase,
which will add to miseries of people still reeling under bad effects of the pandemic.
Questions are also being asked about accepting “tough conditions” of the
IMF at a time when the government claims the economy has been put on the
right track, with the foreign exchange reserves improving and the current account going surplus. The conditions will be really tough for millions of people,
who have lost jobs or incomes slashed, during the pandemic. Experts say the
government could have avoided the new deal with the IMF after a phenomenal
rise in remittances, which have surged by 19pc on a year on year basis to
$2.3 billion in January and Pakistan hopes to maintain the level in the rest of
the current fiscal year.
Pakistan and the IMF have finalised “ambitious policy actions” on expenditure cuts and revenue measures for the revival of the $6 billion programme,
which was disrupted by the pandemic in February 2020. A statement issued
by the IMF said the two sides had completed second to fifth (March 2020 to
March 2021) quarterly reviews — a rare phenomenon given the pandemic —
and the fund projected an economic growth rate of 1.5pc for the current financial year against last year’s negative growth rate of 0.4pc. However, the outlook is subject to a high level of uncertainty and downside risks owing to an
unfolding second wave of the pandemic. The staff-level agreement is expected to be approved by the IMF executive board before March 31 to enable
immediate disbursement of $500m. With the tranche, the total IMF disbursements to Pakistan since the beginning of the extended fund facility in July
2019 would reach $3.362b (including $1.4b of emergency support) which is
reasonably higher than $3.006b under the original schedule based on quarterly reviews. With three more quarterly reviews by end-June 2022, the 39month programme will come to an end on September 1, 2022.
The IMF statement said the two sides “have reached an agreement on a
package of measures to complete second to fifth reviews of the authorities’
reform programme supported by the IMF Extended Fund Facility (EFF). The
package strikes an appropriate balance between supporting the economy,
ensuring debt sustainability, and advancing structural reform. The Pakistani
authorities remain committed to ambitious policy actions and structural reforms
to strengthen economic resilience, advance sustainable growth, and achieve
the EFF’s medium-term objectives.”
The IMF noted the Covid-19 shock required a careful recalibration of the
macroeconomic policy mix, the reforms calendar, and the EFF review schedule. “Against this background, the authorities have formulated a package of
measures that strikes an appropriate balance between supporting the economy, ensuring debt sustainability and advancing structural reforms.” The fiscal
strategy remains anchored by the sustainable primary deficit of FY2021
budget and allows for higher-than-expected Covid-related and social spending
to minimise the short-term impact on growth and the most vulnerable. The
targets are supported by careful spending management and revenue meas-
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ures, including reforms of corporate taxation to make it fairer and more transparent, the IMF said, adding that the “power sector’s strategy aims at financial
viability, through management improvements, cost reductions, and adjustments in tariffs and subsidies calibrated to attenuate social and sectoral impacts. The authorities are moving steadfastly on a number of other important
reforms, including on strengthening regulatory agencies’ legal frameworks
(NEPRA and OGRA Acts), consolidating SBP’s autonomy (SBP Act), and improving state-owned enterprises (SOE) management (SOE Law), the IMF
said. Besides, they have conducted a triage of SOE, and are moving forward
with the audits of contracts awarded for Covid-related spending. The authorities also continue to enhance the effectiveness of their anti-monetary laundering/counter financing of terrorism (AML/CFT) framework and progress in
completing their action plan with the Financial Action Task Force.
The IMF said the Covid-19 shock temporarily disrupted Pakistan’s
progress under its programme but appreciated that the authorities’ policies
and allowing higher than expected Covid-related social spending had been
critical in supporting the economy and saving lives and households. It also
noted that the policies and reforms implemented by the authorities prior to the
Covid-19 shock had started to reduce economic imbalances and set the conditions for improving economic performance. It recognized that most of the
targets under the EFF-supported programme were on track to be met” but the
pandemic disrupted them. The authorities’ response was enabled largely by
the fiscal and monetary policy gains attained in the first nine months of
FY2020. As the IMF appreciated the government for its policies, it had already
announced an increase of Rs1.95 per unit (15pc) in electricity tariff for all consumers in the country to generate about Rs200 billion. As a consequence of
the new deal, the government would place a bill in the parliament, jointly
drafted by the authorities and the IMF on the independence of State Bank of
Pakistan, conclude a National Electric Power Regulatory Authority law and
complete the process of pruning tax exemptions and distortions to become
effective from July 1.
Under the revised agreement, the government will have to make more adjustments. It will have to hike power, gas and fuel prices and impose new
taxes, which would overburden the common people. The government lost recent by-polls because of rising prices. It will have to control inflation and improve governance urgently, otherwise, it will face a humiliating defeat in the
next election.
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Analysis

Pakistan’s crisis
of democracy
Nasim Ahmed

Pakistan’s democracy is in a state of crisis. From the
beginning it has been a rocky ride. Forget about the
derailment of democracy under Ayub Khan. But ZA
Bhutto’s democratic experiment ended in a political
deadlock followed by Zia’s martial Law. Later in the
90s the country went through a political game of musical chairs followed by Musharraf’s coup.
The revival of democracy in 2008 saw two stints
in power by the PPP and the PML-N and both were
dogged by serious allegations of corruption and other
malpractices. In 2018, the PTI rode to power on a
plank of fighting corruption and then started a new
phase of political confrontation which some have
likened to the Pakistan version of game of thrones.
The endless saga of confrontation between the
ruling party and the Opposition over the last two and
a half years has turned our democratic system into a
farce. The parliament has been reduced to an arena
for shouting matches between stalwarts on both
sides of the political divide. Allegations and counterallegations of wrongdoing fly thick and fast while serious legislative business remains in limbo.
Over the past four months, 11 Opposition parties have aligned together
under the banner of the Pakistan Democratic Movement which is embarked on a relentless campaign to topple the PTI government with a series of nationwide rallies and threats of resignations from the assemblies
and a march on Islamabad. No wonder, there is an atmosphere of tension
in the country and the government is spending most of its time deflecting
the barbs from the Opposition instead of concentrating on solving the problems of the country.
The prevailing state of affairs is best illustrated by what happened during the recent by-polls held in four constituencies of the country, two of
them National Assembly seats and two provincial assembly seats. All of
them were marked by exchanges of abusive language, violence and incidents of firing.
A fire broke out at a polling station in Tharparkar's Chachro tehsil during
the by-polls for the district's NA-221 seat, causing panic among the voters.
According to Tharparkar SSP Hassan Sardar Niazi, the fire erupted at
polling station no. 126, causing damage to ballot papers and other material. Addressing a press conference in Chachro, GDA MPA Abdul Razzak
Rahimoo and PTI MNA Jai Prakash Lohana alleged that the PPP had defeated Shah Mehmood Qureshi through rigging in the 2013 elections and
were doing the same this time. They added that the PPP had used government machinery, including the police, for rigging. On the other hand,
the PPP lodged a written complaint to the ECP, alleging that the fire had
been started at the polling station by the opponent group. The letter added
that "female voters were attacked and harassed."
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There was a major problem in the NA-75 constituency of Daska, where
by-polls were marred by clashes between voters and the police at various
places, including polling stations. PML-N leaders and supporters accused
local authorities of preventing voters from casting their ballots. Two persons were killed and three others injured in a firing incident at a polling
station. One of the victims was reportedly a member of the ruling PTI while
the other belonged to the PML-N. PML-N Vice President Maryam Nawaz
hurled allegations of rigging at the government, while PTI spokesmen
charged the PML-N with trying to snatch the elections by force.
Weeks ago, in keeping with the trend of unruly behavior by politicians
and their supporters in the field, another session of the parliament ended
in chaos. Opposition MNAs surrounded the dais of the Speaker and compelled him to adjourn proceedings. Another protest ensued when the debate turned to inflation, and the Speaker invited Minister for Power Omar
Ayub to take the floor, even though leading opposition MNAs had not finished speaking.
This is all politics of the absurdity and a mockery of democracy. The
government is not giving the Opposition any space, while the latter is bent
on toppling the ruling party. As a result the system has become dysfunctional with the common people being the main sufferers. Due to non-cooperation by the Opposition, all legislative business has come to a
standstill.
The situation is unsustainable. It is time the leadership on both sides
of the political divide acted with wisdom and maturity to find a way to break
the present gridlock. At least, they should agree to develop a working relationship to ensure the smooth running of the affairs of the state in the
larger interests of the people.
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Rights

Farmers' movement: India
facing civil war condition
Nasim Ahmed

For Indian Prime Minister Narendra Modi, the writing on the wall is clear. Sooner
or later, he will have to go. Obviously, the message is: he could not hold the
reins for much longer. He appears to be quickly losing ground among people
in various parts of India with his many party stalwarts turning against him.
The farmers' emancipation movement against Modi’s farm laws seems to
have quickly been developing into a son of the soil movement with farmers not
ready to give up in the near future, no matter what dangers and hardships may
come their way.
The way other minorities of India, including Muslims, Dalits, Christians,
Buddhists and labours unions in addition to civil rights groups are taking part
in the movement, has no precedent in history. The farmers have proved their
mettle by successfully going through all sorts of adversity and crackdowns
from harsh weather to water cannons. With no let-up soon in sight, the movement appears to be taking its toll on the Brahmin's mindset of the Modi-led
BJP government in Delhi.
The protesting farmers are unwilling to budge even an inch from their
stated stance against the recently promulgated three anti-farms laws: Farmers’ Produce Trade and Commerce (Promotion and Facilitation) Act, 2020;
the Farmers Empowerment and Protection) Agreement on Price Assurance
and Farm Services Act 2020 and the Essential Commodities (Amendment)
Act, 2020. Even after several months have passed the farmers are still in high
spirits. This reality can be gauged by the fact that hundreds of thousands of
farmers still squat at the Tikri (including Jharoda Kalan, Auchandi and Harewali), Singhu and Ghazipur borders. So far, about 200 farmers have lost their
lives in the course of their unparalleled struggle. It is relevant to mention here
that more than 10,000 farmers and farm labourers have committed suicide
in 2019 alone. The farmers’ leaders are demanding a complete annulment
of the laws, but Modi, as obstinate as ever, has only agreed to delay the reforms for 18 months. The harsh security measures taken to disrupt the movement of farmers protesting the Centre's new laws have evoked sharp censure
also from Opposition leaders, with Rahul Gandhi exhorting the government
to build bridges, not walls.
If one rationally analyses what is happening across India nowadays, one
would find that a host of factors are accountable for the simmering resentment
and frustration in Indian society due to the Modi government’s policy of acting
upon the philosophy of Hindutava and marginalizing the minorities in the country, especially Muslims and Christians.
With the growing fear of persecution lurking among the marginalized communities of India, the Modi-led BJP government is on a perilous journey playing
with fire. The Brahmin's mindset of the BJP government has spread hatred
everywhere in India. The majority of the Indian population has become hopeless, disgruntled, and angry. Modi's arbitrary policies have not only pushed the
minorities, especially Muslims, Sikhs, Dalits, Adivasis and Christians to the wall
but also gave rise to growing incidents of lynching of Muslims as well as members of other minorities, including Christians.
After the nullification of Article 370 that granted IIOJK ‘special status’, millions of Kashmiris still remain deprived of their basic rights. They are under
harsh lockdown for months with a lack of food supplies and medicines, and
with no internet and mobile connectivity. The ruthless and brutal use of force
by the Indian forces has made their homeland a living hell for them. The killing
of Kashmiri youngsters in fake encounters and their arrests on one account or
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the other has become the order of the day. While the talk is about breaking
walls between Kashmir and India, new walls are coming up across the country.
Now if a Muslim says anything against BJP policies, they are liable to be
lynched by a mob.
The CAA and NPR exercise in Assam has left hundreds of thousands of
individuals “stateless” although they are all bona fide citizens. Detention camps
have been built where the ‘illegal’ immigrants have been confined. The Modi
government’s racist politics is creating frenzied caste and religious identities. A
new fault line is emerging in India’s warring landscape: local versus outsider.
The BJP-led government enacted the Citizenship (Amendment) Act (CAA),
which provides a fast track to Indian citizenship only for non-Muslim migrants
from Afghanistan, Bangladesh, and Pakistan already residing in India. This potentially exposes millions of Muslims to detention, deportation, and statelessness when the government completes its planned nationwide National Register
of Citizens.
Many Indians living abroad and those with secular viewpoints are worried
about the policies of the BJP government. They are sure that secular ideals in
India have been largely compromised in the last few years and minorities,
women and marginalized groups will face a tough time in the coming days.
They are convinced that India is now e a less tolerant and inclusive place.
Modi's arbitrary and cruel policies have perturbed every sane voice in India.
The gravity of the situation can well be judged by the fact that for the first time,
in the history of India four senior judges of the Indian Supreme Court addressed
a press conference, blaming Modi for controlling the Chief Justice of India,
thereby endangering democracy in the country. Even the Election Commission
condoned gross violations of the code of conduct by the PM and leaders of the
BJP. The CBI director was removed overnight when he tried to investigate the
Rafale aircraft deal corruption case by the Modi government. Unemployment
in India is recently running at a 45-year high.
India has become a deeply divided nation. The BJP brand of politics has
made India a sick society seething with anger and suspicions about various
groups. Today, it’s Kashmir and Assam, tomorrow it could be Maharashtra and
MP. It is high time Modi desisted from the disastrous path he is treading. Otherwise, India will soon plunge into a horrendous civil war.
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It’s time to invest
in agriculture
Muhammad Hassan

Recurrent shortages and sharp price fluctuations of wheat and flour point
out bad governance and the government’s inability to check their hoarding
and smuggling. The situation also warns of a looming food crisis, which
may worsen if we fail to revolutionise our agriculture sector.
According to media reports, wheat flour prices have risen up to 94pc,
while sugar rates witnessed a 69pc hike in the open market since the PTI
came to power. A 20kg flour bag, which was available at Rs640 (ex-mill
price) during September 2018, is selling at Rs1,060 to Rs1,240 on the open
market in different parts of the country. In Khyber Pakhtunkhwa, it was sold
at Rs1,350. Similarly, sugar prices have soared by over 69pc during the period as the rates increased from Rs53 to Rs89/kg in the retail market, while
its wholesale trading price went up from Rs47 to Rs76/kg during the period.
It is a fact that farmers and the common man have suffered badly while
hoarders and middlemen benefited from the situation arising after the
onset of the pandemic. About one- third of farm households in Pakistan
have reported loss of earnings, and 22pc of had family members return
home from urban areas. According to the Asian Development Bank (ADB)
survey on “Covid-19 Impact on Farm Households in Punjab,” about 33pc
of respondents indicated that their households experienced losses in
wages and non-farm earnings because of the coronavirus outbreak. Some
22.6pc reported that at least one family member had returned home from
urban and other areas, while 11.2pc posted reduced non-food expenditures, and 9.8pc recorded lower food consumption. The findings revealed
that farm households were burdened by increase in the number of household members and reduced cash income. More than 400 farmers in the
Punjab were surveyed on the impact of the nationwide lockdown in response to the coronavirus pandemic and locust attacks.
The survey of farmers in the Punjab revealed that wheat harvesting
and marketing were spared the negative effects of the restricted movement
of goods imposed because of Covid-19, except in the southern districts.
Most respondents (97.3pc) recorded having completed harvesting their
wheat, for the majority, the harvesting period started in the last week of
April and ended in the second week of May. Among those who had completed their harvest at the time of the survey, 74.6pc reported that they
were able to market their wheat without difficulty. Most of those who did
not sell wheat kept the produce for self-consumption. Only a few respondents had difficulty selling their wheat. Restrictions on the movement of
goods upset the marketing of highly perishable commodities, such as vegetables, fruits, and milk as they are difficult to store, unlike grains. Unlike
the wheat farmers, large proportions of vegetable and fruit farmers reported difficulties in marketing their produce. Around 24pc of vegetable
and fruit growers found the offered prices too low, 23.4pc could not visit
markets, and 8pc could not find traders to sell their produce.
Pakistan faces a serious flour crisis almost every year despite the fact
that wheat production increased by 2.5pc and reached around 25m tons
last year. According to the Economic survey of Pakistan, the agriculture
sector, on the aggregate, recorded a remarkable growth of 2.67pc in 201920, compared to 0.58pc growth achieved the previous year. Positive
growth was noted in all important crops except cotton and sugarcane.
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However, the locust outbreak which started to emerge in later part of 2019,
turned serious and agriculture losses were reported to main crop production areas in Balochistan, Punjab and Sindh provinces. Over 115,000
hectares of crops, including wheat, oil seed crops, cotton, gram, fruits and
vegetables, besides grazing field losses were reported. Some crop losses
were also reported in Khyber Pakhtunkhwa.
Positive growth of 2.90pc in important crops was observed due to an
increase in the production of wheat, rice and maize at 2.45pc, 2.89pc, and
6.01pc, respectively. Cotton and sugarcane posted negative growth of
6.92pc and 0.44pc, respectively. Other crops also showed growth of
4.57pc, mainly because of an increase in the production of pulses, oilseeds
and vegetables. Cotton ginning declined by 4.61pc due to a decrease in
the production of cotton while the livestock sector posted growth of 2.58pc.
The performance of agriculture during fiscal year 2019-20 improved
over the last year and it also performed better than other sectors. However,
challenges due to climate change, pest attacks, shortage of water etc kept
agriculture production far less than the potential. One key issue related to
agriculture was that farmers have limited direct access to the market due
to which the role of middlemen increased. In terms of potential, the agriculture sector has the capacity to not only produce for the domestic population but to have surplus production for exports which can ensure food
security as well as contribute to foreign exchange earnings.
According to the 2020 World Population Data Sheet, released by the
US Population Reference Bureau, Washington, Pakistan’s population is
estimated at 220.9 million and it is growing rapidly with an annual fertility
rate of 3.6 children per couple. At Pakistan’s growth rate — 3.6 — a population doubles in 19.4 years. Agriculture has a significant share in the
Pakistan economy. It contributes 18.5pc to its GDP and provides employment to 38.5pc of the national labour force, but it remains a backward sector of the economy. The government recognises high performing
agriculture as the key to economic growth and poverty alleviation.
However, despite being the backbone of the national economy, the agriculture sector has not been a priority of any government. It is the time Pakistan started using modern technology to increase its productivity in the face
of serious challenges posed by the rising population and climate change.
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Unresolved
undernourishment
Muhammad Ali

Prime Minister Imran Khan admires the Chinese model to eradicate poverty
and corruption from Pakistan. Critics say citing a model he cannot adopt in
his country is an admission of his failure.
At least 3m people have lost their jobs and another 10 million people
slipped below the poverty line as a consequence of the coronavirus pandemic, the Economic Survey 2019-20 estimates. The Asian Development
Bank (ADB) has reported that Pakistan is among three Asian countries
where the rate of undernourishment due to poverty is the highest. The
highest rates of undernourishment in 2017 were observed in Afghanistan
(29.8pc), Timor-Leste (24.9pc), and Pakistan (20.3pc), the ADB reported
in the 50th edition of its annual statistical report, “Key Indicators for Asia
and the Pacific.” It said the prevalence of undernourishment in the total
population was below 10pc in 26 of the 37 reporting economies, compared
with only 14 of 37 in 2000.
In contrast, the prevalence of undernourishment was the lowest—at a
rate of 2.5pc or below—in Australia; Azerbaijan; Hong Kong, China; Japan;
Kazakhstan; Malaysia; New Zealand and the Republic of Korea. The report
added that in spite of reductions in undernourishment in more than four-fifths
of economies in Asia and the Pacific since 2000, hunger persists in the region. According to the UN, the rates of reducing undernourishment in Asia
and the Pacific have slowed significantly in recent years, risking progress toward the SDG target to eradicate hunger by 2030. Investments in agriculture
are needed to increase productivity and sustainability in food production systems. Of the 37 regional economies with available data, 31 experienced a
decline in the prevalence of undernourishment in the total population from
2000 to 2017. The largest reductions during the review period occurred in
Myanmar (37.7 percentage points), Mongolia (21.7 percentage points), and
the Lao People’s Democratic Republic (21.2 percentage points).
The prevalence of stunting in Pakistan has witnessed a meager improvement since 2000 as the rate of stunting among children under the age of five
years has fallen from 42pc in 2000 to 37pc in 2017. In Asia, the prevalence
of stunting has fallen since 2000 in more than 85pc of developing member
economies for which data are available. Poor food security and severe malnutrition have led to millions of Asian and Pacific islander children being
stunted (i.e., too short for their age). The prevalence of stunting in children
below the age of 5 years exceeded 25pc in 15 of the 30 developing member
economies with available data for 2016 (or another recent year). The highest
rates of stunting were found in Timor-Leste (50.9pc), PNG (49.5pc), and the
Lao PDR (44.2pc). The prevalence of stunting in children below the age of 5
years fell in 26 of the 30 reporting economies that had two data points available for comparison (ranging from 2000 to 2008 and 2009 to 2016).
The three economies in which the prevalence of stunting increased over
the review period were PNG (5.6 percentage points), Malaysia (3.5 percentage points), and Vanuatu (2.8 percentage points), while there was no change
to this indicator in the Republic of Korea.
According to the Asian Development Bank report, extreme poverty (or
below $1.9 per day poverty line) in Pakistan has gone down from 28.6pc of
the total population in 2001 to 3.9pc in 2015. The report added that on the
basis of the National Poverty Line, Pakistan’s poverty ratio declined to 24.3pc
in 2015, compared to 64.3pc in 2001. Urban poverty decreased from 50pc
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in 2001 to 12.5pc in 2015, while rural poverty went down from 70pc in 2001
to 30pc in 2015. The overall numbers show that the number of people living
in extreme poverty in Asia and the Pacific Asia has declined from 1.1 billion
in 2002 to 264 million in 2015.
The region’s share of global gross domestic product (in US dollars) surpassed one third in 2018, while the region’s role in global value production
chains and as a destination for higher-value products is also expanding. In
2000, Asia generated 23pc of the income from the production of world exports, which has increased to 30.2pc by 2018.
Almost half of Balochistan’s households face mild to severe food insecurity, according to a report released by the State Bank of Pakistan (SBP). Of
the 36.9pc food insecure households in the country, 18.3pc face severe food
insecurity. According to the SBP, almost a quarter of Pakistan’s population
lives below the poverty line, set at Rs3,030.3 per adult equivalent per month.
It means that around 50 million people in the country are unable to meet their
basic needs. Most of these people live in rural areas where the poverty rate
is 30.7pc. The central bank noted provincial disparities in terms of food security in Pakistan. In Balochistan, at least 30pc households experience
hunger on a chronic basis. On the other hand, Gilgit-Baltistan has the most
food secure households, nearly 80pc in the region, followed by Khyber
Pakhtunkhwa (70pc). Only 63.1pc of the country’s households are “food secure” despite the fact that Pakistan is self-sufficient in major staples.
According to the Ministry of Health and UNCEF’s National Nutrition Survey, 2018, Pakistan is ranked at 8th position in producing wheat, 10th in
rice, 5th in sugarcane, and 4th in milk production. However, almost half of
the children under five years are stunted and one in ten has been suffering
from low-weight-for height. Incorporating the factors, Pakistan was ranked
106th among 119 countries surveyed for the Global Hunger Index, and
has been characterised as facing a “serious” level of hunger. A high population growth and unfavourable water and climatic conditions in the country mean that concerns about food security may increase manifold over
the next two to three decades.
Prime Minister Imran Khan has launched an ambitious plan for social
safety and poverty alleviation in the country. His steps sound innovative and
sincere but the key question is their implementation and funds, especially at
a time when Pakistan’s economy is in dire straits and it is finding hard even
to run its day-to-day affairs.
Critics say the prime minister’s plan of poverty alleviation will meet the
fate of his election promises. He had promised 10 million jobs and five million
houses to the underprivileged. He had announced the provision of cheap
electricity, gas, fuel and essentials to the people after coming to power. Instead, their rates have doubled in his government. China was able to alleviate
poverty because its economy was growing at an unprecedented level in the
world. On the other hand, Pakistan’s economy is in tatters. The country is left
with little resources after debt servicing and necessary expenditure. It will
have to improve its economy to lift people out of poverty. The country’s economic growth is expected to slow down in the next few years. In the meager
growth rate, more people are feared to lose jobs and fall below the poverty
line. It will be a miracle if the government even maintains the current level of
poverty and jobs in the next few years.

March 1-15, 2021

Politics

By-poll blues
Muhammad Zain

Violence and allegations of vote rigging in recent byelections pose a serious challenge to the government
when it will hold local government elections after a few
months. The defeat of the ruling party on one provincial
assembly seat each in the Punjab and Khyber
Pakhtunkhwa has also exposed its vulnerability, infighting and serious threats from the opposition in local government and general elections.
It is a matter of serious concern that the police failed
to ensure peace during the by-polls. At least two people
were killed and three others injured in an exchange of
fire at a polling station in Daska's NA-75 constituency.
One of the victims was reportedly a member of the ruling PTI while the other belonged to the PML-N. A PTI
polling agent was also among the injured, according to
eyewitnesses and local media. Clashes between voters
and the police also broke out at polling stations and police stations several times during the day, despite the
presence of a large contingent of law enforcement personnel in the area. PML-N leaders and supporters accused authorities of preventing voters from casting their ballots. The
PML-N also posted a video of people, who it claimed were its supporters,
protesting and banging at a polling station's gate. In another video, police
officials were seen charging at people inside a polling station. On the other
hand, government spokespersons accused PML-N leaders of encouraging
violence to win the seat at any cost. However, it is the failure of the provincial government that it could not maintain peace during the election.
The PML-N won the PP-51 Wazirabad by-election by a fair margin, as
Begum Talat Shaukat bagged 53,903 votes, while PTI’s Chaudhry Yousuf
came in second with 48,484 votes. The seat had fallen vacant after PMLN MPA Shaukat Manzoor Cheema passed away on June 3, 2020. In the
2018 elections, he won the seat with 59,267 votes. The PML-N victory in
the Punjab is being seen as a big achievement, which shows its vote bank
has remained intact despite several setbacks to the former ruling party
since the last general election. It also indicates serious challenges it poses
to the ruling PTI when local elections will be held later this year. On the
other hand, the ruling party can be satisfied with the fact that its vote bank
has increased since the last general election, despite the reality that people
are not happy with it over rising prices and bad governance.
The biggest shock to the PTI came in Nowshera, when PML-N’s Ikhtiyar Wali won the by-election by securing 21,122 votes. He was followed
by PTI’s Mian Umar Kakakhel, who bagged 17,023 votes. The seat had
fallen vacant after the death of former KP Minister Mian Jamsheduddin
Kakakhel. Nowshera is the home city of Defence Minister Pervez Khattak
and a stronghold of the ruling PTI. However, the PTI candidate moved the
Election Commission of Pakistan (ECP) against alleged rigging. He
claimed that 6,000 votes in the constituency were missing. Earlier, Defence
Minister Pervez Khattak also alleged the PML-N had used “scientific methods” to rig the election. However, infighting was the main reason behind
the ruling party’s defeat in the constituency. The Khyber Pakhtunkhwa government acted within hours of the PTI’s defeat in the by-polls and sacked
Irrigation Minister Liaqat Khattak, brother of Defence Minister Pervez Khat-
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tak, for supporting the PML-N candidate in the polls. He was at odds with
his elder brother and the ruling PTI over the denial of a ticket to his son.
Though the loss does affect the strength of the ruling party in the provincial
assembly, yet it offers fresh hopes to the opposition.
In Kurram NA-45, PTI's Fakharuzzaman Bangash won after receiving
16,911 votes, while independent candidate Haji Syed Jamal, backed by
all opposition parties, secured 15,560 votes. The seat had fallen vacant
after the death of JUI-F MNA Munir Khan Orakzai. The results of NA-75,
Sialkot, were withheld after the PML-N accused PTI of rigging the by-polls.
The seat had fallen vacant after PML-N MNA Iftikharul Hassan Shah died
of a heart attack in August 2020. He had won the seat after securing
40,042 votes in the 2018 general election.
Meanwhile, the PPP retained both its provincial assembly seats in
Karachi and Sanghar by-polls. PPP’s Yousaf Baloch won in PS-88 Malir,
Karachi, and Jam Shabeer Ali in PS-43, Sanghar. The Karachi by-poll was
also marred by incidents of violence, while Sindh Assembly opposition
leader Haleem Adil Sheikh was arrested for violating the orders of the Election Commission of Pakistan (ECP) during the voting process. The PPP
also won by-polls for the National Assembly constituency, NA-221,
Tharparkar. In this way, the PPP retained its seats it had won in the last
general election. The polling process was interrupted at a polling station
after a fire incident. It resumed after the police and rangers controlled the
situation.
The by-poll results show the PML-N has retained its vote bank in its
strongholds, especially in the Punjab. The success in Punjab is really impressive and sounds alarm bells for the ruling party in local government
elections. The ruling party’s spirit is still high as its candidates have obtained more votes than the general election. However, if elections are held
now, it will face a big defeat because people are annoyed with it over high
prices and bad governance. The ruling party still has enough time to improve its performance and win the general election in 2023. It should also
reform the process to avoid the allegation of rigging in the next election.
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Pakistan’s untapped
tax potential
Shahid Hussain

The Federal Board of Revenue has collected Rs2,570 billion
against the target of Rs2,550 billion in seven months of the current
fiscal year. The revenue is more than the target after years but still
far less than the potential of the country.
Pakistan’s tax-to-GDP ratio remains low at less than 10pc, the
lowest in the region, despite massive indirect taxes collected by
successive governments. According to the International Monetary
Fund, Pakistan’s tax collection is at least 62pc lower than its potential. The government has achieved only one target out of its 10
promised tax reforms-related goals over the last two and a half
years, according to a review by the Policy Research Institute of
Market Economy. Six targets have been partially achieved, one
was less than partially achieved and two remain unattended. Work
in some areas is limited only to files. The FBR has missed the
deadlines to introduce desired reforms, including a single sales
tax regime. The only target that has been achieved is to reduce
the transaction cost of paying taxes and an electronic facility for
the payment of all FBR and some provincial taxes.
Experts say the government cannot delay the reforms after it has given
an undertaking to the lending community to achieve an increase of 4-5pc
of GDP in tax revenues by the end of the IMF programme. The PTI government has signed agreements with international lending agencies under
the umbrella of IMF’s three-year programme that promises about $38.6b
foreign inflows in 39 months from all lenders. It means failure is not an option. Pakistan will not only have to meet FBR’s revenue collection target,
but also nearly double it by 2023-24. It means the authorities must increase
federal revenues up to16.2pc of GDP by 2023-24.
Under the revised agreement with the IMF, Pakistan will take additional
revenue measures equal to 1.4pc of the size of its economy or over Rs700
billion to achieve a tax collection target of around Rs6 trillion in the next
fiscal year. A massive increase in petroleum levy collection has helped
hike the government’s non-tax collection during the first half of the current
fiscal year. The government’s non-tax collection increased by 151pc from
July to December. It was recorded at Rs895.3 billion as compared to
Rs356.3 billion in the same period last year, according to the latest data of
the ministry of finance. The non-tax revenue has helped restrict the budget
deficit to 2.5pc of GDP or Rs1137 billion during the July-December period.
Meanwhile, the World Bank (WB) has projected that the FBR’s tax revenues could go up to $82.4 billion (Rs12,788 billion) over the next nine years
till fiscal year 2028-29, without any intervention under the Pakistan Raises
Revenues project of $400 million loan. However, with intervention in the
shape of taxation measures, the revenue is projected to increase up to $96.6
billion (Rs14,992 billion). On the issue of tax gap analysis, the WB found
that Pakistan’s tax revenue would reach 26pc of GDP if tax compliance were
raised to 75pc, a realistic level for MICs (Middle Income Countries).
Experts say the existing system is a serious threat to the economy. The
accumulation of untaxed wealth, flawed taxation policies and administrative loopholes have led to a situation where Pakistan finds it hard to put
the economy on the path to recovery. Flaws in the tax system have led to
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substantial accumulation of untaxed wealth. Pakistan’s tax collection system generates less than 10 percent of GDP. Even that collection is made
through indirect taxes, not being the real income.
According to estimates, only one percent of people carry the burden of
the entire state. Despite hectic efforts, only 2.5 million people – out of the
220 million population – have so far been encouraged to file returns. Only
three hundred companies in Pakistan pay 85pc of the tax. Over 90pc industrial consumers of electricity do not pay sales tax. Over 50pc companies registered with the Security and Exchange Commission of Pakistan
(SECP) also do not pay sales tax. Over 100,000 companies are registered
with the SECP but only 50,000 file returns. There are more than 3.1 million
commercial electricity connections but more than 90pc of them are outside
the tax net. The banking data shows that there are 50m account holders
in the country but just 400,000 are paying taxes.
The government aims to bring fiscal consolidation, austerity and additional revenue mobilization. It believes the documentation of the economy
and bringing untaxed sectors into the mainstream through various measures will help recover historic high revenue. It has launched a movement
for increasing tax collection equitably on all taxable incomes. It is acquiring
data of economic transactions from third parties, including banks, excise
and taxation departments and other offices to net tax evaders.
Undoubtedly, the present system is not sustainable for Pakistan and
its people. Social services can only be provided when there is adequate
collection of revenue. In the presence of the massive loopholes in the system and a large number of companies and individuals out of the tax net,
there is no wonder Pakistan failed to gain self-reliance even after almost
74 years of its inception. Successive governments relied on internal and
foreign loans to run the affairs of the country. The tax collection figures are
horrible but they also provide a huge opportunity to the government to collect record revenue by bringing all potential individuals and companies into
the tax net. However, people should not be harassed for it. The number of
indirect taxes should also be reduced to provide relief to the common man
from rising prices.
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Militancy

A new wave of
terrorism in Waziristan
Raza Khan

A new wave of terrorism has started since the beginning of the last month
or so in the formerly volatile region of Waziristan, raising alarm bells regarding the regrouping of merchants of violence. In a recent spate of violence, several people, including women, were killed by terrorists, sending
shock waves within the region as peace had been restored after over a
decade of violence by terrorists, resulting in the killing of hundreds of thousands of local people.
In the most recent terrorist attack on February 22, four women workers
of a vocational training centre, run by a Non-Governmental Organisation,
were killed while travelling in a vehicle in Ipi village of the Mir Ali area of
North Waziristan district. The women, Naheed Bibi, Irshad Bibi, Ayesha
Bibi and Javeria Bibi, worked as handicraft trainers for a local NGO, Sabawoon. On the same day, eight people were kidnapped while one was killed
when he resisted the bid in the Shewa area of North Waziristan. The kidnapped included a government official, a lawyer, an engineer and an official of the Health Department. Earlier on February 18, five soldiers were
martyred and another was injured when terrorists attacked a security
check-post in the Sara Rogha area of South Waziristan tribal district late
in the night. The martyred soldiers belonged to the 223 Wing of Frontier
Corps, a paramilitary force, which has been fighting militants in the tribal
districts. Officials said the terrorists had used light and heavy weapons in
the attack. No group accepted responsibility for the attack. However, after
some time, the defunct Tehreek-e-Taliban Pakistan (TTP) claimed responsibility for it. It may be mentioned that Sara Rogha had been cleared of
terrorists after the security forces conducted Operation Rah-e-Nijat in
2009. It is also important to note that the recent attacks have taken place
on the security forces in the areas of Ahmadzai Wazir and Mehsud tribes
of South Waziristan district. These are two largest and influential tribes of
South Waziristan. On February 11, four soldiers were martyred after terrorists opened fire on a security forces post in Makeen, South Waziristan.
The Pakistani troops also responded promptly and killed four terrorists.
The situation in South Waziristan got so volatile that the district administration had to clamp a curfew on February 16 on Wana, the headquarters of South
Waziristan tribal district, and surrounding areas for an indefinite period amid a
search operation for the perpetrators of the attack on the security forces.
Noticeably, armed men had set up a den in Wana, naming it a “peace
committee.” After the imposition of the curfew, armed men of the “peace
committees” had to close their offices in Wana. The residents of Azam
Warsak near Wana demonstrated against the search of houses and the
curfew. Importantly, the law-enforcement agencies carried a house-tohouse operation in villages. According to media reports, local officials said
the security forces also raided a settlement of Afghan nationals in the
northern parts of Wana town and recovered weapons and ammunition.
Hundreds of Afghan families had been living in the area illegally. The government had closed registered and unregistered refugee camps in the erstwhile FATA in the first half of 2000 and refugees were left on their own to
relocate to the settled areas of Khyber Pakhtunkhwa. This is a clear proof
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that Afghan citizens in Pakistan are a grave security threat to the country
and its people. In fact, we have been consistently analyzing in these pages
and lines that Afghan refugees have been a grave security problem for the
country. A large number of refugees have been used as “tactical assets”
by anti-Pakistan Afghan and India intelligence agencies to create conflicts
and problems in Pakistan, particularly in Pakhtun border areas.
This is high time that the government authorities and security forces
came up with a comprehensive strategy and one believes that they must
be working on it. Consistency in stability and peace in Waziristan is critical
for the overall security of the country. If we look at the history of terrorism
in Pakistan, it was the Waziristan region in 2004, wherefrom the first incidence of terrorism had started. In fact, it was the Azam Warsak area of
South Waziristan where the first terrorist attack on Pakistani soldiers had
been made. Since then, it has been an extremely volatile area where a lot
of bloodshed has taken place. Above all, South Waziristan was the birthplace of Tehreek-e-Taliban Pakistan (TTP), the deadliest terrorist group in
Pakistan history. Both Baitullah Mehsud and Hakimullah Mehsud, the most
ferocious terrorist figures of Pakistan, belonged to South Waziristan. Military operations, including Rahi-e-Nijat, Radd-ul-Fassad and Zarb-e-Azb,
killed many terrorists and dismantled their networks. However, it is a fact
that not all terrorists and their foot soldiers, who have been part of the TTP
or other terrorist or militant organisations, like the Hafiz Gul Bahadur group
of the Taliban, could be eliminated. They returned to their normal life after
the restoration of peace in Waziristan. In the situation, the governmental
authorities should have concentrated on the de-radicalisation and re-integration components of anti-terrorism strategies along with the developmental component of the anti-terrorism strategy. The authorities have
focused on the development aspect of the anti-terrorism strategy and in
this regard several development projects have been carried out in both
South and North Waziristan districts. However, what has been lacking on
the government’s part is the de-radicalisation and re-integration of the former members or militant and terrorist groups. A successful anti-terrorism
strategy is all-encompassing and holistic. This is what we have learnt from
such strategies across the world. Unless the militants and terrorists are
demobilised, de-radicalised and re-integrated they would continue to be a
threat as they can regroup and resurge any time. This is what appears to
be happening in Waziristan.
It is also important to note that demobilisation, de-radicalisation and reintegration must be meaningful. In this regard, psychologists must be used
extensively along with Ulema to tell the members of terrorist and militant
groups that their former ways of life were self-destructive and profoundly
sinful. Therefore, they have to mend their ways. Development projects are
just part of the strategy for consistent peace and security in Waziristan.
The state authorities have been focusing on it because such projects are
more visible and concrete, however, human actions, including terrorism,
have a lot to do with their internal psychological make-up and this has to
be concentrated upon.
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Industrial
sector’s revival
Husnain Shahid

Pakistan’s exports crossed the $2 billion mark in four consecutive months
in January, for the first time in eight years. The overall large-scale manufacturing output increased by 8.16pc during the first half of the current fiscal
year, compared to the corresponding period last year. The new data supports the government claims that the economy has started recovering from
the deep impact of the pandemic.
Large-scale manufacturing (LSM) grew by 11.4pc in December 2020,
as compared to December 2019, according to the Pakistan Bureau of
Statistics (PBS). It is expected to expand much faster in the second half
of the fiscal year because industrial output had dropped massively after
the onset of the pandemic, lockdown restrictions and the cancellation or
deferment of export orders due to the closure of international borders.
However, the data shows that LSM recovery is not broad-based, as
much of the growth in production in recent months has come from sugar,
steel, fertilisers, cement, cigarettes, automobiles and pharmaceuticals.
The remaining industries have yet to increase their output, which is cru-
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cial to sustainable growth.
Pakistan’s exports have maintained growth and crossed the $2 billion
mark in four consecutive months, for the first time in eight years. Exports
for January 2021 were up by 8pc to $2.14 billion, compared to $1.98 billion
in January 2020. Exports in the first seven months (July to January) of the
ongoing fiscal year 2020-21, increased by 5.5pc to $ 14.245 billion as compared to $13.507 billion during Jul-Jan 2019-20. Large-scale manufacturing grew by 11.4pc in December 2020, as compared to December 2019.
The overall LSM output increased by 8.16pc during the first half (July-Dec)
of the current fiscal year, compared to the corresponding period last year.
Industrial production during July-Dec FY21 was recorded at 143.30 points
against 132.49 points last year. On a month-on-month basis, the country’s
industrial output witnessed an increase of 13.51pc in December 2020 as
compared to November 2020. Textiles grew by 3.54pc, food, beverages
and tobacco 17.72pc, petroleum products 23.91pc, pharmaceuticals
13.82pc, chemicals 16.95pc, automobiles 43.91pc, non-metallic mineral
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products 17.52pc, fertilisers 11.98pc, paper and board (8.93pc) and rubber
products (8.24pc). On the other hand, electronics declined by 35.59pc,
leather products 40.55pc, engineering products 23.93pc and wooden products 30.20pc.
Pakistan’s rising exports are impressive in view of difficulties created
by the pandemic, the regional export situation and contraction in major
markets. Pakistan hopes to increase exports to address its longstanding
financial issues. However, it has never been able to perform according to
its potential. Pakistan can increase its exports by up to $12 billion by 2024
even after taking into account disruptions due to the pandemic, according
to the International Trade Centre’s latest export potential assessment for
the country. More than half of the country’s exporters struggle with domestic and foreign regulatory barriers, says Invisible Barriers to Trade — Pakistan 2020: Business Perspectives. The report, prepared in collaboration
with the World Bank Group’s country office, says market frictions such as
regulatory obstacles and lack of information transparency put up to $7b of
the untapped export potential at risk — especially for small businesses
looking to trade more across borders.
“There is great scope for the government of Pakistan to streamline
processes, improve quality management and work with exporters to provide consistent, transparent and timely information,” it said. The report,
based on a survey of 1,152 importers and exporters, identifies the toughest
trade hurdles facing Pakistani businesses. Almost half of the hurdles are
homegrown, which means the government can fix many of the problems
holding back exporters. The report suggests ways for the government and
the private sector to increase competitiveness by addressing issues such
as export inspections, tax refunds, and certification.
It identifies the most challenging non-tariff measures that Pakistani businesses face which include: complying with technical requirements, lack of
trade-related information and inadequate domestic infrastructure. Women
entrepreneurs also face social constraints and a general lack of support in
government agencies and other institutions. The NTM Business Survey in
Pakistan finds that 49pc of small enterprises and 57pc of medium-sized
firms have trouble with non-tariff measures, while 54pc of large companies
consider them to be burdensome. Almost half of the challenges the firms
reported stem from Pakistani rules on matters such as export inspections,
tax refunds, and export certification. The invisible barriers to trade affect
exporters and importers differently, and their impact varies across sectors.
It finds that regulations and the procedures to comply with them are difficult for 51pc of Pakistani exporters and 46pc of importers. Most agricultural exporters (60pc) — especially those dealing with fresh and processed
foods — experience difficulties with these measures, as most countries
have stringent regulations in place to protect human health and the environment. In comparison, 47pc of the Pakistani companies that export manufactured goods face problems. Conformity assessment is the top
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challenge with requirements like testing and product certification are a bigger concern (41pc) than rules related to quality standards, safety, and production processes (4pc).
Pakistani exporters say complying with European rules is difficult and
the accompanying conformity assessment procedures are too strict. The
neighbouring SAARC countries account for only 5pc of the problems that
local exporters experience with foreign regulations. At the individual partner
country level, the United Arab Emirates and the United Kingdom are responsible for the most reported regulations, each accounting for 8pc. German measures account for 6pc, while Oman and the United States for 5pc
each.
Meanwhile, local regulations account for about 45pc of the troublesome
measures that exporters face. Most of these involve export inspections
(31pc), tax refunds (27pc), and export certification (10pc). Pakistani policies cause 55pc of the problems reported by exporters of manufactured
goods, and one-third of agriculture. Large firms (52pc) face more problems
with domestic export regulations than small and medium-sized businesses
(45pc).
Exporters say the regulations are overly strict or compliance is difficult
in just 12pc of the cases. In contrast, the procedures are the problem in
70pc of the cases — and most of these occur in Pakistan itself. The remaining 18pc are difficult due to both the regulation and related procedures, of which more than two-thirds occur in the country. The most
important ones are slow processes on the necessary paperwork and high
fees and charges to obtain required certification or testing. Informal payments and inadequate facilities for testing and certification in Pakistan were
also frequently reported.
As a way forward, it identifies numerous challenges, especially regarding export-quality management and infrastructure in the country. For instance, Pakistan should increase the capacity of local laboratories to carry
out required testing and certification. Efforts need to be made to strengthen
the capacity of small and medium-sized enterprises to comply with international market access requirements. The absence of a proper warehouse
and cold storage facilities at major borders points is a serious problem that
must be fixed. Trade procedures need to be streamlined and paperwork
at government and customs offices be automated to reduce the administrative burdens and costs shouldered by Pakistani exporters. Traders need
a proper portal that can provide reliable export- and import-related information which should also guide on trade regulations and procedures, provide facts about relevant agencies, port authorities, and customs.
Finally, Pakistani trade regulations and processes must be streamlined to
facilitate exports. A policy rethink is needed on advance payment restrictions
on raw material imports and processes involving the duty drawback scheme.
Export inspection processes at the customs also should be improved. The
government should act upon the guidelines to improve exports.
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A difficult IMF deal
Muhammad Jahangir

Pakistan and the International Monetary Fund
(IMF) have reached a staff level agreement
aimed at reviving the stalled $6 billion programme. Subject to the approval of its executive
board, the Fund also announced the disbursement of a $500 million third tranche -- $1.7 billion
less than the original schedule.
The IMF board is expected to meet before the
end of the next month to approve Pakistan’s four
pending reviews and release the next loan
tranche. In its handout, the International Monetary
Fund said that the programme’s “targets are supported by careful spending management and revenue measures, including reforms of corporate
taxation to make it fairer and more transparent”.
Following the International Monetary Fund
deal, Pakistan will have to take additional revenue measures equal to 1.4pc of the size of its
economy or over Rs700 billion to achieve a tax
collection target of around Rs6 trillion in the next
fiscal year. According to the Finance Ministry, the
revenue measures will include increasing the income tax burden on the
salaried and business individuals and the corporate sector. The salaried
class will bear the brunt in the next fiscal year. Simultaneously, the government will withdraw around Rs360 billion or 0.7pc of the Gross Domestic
Product worth of sales tax exemptions from July this year.
At the same time, it has been agreed to reduce the Rs4.963 trillion tax
collection target of the Federal Board of Revenue (FBR) by around Rs250
billion for the current fiscal year. The revised tax collection target will thus
be around Rs4.71 trillion for the fiscal year ending June 30. It is relevant
to add here that the FBR had proposed a Rs4.550 trillion revised tax target,
but the International Monetary Fund did not agree with it. The revised target of Rs4.71 trillion tax collection will be equal to 10.3pc of the GDP.
Notably, half of the additional taxation measures will be taken by withdrawing sales tax exemptions. As part of the deal for the next fiscal year
2021-21, the FBR’s target will be over Rs6 trillion or 28pc higher than the
revised target of this fiscal year. The Federal Board of Revenue will need
to collect an additional Rs1.3 trillion in the next fiscal year, including over
Rs700 billion through additional revenue measures. The remaining about
Rs600 billion are expected to be collected through its existing revenue
base. The International Monetary Fund wanted to set a Rs6.6 trillion tax
target for the next fiscal year, but the government did not agree to it. The
slightly over Rs6 trillion target is still lower by Rs2 trillion than what the IMF
had suggested under the original agreement of July 2019, for the next fiscal year.
As part of the overall deal, some basic principles have been agreed
between Pakistan and the International Monetary Fund to tax personal income. The IMF has asked Pakistan to revise the current income tax exemption threshold of Rs400,000 for business individuals and Rs600,000
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for the salaried class, terming the slabs higher as compared to the international standards.
The IMF has also asked the government to reduce the number of income tax slabs from the current eight for the business class and 12 for the
salaried class to around five. The reduction in the number of the slabs will
increase the tax burden on people falling in higher income brackets. Another major demand of the IMF was to end current different income tax
rates of interest income, dividends and professional income taxes and
charge the heads like a regular income of a person. This will significantly
increase the overall tax burden for the people as the current rates are very
low as compared to the normal tax rate being paid by a salaried person
on the gross income.
Experts have raised questions about whether Pakistan’s economy can
sustain the burden of additional revenue measures equal to 1.4pc of the
GDP at a time when the economy has just recovered from the Covid-19
pandemic.
During the first year of the IMF programme, the government had introduced over Rs735 billion taxation measures to achieve the Rs5.5 trillion
tax target. However, the measures did not help the government achieve
its target despite putting an additional burden on the people.
Pakistan’s current high debt-to-GDP ratio of over 87pc and very low
FBR’s tax-to-GDP ratio of less than 10pc is unsustainable. Pakistan’s
economy is recovering from a slow pace of growth and it will be an uphill
task for the Federal Board of Revenue to meet the target. New taxation
measures will further squeeze the economy and adversely impact employment generation. It remains to be seen how the PTI government grapples
with the twin challenge of providing relief to the people while keeping the
economy in a growth mode.
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Social justice: The
ideal and the reality
Muhammad Jahangir

World Day of Social Justice is observed on February 20 every year. The
main objective of celebrating the day is to mobilise the world public opinion
against social injustice and to bring various international communities together to eliminate poverty, gender, and physical discrimination, illiteracy
and religious discrimination which accentuate social injustice.
The theme of World Day of Social Justice 2021 is "A Call for Social
Justice in the Digital Economy". The theme is meant to support efforts by
the international community to search for solutions to achieve sustainable
development, poverty eradication, the promotion of full employment and
decent work, universal social protection, gender equality and access to
social well-being and justice for all.
Over the last few years, the world has moved towards a digital economy and expansion in broadband connectivity. This has led to the mushrooming of digital platforms in all sectors. Though this provides many
opportunities and has helped in 'work from home' facilities amid the pandemic, yet it has also "laid bare and exacerbated the growing digital divide
within" in developed and developing countries. Social justice in a digital
economy has become a necessity as traditional workforces have started
suffering. Local wage earners and small businesses are facing challenges
like unfair competition. Also everyone is not able to keep up and adapt to
the digital transformations. Many do not even have access to the digital
infrastructure and funding needed for the purpose.
In its broader sense, social justice refers to equal opportunities, distribution of wealth, healthcare facilities and privileges within a society. Social
justice also includes human rights and looking after people who have historically faced discrimination based on race, religion, sex and economic
background. Amid the COVID-19 pandemic, in the last one year, the alarming inequalities have been further sharpened and hence World Day of Social Justice 2021 assumes great importance this year.
The concept of social justice first emerged in the 19th century when
the wide disparities in wealth and amenities perpetuated through the social
structure of the times. During the Industrial Revolution, philosophers and
activists first attempted to promote equality and stop exploitation of marginalized people.
To recall, it was on November 26, 2007, that the General Assembly declared that starting from the sixty-third session of the General Assembly,
20 February will be celebrated annually as World Day of Social Justice.
Following this, the International Labour Organization unanimously adopted
the ILO Declaration on Social Justice for a Fair Globalization on June 10,
2008. This was the third major statement of principles and policies adopted
by the International Labour Conference since the ILO’s Constitution of
1919. It was built on the Philadelphia Declaration of 1944 and the Declaration on Fundamental Principles and Rights at Work of 1998. The 2008
Declaration expressed the contemporary vision of the ILO’s mandate in
the era of globalization.
The landmark declaration is a powerful reaffirmation of ILO values. It
is the outcome of tripartite consultations that started in the wake of the Report of the World Commission on the Social Dimension of Globalization.
By adopting this text, the representatives of governments, employers’ and
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workers’ organizations from 182 member states emphasized the key role
of the tripartite organization in helping achieve progress and social justice
in the context of globalization. Together, they committed to enhance the
ILO’s capacity to advance these goals, through the Decent Work Agenda.
The declaration institutionalizes the Decent Work concept developed by
the ILO since 1999, placing it at the core of the organization’s policies to
reach its constitutional objectives.
The declaration came at a crucial moment, reflecting the wide consensus on the need for a strong social dimension to globalization in achieving
improved outcomes for all. It constitutes a compass for the promotion of a
fair globalization based on decent work, as well as a practical tool to accelerate progress in the implementation of the Decent Work Agenda at the
international level. It also reflects a productive outlook by highlighting the
importance of sustainable enterprises in creating greater employment and
income opportunities for all.
It is now universally recognized that social development and social justice are indispensable for the achievement and maintenance of peace and
security within and among nations and that, in turn, social development
and social justice cannot be attained in the absence of peace and security
or in the absence of respect for all human rights and fundamental freedoms.
Globalization is opening new opportunities through trade, investment
and capital flows and advances in technology, including information technology, for the growth of the world economy and the development and improvement of living standards around the world, while at the same time
there remain serious challenges, including serious financial crises, insecurity, poverty, exclusion and inequality within and among societies.
Today, we are faced with the problem of a widening income and wealth
gap in the world. Employment growth since 2008 has averaged only 0.1pc
annually, compared with 0.9pc between 2000 and 2007. Over 60 per cent
of all workers lack any kind of employment contract. Fewer than 45 per
cent of wage and salaried workers are employed on a full-time, permanent
basis, and even that share is declining. By 2019, more than 212 million
people were out of work, up from 201 million in previous years. All this underlines the need for redoubling our efforts for greater social justice for all
peoples everywhere.
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After Senate elections
Raza Khan

The upcoming election of the Senate of Pakistan to be held in
early March has become profoundly important as it appears that
the future political course of the country would be decided by it.
The election to the Senate of Pakistan, in which nearly a half of
the members of the 104-member House would be elected, has
become very important for several reasons.
The foremost reason that the Upper House election has become important is that several opposition parties have formed
an anti-government alliance to oust the sitting government of
Pakistan Tehreek-e-Insaf (PTI), spearheaded by Prime Minister
Imran Khan. The basic narrative of the opposition is that the July
2018 national elections, in which the then opposition party PTI
had won a majority, were grossly rigged. Therefore, the government and the parliament, which has given birth to the government, have no legal standing. This is despite the fact that all
opposition parties, including the PPP, PML-N, JUI-F, ANP and
others members, have been part of the parliament and enjoying
every perk and privilege of it. The PDM head, Fazlur Rahman,
who is also the chief of his own faction, even contested the election of
President of Pakistan and got votes of members of the National Assembly,
which elected Imran Khan as Prime Minister. So, the opposition parties
hope that many members of the ruling alliance, including the PTI, MQM,
BAP and GDA, would vote for its candidates and thus the government
would not be able to win all of its expected seats in the Senate. There is a
likelihood of the scenario that the ruling PTI may not be able to win the expected number of seats in the Senate election. It is important to note that
the election to the Senate in theory is proportionate to the number of votes
a party has in the provincial assemblies, which serve as the electorate for
nearly all members of the Senate. As the PTI has a majority in the Punjab
Assembly, nearly a two-thirds majority in the Pakhtunkhwa provincial assembly while its coalition partner, Balochistan Awami Party (BAP), has a
majority in the Balochistan Assembly, it is expected to win most of the vacant seats of the Senate in the election. However, as historically Senate
elections are an event of quick and big money making by certain members
of provincial assemblies, therefore, we have seen in the past election that
many members of provincial assemblies (MPAs) voted for other parties’
candidates rather than their own party nominees. Now it is a proven fact
that these MPAs did so after getting huge sums of money in return. Here
lies the second reason for the importance of the Senate election.
As the election of members to the Senate is held through a secret vote,
therefore, the respective party leadership is unable to enforce discipline
and ensure in any way that the party MPAs vote for the party-nominated
candidates. As the election involves huge sums of money for purchasing
of votes, there is a colossal allurement for MPAs to vote for candidates
who may offer handsome amounts as a bribe. Therefore, in order to curb
this practice and menace, the ruling PTI, on the instruction of PM Khan,
urged the Election Commission of Pakistan to adopt public voting during
the Senate election. In this regard, a presidential ordinance has also been
proclaimed. However, it was subject to the advice of the Supreme Court
of Pakistan, whose advisory jurisdiction was solicited by the federal government.
In case there is open voting, whose chances are quite little, as it would
be prima facie against the provision of the Constitution, most MPAs would
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vote for their party candidates as any violation would result in straightforward disqualification under the provisions of the Political Parties Act. In
the situation, the PTI and its allies would have a majority in the Senate of
Pakistan. It would give the much-needed strength to the fragile and fledgling majority of the PTI in the National Assembly. Then, with a simple majority in both houses of the parliament, the National Assembly and the
Senate, the PTI government would be able to pass some very important
laws which it could not due to lack of a majority in the Upper House. But
more than the legislative aspect it is the political aspect of the Senate election that is critical for the sitting government. The government has completed exactly half of its five-year tenure and the rest of its tenure would
greatly depend on its majority in the Senate because only in this way fundamental reforms, which the PTI wants to make and could not do so because of lack of a majority in the Senate, could be effectively made. It
would also improve governance as PM Khan, who claims to be working
for the provision of relief to the people, would not have to pay heed to the
propaganda of the opposition parties. It may be mentioned that the PDM
has already announced a “long march” against the PTI government on
March 26.
In case the voting in the Senate election is held like the past, i.e. secretly, it is expected that the opposition parties may win more seats than
the ruling PTI and its coalition partners. It appears that the opposition parties, most of which have ruled in the past, are offering heavy sums to the
MPAs to buy their votes. The Senate election is also a make or break situation for the opposition parties, like the PML-N, PPP, as most members
of the parties are facing corruption and financial embezzlement cases in
the country’s accountability courts and the National Accountability Bureau
(NAB). The government of PM Khan wants to bring about important
changes to corruption laws and procedures to prosecute alleged corrupt
politicians and officials and it needs a majority in the Senate to effectively
do so. This is a nightmare for many key leaders of the opposition, therefore, they are trying tooth and nail to stop the PTI and allies from getting a
majority in the Senate. Thus, the Senate election to elect a half of the
members of the Upper House is significant in a number of ways and would
have serious consequences for democracy, the political system and political culture of the country.
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Education

Sindh education report a slap in the
face of Oxford graduate party leaders
Rasheed Ali

The Reform and Support Unit of the Sindh Education and Literacy Department report, released on February 11, 2021, was a literal slap in the face
of the Oxford qualified, “young, liberal and forward-looking” leader of the
ruling party.
The report titled, “Profiting for Government Schools,” revealed that
more than 10,000 government schools are non-functional in the province.
The report showing data from 2018-19, and released after a gap of two
years, said there are 26,260 schools which have no facility for drinking
water, and 19,469 are without washrooms. The report disclosed that more
than 31,000 schools do not have electricity, 21,000-plus schools do not
have boundary walls, while over 47,000 schools are deprived of lab facilities, and 36,000 do not have playgrounds.
Also, a chunk of schools, more than 47,000, do not have libraries in
them – a necessary facility for students’ grooming. There are more than
4.5 million children enrolled in the province's schools. Over 133,000 teachers have been appointed for 49,103 schools, out of which only 36,659
schools are functional.
The report said that 2,812,000 male and 1,749,140 female students
are enrolled in the schools. Over 2,919,862 students are enrolled in primary, 185,047 in middle, 140,032 in elementary, 918,706 in secondary,
and 397,493 in higher secondary schools. Out of the total 49,103 school
buildings in the province, 14,998 are considered to be in satisfactory condition, 8,426 are weary, while 14,977 need repairs.
These are the ground realities of a province, which is being ruled by
the same political party for almost half a century, with disruptions of not
more that 10 years. The Pakistan People’s Party (PPP), the ruling party in
the Sindh province, claims to be a centre-left social-democratic secular,
political party of the country. Its leadership has so far come from the Bhutto
and Bhutto-Zardari families. The incumbent chairperson of the party, Bilawal-Bhutto Zardari, is an Oxford graduate. His mother, Benazir Bhutto,
graduated from Harvard and Oxford universities and was twice elected as
the prime minister of Pakistan. His grandfather, Zulfikar Ali Bhutto, the
founding chairman of the PPP, also graduated from Oxford University, and
he also served as the prime minister of the country, with his party ruling
the Sindh province.
All impressive really! But what did these highly qualified party chairpersons, and the party, did to the education sector in their province? What
appears to be from the provincial official data and reports, they never made
any comprehensive and sincere efforts to educate the dwellers of the
province. The most depressing reports about the state of education are
received from Sindh and Balochistan, till date. The ruling party even
doesn’t have an opponent to blame for its failure to set up an education
system in the province, which could be presented as an example to be followed by others.
The party manifesto always includes an updated plan for education
promotion before every election in the country. In the 2018 general elections, the party pasted its education plans on its official website and printed
in its manifesto booklets.
The manifesto promises: Access to universal and quality education;
Education for all to eliminate class divides, gender disparities, poverty and
unemployment. Every citizen should be able to realise their full potential
in society through appropriate educational and vocational skills. Combat
obscurantism and promote a forward-looking national outlook based on
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party’s progressive, indigenous traditions and a positive engagement with
science, development and universal values.
For implementation, the party committed 4.5pc of GDP to education by
the end of its term; Ensuring education is treated as a national emergency.
That required effective planning and budgeting as well as a holistic approach to bring about change in the entire system of education. It required
the development of mechanisms for the exchange of information between
different levels of education, and measures to ensure access to schooling
for all children. Also backing up the constitutional mandates with fiscal allocations that prioritise universal basic education, etc.
But the latest report, released by its own department, shows the party
has badly failed to come up to its promises and manifesto pledges so far.
Saeed Ghani, the Sindh education and labour minister, meanwhile, attempted to defend the government position. He stated that the Sindh government had removed 3,000 schools from its system because those had
been registered but did not exist. Speaking during a session of the Sindh
Assembly after the release of the Reform and Support Unit report to the
media, Ghani said that many schools had been built at places where only
one school was required. "If there are six schools in an area, but only two
are needed there, then we will shut down the remaining four schools," he
said. "There should be at least 30 children in a school for it to be functional," he made it clear.
What a wonderful idea to save the poor nation’s money and energies?
But what about those seven million children in the age group of five to
16 years, who are still out of school in the province? Is it a sane idea to
close down schools where the number of children is small, instead of admitting those who are still deprived of an education?
Minister Saeed Ghani had admitted in a provincial assembly session
last year that around 3.5 million children are out of school in Sindh. Responding to queries during the question-hour session of the assembly,
Ghani had said around 8.5 million children were getting education in government-run and private schools, seminaries and other educational institutions in the province. However, he rejected reports, released by various
world bodies during the past year that the number of children in the
province eligible to get an education was 6.2 million, 6.4 million, or seven
million. But he was honest enough to admit that 37,000 posts for teachers
were vacant in the functional schools, which would be filled “at an appropriate time”.
There are many reasons if some schools are without students, a Pakistan People’s Party (PPP) activist Jan Mohammad Rano says. In most
cases, there is a school building, but it lacks proper teaching staff and requisite facilities. People withdraw their children from such schools, ultimately
rendering them non-functional, he explains. In the circumstances, is it advisable to close down that school or provide the missing facilities? Interestingly, there’s a government primary school for boys, which was built in
1956, but it is without a roof even today, Jan Mohammad Rano shares with
a reporter of an English-language daily. The school has around 185 students and two teachers, he provides further details of the school.
In 2013, Owais Muzaffar Tappi, the stepbrother of PPP Co-chairperson
Asif Ali Zardari, won the provincial assembly seat PS-78 from the area. In
2018, Ali Hassan Zardari bagged the seat. Despite being very important
persons of the ruling party, they failed to provide a roof to the school,
laments Rano.
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Brexit

There is still hope
for the British left
Tony Greenstein

It seems that a relentlessly pessimistic view of the past five years has settled
among much of the left in the UK after the failure of the Corbyn project. Italian
philosopher Antonio Gramsci writing from his prison cell in 1929 famously
coined the phrase “pessimism of the intellect, optimism of the will”. Gramsci
enjoined us to be realistic, to fear the worst but hope for the best.
In order for the left to advance, and with it the hopes of humanity, we have
to understand our defeats, both in Britain and internationally, but also envision
a brighter future. What we have seen in the past five years in Britain and elsewhere has been a crisis of neoliberalism and its Siamese twin, neo-conservatism. This explains the rise of Donald Trump and his British clone, Boris
Johnson. Neoliberalism is not so much the protection of markets against
democracy as it is the extension of the market to every corner of Earth and into
every pore of society. Neoliberalism demands the scrapping of workers’ rights
and all social safeguards.
In Britain, neoliberal and austerity policies have led to growing impoverishment among the working class, a housing crisis for the young and an education
system where astronomical university fee rises have destroyed the ambitions
of working-class people that they could better themselves. The response to the
neoliberal crisis in the United States was Donald Trump. In Britain it came in
the form of economic nationalism, which led to the Brexit campaign, calling for
abandoning the single market and free movement of labour under the European Union. It is in this context that Jeremy Corbyn won the leadership of the
Labour Party following Ed Miliband’s resignation from the post in the aftermath
of the party’s defeat in the May 2015 elections. The electoral victory of the Conservative Party by a slim margin, unleashed the pent-up fury of the have nots.
Corbyn’s election was an insurgency of the dispossessed, those who had been
left behind.
Two issues dominated the Corbyn years – Brexit and anti-Semitism. It was
the failure to deal with both that led to the 2019 election defeat and his downfall.
Support for Brexit among the northern working class was a consequence of
defeat in the 1984-85 Miners’ Strike. Whole industries such as shipping, steel
and the docks disappeared. It was Prime Minister Margaret Thatcher and the
policy of monetarism, not the European Union, that led to deindustrialisation,
unemployment and poverty in the north.
The genius of the Brexit campaign led by Nigel Farage of UKIP (later the
Brexit Party), was in persuading voters that their problems were caused not by
the neoliberal policies of privatisation and austerity, but by free movement of
labour and migrant workers taking their jobs and lowering wages. The Labour
Party’s failure was in its inability to even understand the nature of the Brexit
campaign, let alone challenge the toxic racism that underlay it. Corbyn could
neither support Brexit when most of his base were opposed to it, nor was he
able to oppose it because that was seen as electorally suicidal. Corbyn was
left facing both ways and when Boris Johnson forced Theresa May out and
obtained a deal with the EU, Corbyn was left high and dry.
What Labour should have done was to campaign to stay in the EU on a
platform of opposing the imposition of neoliberalism in the form of EU competition laws but also rejecting the cheap scapegoatism of Farage and the Tory
Brexiteers. Corbyn was also not prepared for the hostility he faced within the
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upper echelons of the Labour Party. His election as Labour leader was foreseen
by no one, including himself. Here was someone who, for his whole political
life, had been an opponent of US foreign policy, its wars in the Middle East and
beyond, nuclear weapons, NATO and a supporter of the Palestinians.
It was naïve not to expect that there would not be pushback from the power
brokers in Washington, Tel Aviv and London. When it came, it was in the form
of the anti-Semitism crisis. The chosen weapon of Corbyn’s opponents came
in the form of the definition of anti-Semitism put forward by the International
Holocaust Remembrance Alliance. Those who, like Cameron, described migrants from the Middle East and Africa as a “swarm”, suddenly became concerned with anti-Semitism and the sensibilities of Britain’s Jewish community.
The cynicism was breathtaking, yet instead of calling it out for what it was, the
Corbyn leadership spent its time trying to placate those whose sole desire was
to see an end to his leadership.
I was the first Jewish person to be expelled from the Labour Party. Today
dozens of Jewish people are under investigation on “anti-Semitism charges”
and at least 11 have been suspended or expelled from the Labour Party, including the Secretary of Jewish Voice for Labour, Naomi Wimborne Idrissi. The
hostility within the permanent staff, combined with the organised campaign
against Corbyn, slowly undermined morale. By the time of the 2017 general
election, some Labour staff were effectively working for a Tory victory in order
to oust Corbyn, as the leaked 2020 internal report proved.
In the end, it was the failure of the left to confront the determination of the
British state and its press to be rid of Corbyn coupled with its failure over Brexit
that led to defeat. Above all, it was the lack of any coherent plan to fight back
against Corbyn’s opponents that led the leadership of the Labour Party to wage
war on its own membership. Despite the left’s catastrophic defeat in Britain and
elsewhere, there is still hope. In 2020, it came in the form of the Black Lives
Matter (BLM) movement. Between 15 million and 26 million people took part
in demonstrations in the US alone.
It would not be going too far to say that in United States, it was BLM that
won the election for Joe Biden, who obtained 61 percent of the 18-29 vote –
the very people who turned out in such large numbers for the BLM marches.
There was also large turnout in demonstrations against racism and police violence across four continents, including Europe. In Brighton, a small city on England’s south coast where I live, there was a BLM march of over 10,000 in June,
with COVID-19 still raging. There had never been such a large demonstration
in the city before.
The future of the left in the West will depend on its ability to harness anger
over state racism, police violence and growing poverty as well as making the
links between racism at home and imperialism. Just as with the US bloated
“defence” budget, Boris Johnson has increased Britain’s war expenditure by
over £16bn ($22bn) at the same time as pleading that he cannot afford to provide poor children with free school meals. He is presiding over the highest death
toll in Europe from COVID-19 yet he is ahead in the polls.
The task of the Labour Left is to learn the lessons of the Corbyn years and
move the party forward by focusing its efforts on growing racism and impoverishment in the UK and not on appeasing those who will not be appeased.
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Racism

The fictional menace
of multiculturalism
Khaled Diab

This January, Belgium’s statistical agency, Statbel, released the first official
study on the diversity of the Belgian population. The picture that emerged is
one of an increasingly diverse and heterogeneous society.
The study revealed that while Belgian citizens of Belgian ancestry make
up just more than two-thirds of the country’s population (67.9 percent), the
rest is comprised of Belgian citizens of foreign ancestry (19.7 percent) and
foreign nationals (12.4 percent). Progressives and multiculturalists responded
positively to these statistics, perceiving them as a sign of Belgium’s growing
cultural richness. Traditionalists and racists, however, expressed consternation, fear and outrage. The usual suspects from the Belgian far right, meanwhile, used the results of Statbel’s study to spread misinformation, distort
reality, demonise immigrants and stir up racism.
Tom Van Grieken, the head of the anti-immigrant Flemish nationalist political party, Vlaams Belang, for example, tweeted a news report about the
study with the comment “Omvolking (ethnic conversion, re-population). It is
going fast”. To leave no doubt as to where he stood on the subject, the far
right politician, who is himself married to a foreign national, added the hashtag
#VreemdeInEigenLand (#ForeignInYourOwnCountry) to his tweet.
The Dutch word “omvolking” has its origins in the German word
“umvolkung”, which was originally used by the Nazis to describe the perceived dilution of the superior Germanic race through assimilation with other,
inferior races – a kind perceived de-Germanisation. During World War II, the
term was also used to describe the reverse process, of so-called Nazi plans
to re-Germanise Slavic lands. Van Grieken’s use of a word with such a terrifying, murderous and racist past has, unsurprisingly, caused outrage in Belgium. State Secretary for Migration and Asylum Sammy Mahdi, whose father
is Iraqi and mother is Belgian, was among those who swiftly denounced Van
Grieken’s use of the Nazi term. “Because my father fell in love with my mother
40 years ago, I am apparently part of the ‘omvolking’,” he tweeted, “This is
painful to read”.
But despite the backlash, members of Vlaams Belang doubled down on
their claims that the Belgian population is currently subject to a so-called “ethnic conversion”. In an op-ed titled “Omvolking is real”, published days after
Van Grieken’s tweet, Vlaams Belang MEP Tom Vandendriessche described
“omvolking” as a strategy utilised by so-called “cultural Marxists” in a supposed “cultural war”. “This is a deliberate policy,” he claimed, “if we continue
with mass migration, we will become a minority in our own country.”
These outbursts provide an insight into the paranoid and toxic myths at
the heart of modern far-right politics. What these Vlaams Belangers allude
to is a hodgepodge of far-right conspiracy theories, including the “great replacement” and its more extreme variations “white genocide” and “Eurabia”.
What these rabid conspiracy theories, which are becoming increasingly popular on both sides of the Atlantic, have in common is their belief that multiculturalism is a smokescreen for a global plot to dilute, weaken, replace or wipe
out the white race.
What is remarkable about these fantasies is how they clumsily combine
elements of classic anti-Semitism and anti-leftism with more recent elements
of Islamophobia. According to many on the far right and neo-Nazis, a global
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cabal of either “cultural Marxists (Jews and leftists)” or “globalists (rich Jewish
capitalists)” are conspiring to destroy white civilisation by “importing” millions
of brown and Black people, especially Muslims, to the West. These feverish
fantasies reflect the profound anxiety and sense of inferiority at the heart of
contemporary white supremacy. That these “theories” enjoy currency and are
given credence reflects the (wilful) credulity of those who believe in them, as
well as their ignorance of science, genetics and demographics among other
things. The growing preponderance of these theories is also testimony to the
far right’s skilful manipulation of social media to spread misinformation.
It should not need stating, but there is no “great replacement”, let alone a
“white genocide” in progress anywhere in the world, including Belgium. The
very idea is preposterous. Despite decades of large-scale movement, native
Belgians still make up the overwhelming majority of the population, and
whites are the overwhelming majority everywhere in Europe. Moreover, a
huge chunk of the immigrants and people with immigrant backgrounds living
in Belgium are not the dark-skinned non-Europeans that the far right claim
are “invading Europe”. They are actually white Europeans from neighbouring
countries who have taken advantage of the European Union’s freedom of
movement guarantees. Indeed, according to Statbel, the countries that sent
the highest number of migrants to Belgium in 2019 were Romania, France,
the Netherlands and Italy.
So-called “white people”, ie people with pale skin, are in absolutely no
danger of dying out – neither through immigration, nor interracial mixing.
White supremacists who do not believe me should travel to, say, the Levant,
and especially to Syria and Palestine. There they will find Arabs who are as
pale as the palest Celts and Scandinavians, thanks to the influence of Romans, Crusaders, Circassians and many others. There are also many different skin tones in my Egyptian family, a reflection of the countless migration
waves that passed through the civilisational crossroads that is Egypt. This
diverse gene pool resulted in my Belgian wife and I producing a son who is
not brown like his father, but in fact fairer than most native Belgians.
Of course, people who are “white” on the outside and “brown” on the inside, or vice-versa, anger white supremacists. This is because their mere existence undermines and invalidates the pride these sad souls derive from
their mythical notions of racial purity and their skin tone. Of course, concern
about immigration is not limited to racists and fascists. There are also many
common people who simply find the rapid pace of change in their societies
worrying and hard to process. This has led to a great deal of nostalgia for
how things were, especially among conservatives. I can understand such
worries, especially among older people who remember living in a very different country.
However, it is important to put the situation in perspective. The most radical changes that have swept Belgian society, like elsewhere in the world,
have little to do with immigration. Scientific and technological progress, as
well as autochthonous social and cultural developments, are responsible for
the lion’s share of change. If Belgians nostalgic for an imagined past were
actually able to travel back just a few short decades, they would quite literally
find themselves in a different country.
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Islamophobia

Why the 2020 violence in
Delhi was a pogrom
Aiman Khan, Ishita Chakrabarty

After the passing of the Citizenship Amendment Act (CAA) in December 2019,
India’s Muslim community, civil rights activists and concerned citizens, occupied
public spaces in an unprecedented manner to register their protest and protect
India’s constitutional promise of secularism.
The protesters, however, faced vilification, police violence and a harsh
media trial that branded them “anti-national” and “jihadi”. This perception was
built by the governing Hindu-nationalist Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP), as they
led one of the most communally charged electoral campaigns in Delhi ahead
of the regional elections. Complaints have been filed with the police that right
after their electoral loss, BJP Minister Kapil Misra openly threatened protesters
in northeast Delhi, the epicentre of the peaceful protests. On February 23,
2020, violence erupted in the area and lasted several days, resulting in the
death of 53 people, the majority of them Muslims, and the injury of 250. Approximately 2,000 were displaced.
The government and the media were quick to brand the violence as “riots”
and the term remains widely used to refer to the events of February 2020. But
a much more accurate word to describe what happened is “pogrom”. This was
the conclusion of a fact-finding committee formed by the Delhi Minorities Commission (DMC) – an independent statutory body tasked with safeguarding the
rights of religious minorities. The committee reviewed victim testimonies and
primary legal sources and concluded that the events of February 2020 fit into
the definition of a “pogrom”.
Historically used to refer to anti-Jewish violence in Europe and the Middle
East, the term “pogrom” is now also used with reference to anti-minority violence across South Asia, where the construction of religious hierarchies has
contributed to regular cycles of violence. Pogroms are targeted acts of ethnic
violence that exploit existing fissures and stem from the desire to show a community “their place” or are seen as an act of retribution for their imagined sins.
The aim is to desensitise the general population to anti-minority violence and
move towards a “final solution”. Most importantly, pogroms embody the participation of the state: in planning, instigation, or inaction and toleration.
In the Indian context, the term pogrom has been used twice before –
to signify the scale of the Gujarat massacre (2002) and the anti-Sikh violence (1984), both of which saw individuals exploiting the state machinery
to their own ends. The DMC’s findings indicated that the violence was organised and systematic – implying that it was purposely planned, triggered
and targeted. Victims repeatedly stated that although they could recognise
some of the perpetrators as belonging to their own residential areas, a majority of them were brought from outside. Anything that could lead to the
perpetrators’ identification, such as CCTV cameras, was destroyed. This
negated any defence of the violence being of a spontaneous nature, as is
the case with riots. Shops and houses belonging to the Muslim community
had been identified prior to the violence, so meticulously that only they
were attacked while all others, including those adjacent to them, remained
unscathed. Women who were “visibly Muslim”, were specifically attacked,
their hijabs pulled and some were assaulted. Women have also alleged
being threatened with rape by police officers.
Mobs attacked mosques and Islamic shrines (dargahs) and even burned
religious scriptures. Gas cylinders, fires, and petrol bombs were used for arson
and complete destruction of property, along with iron rods, lathis, tridents,
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spears and live ammunition. The weaponry used showed a clear intent to kill,
destroy and terrorise the minority community. Multiple testimonies reflected police inaction even as the violence unfolded before them, or of police not arriving
despite being called many times. In at least one instance, the police patrolling
the area refused help, saying they “had no orders to act”. This suggests that
the abrogation of duty to prevent violence, was not a one-off incident or localised operational failure, but a pattern of deliberate inaction over several days.
Even where they did arrive at the scene, victims stated that a number of
police officials stopped their colleagues while they were attempting to disperse
the crowd. In some, they merely stood as onlookers while the mobs cheered
“Delhi Police zindabad” (Long live Delhi Police). In others, they explicitly gave
a go-ahead to the perpetrators to continue with their rampage. In the aftermath
of the violence the Delhi Police, which directly operates under the BJP-led central government and command of Home Minister, Amit Shah, did not launch
investigations against any BJP or allied party leaders who have been accused
of inciting the mobs. This is despite the many survivor testimonies and documentary proof to such effect.
In what can be seen as a series of retaliatory measures, victims themselves
have been charged and arrested. In other cases, the police has been accused
of refusing to file complaints against named perpetrators. The Delhi Police has
instead scripted a narrative where dissenters have been accused of participating in a conspiracy to show the nation in a bad light. A number of students –
mostly Muslims – have been charged under draconian counterterrorism and
sedition provisions, which makes bail a near-impossibility. Civil society groups
have been put through repeated interrogations.
The present treatment of Indian minorities, particularly the dehumanisation
and vilification of the Muslim community, has also gained international attention.
In April 2020, a detailed report by the US Commission on International Religious Freedom (USCIRF) categorised India as a country of particular concern,
alongside Saudi Arabia and North Korea. The report observed that “India took
a sharp downward turn in 2019. The national government used its strengthened parliamentary majority to institute nation-level policies violating religious
freedom across India, especially for Muslims.” It took note of how the CAA,
combined with the NRC, could lead to “statelessness, deportation, and prolonged detention” of Muslims.
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Politics

Technocracy is back in Italy –
but with a different agenda
Vito Laterza

On February 13, former European Central Bank (ECB) Governor Mario Draghi
was sworn in as Italy’s new prime minister. Draghi was tasked with forming a
unity government following the collapse of the previous administration last
month.
The newly formed government has the backing of a vast cross-section of
the Italian parliament, with the far-right Brothers of Italy being the only parliamentary opposition. The post-ideological populists of the Five Star Movement
and the far-right League, both historically known for their eurosceptic positions,
are part of the ruling coalition alongside the centre-left Democratic Party, leftwing Free and Equal, centre-right Forza Italia, and several other small parties.
Draghi also benefits from high approval ratings among Italians, and Europe’s political leaders have wholeheartedly welcomed his government. This
is not a new phenomenon. Technocrat Mario Monti was also greeted with similar sentiments when he led an unelected cabinet in 2011, following the resignation of disgraced Prime Minister Silvio Berlusconi. But within months of
assuming office, Monti became the target of vitriolic attacks from populist parties and his popularity crashed. The Italian public’s dissatisfaction with Monti’s
brand of technocratic politics grew over the years and eventually resulted in
the Five Star Movement and the League’s shocking election victory, and shortlived coalition government, in 2018.
Draghi undoubtedly belongs to the same technocratic class as Monti – a
class that has shaped Italian and European economic policies for many
decades. But this does not mean their political fates will be the same, as
Draghi’s governmental agenda is markedly different from Monti’s. In line with
European Union consensus at the time, Monti pursued austerity and fiscal discipline, which made an already stagnating Italian economy worse, while public
debt continued to increase. Draghi, on the other hand, appears to be heralding
a new page in European economic and social policy that marks a move away
from the neoliberal orthodoxy.
Draghi’s unity government is tasked with designing and implementing the
biggest economic recovery plan Italy has seen since the end of World War II.
Italy will receive, from Europe’s coronavirus recovery fund Next Generation
EU, around 210 billion euros ($254bn) in grants and loans to be spent between
2021 and 2026 on sustainable development, digitalisation, infrastructure projects and health, on condition that reforms are carried out to improve bureaucracy, the justice system and taxation. Like all other member states, Italy is
required to submit its recovery and resilience plans to the European Commission (EC) by the end of April 2021 to be able to access the funds.
Following in the footsteps of the previous government, Draghi has made it
clear that he will not pursue fiscal discipline and budget cuts in the middle of a
pandemic. He plans to maintain and strengthen welfare measures to help workers keep their jobs or move to more viable sectors, and to mitigate growing
poverty and inequality. The new government will also use the recovery fund to
produce economic growth and new jobs in the areas prioritised by the EU.
Draghi already has a track record of going against the neoliberal consensus. In 2015, under his leadership, the ECB started buying large quantities of
state bonds and other financial assets from eurozone countries to inject money
into their economies in order to boost consumption and thus increase job creation and economic growth. Now, as Italy’s prime minister, he is stressing that
there is a need for more, not less, European integration, and that the EU should
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be there to help member states in economic distress, rather than impose rigid
rules on them that further stifle economic growth and increase inequalities.
Draghi is no socialist, and his programme shows that he is a strong believer
in market competition. He thinks state incentives and financial support should
be offered only to companies that are economically viable, and others that are
not should be left to their own devices. But he also stated clearly that he believes workers should be protected, and he is known to be an advocate of full
employment policies. His economic plans for Italy mark a significant return to
Keynesian policies after three decades of austerity and market deregulation.
European leaders know that the EU faces an existential threat and needs
to build a fresh consensus. The recovery fund is made out of a mix of grants
and loans, and the financing comes from public debt that is collectively shared
by all EU countries. This is a significant reversal from the policies of the European troika (the EC, the ECB and the International Monetary Fund) that brought
Greece to its knees in the early 2010s, and has kept the economies of highly
indebted southern European countries under the tutelage of European financial
institutions. Draghi appears to be hoping to push this change in policy even
further, and envisioning Italy at the helm of a new Europe united in solidarity.
There are, however, several obstacles in the way of Draghi’s grand plans
for Italy. The anti-immigration popular consensus in Italy, brought about by
years of populist campaigns, continues to hold. Italy’s and Europe’s anti-immigration policies have brought death and suffering to thousands of migrants and
refugees over the years. And these measures are not only immoral and in violation of basic human rights, but also economically short-sighted. Given Italy’s
demographic decline and ageing population, the country needs migrants to
sustain its economy and a healthy tax base. The structural changes that Draghi
hopes to implement need innovation, and innovation thrives with the free movement of people and ideas. So far, the new prime minister has signalled that he
will not veer away from the current consensus and called for EU-wide policy
efforts on the issue of repatriation of undocumented migrants. Another challenge facing Draghi is the country’s north-south divide. To deal with its chronic
underdevelopment, southern Italy needs not only extensive welfare measures,
but also increased investment. However, there is a danger that the north will
continue to be the primary recipient of state investment under the new government. League ministers in Draghi’s cabinet will no doubt do everything they
can to favour their core base of voters in the north, who have always been hostile to southern demands for fairness and redistribution.
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Agriculture

BJP deploys its majoritarian
tactics against India’s farmers
Apoorvanand

Four layers of barricades, permanent cemented walls on highways,
trenches, concertina wires and roads embedded with spikes – this is how
New Delhi, the national capital of India is being fortified on its borders
which separate it from the states of Haryana, Uttar Pradesh and Punjab.
Hordes of police and paramilitary personnel are manning these impregnable barricades round the clock.
All these measures are aimed at separating the people of New Delhi
from the hundreds of thousands of farmers who have staged a sit-in
protest since the first week of December, camping on the borders of the
capital. The internet has been shut down at protest sites, even in parts
of Haryana and Uttar Pradesh. Water supply has been cut and electricity
supply stopped to force the protesters to leave. Journalists are not allowed to reach them. The police has refused access to a delegation of
the opposition.
Farmers have marched from Punjab, Haryana, Uttar Pradesh and other
states to Delhi demanding the repeal of the three laws enacted by the government of India to regulate farming and activities related to agriculture.
They were prevented from entering Delhi. Since then, they have been sitting there peacefully expecting the government to bow before their determination. While the government claims the laws are urgently needed to
reform the ailing farming sector, the farmers fear they will establish a legal
regime, which would facilitate corporate takeover of farming and destroy
farmers completely. They are asking the government to repeal the laws,
as they were rushed through Parliament without any wider consultation,
bulldozing the parliamentary deliberative process.
The first stirrings of the farmers’ discontent could be felt as early as
September, but the government sat still, smugly assuming that since the
opposition to the laws was visible only in Punjab and some pockets of
Haryana, it could be ignored and would die down. But it started swelling
and even the violent police crackdown did not disperse it.
That is why the government of the Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP) deployed its favourite approach to crushing dissent: Mobilising a majoritarian
sentiment to deprecate minorities and bolster support for its faulty policies.
In the beginning, the agitation was dominated by farmers from Punjab,
who are mostly Sikh. So the ruling party decided to vilify the movement by
suggesting it is a conspiracy hatched by Khalistanis, elements demanding
a separate homeland for Sikhs.
In the 1980s and 1990s, there was indeed a militant movement active
in India, fighting for an independent Khalistan and there still are some Sikh
groups outside India who still cherish this dream. However, today this demand does not enjoy support among the Indian Sikhs. Nevertheless, the
BJP pressed its propaganda machinery into action telling its constituents,
mostly Hindus, that the movement must be crushed as it is “anti-national”
and is funded by Khalistanis from overseas.
Visible support from Muslim organisations that reached out to the
protesting farmers was used to claim that “jihadis” are embedded in it.
There were also claims the movement was led by Maoists. The mainstream media joined the smear campaign by broadcasting vicious propaganda against the movement. The BJP has applied the same template to
crush other dissident movements in recent years. The 2019-2020 protests
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against the Citizenship Amendment Act, which discriminates against the
country’s Muslim minority, were maligned in the same manner. They were
called “anti-national” and a jihadi-Maoist conspiracy against India.
This succeeded in creating widespread hatred against the Muslim-dominated protests. The hate campaign turned into violence in Delhi in February last year, resulting in the death of 53 people and massive destruction.
In the aftermath of the violence, the police launched criminal cases against
the protesters, charging some of them under the draconian “anti-terror”
law called the Unlawful Activities Prevention Act (UAPA). More than a
dozen activists, most of them Muslim, are now languishing in jails as a result. Similar developments have taken place with the farmers’ protests. An
incident on January 26, in which a few thousand protesters entered the
iconic Red Fort in New Delhi and planted a Sikh religious flag on one of
the poles, has been used by the government to reinforce its propaganda
that the movement was actually a Khalistani conspiracy to defame India.
The movement’s leaders condemned the incident, but the government
slapped criminal cases against them under the dreaded UAPA and the police has initiated the process of withdrawing their passports. In addition,
more than 100 protesters have been arrested. Meanwhile, the government-led propaganda has been successful in invoking anti-Sikh hatred, as
social media has seen a flood of anti-Sikh posts, some inciting violence
by referring to the events of 1984. That year, thousands of Sikhs were
killed after the assassination of Prime Minister Indira Gandhi by a Sikh
guard.
While the farmers’ movement refuses to be browbeaten by threats of
violence and its ranks are swelling across states, the ruling party is still
confident that its hate campaign would cement its support base. The government propaganda was turned up a notch after pop star Rihanna, environmental activist Greta Thunberg and other celebrities spoke out in
support of the protesting farmers. As a result, there are now claims there
is an international conspiracy, which the Sikhs are a part of. In a bizarre
move, the Delhi police lodged a criminal case invoking the anti-sedition
law against unknown people for creating disaffection against the Indian
government.
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Your View
Dual-edged sword of food hoarding

External students

Dealers and growers of food grains, such as wheat, flour, pulses, etc.,

The Higher Education Commission (HEC) has left no room for ex-

create artificial shortages in the market by hoarding goods for consider-

ternal students of universities in the country with its recent step of

able periods and selling them at exorbitant prices that are beyond the

doing away with 14-year bachelor and 16-year master’s degree

buying power of a large segment of society. In such cases, it is the

programmes.

salaried class that suffers the most. The hoarders also create such a sit-

Those individuals who study while earning a livelihood for their

uation to defame the government which comes in the way of profiteer-

families have been totally ignored by the HEC. Why? It is against

ing. The act of hoarding for hefty profits is condemnable on all counts.

the very idea for which the HEC was set up; to promote higher ed-

Apart from causing problems to the people, hoarding also affects the

ucation. Also affected are those regular students who, for what-

quality of items stockpiled for selling later in the black market. When the

ever reason, fail to get admission to universities and are left to

food items are hoarded for a period of, say, even a week at tempera-

pursue further studies as external students.

tures more than 20 degrees Celsius and humidity over 40 per cent by

In the current situation, they now have to spend an extra year to

piling up the packages one upon the other, it adversely affects their nutri-

get enough marks in order to become a regular student. I urge all

ent contents, particularly carbohydrates, proteins and, more importantly,

the relevant stakeholders to revisit the matter and restore the fa-

vitamins. Another ignored fact is that humidity and temperature levels in

cility of external studies.

huge godowns, warehouses and storage spaces favour the breeding of

Mahfooz un Nabi Khan

billions of weevils and other toxic creatures as well as toxigenic fungi,

Karachi

like molds, mycotoxin, aflatoxin, etc. This adversely affects not only the
nutritive quality, but also creates human health issues. When such infested wheat is milled, these creatures, along with fungi, are also milled.
If someone eats bread which is deficient in terms of essential nutrients
and admixed with toxic creatures, one will feel tired and be incapable of
doing much work. Such a person over time becomes susceptible to infections and diseases of multifactorial nature, like diabetes, heart ail-

ECP professionalism
Following an election controversy and the resultant political mess
in NA-75 by-election, the Election Commission of Pakistan (ECP)
issued a strongly-worded charge-sheet against the Punjab civil ad-

ments, cancer, etc. Stunted growth in children due to protein-deficient

ministration.

bread has also been observed. It is the responsibility of the food ministry

The chief election commissioner deserves appreciation for taking

to look into this matter and enact strict laws against the hoarding of food

the initiative and standing on high moral ground.

items. Alternatively, all food grains, in case of extreme unavoidability,

Now that the institution has gone public with the matter, it must ex-

should be tested in a research and development laboratory for compli-

ercise the authority conferred under the Contempt of Court Ordi-

ance related to nutritional value and toxicity levels as per the US Food

nance 2003 mentioned in the Election Act 2017, to penalise the

and Drug Authority (FDA) standards, before allowing them to be sold for

‘unavailable’ officials. The by-elections, besides raising serious

consumption. Also, the rate of purchase from the growers or the dealers

questions over the ability of the civilian authorities to conduct free

should be offered according to nutritional value and toxicity level.

and fair polls, has also put a question mark on the demands of

Dr M. Qudrat-e-Khuda
Karachi

some political parties that have often called for greater involvement of civil authorities in holding impartial elections throughout
the country.
Khawaja Ahsan Suleman

Rundown roads

Taunsa Sharif

Every year a huge budget is allotted for the construction and maintenance of roads in Pakistan. However, just a short ride from any
point to another is enough to know that the process reeks of noth-

Referendum

ing but mismanagement and neglect.

Could we have an online referendum on some critical questions,

Several roads are in a depleted condition in any city. In Hyderabad,

like: Is the bar in Pakistan so intoxicated with power that it consid-

many have been rendered useless owing to the damage by rainwa-

ers itself above the law? Will the bench continue to appease and

ter in the previous monsoon season. People are fed up with writing

indulge the bar? Is the judiciary a judge in its own cause?

and filing complaints to their respective union councils, but to no

Interestingly, no real condemnation of the lawyers’ recent antics in

avail. No action has been taken to provide better roads to the pub-

Islamabad came to light from the members of the legal commu-

lic. Is there anyone listening?

nity.
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A magnetic field reversal 42,000 years ago
may have contributed to mass extinctions

NASA’s Perseverance rover has touched
down on Mars

Carolyn Gramling

Lisa Grossman

A flip-flop of Earth’s magnetic poles between 42,000
and 41,000 years ago
briefly but dramatically
shrank the magnetic field’s
strength — and may have
triggered a cascade of environmental crises on Earth, a
new study suggests.
With the help of new, precise carbon dating obtained from ancient tree fossils,
the researchers correlated shifts in climate patterns, large mammal extinctions
and even changes in human behavior just before and during the Laschamps
excursion, a brief reversal of the magnetic poles that lasted less than a thousand years. It’s the first study to directly link a magnetic pole reversal to largescale environmental changes, the team reports in the Science.
During a reversal, Earth’s protective magnetic field, which shields the planet
from a barrage of charged particles streaming from the sun, can lose strength.
So some researchers have suggested that these flip-flops may be linked to
extinction events. But evidence for this has proven elusive. In fact, “the general
belief had been that geomagnetic changes had no impact on climate or anything else,” says Alan Cooper, an evolutionary biologist at BlueSky Genetics
in Adelaide. One reason for that belief is a dearth of precise dates for the timing and duration of the geomagnetic event to correlate with environmental,
ice core and magnetic rock records. Enter New Zealand’s kauri tree, among
the most ancient in the world. The country’s swampy bogs preserve the relics
of kauri trees dating as far back as the Laschamps excursion. Cooper and
his colleagues obtained cross-sections from four ancient trees recovered from
a swamp at Ng¬āwhā Springs in northern New Zealand, and analyzed them
for carbon-14, a radioactive form of carbon. (This is the first paper Cooper
has led since he was fired from the University of Adelaide in December 2019
for misconduct, allegations which he has denied.)

The NASA Perseverance rover
has landed. “Touchdown confirmed! Perseverance is safely on
the surface of Mars, ready to
begin seeking the signs of past
life,” NASA engineer Swati Mohan
said during a livestream of the
landing. The Perseverance team
released some of the first images from the landing during a news briefing, including pictures of the Martian surface, the rover dangling below its landing
gear and an action shot from another spacecraft orbiting Mars. This is the beginning of Perseverance’s mission to explore an ancient river delta called
Jezero crater, searching for signs of ancient life and collecting rocks for a future
mission to return to Earth. The team released the first color image from Perseverance during the Feb. 19 briefing. “As soon as we got that color image, our
chats just lit up with the scientists saying, look over here! Look over here!” said
deputy project scientist Katie Stack Morgan. “We’re really doing science now
on the surface of Mars.” This is the first color image Perseverance took on the
surface of Mars. The image is from the rover’s hazard-avoidance camera after
the rover removed a protective dust cover. The rover caps off a month of Mars
arrivals from space agencies around the world. Perseverance joins Hope, the
first interplanetary mission from the United Arab Emirates, which successfully
entered Mars orbit on February 9; and Tianwen-1, China’s first Mars mission,
which arrived on February 10 and will deploy a rover to the Martian surface in
May. The rover used the landing system pioneered by its predecessor, Curiosity, which has been exploring Mars since 2012. But in a first for Mars touchdowns, this rover recorded its own landing with dedicated cameras and a
microphone. The Mars Reconnaissance Orbiter caught this image of Perseverance falling to the surface of the Red Planet, slowed by a parachute. The
background shows an ancient river delta in Jezero crater, where scientists
hope to find signs of past life on Mars.
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COVID deaths high when hospitalized with diabetes
Ernie Mundell and Robert Preidt
Diabetes is a big risk factor for a severe bout of COVID-19, and a new European study bears that out: It finds that 1 in every 5 hospitalized COVID19 patients with diabetes die within 28 days of admission.
One U.S. expert wasn't surprised by that grim finding. "Diabetic patients
are clearly in a very high-risk category and should be among the first
groups of people to get the vaccine," advised Dr. Mangala Narasimhan,
who directs critical care services at Northwell Health in New Hyde Park,
N.Y. She also advises people with diabetes to make sure they are taking
control of their blood sugar levels and avoiding any complications of the
disease.
Such steps "seem to really make a difference in terms of survival from
COVID infection," said Narasimhan, who wasn't involved in the new study.
The research was led by Bertrand Cariou and Samy Hadjadj, diabetologists at University Hospital Nantes in France. In May of last year they had
released preliminary findings that showed that 10% of COVID-19 patients
with diabetes died within seven days of hospital admission.
The newer, updated results are from a larger number of patients -- close
to 2,800 -- treated for COVID-19 at 68 hospitals across France. Their mean
age was 70, nearly two-thirds were men, and many were overweight.
About 40% were also experiencing various forms of complications from
their diabetes. During the 28 days after their admission to a hospital, 21%
of patients died, the French team reported in the journal Diabetologia.
Of those patients who survived at least one month, 50% were discharged
from the hospital with a median stay of nine days; 12% were still hospitalized at day 28, and 17% had been transferred from their first hospital to
another facility. Younger age, routine diabetes therapy using the drug met-

formin, and having had symptoms longer prior to hospital admission were
key factors associated with a higher likelihood of being discharged from
the hospital, the researchers said.

US life expectancy drops one full year
Dennis Thompson
In a sign that the coronavirus pandemic is cutting short the lives of Americans, a new government report finds that average life expectancy in the
United States took a drastic plunge during the first half of 2020, particularly
among Black and Hispanic people.
Overall U.S. life expectancy dropped to 77.8 years, down one full year from
the 78.8 years estimated in 2019. Declines were even greater for certain
demographics. For example, average life expectancy decreased 2.7 years
for Black people and 1.9 for Hispanic people between 2019 and the first
half of 2020, according to the National Center for Health Statistics (NCHS),
which is part of the U.S. Centers for Disease Control and Prevention. Life
expectancy for white people decreased by an average 0.8 years.
To put those numbers in context, it made headlines when average U.S. life
expectancy dropped by 0.2 years between 2014 and 2015, after years of
steady increases. The nearly three-year decline in life span among Black
Americans is especially troubling, one expert said. "These are enormous
differences in life expectancy," said Dr. Georges Benjamin, executive director of the American Public Health Association. "It's a big deal to lose a
year, but to lose three years, that's staggering."
The new statistics highlight the heavy impact that health care inequities
have had on Black and Hispanic communities over the past year, experts
said. "During some of the spikes in the COVID pandemic, it became apparent that people of color in America had worse outcomes when infected
with the COVID-19 virus," said Dr. Teresa Murray Amato, chair of emer-
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gency medicine with Long Island Jewish Forest Hills in New York City.
The CDC estimates life expectancy using death and birth records, producing a statistic that provides a reliable snapshot of Americans' overall health.
"Every day of life is precious," Benjamin said. "The way for people to think
about this is that these were preventable deaths. Life expectancy is a statistic based on how long we thought people would live."
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I Care a Lot

To All the Boys

Terri White

Ben Travis

I Care a Lot could easily have
been called ‘This is Where LateStage Capitalism Gets You, Suckers’, or quite simply: ‘Christ:
People are Dreadful’. Because really, they are. If this film has a
message, this is it.
The most dreadful (probably, maybe) of all is Marla Grayson (Rosamund
Pike), a guardian/conservator, who turns up at the house of OAP Jennifer Peterson (Dianne Wiest) with police officers in tow and says, “The court has
ruled that you require assistance in taking care of yourself,” before, under the
guise of dementia, carting her off to a senior living facility. As Jennifer unwillingly walks through the doors that are swiftly locked behind her, she’s greeted
by static smiling staff, dressed all in white, holding balloons in welcome. While
she’s medicated and held against her will, Marla, now in control of her assets,
goes about selling her home and everything in it — with help from girlfriend
and associate-in- crime Fran (Eiza González).
The first act is J Blakeson’s (The Disappearance of Alice Creed) pure pulpy
take on this Kafka-esque nightmare. Marla — built cell by cell from ambition
and greed — is the American Dream writ large and taken to its logical, if
twisted, conclusion. "There are lions and lambs in this world," she says, in an
opening narration. “And I’m a lioness,” before concluding later, “I want to be
rich… really rich.” Marla has deafening echoes of not just Gone Girl’s Amy
Dunne (a blunt, sliced blonde bob; the icy, clipped voiceover) but also Nicole
Kidman’s Suzanne Stone in To Die For.

Willy’s Wonderland
Nick de Semlyen
The concept of animatronic creatures
running amok is not a new one.
There’s Westworld. There’s the Simpsons episode in which robot mice turn
homicidal at the Itchy & Scratchy
theme park. And, more recently,
there’s the Five Nights at Freddy’s video-game series, in which a security
guard at a pizza restaurant fends off berserker robots. There's one thing lacking in all of those, though: Nicolas Cage. That is not an accusation one can
make of Willy's Wonderland, an exceptionally pure shot of Cage madness.
He may remain mute throughout the entire 89-minute runtime, but it’s a ferociously committed, truly weird (even by his standards) performance that elevates an otherwise repetitive story. You get the feeling he’s been asking his
agent, “Have I been offered anything in which I batter a mechanical ostrich to
death?” for a while now. Like classic ’90s neo-noir Red Rock West, the film
starts with a drifter played by Cage arriving in a small town full of secrets. Unlike Red Rock West, those secrets involve Satanism and a psychotic giant
weasel. As Cage is coerced into working in a haunted family entertainment
centre — his character is known only as ‘The Janitor’ — a cycle begins, with
an animatronic coming to life and Cage forced into violent battle with it. The
action gets a little samey, and the production’s limited budget is evident.
What’s refreshing is just how bizarre the central character is, not responding
to the Evil Dead-y carnage with Ash-esque fear, but with a totally nonplussed
demeanour. Chugging endless cans of fictional soft drink Punch and playing
pinball between kills, he’s a super-stylised, unpindownable hoot, even
stranger than the gonzo creations he’s facing.
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They grow up so fast, don’t
they? Back in 2018, Netflix’s To All the Boys I’ve
Loved Before proved a
zippy and colourful high
school romcom in the 10
Things I Hate About You
and Sixteen Candles vein.
It’s a genre that’s rare to see extended into a trilogy, but after hitting big,
the streaming service shot back-to-back adaptations of Jenny Han’s second and third novels, taking its central couple — smart-and-sweet Lara
Jean Song Covey (Lana Condor) and sporty-but-sensitive Peter Kavinsky
(Noah Centineo) — beyond the first film’s ‘happily ever after’. In solid sequel P.S. I Still Love You, that meant introducing a love triangle with the arrival of Jordan Fisher’s John Ambrose, in a story thread spun surprisingly
organically from the original film’s hooky premise (Lara Jean writes love
letters to boys she fancies and stores them safely in a box — until her
younger sister mails them all out, causing crush-chaos). But in final chapter
Always and Forever, the To All The Boys series has more serious things
on its mind: what happens to a high-school romance when high school
ends? Inevitably, that means this one leans more heavily on the ‘rom’ than
the ‘com’ (with a dollop of ‘dram’ in there too). While Lara Jean and Peter
are still “totally relationship goals”, as one classmate tells them, the future
seems fuzzy: Peter has a lacrosse scholarship to the prestigious Stanford,
and Lara Jean plans to go there too — but when she doesn’t get in, their
bond is tested.

Devils
Ian Freer
If last year’s (much better) Industry focused on
the bottom rung of the
trading ladder, Devils
sets its sights on the top
of the tree, a world that is
as morally bankrupt as it
is fiscally prosperous, operating in the darkest recesses of capitalism as bankers have the fate
of entire countries resting on their decisions. Sadly, for all its gloss, the
show never affords the grandiose subject matter, so rich in dramatic
possibilities, the nuance and specificity it deserves, instead rendering
the ambitions, subterfuge, backstabbing and career downfalls as a
whodunnit. It wants to be a Shakespearean tragedy of epic proportions;
it’s much closer to a euro-pudding Billions. Based on the novel I Diavoli
by Guido Maria Brera, Devils essentially details the mind games between brilliant trader Massimo Ruggero (Alessandro Borghi) and his
mentor, ruthless investment bank CEO Dominic Morgan (Patrick
Dempsey). The psychological cat-and-mousery kicks off when Morgan
overlooks Ruggero for promotion, the stakes raised when the successful candidate is killed after falling from a balcony and Ruggero is the
number-one suspect. Borghi, best known for Suburra, has presence
as Ruggero but can’t find subtleties or dimensions to make his arc convincing or inner life resonant, whereas Dempsey is less McDreamy,
more McBastard, all sharp suits and hushed tones.
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Unfettered Wings
Sana Munir
From the barren dust
bowl of Nushki, a small
town in Balochistan, to
the posh white marble
bungalows and magnificent mansions of Lahore, this book captures
vignettes of the lives of
Pakistani women who
brave battles, big or
small, every day. These
women compare with
their Indian counterparts
as much as they contrast. Whether it is little
Farida, through whose innocent eyes we see the drawing of political
borders and the destruction of many families or Meera, whose attempt at reaching out across these very borders is met with ridicule
by her own countrymen, Summi, who shares the painful burden of
her husband’s past, or the wanton Maria for whom love and relationships matter naught these are real-life characters grappling with issues that are as timeless as they are contemporary. Unfettered
Wings is about strength and fortitude, of relationships in ordinary
settings that unfold into extraordinary situations.

Elites of Eden
Joey Graceffa
Yarrow is an elite: rich, regal,
destined for greatness. She’s
the daughter of one of the most
powerful women in Eden. At the
exclusive Oaks boarding school,
she makes life miserable for
anyone foolish enough to cross
her. Her life is one wild party
after another…until she meets a
fascinating, lilac-haired girl
named Lark.
Meanwhile, there is Rowan, who
has been either hiding or running all her life. As an illegal second child in a strictly regulated
world, her very existence is a
threat to society, punishable by
death or worse. After her father betrayed his family, and after her
mother was killed by the government, Rowan discovered a whole city
of people like herself. Safe in an underground sanctuary that also protected the last living tree on Earth, Rowan found friendship, and
maybe more, in a fearless hero named Lachlan. But when she was
captured by the government, her fate was uncertain. When these two
girls discover the thread that binds them together, the collision of
memories means that their lives may change drastically—and that
Eden may never be the same. Perfect for fans of The Hunger Games,
Divergent and Maxe Runner, you won't be able to put it down.
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Kashmir Glimpses of History and
the Story of Struggle
Saifuddin Soz
In Kashmir: Glimpses of History and
the Story of Struggle, one of the most
prominent voices of Kashmir, Saifuddin Soz takes a passionate and compelling look at the past, present and
future of a vastly misunderstood people. Throughout its long, diverse, distinctive but scarred history, the
beautiful and bountiful land of Kashmir
has captured the imagination of travellers, kings, historians and nations.
From its origins as an ancient civilization, to embracing Islam, to fighting invaders, to ruthless militancy, and the
ensuing action by the Indian army;
Kashmir has seen it all. Kashmiris fought the Mughals, the Afghans
and the Sikhs in the past. However, it was their fight against Dogra
autocracy that ultimately led to their disillusionment with the Indian establishment. With Pakistan feeding the emotions of deeply alienated
and disenchanted people and the Indian government using force and
taking a harder stand by the day, this unique culture now stands completely besieged. What is the future of Kashmir, then? What is the destiny of its people? Can there be a solution to the weary problem
confronting Kashmir? Can Kashmir reconcile with the past for a better
future? Can the Valley return to a life of dignity, peace and development? How? Saifuddin Soz discusses these questions and provides
credible and implementable solutions to end the grave crisis.

Victoria Park
Gemma Reeves
Mona and Wolfie have lived in
Victoria Park for over fifty
years. Now, on the eve of their
sixty-fifth wedding anniversary,
they must decide how to navigate Mona's declining health.
Bookended by the touching exploration of their love, Victoria
Park follows the disparate lives
of twelve people over the
course of a single year. Told
from their multiple perspectives
in episodes which capture feelings of alienation and connection, the lingering memory of an
acid attack in the park sends
ripples of unease through the
community. By the end of the
novel, their carefully interwoven tales create a rich tapestry of resilience, love and loss.
With sharply observed insight into contemporary urban life, and characters we take to our hearts, Gemma Reeves has written a moving,
uplifting debut which reflects those universal experiences that connect us all.
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