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Economics

Can food banks be
alternative lost jobs?
Shahid Hussain

Prime Minister Imran Khan has launched a mobile food bank programme
to feed the poor. Initially, it has been launched in the federal capital and
will soon expand to other cities of the country. It is a good initiative but
will only serve a limited number of people. Most people, though struggling
to support their families, will not take charity food; they need jobs and
immediate respite from skyrocketing prices to run the affairs of their
households honourably.
The new programme will not benefit more than 18.5 million people,
who are estimated to have lost jobs in Pakistan in the aftermath of the
pandemic. The loss of a large number of livelihoods points out flaws in
the system and deep-rooted structural problems. According to a think
tank, job losses from the pandemic could be more than the government’s
estimates and people of the Punjab and Khyber Pakhtunkhwa could be
most affected by rising unemployment. According to the Pakistan Institute of Development Economics (PIDE), the pandemic has shown that
we couldn't impose lockdown like the rest of the world because we lacked
the systems to do so. The pandemic is not the ultimate problem of Pakistan, it is just the tip of the iceberg compared to the deep-rooted structural problems that we are just not ready to face. As per the projections,
poverty has gone up by 20-30pc.
The government started celebrations after it claims it has improved
the economy and brought down prices. The economy may be improving,
though its benefits have not started reaching the common people. However, the government’s claim of controlling prices is totally false. Recently, Minister Imran Khan claimed that his government’s concerted
efforts for bringing prices down had started bearing fruit and inflation
slowed down in January to below the July 2018 level. However, the
ground reality is different from the claims and essentials are still out of
the reach of the common people. Prices of some vegetables and fruits
have come down in recent months after fresh supplies arrived in the market but cooking oil, sugar and flour prices are still high. Prices are also
set to rise steeply after the government has announced a Rs1.95 per unit
increase in electricity rates.
Contrary to the government’s claim, the inflation rate spiralled to 8.7pc
in February - one of the steepest increases in a month – after a surge in
prices of food and energy. The 8.7pc inflation was the highest in the past
four months, which also reversed the downward trend in the inflation index,
according to the Pakistan Bureau of Statistics (PBS). The latest statistics
reveal that today electricity is 43pc costlier than a year ago and almost all
essentials recorded a double-digit hike in prices, including wheat, sugar,
milk and wheat flour. There was an increase of three percentage points in
the pace of inflation last month, which was one of the fastest increases in
the index. In January 2021, the inflation reading had slipped to 5.7pc.
However, the February inflation reading belies the government claim
that inflation was at the lowest level in its term in January. The 8.7pc inflation rate was significantly higher than the forecast of the Ministry of Finance
that expected it to remain in a range of 5.5pc to 7.5pc in February. In its
monthly Economic Outlook report, the Ministry of Finance had also said
that the future inflation rate might follow a lower path. The latest data re-
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veals that there was a significant increase in inflation in both urban and
rural areas. The inflation rate in urban areas jumped to 8.6pc in February,
an increase of 3.6pc in just one month. Similarly, in rural areas, the inflation
rate increased to 8.8pc. Food prices also increased in both urban and rural
areas. In cities, food inflation increased to double digits at 10.3pc. In rural
areas, food inflation was calculated at 9.1pc. Core inflation - calculated by
excluding food and energy items - jumped to an eight-month high at 6.4pc
in urban areas in February. The major items that saw price hikes were
eggs 48pc, chicken 36pc, condiments and spices 31pc, wheat 24pc, mustard oil 23pc, beans, sugar and vegetable ghee 17pc, cooking oil 15.4pc,
milk 15pc and wheat flour bag 13.5pc.
The fresh wave of price hike belies the government’s claim to bring
down inflation. Millions of people have lost jobs in Pakistan. Prices have
risen to a level where even middle-income families are struggling to survive. The opposition has upped the ante. It has won almost all by-elections
against the government. People are extremely annoyed at government
policies. If elections are held today, the ruling party will not be able to win
more than a few dozens of seats.
On the other hand, the government is trying to hide behind the pandemic. It claims the economy was poised to take off after three years of
slowdown but the pandemic has hit people and businesses hard since
mid-March 2020. However, fiscal indicators were bad even before the
onset of the pandemic. The economy had slowed down, millions of people lost jobs and thousands of businesses shut down as a result of economic policies of the government. It blames the pandemic for all its
failures while there was no pandemic in the country in the first nine
months of the last fiscal year.
The government may not provide jobs to people in the near future.
However, it can take measures to save them from high prices. It should
act now.
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Politics

Senate elections
and after
Nasim Ahmed

The recent Senate elections once again exposed the soft underbelly of Pakistan’s democratic system. The unsavoury
events in the course of the polls to elect members to the
Upper House of Parliament showed how results can be manipulated through vote buying and how members switch their
loyalties for a pot of gold.
Yusuf Raza Gilani was the opposition’s Pakistan Democratic Movement (PDM) candidate for the Senate seat whose
constituency was the National Assembly of Pakistan. Since
the government coalition has a majority in the National Assembly, there was no way Gilani could win. The PPP succeeded in convincing the PML-N to follow Asif Ali Zardari’s
strategy and vote for Gilani, the person for whose disqualification the PML-N had worked so hard about a decade ago.
Since Asif Zardari was behind the move, the PTI smelled
a rat and asked for open balloting to rule out the possibility of
any foul play and floor-crossing. But the PDM strongly opposed the demand despite the fact that both PPP and PMLN have in the past supported open balloting for Senate
elections. It may be recalled here that in 2006, the PML-N and
PPP signed the Charter of Democracy, which laid down that
to eliminate corruption all votes for the Senate will be by an
open identifiable ballot system. But the same parties argued
against the open ballot in a landmark case before the Supreme Court, only
to pave the way for corruption in the 2021 Senate elections.
As planned by the PDM strategists, Gilani managed to defeat the candidate of the ruling coalition, Hafeez Shaikh, by 169 votes to 164, with
seven votes rejected. But the result was not exactly a surprise in view of
the events of the past few days. PTI spokesmen have alleged that tens of
millions of rupees were paid for every vote, with Maryam Nawaz openly
claiming it was her party’s ticket for the next general elections that was
used as a bribe to lure the treasury MNAs to vote for the opposition candidate. While videos of Khyber Pakhtunkhwa MPAs accepting bribes during the 2018 elections were still making the rounds, a new video surfaced
showing Gilani’s son telling government MNAs how to deliberately waste
their votes in the Senate elections. Other audio clips showed Sindh government ministers promising money in return for spoiling their votes.
This is not the first time members of Parliament have sold their soul in
return for money. This sordid story dates back to Changa Manga about
three decades ago. The 1990s were an era of brazen horse-trading and
floor-crossing. During the Musharraf interregnum, the process came to an
end but has now been revived. For the PPP and the PML-N, the PTI is the
common target and they have reverted to their old tricks to achieve their
objective. Morality and ethics are no part of this brand of Pakistan politics.
The fact that Gilani, a PPP leader, was fielded as a joint opposition candidate despite the PML-N being the largest opposition party shows how principles can be compromised for short-term gains.
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The defeat in the Senate elections has come as a big jolt for the PTI
government, undermining its standing among the public. It forced the
Prime Minister to seek a vote of confidence from the National Assembly
and convince the government supporters that the situation is under control.
But the PTI is not yet out of the woods, especially when the adversaries
are a wily Zardari and an amoral PML-N leadership, who want to topple
the government by any means, fair or foul.
It appears the political situation will become more difficult for the PTI.
Let alone constitutional amendments, even ordinary legislation will be
stonewalled in the Upper House. Add to this the fact that members of the
allied parties in the ruling coalition are not immune to inducements from
the Opposition. Corruption, bribery, and stealing votes are now deeply embedded in Pakistan’s political culture.
Prime Minister Imran Khan has easily won the vote of confidence in the
National Assembly. As many as 178 lawmakers voted in favour of a resolution tabled in the Lower House. The votes he secured are six more than
the simple majority of the House and two more than the tally he clinched
on August 17, 2018 as PM. But we must remember that Imran Khan’s government rests on the support of 178 MNAs, which also include 16 dissenters, who had voted for Yusuf Raza Gilani in the March 3 Senate vote.
Much will, however, depend upon the government’s own performance
— particularly on the economic front. So far the PTI has not been able to
translate into practice its promise to bring relief to the people. Without improving its governance and controlling the price spiral, it cannot successfully negotiate the challenge from the PDM.
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Survey

India’s transformation into
intolerant Hindu nationalist state
Nasim Ahmed

The liberal, secular India of Nehru and Gandhi is no more. Under the Modiled BJP government, India is fast becoming a racist and fascist Hindu nationalist society in which there is no democratic dissent. The Hindutva
brigade is targeting Muslim and other minorities to reduce them to the status of second class citizens.
According to the latest global survey, India has become one of the
world’s least free democracies. The Freedom in the World 2020 report
ranks India at the 83rd position, along with Timor-Leste and Senegal. This
is near the bottom of the list of countries categorised as “Free”, with only
Tunisia receiving a lower score. India’s score fell by four points to 71, the
worst decline among the world’s 25 largest democracies this year.
The analysis contains a warning about the Indian government’s alarming departures from democratic norms under Prime Minister Narendra
Modi’s Bharatiya Janata Party. The annulment of autonomy and the subsequent shutdown of occupied Kashmir, the National Register of Citizens
and the Citizenship (Amendment) Act, as well as the crackdown on mass
protests have been listed as the main signs of declining freedom in the report, released by Freedom House, a US-based watchdog, which has been
tracking global political and civil liberties for almost half a century.
To quote the report, “These three actions have shaken the rule of law
in India and threatened the secular and inclusive nature of its political system. While India continues to earn a Free rating and held successful elections last spring, the BJP has distanced itself from the country’s founding
commitment to pluralism and individual rights, without which democracy
cannot long survive.”
Narendra Modi, who is known as the Butcher of Gujarat, has cavalierly
rejected criticism of his racist Hindu nationalist policies, which include a
series of new measures that threaten to disenfranchise India’s Muslim population. The report has slammed the internet blackout in occupied Kashmir,
terming it the longest shutdown ever imposed by a democracy. The freedom of expression is under threat in India, with journalists, academics and
others facing harassment and intimidation for exposing the lies and transgressions of the BJP government.
The findings of the global survey are based on the principles enshrined
in the Universal Declaration of Human Rights, adopted by the United Nations General Assembly in 1948. It covers 195 countries, awarding scores
based on political rights indicators such as the electoral process, political
pluralism and participation and government functioning, as well as civil liberties indicators related to freedom of expression, religious rights, the rule
of law and personal autonomy.
India scored 34 out of 40 points in the political rights category, but only
37 out of 60 in the civil liberties category, for a total score of 71, a drop
from last year’s score of 75. The report treats Indian occupied Kashmir as
a separate territory, which saw its total score drop steeply from 49 to 28
this year, moving it from a status of “Partly Free” to “Not Free”
The findings of the Freedom Index are endorsed by another report released by The Economist magazine of London. Each year the Economist
Intelligence Unit compiles a “Democracy Index”, which shows the state of
democracy around the world. In the Economist 2020 report India was
ranked 51st in 2019, with an overall score of 6.9 which has dropped to
6.61. The report observes that there has been significant “democratic back-
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sliding” by India in the past year, due to which it has been categorised as
a “flawed democracy.” India has fallen from a global ranking of 27 in 2015
to 53. To quote the report, this is because “democratic norms have been
under pressure since 2015 under the leadership of Narendra Modi”.
It is no secret that since Narendra Modi took over in 2014 there has
been a steep decline in democratic freedoms and civil liberties in India.
According to the magazine “by contrast, the scores for some of India’s regional neighbours, such as Bangladesh, Bhutan and Pakistan, improved
marginally in 2020”. In the last few years, India has seen the increasing influence of religion under the Modi premiership, whose policies have fomented anti-Muslim feelings and religious strife.
The EIU report specifically refers to the enactment in December 2019
of the Citizenship (Amendment) Act 2019, which “continued to fuel riots in
2020, with several left dead following clashes in February in the capital
city, New Delhi. The act introduces a religious element to the conceptualisation of Indian citizenship, a step that many critics see as undermining
the secular basis of the Indian state”.
The magazine indicts Modi for participating in the ground-breaking ceremony at the site of the destroyed Babri Masjid, and notes that the Ram
Mandir’s construction will further polarize India and strengthen the aggressive Hindu nationalists.
The Economist also ran a story on India recently captioned “India’s government is censoring people before they comment”. It quotes Idi Amin, the
late Ugandan dictator, who once declared he respected freedom of speech,
but could not guarantee freedom after speech. The magazine says “India’s
government has gained a taste for curtailing freedom before speech.”
According to The Wire, an Indian media outlet, 55 journalists were
threatened, arrested and booked by the Centre and state governments
for their reporting on COVID-19. FIRs have been filed against several
journalists of both regional and national media. Details of the crackdown
were published in a report by the Delhi-based Rights and Risk Analysis
Group which said that journalists were charged for “exercising freedom
of opinion and expression during the national lockdown between March
25 and May 31, 2020.”
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Peace

LoC ceasefire: A
pleasant surprise
Muhammad Hassan

A recent decision by military leaderships of Pakistan and India to abide by
the 2003 ceasefire along the Line of Control has come as a pleasant surprise.
The development has rekindled hopes the two countries can hold talks and
resolve their longstanding issues, including Kashmir, in a peaceful manner.
The move is unexpected, especially after persistent aggression from
New Delhi on the people of Indian Illegally Occupied Jammu and Kashmir
(IIOJ&C) and intensified shelling on civilians in Pakistan. The tension between the two neighbours was so high until recently that no one could even
imagine the resumption of bilateral talks.
In a joint statement, Pakistan and India said that they had recommitted
themselves to the 2003 ceasefire arrangement at the Line of Control and
agreed to address the core issues that could undermine peace and stability. The announcement was made in a joint statement by the militaries of
the two countries on a hotline contact between their directors general military operations (DGMOs). It said Pakistani DGMO Maj-Gen Nauman Zakaria and his Indian counterpart Lt-Gen Paramjit Sangha talked in a
“cordial atmosphere” and the agreement reached between them took effect
a night earlier under which ceasefire violations at the LoC had ended from
midnight of Feb 24 and 25. “Both sides agreed to strict observance of all
agreements, understandings and cease firing along the LoC and all other
sectors, with effect from midnight 24/25 February 2021,” the statement
added. The two sides also agreed to revive the existing mechanisms —
hotline contact and flag meetings — for dealing with “any unforeseen situation or misunderstanding”.
One of the key parts of the statement related to the commitment to addressing core issues bedeviling the ties. “In the interest of achieving mutually
beneficial and sustainable peace, the two DGMOs agreed to address each
other’s core issues, concerns which have propensity to disturb peace and
lead to violence,” the statement noted. Experts say it means that the understanding reached between the two sides goes beyond an agreement on adhering to the 2003 arrangement and carries a commitment to addressing
the real issues, especially Kashmir.
However, it is yet to be seen how effectively India abides by the agreement. In November 2003, Pakistan and India had agreed to cease fire along
the LoC and the Working Boundary. The agreement held for a few years,
but India started regular violations in 2008. The situation worsened after
Prime Minister Narendra Modi came to power in India in 2014. Indian troops
committed over 3,000 ceasefire violations in which 28 Pakistani civilians
were martyred last year.
Foreign Minister Shah Mahmood Qureshi welcomed the agreement, saying it was a positive development. “It could be a good start for the future.
India will have to abide by the ceasefire agreement with sincerity. How can
we make progress on the issue of occupied Kashmir unless the environment
is conducive,” he said. Indian Ministry of External Affairs, in its reaction, said:
“India desires normal neighbourly relations with Pakistan. We have always
maintained that we are committed to addressing issues, if any, in a peaceful
bilateral manner.”
The United Nations and the United States also welcomed the joint statement, saying it was a positive step towards peace and stability in South Asia.
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United Nations General Assembly President Volkan Bozkir said, “I wholeheartedly welcome the ceasefire agreement between India and Pakistan.
Their stated commitment to achieve sustainable peace through addressing
each other's core issues and concerns sets an example for other countries
and demonstrates UNGA values.”
It is also interesting to note that the announcement of the ceasefire came
on the eve of the second anniversary of the February 2019 aerial skirmishes
between the two countries following the Pulwama attack. Questions are also
being raised about who brokered or encouraged the two countries to revive
the agreement after a long time, especially after recent atrocities by India in
occupied Kashmir. According to media reports, diplomatic observers believe
that it was a result of some backchannel talks that may have been at work
for months. It is said that the intelligence agencies of the two countries were
involved in the talks with the blessings of their respective military leaderships
and not many people were in the loop on both sides.
According to the Indian media, National Security Adviser Ajit Doval and
Special Assistant to the Prime Minister on National Security Moeed Yusuf
were also involved in the talks. However, Moeed denied that he was part of
any backchannel talks. He tweeted: “No such talks have taken place between me and Mr Doval.” In another tweet, he said the agreement had resulted through DGMOs dialogue “done privately and professionally through
the direct channel.” In an audio clip, he said: “These things happen behind
the scenes. A lot of effort goes into it. Do you think this happened without
any effort and without pressure?”
Another significance part of the agreement is that Pakistan also showed
leniency to start the talks because it had set the condition that it would not
do so until and unless India cancelled the annexation of held Kashmir and
ended human rights violations there. India also agreed to address core issues bedeviling the ties. Undoubtedly, it is a huge development, especially
considering the tension between the nuclear-armed rivals two years ago,
when they were at the brink of war.
However, it will be unwise to expect that the bitterness afflicting bilateral
ties will disappear in the days and weeks to come on the basis of the joint
statement. It will take years and decades for sustainable peace, which would
immensely benefit the people of the two countries.
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Environment

Protecting biodiversity
Muhammad Ali

The world faces a more serious climate crisis after Covid-19 lockdowns
have eased and economic activity began. It is feared that harm to biodiversity and its catastrophic effects could be even worse in the years
to come.
In fact, the coronavirus and emerging infectious diseases in humans
are being linked to human impact on the environment. The virus has killed
hundreds of thousands of people and shrunk the global economy by trillions of dollars and the damage could be more serious if the climate crisis
is left unaddressed. According to the UN Environment Program (UNEP),
human impact is increasing the risk of emerging infectious diseases in humans, over 70 of which originate from animals, mainly from wildlife. Plans
for post-Covid-19 recovery, and specifically plans to reduce the risk of future epidemics, therefore, need to go further upstream than early detection
and control of disease outbreaks. They also need to lessen our impact on
the environment to reduce the risk at its source, it warned.
The United Nations drew links between the health of the planet and
human health, while highlighting the importance of protecting biodiversity,
the system that supports life. "At least 70 per cent of emerging infectious
diseases such as coronavirus are crossing from the wild to people, and
transformative actions are urgently required to protect the environment
and human rights,” it noted.
It urged countries to take urgent action to protect the environment and
stop climate disruption, biodiversity loss, toxic pollution and diseases that
jump from animals to humans. In his message, UN Secretary-General Antonio Guterres said, "Nature is sending us a clear message. We are harming the natural world, to our own detriment. Habitat degradation and
biodiversity loss are accelerating, climate disruption is getting worse. To
care for humanity, we must care for nature.”
The world population has doubled over the past 50 years, and the
global economy grew fourfold over the period and it disturbed the delicate
balance of nature, creating ideal conditions for pathogens, such as coronavirus, to spread. As countries opened up, and governments approved
stimulus packages to support job creation, poverty reduction, development
and economic growth, the UN Environment Programme (UNEP), is urging
them to "build back better".
It involves capturing opportunities for green investment such as renewable energy, smart housing, green public procurement, and public transport guided by the principles and standards of sustainable production and
consumption. A failure to do so and an attempted return to business as
usual, risks seeing inequalities rising even further, and a worsening of the
degradation of the planet, at a time when one million animal and plant
species are on the brink of extinction.
In its manifesto for a better recovery from Covid-19, the World Health
Organisation (WHO) said," The pandemic is a reminder of the intimate and
delicate relationship between people and planet. Any efforts to make our
world safer are doomed to fail unless they address the critical interface
between people and pathogens, and the existential threat of climate
change that is making our Earth less habitable.”
Currently, over seven million people a year die from exposure to air
pollution – 1 in 8 of all deaths. Over 90pc of people breathe outdoor air
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with pollution levels exceeding WHO air quality guideline values. Twothirds of this exposure to outdoor pollution results from the burning of the
same fossil fuels that are driving climate change. At the same time, renewable energy sources and storage continue to drop in price, increase in reliability, and provide more numerous, safer and higher paid jobs. Energy
infrastructure decisions taken now will be locked in for decades to come.
Factoring in the full economic and social consequences, and taking decisions in the public health interest, will tend to favour renewable energy
sources, leading to cleaner environments and healthier people.
Several of the countries that were earliest and hardest hit by pandemic,
such as Italy and Spain, and those that were most successful in controlling
the disease, such as South Korea and New Zealand, have put green development alongside health at the heart of their Covid-19 recovery strategies. A rapid global transition to clean energy would not only meet the Paris
climate agreement goal of keeping warming below 2C, but would also improve air quality to such an extent that the resulting health gains would
repay the cost of the investment twice over.
According to the WHO, diseases caused by either lack of access to
food, or consumption of unhealthy, high calorie diets, are now the single
largest cause of global ill health. They also increase vulnerability to other
risks - conditions such as obesity and diabetes are among the largest risk
factors for illness and death from the pandemic. Agriculture, particularly
clearing of land to rear livestock, contributes about one-fourth of global
greenhouse gas emissions, and land use change is the single biggest environmental driver of new disease outbreaks. There is a need for a rapid
transition to healthy, nutritious and sustainable diets. If the world were able
to meet WHO’s dietary guidelines, it would save millions of lives, reduce
disease risks, and bring major reductions in global greenhouse gas emissions.
The way the global crisis of environmental degradation has started affecting the world population and wildlife, it will become the biggest challenge ever faced by humans in a few decades. Global heating puts
pressure on resources, as extreme weather, including heatwaves,
droughts, floods and fiercer storms, grows more frequent and devastating.
Socioeconomic risks could increase significantly for those living in urban
areas of Pakistan and India by 2050 as heatwaves push up against the
limits of human endurance and survivability, the McKinsey Global Institute
warned in its report. Hot and humid countries, like Pakistan, are expected
to become significantly hotter and more humid by 2050. It would impact
workability in urban settings, and the report expects an average ten-percentage-point loss in annual share of effective outdoor working hours in
heat-exposed regions between today and 2050.
Environmental degradation now affects our lives in ways that are becoming impossible to ignore, from food to jobs to security. The irony is that
most countries, which are worst affected by climate change, like Pakistan,
have not contributed to the problem. They are paying the price for the
greed and reckless policies of the advanced countries. The world’s leading
climate scientists have warned that our current actions are not enough for
us to meet our target of 1.5C of warming. We need to do more to save the
planet and ourselves.
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Politics

Senate upset: A blessing in
disguise for PM Imran Khan?
Muhammad Zain

Prime Minister Imran Khan faced a severe blow when his party candidate for a Senate seat in Islamabad lost election to the opposition. At
least 15 of his party members voted against him. He had to seek a
fresh vote of confidence from the National Assembly as the defeat implied that he had lost trust of the House.
However, Prime Minister Imran Khan has emerged more powerful
after the stunning blow. After obtaining the vote of confidence, he has
scuttled a possible no-trust motion by the opposition against him in the
next six months. It is fact that his choice of the candidate for the important seat was wrong. Finance Minister Hafeez Shaikh was a weak
candidate as compared to former Prime Minister Yusuf Raza Gilani. It
is also a fact that the Election Commission of Pakistan failed to ensure
transparency in the process, especially after a leaked video and phone
call of Gilani’s son and a Sindh minister respectively. The election was
held according to the old practice of secret voting, as was opined by
the Supreme Court of Pakistan. However, the court also had ordered
the Election Commission of Pakistan to ensure transparency and fairness in the election, but it failed.
The Supreme Court had suggested that the ECP could use the latest
technology to hold transparent elections. "The Election Commission is
required to take all available measures including utilising technologies
to fulfill the solemn constitutional duty to ensure that the election is conducted honestly, justly, fairly and in accordance with law and that corrupt practices are guarded against," it ruled. However, the ECP failed
to use technology despite an offer of help by the government.
The ECP also failed to ensure the court ruling which said the secrecy of the ballot papers was "not final," which meant that secrecy in
Senate elections was not absolute or eternal and it was up to the ECP
to choose a method for the polls such as printing a barcode or serial
number on the ballot papers. After the court opinion, the ECP also
needed to ensure identifiable ballots, proportional representation and
free and fair elections. However, the result shows as the election was
held on the old pattern and the main opposition parties, PPP and PMLN, also resorted to the past practice of horse-trading, which they have
perfected after being in the government and opposition alternatively
for decades.
According to the number of MNAs, the PTI and its allies should
have won the seat from Islamabad with a majority. The result itself
proves the failure of the ECP to hold fair elections. In the National Assembly, the ruling alliance enjoys the support of 180 members whereas
161 members belong to the opposition alliance. Gilani bagged 169
votes, while Hafeez Shaikh received 164 votes. Seven votes were rejected. The PTI coalition lost 17 votes for the general seat of Islamabad, including seven rejected votes. The ruling coalition also lost
seven votes in the women's seat, including five rejected votes.
It is a fact that Prime Minister Imran Khan took the opposition lightly
when it fielded Gilani for the Islamabad seat. He was overconfident of
his candidate's win because he had the required strength. It was also
expected that nobody would dare sell and buy votes after the Supreme
Court opinion and media coverage of the Senate polls. It is also a fact
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that Gilani was a better candidate as compared to Shaikh. Gilani has
been in politics for decades and he ran his campaign very effectively.
He may also have been backed by PTI MNAs from South Punjab, because legislators of backward areas always prefer a local candidate.
The opposition also used all possible resources to win the seat to
create an impression that Prime Minister Imran Khan has lost the confidence of the National Assembly after Gilani’s victory, because only
Members of National Assembly (MNAs) elect two senators from Islamabad. The opposition largely succeeded in its mission. However, the
victory on the women’s seat dispels the impression that Imran Khan
had lost a majority in the National Assembly at any moment.
The vote of confidence also proved his majority. He received 178
votes in the 342-member National Assembly, two more than what he
had received when was elected the Prime Minister in 2018. The opposition boycotted the proceedings because it knew it could not dislodge
him through a no-trust motion. However, it will continue efforts to
destabilize the system. It will continue attacks on his party’s governments in the Centre and Punjab, where he enjoys a thin majority. He
will have to remain vigilant against the opposition, which has all possible resources at its disposal. Its next move could be against the Punjab government.
Prime Minister Imran Khan must have details of MNAs, who sold or
did not vote for Hafeez Shaikh. He had removed 20 members of the
Khyber Pakhtunkhwa Assembly belonging to his party, who were allegedly paid Rs50 million each during the last Senate election. He cannot take action against deserters now, because he has a thin majority
in the National Assembly. According to him, 15 of his MNAs had voted
for Gilani. The ruling coalition has almost 19 more MNAs in the National Assembly than that of the opposition alliance. He will have to
keep the deserters with him to stay in the government.
The government may not have won a majority in the Senate, but it is
in a position now to call sessions of both Houses together to pass laws,
which it has not been able to do since its installation. In this way, Prime
Minister Imran Khan can reform the system and improve governance.
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Towards SBP’s autonomy
Shahid Hussain

The government has decided to empower the State Bank of Pakistan by
resetting its core function and prevent its working from political interference. The move will not only help the central bank play its due role in controlling inflation and currency through independent determination of
monetary and exchange rates, but also help the country identify flaws in
the system and rectify them.
The proposed amendment to the existing SBP Act aims at making the
central bank autonomous as per international best practices. It will empower the bank to determine its own monetary and exchange rate policies, free of the government’s influence, which would also enable it to
control prices. Though the amendment was proposed to meet the International Monetary Fund (IMF)’s condition, yet it will help the country
achieve its true potential.
The federal cabinet approved three crucial bills, including the one allowing unprecedented autonomy to the central bank to target inflation, rather
than economic growth. According to the SBP Amendment Bill, 2021, the
central bank’s primary objective will be domestic price stability. Supporting
economic policies has been declared the “tertiary objective” of the central
bank, while the National Accountability Bureau (NAB) and the Federal Investigation Agency (FIA) cannot investigate the SBP governor, deputy governors, its executives and board and committee members. Former officials
have also been provided with immunity from the NAB and the FIA.
The Monetary and Fiscal Policies Coordination Board has been proposed to be abolished, with a view to ending “risk of undue political influence over the SBP’s monetary policy”. The bill also proposes abolition of
SBP’s powers to run quasi fiscal operations. A major change has been
proposed in the preamble of the SBP bill. As against its current dual objectives of regulating the monetary and credit system and fostering growth,
it has been proposed that domestic price stability will be the primary objective and fostering development and fuller utilisation of the country’s productive resources will be its tertiary objective.
A new clause has been inserted to make “Price Stability” the primary
objective of the SBP. The central bank will have the freedom to determine
and implement monetary policy, formulate and implement the exchange
rate policy. However, no inflation target has been given in the bill. Also, in
the future, the federal government cannot make legislation without consulting the SBP. “The bank shall be consulted ex ante on any proposed
legislative act related to the bank,” according to the bill.
The definition of “monetary liabilities” has been introduced, which
means total liabilities of the bank as reduced by the sum of “deposits of
the government, amounts owing to the IMF, the WB, the ADB or other such
instruments, deposits of foreign central banks or sovereign wealth funds,
utilised swap lines of foreign central banks and balance of participant central banks under any clearing union”. Currently, the Chinese currency
swaps, foreign central banks deposits and the IMF loans for balance of
payments are part of the SBP liabilities, which understate the total public
debt of the federal government. The central bank will have full authority to
“acquire, hold and dispose of movable and immovable property of any
kind”. It has been proposed to increase the authorised capital of the SBP
to Rs500 billion and the paid-up capital to Rs100 billion. The paid-up capital will be made up through issuance of bonus shares by capitalisation of
profits or general reserves or through subscription of shares in cash by the
federal government.
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However, the paid-up capital and general reserves of the bank have to
be equal to 8pc of the monetary liabilities of the central bank. The federal
finance secretary has been proposed to be removed from the SBP board
but SBP Governor Dr Reza Baqir will remain the chairman of the board.
“The bank shall not extend any direct credits to or guarantee any obligation
of the government, or government-owned entity or any other public entity”,
states the bill. The bank will also not purchase the government securities
in the primary market but can purchase in the secondary markets. Also,
the government will have to retire all its debt that it owes to the central
bank at the already agreed schedules and no rollover would be allowed.
The guarantees issued by the SBP to secure the obligations of the government outstanding at the enactment of the amended law “shall not be
increased”. The Pakistan Railways overdraft will be converted into longterm debt for eight years and be charged at the market interest rates.
In the future, the SBP will allocate 20pc of its distributable profit to the
general reserves account until the sum of the capital and general reserves is not equal to 8pc of the total monetary liabilities of the bank. A
portion of the profit will also be retained to meet the identified liabilities
of the central bank. The governor shall be appointed by the president for
a period of five years, to be extended by another term of five years. The
current term is three years. The deputy governors will be appointed by
the federal government from a panel of three candidates for each vacant
position recommended by the governor, following an early consultation
with the finance minister. In case of the appointment of non-executive directors, there shall be a panel of three candidates. The external members
of the MPC will be appointed by the federal government but on the recommendation of the SBP board.
No member of parliament or provincial assembly and member of a political party can be a member of the SBP board or the MPC. The maximum
age for serving as governor and deputy governor will be 65 years. The appointment periods of the incumbent governor and deputy governors have
been protected in the new law as well. The external members of the MPC
will also be appointed for five years. Instead of the federal government,
the remuneration, terms and conditions of the service of the governor and
deputy governors will be determined by the SBP board. The governor’s
salary will be determined by keeping in mind the prevalent salaries in the
financial sector of Pakistan, which runs into hundreds of millions of rupees
in some cases.
The government cannot remove the governor or deputy governor except in certain cases, which are defined under Section 13 of the proposed
law. In case of deputy governor, the governor will also have to give recommendation for the removal. The government has also decided to appoint boards of directors, chairmen and chief executive officers of
state-owned enterprises (SOEs) by their respective boards instead of secretaries and ministers to bring professionalism to the public sector. They
would also be exempted from the application of the procurement rules to
let them take independent decisions and compete with the private sector.
On paper, the only flaw in the proposal is that the appointment of the
SBP governor and deputy governors should have been made through
an independent board, instead of the president and the federal government. Still, it is hoped the new administrative powers to the central bank
will not only improve its own function but also strengthen national institutions and the economy.
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PM Imran Khan’s
new inning
Raza Khan

Prime Minister of Pakistan Imran Khan has got a new lease of political life
by getting a vote of confidence in the National Assembly of Pakistan on
March 6, throwing down the gauntlet to the opposition parties trying to
bring down the Pakistan Tehreek-e-Insaf (PTI)-led government for the last
several months. The vote of confidence by an embattled PM would have
profound consequences for the country in the months ahead.
Before dilating upon the consequences of PM Khan getting another
confidence vote after nearly a half of the government’s constitutionally stipulated five-year tenure, it is important to briefly mention the circumstances
and situation which pressurised Khan to take the vote. In the last few
weeks, important political developments have taken place. The first was
the election for a half of the Senate members. In a contest on a Senate
seat, PTI candidate, Dr Hafeez Sheikh, who is a former adviser on finance,
surprisingly lost to the combined opposition candidate, creating political
instability in Pakistan, because the Electoral College for the Senate seat
was the National Assembly, therefore, the defeat of the ruling party candidate meant that the Prime Minister, who is also elected by a majority of
National Assembly members, had lost his majority in the House.
In the situation, PM Khan made a bold decision to take a fresh vote of
confidence from the National Assembly. The decision was not merely bold
but unprecedented in the Pakistani context. Never a prime minister in Pakistan’s history has decided to take a confidence vote after facing a defeat
in the National Assembly on an issue or policy. The decision was unprecedented in the sense that the PTI-led coalition government has been hanging by a thread because of a razor-thin majority in the National Assembly.
It may be mentioned that for a government to come to power and remain
in the saddle in the House of 342-member, it requires at least 172 members on its side. Presently, the ruling coalition government, including the
PTI (157 seats), Muttahida Qaumi Movement (7 seats), Pakistan Muslim
League-Q and Balochistan Awami Party (5 seats each), Grand Democratic
Alliance (GDA), Awami Muslim League (one seat each) and Jamhoori
Watan Party (one seat), has nearly 180 seats. Thus, the ruling coalition
has a very thin majority in the National Assembly and in the situation taking
a confidence vote was a daunting task. But as PM Khan is well-known for
his dare-devil decisions, he took the initiative and it paid off. Otherwise, it
was a risky decision in the context that any allied ruling party could have
quite legally decided not to give a vote of confidence to him. The allies of
the PTI have been quite unhappy, not only with the very poor performance
of the government but also due to the unfulfilled promises which PM Khan
had made with them. It was feared that some of the parties may not vote
for him. Even members of the PTI could refuse to vote for him, given the
history of politics of inducements in Pakistan. However, all PTI and allied
parties members of the National Assembly voted to repose confidence in
the Prime Minister.
The decision by PM Khan to take a fresh vote of confidence was not
only deeply moral but also democratic. Khan, while delivering a speech to
the nation after the Senate election, in which he announced his decision
to get a vote of confidence, said that members of the ruling coalition, who
did not vote for Dr Hafeez Shaikh in the Senate election due to which the
government had to face extreme embarrassment, should also openly reject
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him and he would leave instead of clinging to power. It was a great offer
from PM Khan and the opposition parties, together forming the so-called
Pakistan Democratic Movement (PDM), could have capitalised on the opportunity to defeat the government and make a bid to form their coalition
government. But the opposition parties knew that they did not have a majority in the National Assembly and could not defeat the ruling coalition in
an open vote. They opted for a boycott of the NA session. Otherwise, in
purely democratic countries this is a godsend opportunity for the opposition
to edge out the sitting government and get political power.
While announcing a boycott of the NA session in which PM Khan was
to get a vote of confidence, the opposition demonstrated complete political
cowardice and insensitivity. The opposition parties, trying to bring down
the coalition government for the last several months and failing to get any
worthwhile public support in this regard, could not face the embarrassment
of a political defeat. Although a political defeat cannot be a source of embarrassment for any political entity, yet the sportsman spirit should have
been demonstrated in this regard. Instead of doing this, PDM head Fazlur
Rahman, who is not even a member of the National Assembly, took a very
sarcastic stand that the National Assembly session did not have any “legal”
status in which PM Khan would take a confidence vote. Fazl and other
PDM leaders, like Maryam Safdar, demanded PM Khan to resign and call
fresh elections. The stand was totally unwarranted, because why would a
government, which has a majority in the National Assembly and even
proved afresh and had come to power through a popularly contested election, resign even after just two-and-a-half years of its five-year constitutional tenure? This is not at all a democratic attitude, which has been
completely lacking within the political leaders of Pakistan. If today the PDM
leadership does not recognise the legal and constitutional government of
PM Khan, then what is the guarantee that tomorrow when the PDM, if it
remains intact, possibly forms a government and the PTI or Imran Khan
and allies would not make its status controversial? If this would be the
case, then there could never be political stability in Pakistan. Pakistan is
facing really daunting challenges and the political leadership must demonstrate profound sagacity and tolerance. It could only be demonstrated if
they rise above their petty political issues and interests and consider that
the continuity of the system is indeed very important for not only the country but also their personal political career and endeavours.
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Future of our
political system
Raza Khan

Although Prime Minister Imran Khan has received a vote of confidence
in the National Assembly and apparently secured the immediate future
of his government, yet the question arises: whether the present political
system is sustainable? The answer is a big “No.” This is evident from
the recent political events and processes which have taken place.
The Senate elections, which were held on March 3, and the manner
in which money was lavishly thrown to win and secure political loyalties
or change them, is enough evidence that the current political system is
incorrigibly corrupt. It is argued that in the recent Senate elections most
of the provincial assembly members in all four provinces voted for their
party candidates and the polls were relatively transparent than the past
elections for the Upper House of parliament. However, this is totally a
shallow argument. Even a person, like Prime Minister Khan, had to use
government development funds to oblige his own party members of
provincial assemblies (MPAs). It is despite the fact that PM Khan, before
coming to power, argued that developmental funds to legislators were a
kind of political bribe. Since the PTI has come to power on August 18,
2018, PM Khan and his chief ministers by and large have desisted from
giving developmental funds to public representatives. However, systemic
constraints compelled him to use government funds as a tool to secure
the support of his own and allied parties MPAs in the Senate elections.
On the other hand, the way the combined opposition parties won the
sole Senate seat of Islamabad, for which the Electoral College was National Assembly members, and even got the support of 16 treasury
members for its joint candidate, Yusuf Raza Gillani, is also a proof of
the extreme failure of the political system. PM Khan himself admitted
that 16 of the ruling alliance Members of National Assembly (MNAs) had
sold their votes to the opposition parties. However, those who sold votes
could not be tracked as the ballot was secret while the Election Commission of Pakistan does not have any mechanism to ascertain which
members voted against their respective party policy. These are just two
recent examples of the complete rottenness of the political system while
numerous other aspects and examples of the incorrigibility of the system
could be cited.
Since the current parliamentary political system has been in vogue,
Pakistan has yearned for political stability to reap its benefits in the form
of economic development and improved standards of living and environment. However, it has remained a pipe dream for all Pakistanis. First,
in the initial years after the establishment of the political system, former
Prime Minister Zulfikar Ali Bhutto behaved like a civilian dictator, physically attacking his political opponents and misusing the constitutional
provisions to punish opposition politicians and journalists. The political
system could not stabilise the country for which it was formulated in the
wake of dismemberment of East Pakistan. In order to strengthen his
power, PM ZAB held national elections one year before his tenure, just
to rig them and lengthen his term in office by another five years. He
could do it by making use of the leverage provided by the state constitution. The result was a combined opposition movement, known as the
Pakistan National Alliance, to remove ZAB from the saddle. Taking ad-
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vantage of the situation, the then Army Chief General Zia stepped in by
imposing martial law and then ruling the country for 11 long years.
The restoration of democracy in 1988 was shallow and quasi and introduced a culture of corruption in the politics of the country. None of
the four governments that came to power between 1988 and 1999 could
complete its respective tenure as all were removed on the charges of
corruption, misuse and abuse of power. There was a lot of substance in
the corruption and misuse of power changes. The reason that the political system could not provide much-needed political stability after the
restoration of democracy in 1988, because the system does not provide
real powers to the elected government. The leverage of manipulation in
the system from non-political forces or institutions of the country is so
huge that they hijack the entire state system, leaving little for the political
governments in terms of policy making and governance. Resultantly,
they resorted to financial corruption for which there have been a lot of
ways in the political system. Different elected political governments and
leaders of the ruling parties, spearheaded by the Pakistan Muslim
League-Nawaz and the Pakistan People’s Party (PPP), swallowed billions of dollars of public funds and numerous cases were registered
against them in courts, the National Accountability Bureau and departments but nothing could be recovered from them. The reason is that the
parliamentary political system provides tools to the ruling parties and
leaders to cover up their corruption and misuse of authority and does
not hold them accountable and, most importantly, for their inability to
ensure good governance.
Due to the huge leverage for manipulation by non-political state institutions and forces of the political system, especially the electoral
process, no real representative government could come to power. It is
fundamentally because in constituency-based politics as provided by
the political system, winning and losing depends not on an agenda or a
vision for development and good governance, but candidates’ familial
and tribal connections, known as biradris (clans). The political parties
also depend on biradaris to secure seats from a particular constituency.
Thus, the political system could not provide genuine and visionary leaders due to which the country has been suffering from crisis after crisis
and conflict after conflict. In the situation, parochial, regional and socalled religious parties have dominated the political system, because by
winning a few seats they can blackmail large political parties, which cannot get the requisite number of parliamentary seats on most occasions.
The blackmailing of small parochial and religious parties of large parties,
like the PML-N, the PPP and now the PTI, resulted in extreme adverse
consequences for the country in the shape of social, political and economic instability.
The present political system could not produce new and young leaders, who have no political base or family connections. Consequently, all
political parties, except Muttahida Qaumi Movement, Jamaat-e-Islam
and to certain extent, the PTI, have become family limited companies,
considering politics as a huge economic enterprise rather than a process
to secure power for the larger interest of the state and society.
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Revised forecasts
Husnain Shahid

International financial institutions have revised their forecasts
upward for Pakistan for the current fiscal year after bleak projections.
Though the current account deficit has started increasing
after remaining positive in the first seven months of the current
year, mainly due to surging imports, yet it is under control. Pakistan received workers’ remittances worth $2.27 billion in January, 19pc higher than $1.90 billion in the same month last year.
These are encouraging signs of economic revival, which will benefit the common people.
In their latest reports, the International Monetary Fund (IMF)
and the World Bank (WB) have changed their projections for
Pakistan’s economy. The IMF in April and the WB in May 2020
had scaled down Pakistan's growth projections for 2020-21 from positive 2 percent and negative 0.2 percent respectively to
one percent and 0.5 percent. Pakistan’s economy, which in the
last fiscal year contracted by 0.4pc, is projected to grow by 1pc in this fiscal
year 2020-21, the IMF said.
In its latest report, the Asian Development Bank forecast broad economic recovery in Pakistan with 2 percent GDP growth in fiscal year
2021, with improved economic sentiment. In its Asian Development Outlook, the ADB said, "Broad economic recovery is projected for fiscal year
2021, with GDP growth estimated to rebound to 2pc, lower than forecast
in 2020. This forecast assumes that the COVID-19 impact will subside,
allowing global conditions to normalize and economic sentiment to improve." The prospect of growth in industry is projected to improve in fiscal
year 2021, led predominantly by construction and small-scale manufacturing. In addition to the normalization of global economic conditions, improved market sentiment, and stronger business and consumer
confidence expected with the easing of the pandemic, a relatively low
policy rate should facilitate the financing of industrial initiatives. The ADB
projected that services should also contribute to growth, spurred by improved growth in agriculture and industry, coupled with an expected improvement in domestic demand overall.
Inflation is projected to slow to 7.5pc in the ongoing fiscal year, lower
than the forecast in 2020, driven by the expected economic recovery, but
tempered by expenditure reform, and the government's decision to stop
borrowing from the central bank, which should help slow growth in the
money supply to 14.2pc in fiscal year 2021. An upside risk to the inflation
forecast is global oil prices rising higher than currently projected. A greater
risk would be electricity tariff increases to improve cost recovery in the industry and help bring down government subsidies. The fiscal deficit is forecast to decline to the equivalent of 7pc of GDP in FY2021. Revenue is
projected to increase, reflecting ambitious revenue-mobilization targets following initiatives to withdraw tax exemptions, rationalize tax concessions,
and broaden the tax base.
The current account deficit is anticipated to remain contained at the
equivalent of 2.4pc of GDP in fiscal year 2021, unchanged from the ADB
2020 forecast and exports are expected to grow with the likely pickup in
economic activity in Pakistan's major trade partners, and as Pakistan's exports become more competitive due to government measures to reduce
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business costs. Imports will rebound from a low base in fiscal year 2020
and, more importantly, in response to economic recovery in the current fiscal year-and despite higher tariffs on imports of nonessential goods.
Pakistan recorded a current account deficit for the second successive
month in January at $229 million, mainly due to increase in import of food
items, industrial raw material and machinery. The growth in imports, mainly
of industrial goods and machinery, indicates expansion in businesses and
growth in economic activities in the country as the economy largely depends on them. The current account deficit was 55pc lower in January
compared to the same month last year and 65pc lower compared to the
previous month of December 2020, according to the State Bank of Pakistan (SBP).
The current account remained surplus at $912 million in the first seven
months of fiscal year 2020-21 compared to a deficit of $2.54 billion in the
same period of the previous year, according to the central bank. The bank
has projected a current account deficit of 0.5-1.5pc of gross domestic product (GDP) for the current fiscal year.
The country has received workers’ remittances worth $2.27 billion in
January 2021, which are 19pc higher compared to $1.90 billion in the same
month of the last year. January was the eighth successive month in which
Pakistan received over $2 billion remittances. In the first seven months of
the current fiscal year, inflows grew 24pc to $16.47 billion compared to
$13.27 billion in the same period last year. Historical trends suggest the
remittances peak around Ramazan and Eid festivals every year in Pakistan. The trend of inflows suggests that remittances may total at around
$27-28 billion in the current fiscal year. The SBP has also revised up its
projection for receipts at around $24-25 billion for FY21 in January from
$23-24 billion earlier. The central bank said the remittances maintained
uptrend due to the government and its own efforts to attract inflows through
official channels.
Experts say Pakistan’s economic progress will be better than international and national estimates. The ADB report indicates that inflation will
decrease in the coming months. Rising prices are the biggest problem of
the common man. If the government solves it, the opposition will have no
justification for its movement.
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Rising trade deficit
hampers economic growth
Muhammad Jahangir

According to the Pakistan Bureau of Statistics, during the eight months of
2020-21, the country’s trade deficit posted double-digit growth, as it
widened by 10.64 per cent to $17.54 billion as compared to $15.85b over
the corresponding period last year.
The trade gap has been widening since December 2020. In February,
it swelled by 23.93pc to $2.52b against $2.03b over the corresponding
month of last year. However, it declined by 5.87pc on a month-on-month
basis.
The rise in the trade deficit has been caused by growth in imports and
a decline in exports in February 2021. Pakistan’s merchandise trade deficit
in January swelled to $2.67 billion, showing an increase of 24.4 per cent
over January 2020.
It is relevant to add here that the cumulative trade deficit in the first
seven months of this fiscal year totalled $15b — or 8.7pc higher than the
deficit in the same period last year. However, home remittances in the
seven months grew by 24.1pc year-on-year to about $16.48b. It more than
made up for the loss due to the larger trade deficit.
A special point of concern is that merchandise export earnings that constitute less than 50pc of imports are increasing slowly, while import expenses are growing fast. Needless to say, sustainable gains in exports are
impossible to attain without revving up and achieving economies of scale
in export industries. There is an urgent need for a new, comprehensive
policy to boost exports and contain the import bill. Merchandise exports
are hobbled by structural issues. However, imports cannot be controlled
under the existing conditions.
Structural issues of the export sector are many and varied which call
for developing long-term and coordinated policy measures, based on surveys of various segments of the international market. Similarly, there is a
need to develop a new import management strategy tailored to gradually
deepen the linkages between growth in imports and wide-ranging industrial
development.
An overriding need is to reduce our growing dependence on remittances which complicates our external sector problems. As repeatedly emphasized by experts, we should use the inflows to finance growth of human
capital required for developing the national economy on modern lines in
keeping with the international trend. The merchandise trade deficit, on the
other hand, should be managed by more volumetric gains in merchandise
export earnings.
For the purpose, a new strategic framework is needed, based on foreign trade directions and destinations. An analysis of available figures
shows that Pakistan’s trade deficit with China contributes significantly to
the overall deficit. In 2019-20, Pakistan’s Chinese merchandise imports
totalled $9.55b, whereas its exports to China fetched a paltry $1.66b. This
creates a huge trade deficit of $7.89b. Obviously, all imports from China
are not industrial or agricultural raw materials or intermediate goods that
Pakistan can use for producing more value-added finished exportable
items. Pakistan also imports lots of Chinese consumer goods.
This is an area where some import rationalisation can be applied. On
the other hand, Pakistan must seek from China more tariff and non-tariff
concessions to boost its exports to Chinese markets. A concomitant need
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is to train and prepare our exporters to meet the requirements of the Chinese and other markets. The example of Pakistan running a very huge
trade deficit with one particular partner shows the vulnerability of our entire
foreign trade regime. Serious efforts must be made for renegotiating and
securing more favourable trade deals with our partner countries. All unnecessary imports should be curtailed to restore the balance of trade.
A serious issue is the failure of Pakistani exporters to penetrate deeper
into foreign markets and compete successfully with other countries. It calls
for employing better trade diplomacy and improving the quality of our export products. Competitive pricing is another area where more attention
needs to be given. The Ministry of Commerce, Trade Development Authority of Pakistan, our commercial counsellors abroad and exporters’ lobbies must get together and identify the reasons for the poor performance
of key export sectors.
It goes without saying that export industries must attain economies of
scale in order to carve their place in a highly competitive world. Towards
the end, new fiscal and monetary support packages should be announced
for export industries so that they can improve the quality of their products.
It is also the time we became part of the new technique of split-up value
chains to increase our share in export markets. Countries are increasingly
positioning themselves to carry out some particular activities from amongst
the many involved in the production and marketing of goods. Textiles and
leather are doing this to some extent but other industries should also participate in the activity.
The problem of trade deficit cannot be solved unless we improve the
low per-unit export prices of Pakistan’s export products, especially food
items. The average export price of our Basmati rice, for example, is around
$1,000 per-tonne or just $1 per kg which is much lower than charged by
other countries. Pakistan’s exports to its immediate neighbours —
Afghanistan, China, India and Iran — constitute just 11.5pc of its total exports. Promotion of regional commercial exchanges can be a useful way
to reduce the trade deficit.
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FATF: How to transit
from grey to white list?
Muhammad Jahangir

As against Pakistan’s expectations, the Financial Action Task Force has decided to keep the country on
its “grey list”. Pakistan’s status will now be reviewed
at an extraordinary plenary session in June 2021.
It may be recalled here that the Paris-based
global watchdog (FATF) put Pakistan on its grey list
in June 2018, because it found the country’s legal
and other systems against money-laundering and
terror financing deficient. Pakistan’s system to control money-laundering (ML) and terror financing (TF)
was found wanting. The deficiencies were strategic
in the areas of financial sector, border control, legal
standards, investigations and prosecutions.
According to the FATF, when it places a country
on the grey list, it implies that the country has committed to resolving swiftly the identified strategic deficiencies within agreed timeframes and is subject to
increased monitoring. Non-performance can lead to
being described as high-risk jurisdiction, subject to a
call for action, commonly called blacklist, which will entail penalties, like
international financial exclusion.
Responding to the challenge, Pakistan committed to a 27-point action
plan. Around 10 items on the 27-point action plan pertain to the strengthening of the financial sector’s security, regulator protocols and border controls. Nine points belong to targeted financial sanctions against proscribed
organizations and eight cover robust investigation and prosecution mechanisms and systems. At least three dozen laws at the federal level had to
be changed to meet the highest global standards along with upstream and
downstream reporting networks.
Meeting the FATF’s benchmarks was no easy task. Pakistan has a
longstanding culture of fundraising at various levels as evidenced by collection boxes found at shops and stores and door-to-door fundraising by
all and sundry. The situation is further complicated by the fact that the
country’s informal economy is as big as the formal one. Further, ours is a
society where private armed mafias can operate with impunity as in our
court cases remain undecided for generations.
Although Pakistan missed several deadlines, yet reaching a compliance level of 24 targets out of the 27-point action plan is an achievement.
The government undertook a whole lot of reorganisation of the legal, security, financial, trading, religious, regulatory and law enforcement structures that have been nonexistent since long.
Pakistan has made progress across all action plan items and has now
addressed 24 of the 27 action items. It simply means that Pakistan has
fully or largely acted upon all 10 areas of the financial sector and border
control. Eight out of nine milestones under targeted financial sanctions are
also completed while six out of eight on investigations and prosecutions
are covered. The remaining three items include two targets on investigations and prosecutions and one in targeted financial sanctions.
The outstanding three action points include (i) demonstrating that terror
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financing investigations and prosecutions target persons and entities acting on behalf or at the direction of the designated persons or entities, (ii)
demonstrating that terror financing prosecutions result in effective, proportionate and dissuasive sanctions, and (iii) demonstrating effective implementation of targeted financial sanctions against all designated terrorists,
specifically those acting for or on their behalf.
After the latest review, FATF President Dr Marcus Pleyer said," Pakistan remains under increased monitoring." The FATF has acknowledged
Pakistan's high-level political commitment since 2018 that led to significant
progress. It was also noted by the FATF member countries that Pakistan
is subject to perhaps the most challenging and comprehensive action plan
ever given to any country, saying the country was also subject to dual evaluation processes of the FATF with differing timelines
The FATF President, however, added that while Islamabad had made
“significant progress”, some serious deficiencies in mechanisms to plug
terrorism financing still remain. Among other things, Pakistan is now required to improve the process of investigations and prosecutions of all
groups and entities financing terrorists and their associates and demonstrate that penalties by courts are effective. According to the FATF, Pakistan "should continue to work on implementing the three remaining items
in its action plan to address its strategically important deficiencies."
The government's focal person on FATF, Federal Minister Hammad
Azhar, has averred that Pakistan had completed "almost 90 per cent" of
its current FATF action plan with 24 out of 27 items rated as “largely addressed” and the remaining three items “partially addressed”. Pakistan is
now working towards its commitment made to implement the illicit financing
watchdog's recommendations. As soon as Pakistan shows that it has completed these items, the FATF will verify the sustainability of the reforms
and discuss the matter in the next plenary in June. Hopefully, Pakistan will
have done enough to make it to the white list by that time.
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Education

Why not multilingual
education model in Pakistan
Rasheed Ali
The Ministry of Federal Education and Professional Training’s initiative to prepare and introduce Single National Curriculum (SNC) textbooks for students of
pre-one to five grades across the country has been put off until August 2021.
The ministry had announced almost one-and-a-half years ago that SNC textbooks would be ready for delivery to students in March 2021, in phase-I. However, federal education authorities issued a notification in the last week of
January that the plan had been delayed and now the books would be taught at
primary level from August this year.
According to the earlier statement, textbooks under the SNC would be provided to class sixth to eighth students in March 2022, in the second phase, and
in phase-III, Single National Curriculum textbooks would be developed for 9th
and 10th graders till March 2023.
While making public the SNC plans, Federal Minister for Education Shafqat
Mahmood said that one system of education for all, in terms of curriculum,
medium of instructions and a common platform of assessment, was aimed at
providing all children a fair and equal opportunity for their better learning, and
imparting of quality education to them.
While the federal education ministry has, in consultation with the provincial authorities, decided that education will be imparted in the same (national) language across the country, experts believe the decision can prove
counterproductive as far as students’ learning and imparting of quality education is concerned.
Zubeida Mustafa, a journalist and the author of “The Tyranny of Language
in Education: The Problem and Its Solution”, believes imparting education to
children with different mother language backgrounds could prove a major hurdle
to their learning process. “Language can facilitate children’s social, cultural and
intellectual development, or it can hurt their capacity to learn. The failure to look
at language as a crucial component of education per se has resulted in our failure to spread literacy and learning in the country," she said in her comments on
a report, recently released by The Citizens Foundation (TCF).
Various other educationists and researchers also believe that using familiar
language (mother language) when children are young, and then gradually introducing other/foreign languages maximises comprehension and fluency
among students. The Citizens Foundation (TCF) and Thar Foundation recently
concluded a research study spanning three years in Sindh’s Thar district and
released a report, titled “Finding Identity, Equity, and Economic Strength by
Teaching in Languages Children Understand”, in the second week of January
2021. The research study suggested how countries like Pakistan – where people speak a host of regional and local languages – can adopt a “mother tonguebased multilingual education” model to help increase learning among their
students and enhance their literacy rates.
Ajay Pinjani, senior manager at the Mother Tongue-based Multilingual
Education (MTB MLE) at the TCF, says more than 130 practitioners, policymakers and academics from across the world were interviewed during the
study and the language policies of similarly diverse countries were made part
of the research. Talking to Cutting Edge by telephone, he said it was no secret
that primary education in Pakistan was not delivering the results that government policies, the donor community, and non-profit organisations envisioned.
Millions of children in the country are not in school. And yet, millions more
who attend school suffer the effects of a flawed education system. One of
the major reasons for lack of, or slow, learning among students is the language hurdle, he believes.
Ajay Pinjani says in a country with over 70 native languages, a critical impediment is the language used as the medium of instruction. In Pakistan, parents demand “English-medium education” for the many academic and
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professional doors it can open to their children. But because majority teachers
in Pakistan are not proficient in English, it is only textbooks that are in English,
while teachers and students speak local languages in the classroom. He regrets
that schooling is reduced to memorising the textbooks that children do not understand, hindering intellectual growth and the joy of learning.
The TCF senior manager says that the meaningless memorisation of information happens in classrooms across Pakistan, where children’s language and
cultural context is not taken into consideration. It has led to a crisis – one where
children, who regularly attend school, can’t read or write a simple sentence in
any language albeit being in school for several years.
The TCF study showed that using an unfamiliar language as the medium of
instruction in the primary years’ curriculum hurt children’s ability to learn to read
and understand concepts. There is an overwhelming consensus amongst educationists around the world that learning should be in a language that students
understand – usually the language that they speak at home, referred to as their
mother tongue. The research also established that children, who develop strong
language skills in their own language, are better able to learn foreign languages,
like English later on.
According to Ajay Pinjani, TCF partnered with the Thar Foundation in 2018
to develop a mother tongue-based multilingual education (MTB MLE) model
for schools in the desert region of Tharparkar. While Sindhi is the provincial language in the district, over 13 sub-regional languages are used by the local population. The study demonstrated practically how educational practitioners can
adopt a language progression path in which children are initially taught in their
mother tongues/ regional languages, then in the provincial language, then the
national language, and then in an international language (English). It also laid
out principles for the transition from one language to another.
The researchers divided learning languages into three stages:
First stage: Strengthen foundation in the most familiar language (mother
tongue) from nursery to grade 3.
Second stage: Gradual transition from most familiar language to less/least
familiar language from grades 4 to 7.
Third stage: Using the previously unfamiliar language as the solo
medium of instruction to acquire academic proficiency and knowledge from
grade 8 onwards.
The study findings say: "As long as children are being taught in a language
which is foreign to them, they will not be able to learn effectively. The conversation of adopting the most familiar language as the medium of instruction is not
simply one of mother tongue-based multilingual education (MTB MLE), it is a
matter of literacy and learning."
A pilot project based on the language progression path was initiated in Thar,
according to the report. "Both TCF and Thar Foundation schools implemented
the research-based MTB MLE model in over 21 classrooms in Tharparkar, starting with pre-kindergarten and kindergarten.
According to the report: "Students in the classrooms will transition through
fluency in three or four languages over the course of their education, from diverse mother tongue languages (Dhatki and Sindhi) to the regional language
(Sindhi), then the national language (Urdu), and then to an international language (English)."
Obviously, it is a great model, which has practically proved its effectiveness
in various parts of the world, and in Tharparkar district of Sindh also, it is in the
process of showing its utility. As setting curriculums and revisiting the education
policies is a continuous process, it’s hoped the federal government would consider the MTB MLE model for its implementation across the country for better
learning of Pakistani students and imparting quality education to them.
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E-commerce

E-business a gateway to
women empowerment
Huma Mir

The entire world is witnessing a tremendous transition in electronic business as e-commerce has already shown its importance from a gender perspective. Women have made substantial gains along with shifts in social
attitudes towards empowerment. E-commerce refers to the purchase and
sale of goods or services via the internet and the transfer of money and
data to perform the transactions.
The 21st century stands as a testament to some of the greatest innovations and technological advancements that have changed the essential
nature of human communication and interactions. Today, lives are driven
by technology and we can no longer imagine a life without our favorite
gadgets; and most importantly, internet connectivity. The world is one big
interconnected global village due to the internet, and one can also imagine
this global village acts as a global marketplace, thanks to advancements
in e-commerce. The trend of e-commerce has increased rapidly in recent
years with the development and easy accessibility of the internet. The importance of e-commerce has increased manifold due to coronavirus, making it an extremely vital sector for the economy.
There is no better time than right now for new business ventures and
startups to commence their journey, considering how e-commerce is gaining attention due to the epidemic. Innovative and scalable e-commerce
business ideas will easily click with the growing consumer- base that
prefers originality when it comes to shopping today. The future of e-commerce is incredibly bright especially for women entrepreneurs who were
limited to local markets. Access to information is providing additional information tools for women entrepreneurs, particularly those with small ecommerce companies, and opening new lines of communities for the
marginalized community of women.
The e-commerce world decidedly seems to be well-suited to female entrepreneurs in our country because it gives them the flexibility to balance
their personal and professional life. These businesses are not affecting their
household chores and security issues. But before starting an e-business
we need to understand that it requires disciplined hard work and demands
many steps and decisions that need to come together at the right time.
So, the first question that comes to our mind is probably “How do I start
an e-commerce business today? All you need to do is to build an e-commerce website featuring your products and services and you are ready to
sell to the world. Therefore, for all those ambitious entrepreneurs out there,
we are going to take a glance at some of the hottest e-commerce business
opportunities available for you.
We live in a digital age where everyone and everything is connected
through smart technologies. People are completely dependent on their
devices, be it smartphones or smartwatches, to lead an efficient and
smooth lifestyle. Therefore, it is no wonder that most people prefer
technical knowledge or smart homes where most of their electronic devices are connected, making lives easier. The sales of smart home
products and smartwatches are expected to rise significantly in the
coming years considering how people are drawn towards these products for their varied benefits.
It might not sound surprising that today education has acquired a new
dimension in the form of online teaching and learning. Many online courses
have been introduced both by the government as well as the private sector
to help advance women’s professional growth and economic empower-
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ment through offline and online entrepreneurship education, support and
capacity building. Knowledge is no longer limited to the four walls of a
classroom but has expanded to include everyone interested in learning
from and within the comfort of their homes or even workplaces. There is a
great demand for course contents designed to crack specific examinations.
While it is important to build an e-commerce, website designed and specifically suited for the purpose, it is equally important to establish trust among
the audience by providing relevant content from reputed and efficient
teachers and instructors.
The demand for household groceries continues to remain a growing
and promising market and even though there are already certain big
names that appeared during the pandemic in the online grocery and delivery market of Pakistan also and surely there is still room for more. Modification of products, providing doorstep delivery, promotion of local and
fresh products and monthly subscriptions are a few ways of attracting a
larger customer base.
As a result of the Covid-19 epidemic, there has emerged a rolling demand for sanitizers, hand washes, gloves, disinfectants, face masks, and
many other personal safety and hygiene products. People have accepted
the use of healthcare products as a necessary lifestyle choice, which is
exactly why there is a whole new market dedicated to these in the form of
designer and customized natural products too. Since most personal safety
products are becoming mandatory across all spheres of human lives as
well as industries, bulk orders for them are anticipated. Additionally, since
the products have become an inseparable part of our daily lives, there
arises the scope for customizations based on affordability, storage, durability and so on while at the same time never compromising on the quality.
The demand for beauty, skincare and healthcare products for both,
men and women, continues to rise exponentially. Additionally, there is
an expanding market for organic goods as more consumers are opting
for mindful options that are natural and safer for the skin. Global statistics
suggest that the organic health and skincare products market will contribute to $22 billion in sales by the year 2024. It is interesting to note
that the men’s skincare and health market is one with a lot of potential
which is often overlooked compared to the uncountable options available
for women. Therefore, this is one of the many other e-commerce business ideas worth pursuing.
Amongst the scores of e-commerce business opportunities out there,
this one will never go out of fashion! People are always on the look-out for
great accessories and jewelry which are in fashion. Interestingly, handcrafted jewelry and ethnic fashion are gaining much more attention lately
and this is a cause for delight since it promotes the talent of traditional and
local artisans and jewelry makers as well as potential designers. Notably,
in Pakistan also signature jewelry designers are designing attractive collections. The women entrepreneurs are creating customized designs and
appealing to a larger crowd too.
To conclude, these are some of the top picks when it comes to exploring some of the most profitable e-commerce business ideas while many
other e-commerce options are still there to explore. It's sanguine that the
government of Pakistan is also committed to empowering women by providing them with e-commerce platforms and promoting digital businesses
in the country to increase the GDP.
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Opinion

The banality of the
British monarchy
Andrew Mitrovica

Ah, the banality of the monarchy.
It was, once again, on clear and grating display in a made-for-tabloid
TV “interview” of two ex-communicated royals – Harry and Meghan – conducted by their friend and neighbour, Oprah Winfrey.
To describe the agreeable tete-a-tete as an interview would be a lie. It
was more of a convivial chat between a famous billionaire and two equally
famous multi-millionaires, filmed at a suitably comfortable California mansion near the three amigos’ own comfortable mansions. Oprah tried to give
the pretty, orchestrated event the veneer of legitimacy by having Meghan
make clear at the outset that she had not been paid, and was not privy to
the questions beforehand.
The interview was a celebrity game of T-ball broadcast on television
worldwide. As such, the questions were irrelevant. They were simply a
vehicle for Meghan to share mostly unflattering and, of course, gossipy
anecdotes about her relatively brief stint as a member of “The Firm”.
Later, Harry arrived to do largely the same, although his tenure in “The
Firm” was decidedly longer. Neither, I suspect, needed any extra cash to
do their chattering.
In any event, the couple delivered the requisite headline-grabbing moments – Meghan said that she contemplated suicide while a royal and that
there was concern in the palace that their first-born child’s skin would not
be pristine white. Otherwise, CBS, the American network that paid $7m to
telecast the soap opera, would, no doubt, have been miffed. Still, if viewers
were not blinded by those calculated marquee moments, they may have
noticed that the couple quietly subverted the myths royalists cling to while
defending the monarchy against charges from republicans like me that the
whole, vacuous show needs finally to be cancelled – permanently.
“The Firm”, Meghan said, is obsessed with burnishing the perception
that the monarchy matters. In this near all-consuming public relations endeavour, The Queen and dysfunctional company rely heavily, she and
Harry said, on Britain’s rancid tabloids, spending a lot of royal time and energy coddling influential editors and reporters at grand garden parties on
their sprawling estates.
The overarching aim of this alliance between the palace and the gutter
(press) is to promote and defend an illusion; that the monarchy, despite its
manifest fallacies, follies and foibles, remains an indispensable institution.
Meghan said, in effect, that is also a lie. She told Oprah, her family lives
an “authentic” life today, not an “unrealistic fairy tale”. She and Harry are
free, while “The Firm” remains captive to, and controlled by, a constant fear
that the tabloids will turn on them and expose the inconsequential façade
and, in so doing, potentially pose an existential threat to the monarchy.
Harry agreed, in part, saying that his father and brother, were “trapped”
in the same “system” that imprisoned him. “They don’t get to leave,” he
said, sympathetically. It was an extraordinary admission: The heirs to the
throne would prefer, apparently, not to occupy the throne but, instead, ditch
the glittery pantomime, as well. Beyond these disclosures, the tour Meghan
and Harry offered Oprah of life inside Buckingham Palace should disabuse
anyone of the silly notion that it is teeming with serious people doing seri-
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ous work on behalf of the Commonwealth’s titular head of state.
The palace is a toxic, pedestrian nest of pettiness, jealousy, recriminations, vendettas and, allegedly, racism. Prince Charles did not take his
son’s calls after Harry said he wanted out of “The Firm”. Kate Middleton,
the Duchess of Cambridge, made Meghan cry on the eve of her wedding,
not the other way around. But Meghan forgave Kate, anyway. Harry was
cut off from the royal piggy bank in 2020. Meghan was told to shut up, stay
home and denied help for her deep depression. And an unnamed royal –
not the Queen (who is nice) or Prince Philip (who is sick) – told Harry that
s/he was worried that baby Archie might be dark-skinned.
My goodness, the 19th-century British journalist and essayist, Walter
Bagehot, who famously wrote that the monarchy represented the “dignified” branch of the English Constitution, would likely have retracted or qualified his kind bauble if he had been able to watch Sunday night’s royal
confessional. Now, if the sad two-hour spectacle could not move Bagehot’s
ghost, Prince Andrew’s murky, changing stories about his long, intimate
relationship with American financier, Jeffrey Epstein – who took his own
life in jail to avoid prosecution – would surely have prompted him to reconsider just how “dignified” the monarchy is these days.
A recent Ipsos poll of Canadians – which I am citing in this column
because, truth be told, notwithstanding my scepticism about polls and
pollsters, it conveniently buttresses my argument – reveals that a majority of my fellow citizens appear to be experiencing a decisive
epiphany. They think that the monarchy should die in Canada after the
Queen dies. “Six in 10 Canadians agree that the Queen and the royal
family should not have any formal role in Canadian society, up two points
since 2016. A majority of Canadians in every region agree with this position, ranging from 55 percent in Alberta to 76 percent in Quebec,” a
reporter wrote of the poll’s findings.
This is good and welcome news. If Harry and Meghan can leave “The
Firm” and build a new and “authentic” life as adults, not compliant subjects
of a tired convention that stifles freedom and fulfilment, why can I and millions of other Canadians not do the same? Why should Canadians continue to pledge allegiance to a Queen who is a symbolic relic of Canada’s
wretched colonial past? Why can they not leave behind a head of state
who reportedly lobbied successive British governments in the early 1970s
to change a law to conceal her vast and “embarrassing” private wealth?
I admit that these are rhetorical questions. There are powerful, entrenched forces in Canadian media and politics who eagerly continue to
endorse the sentimental grift that the British monarchy stands for some
mystical, reassuring constancy that binds Canada to the motherland.
Canada, like Meghan and Harry, has matured. Canada, like Meghan and
Harry, no longer needs the protection that royal ties once afforded it.
“We’ve actually not just survived but are thriving… and this is in some ways
just the beginning for us,” Meghan explained to Oprah about what it means
to be freed from the whims and dictates of a family who, by virtue of luck,
birth and history, are anointed kings and queens.
Oh, how I hope one day Canada will be freed too.

March 16-31, 2021

Opinion

The garment industry is ignoring
the plight of its workers
Ilana Winterstein, Christie Miedema

The COVID-19 pandemic brought the extreme vulnerability of garment
workers to the fore, as apparel brands responded to the economic crisis
triggered by this unprecedented public health emergency by cutting orders
and refusing to pay for those already in production.
The result has been mass job losses. An estimated 10 percent of the
garment workforce suddenly found themselves unemployed, with many
failing to receive any severance pay or even the wages already owed to
them. These workers are in production countries that often offer no social
security or safety nets. They are desperate, starving, unable to pay rent
or support their families. These workers are the backbone of the trilliondollar global garment industry and yet those at the top, the brands, are
only paying lip service to their plight.
The ongoing crisis in the garment industry started in February 2020,
when workers in Southeast Asia were sent home without pay because fabric from China failed to reach their factories. As wages have always been
woefully insufficient, that first missed paycheque immediately sent many
families from poverty into destitution. As it became apparent that there is
no end in sight to the crisis, the International Organization of Employers
(IOE), International Trade Union Confederation (ITUC) and IndustriALL
Global Union acknowledged the need for a coordinated response and, in
April 2020, launched a Call to Action (CtA) with support from the International Labour Organisation (ILO).
So far, more than 130 industry stakeholders, two-thirds of whom are
brands and retailers, signed the CtA which aims to protect garment workers and manufacturers from the worst of the economic fallout and establish
sustainable systems of social protection for workers. While the CtA is undoubtedly a step in the right direction, workers in need of emergency relief
cannot wait for its protections to be put into place. Moreover, some of the
brands that have signed the CtA are now using it to excuse their ongoing
inaction.
When asked in October 2020 what brands would do to ensure workers
receive their full wages, Michael Levine, vice president and chief sustainability officer of Under Armour, which is a member of the CtA working
group, responded that brands “are not in a position to make additional contributions” beyond the CtA. However, participating in the CtA does not in
any way free brands of their responsibility to ensure workers are paid, especially as brands are not obligated to contribute any funds to the CtA.
The fact that signing the CtA does not offer absolution from supplychain accountability should have been self-evident. The CtA working group
decided early on to focus their efforts on eight priority countries –
Bangladesh, Cambodia, Ethiopia, Haiti, India, Indonesia, Myanmar and
Pakistan. This approach left out countries such as the Philippines, Sri
Lanka, and Vietnam which, according to reports from the ILO itself, are
also experiencing mass lay-offs in the garment industry and lacking meaningful social security mechanisms. Many brands that signed the CtA, such
as Primark, produce garments in countries that are not prioritised by the
programme.
Moreover, the CtA is not able to provide swift solutions to supply-chain
problems even in countries that it prioritises. Progress has been painstakingly slow. In an October update, the CtA announced “successes” in
Bangladesh, where the European Union and the German government com-
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mitted 113 million euros ($135m) – a commitment which was not leveraged
by the CtA, which only unlocked an additional 1.8 million euros ($2.15m) –
as well as Indonesia, Cambodia and Ethiopia where a multi-donor ILO initiative with funding from the German government made 2.2 million, 1.95
million and 4.9 million euros ($2.63m, $2.33m, and $5.86m) available respectively. No numbers have been given for the other priority countries.
Even the more considerable funds Bangladesh received, according to
our sources, led to less than 2,000 workers receiving direct income support. Arguably, with no obligation for brand contributions and no corresponding figures released, European taxpayers are paying for brand
shortcomings via government donations.
These amounts are woefully insufficient to meet even a fraction of the
urgent need for relief in the garment industry. Last summer, we calculated
that garment workers in Bangladesh were owed $500m for the first three
months of the pandemic alone. We estimated the wage gap to be more
than $400m in Indonesia and almost $125m in Cambodia. Globally, garment workers are owed at least $3bn alone for the period between March
and June 2020. Not only is this an economic crisis, but evidence shows
it’s also a driver for other labour rights violations, such as union-busting.
The project to build up social protection in countries where this is currently lacking is of immense importance, but workers also need immediate
support. This is why trade unions and other labour rights organisations are
demanding brands publicly commit to a wage assurance and severance
guarantee fund and assure the workers in their supply chain that they will
be paid during this crisis and receive the severance they are owed if they
lose their jobs. For just 10 cents per t-shirt, brands can ensure garment
workers receive the economic relief they need now and also strengthen
unemployment protections for the future.
The industry must stop hiding behind initiatives that use public money
to fill the gaps they have wilfully profited from for decades. Instead, they
should reach into their own pockets to address the issues in their own supply chains. Brands committing to establishing a wage assurance and severance guarantee fund will not balance the inequalities at the core of an
industry that has its roots in colonialism, but it will be a vital step towards
building back better. Paying for what you owe is a baseline from which all
else should grow – anything less is to be complicit in wage theft.
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United Nations

Time for global democracy
promotion to be ramped up
Andreas Bummel

Democracy is under pressure across the world. According to the latest
annual report by Freedom House, a United States-based non-partisan
think-tank, the balance is shifting further “in favour of tyranny”. In the report’s assessment, 2020 was the 15th consecutive year of declining
global freedom.
This dire picture is confirmed by other studies. In the 2020 edition of
its Democracy Index, The Economist Intelligence Unit recorded the worst
state of global democracy since the index was first published in 2006.
V-Dem, another leading research project, reported that in 2020, autocratisation accelerated and “turned viral” across the world. V-Dem’s study
points out that “the level of democracy enjoyed by the average global citizen” is down “to the levels around 1990”. Last year, its researchers concluded that for the first time since 2001, a majority of states are no longer
under democratic rule.
The COVID-19 crisis has been used by authoritarian governments to
strengthen their grip on power and to stigmatise democracy as feeble.
They not only attempt to crush opposition at home, but increasingly interfere beyond borders. At the United Nations, representatives of authoritarian regimes sit on the Committee on Non-Governmental Organizations to
undermine civil society participation, and on the Human Rights Council to
prevent criticism of human rights abuses. On the Security Council, China
and Russia are misusing their veto power to stop action against governments for their gross human rights violations, Syria being the most infamous example.
Sidestepping the dysfunctional Security Council, Liechtenstein and
Qatar successfully led an initiative in the General Assembly to establish a
UN investigation that has already collected massive evidence for war
crimes and mass atrocities committed in Syria. Likewise, UN investigations
of crimes committed in Venezuela and against the Rohingya Muslims in
Myanmar were pushed through by groups of states.
Nonetheless, democracy has not been a prominent item on the international agenda for many years. The global trend of democratic backsliding and rising authoritarian influence makes it clear that a counter-strategy
is urgent. In theory, democratic countries working together could muster
substantial economic and political leverage.
Yet when in 2020, in response to China’s increasing influence across
the world, then-United States Secretary of State Mike Pompeo entertained
the idea of “a new alliance of democracies”, it received little attention. The
credibility of the Trump administration had already reached a low point.
The presidency of Donald Trump in the US was one of the worst expressions of anti-democratic and nationalist populism across the world.
Trump’s “America First” ideology, his disregard of democracy, his attraction
to autocratic rulers and his effort to overturn the results of the presidential
election caused massive damage. The attack on the US Capitol on January 6 made the US system look weak and in considerable demise. Now a
window of opportunity seems to be opening. In his election campaign,
President Joe Biden pledged that during his first year in office, the US will
host a global “Summit for Democracy” to “renew the spirit and shared purpose of the nations of the free world”. An interim national security strategic
guidance, published March 3, says that reversing the anti-democratic trend
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in the world was essential to US national security.
In a similar vein, the European Union’s representative on foreign affairs,
Josep Borrell, has said that the EU should deepen its cooperation “with
fellow democracies to counter the rise of authoritarianism”. A new action
plan adopted in November puts a high priority on democracy promotion.
The United Kingdom has been pursuing the idea of expanding the
membership in the Group of Seven (G7) bloc of states to Australia, India
and South Korea, in order to form a so-called D10 “club of democracies”.
This club, in the UK’s view, should help lessen reliance on Chinese technology. Reportedly, the UK as host of this year’s G7 summit plans to give
full access to these three new partners.
As Biden has noted, renewing democracy at home is a precondition
for regaining credibility as a promoter of democracy abroad. This applies
to all countries that consider themselves democratic, requiring a reckoning
with their shortcomings on both fronts. Surveys indicate that large majorities of people in all world regions continue to believe in democracy. However, there is strong dissatisfaction with how it operates in practice.
Governments are perceived to be failing to address major issues such as
corruption, inequality, the needs of ordinary people or the threat of global
warming.
The attack on the US Capitol prompted German Foreign Minister Heiko
Maas to call for a “joint Marshall Plan for democracy”. He commented that
it was necessary to look into “the roots of the social divisions in our countries”. Indeed, a club of democracies could help identify common challenges and solutions. As many issues have a cross-border dimension, a
transnational perspective would be vital. The criteria for membership in
such a club is a crucial question. It is not obvious why a club of democracies should be limited to the G7 countries – Canada, France, Germany,
Italy, Japan, the UK and the US – plus Australia, India and South Korea.
In the new Freedom House assessment, India has slipped into the category of a “partly free” country. France, Italy and the US are rated as “flawed
democracies” in the index published by The Economist Intelligence Unit.
From the perspective of democratic performance, the club should be open
to many dozens of countries rated similarly or better. A red line should be
drawn with regard to countries that are clearly authoritarian and not free.
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Pakistan-Afghanistan border
fence, a step in the right direction
Abdul Basit
Pakistan is about to reach a new milestone in its fight against terrorism.
The fence barrier it is building on the Durand Line, the 2,640km land border
between Afghanistan and Pakistan that passes through rugged mountains,
densely forested valleys and narrow rock passages, is nearing completion.
Islamabad started fencing its porous border with Afghanistan in March
2017, after facing a spate of deadly attacks from Afghanistan-based Pakistani militant groups in the previous year. Despite a slow-performing economy, disruption caused by the COVID-19 pandemic and a volatile security
environment, the work on the border continued mostly uninterrupted in the
last four years. So far, 85 percent of the border has been fenced, and the
remaining work is expected to be completed by April 2021.
The border barrier consists of two sets of chain-link fences, separated
by a 2-metre (6-foot) space filled with concertina wire coils. The doublefence, which is 3.6 metres high (11 feet) on the Pakistani side and 4 metres
high (13 feet) on the Afghan side, is fitted with surveillance cameras and
infrared detectors. Moreover, nearly 1,000 forts are also being constructed
along the border to increase security. Cross-border movement will only be
allowed through 16 formally designated crossing points after the completion of the project, which is expected to cost more than $500m in total.
For the last two decades, the regions surrounding the Durand Line
have been used by armed groups, such as the Haqqani Network, al-Qaeda
and the Tehreek-e-Taliban Pakistan (TTP), to conduct attacks both in Pakistan and Afghanistan. Kabul has long accused Pakistan of providing sanctuary to the Afghan Taliban. Islamabad, on the other hand, has raised
similar concerns about TTP’s presence in Afghanistan.
Indeed, both Pakistan and Afghanistan have repeatedly found prominent criminals they are seeking to capture and eliminate in each other’s
backyards in recent years. In 2016, for example, Taliban chief Mullah
Akhtar was killed by a US drone attack in Pakistan’s Balochistan region.
Two years later, in 2018, TTP leader Mullah Fazhlullah was killed by another US drone attack in Afghanistan’s Kunar province.
Pakistan says its border barrier will extensively increase security in
restive border areas and put to rest the tensions it experienced with its
neighbour over cross-border militant attacks. Critics of the project, however,
argue that while the fence will likely deter Afghanistan-based anti-Pakistan
militants from conducting cross-border attacks, the Afghan Taliban will continue to cross the border at will, with a wink and a nod from Pakistan.
Pakistan is also hoping that the border barrier will prevent any future
turmoil in Afghanistan from spilling into its territory. Indeed, if Afghanistan
once again descends into chaos in the coming years, the wall will help curtail the refugee influx from Afghanistan into Pakistan. In 1989, when Russia
withdrew from Afghanistan, the ensuing civil war resulted in the migration
of millions of Afghan refugees into Pakistan.
Further, the fence will help curb the cross-border smuggling of narcotics
and weapons that helps sustain terror groups in the region. According to
the UN Office on Drugs and Crime, Afghanistan is the source of 80 to 90
percent of the world’s opium supply. About 45 percent of Afghan opium,
which is used in the production of heroin, is trafficked through Pakistan to
the Middle East, Africa and Europe.
Pakistan’s reasons for embarking on this massive fencing project, however, are not only increasing border security and preventing smuggling.
The fence will also help Pakistan politically by cementing the Durand Line
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as the permanent border between the sovereign territories of Afghanistan
and Pakistan.
Afghanistan disputes the border drawn by British colonial officials, with
the agreement of then-Afghan leader Amir Abdul Rehman, in 1893. It argues that the border is a “colonial imposition” that divides the ancestral
homelands of Pashtun tribes between two countries, and claims sovereignty over the Pashtun territories on the Pakistani side of the border that
comprise the former Federally Administered Tribal Areas (FATA) and parts
of North West Frontier Province. Kabul also argues that the agreement between British officials and Rehman had a 100-year time limit, which expired
in 1993.
Pakistan, on the other hand, considers the border it inherited from the
British after its independence as legal and final. And it hopes that its ambitious border barrier project will put the dispute over the Durand Line to
rest for good. Even before its completion, the border barrier provided Pakistan with visible benefits.
Since 2007, Pakistan has carried out numerous kinetic operations, including Zarb-e-Azb and Radd-ul- Fasaad, to root out terror groups from
the former FATA. However, the de-facto open border between Afghanistan
and Pakistan undermined the security gains made through these operations. It allowed militants to avoid capture by escaping into Afghanistan.
These militants, after recovering and regrouping within Afghanistan, later
launched new attacks on Pakistan. But since Pakistan’s fencing project
began, these same militants started to find it a lot harder to move between
the two countries and evade the Pakistani government’s efforts to prevent
their attacks. The number of cross-border terror attacks from Afghanistan
has fallen from 82 in 2019 to just 11 in 2020.
The fencing of the border, however, has also presented Pakistan with
new challenges. The fence adversely affected the daily lives of families
who have relatives on both sides of the border. Similarly, it harmed subsistence farmers whose lands straddle the border. The situation has already compelled several farmers to sell their lands at throwaway prices.
Traders who made a living by exporting food items and other goods from
Pakistan into Afghanistan and vice versa have also been affected as they
now need to acquire visas to cross the border and pay customs fees for
the produce they bring over.
Pakistan is already working to mitigate the negative impact the border
barrier had on the lives of civilians living in the area. It has reached an
agreement with Afghanistan to establish joint trade markets along the border and discussions are ongoing about exactly where these markets
should be established and what items should be traded within them. It is
also planning to financially compensate the farmers who have lands on
both sides of the border. For the families living across the PakistanAfghanistan border, Islamabad will issue long-term passes.
The fencing of the Pak-Afghan border is a necessary step towards
curbing militancy in the border areas and bringing stability to the former
FATA. But on its own, it will not solve the region’s myriad problems. The
border barrier will undoubtedly provide a tactical respite for Pakistan and
reduce the number of cross-border attacks. But until sustainable peace is
achieved in Afghanistan, and the grievances of the Pashtun tribes living
near the border are resolved, no barrier will successfully bring peace, stability and long term security to the region.
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To close its labour gender gap,
India must address its data gap
Ranjitha Puskur

In December 2020, data released by the Centre for Monitoring Indian
Economy (CMIE) revealed that the COVID-19 pandemic and its effects
on the economy led to a disproportionate fall in the labour participation
rate of women in the country.
According to CMIE, women accounted for 10.7 percent of the
workforce in 2019-20, but they suffered 13.9 percent of the job losses
in April 2020, the first month of the lockdown shock. By November
2020, men had recovered most of their lost jobs but women were less
fortunate. Nearly 49 percent of the job losses by November 2020
were of women.
These damning statistics led many to believe women started to “disappear” from India’s labour force due to the pandemic. This is, however,
a misconception. Even before the pandemic, most economically active
women in the country were informal workers in low-paid sectors, such
as agriculture, and thus not included in official labour statistics. According to Oxfam, some 80 percent of the economically active women in
India are employed, informally, in the agriculture sector.
While the CMIE data clearly shows that the economic downturn
caused by the pandemic led to a disproportionate number of women
being pushed out of the formal labour force, we do not really know the
extent of its effect on women, especially rural women, who have been
working informally. This means the government and public agencies
have an incomplete picture of how the pandemic affected Indian
women, especially those living in rural communities.
According to the United Nations Development Programme (UNDP),
the pandemic will widen the poverty gap between men and women in
South Asia. It projects that by 2030, “for every 100 men aged 25–34
living in poverty in Southern Asia there will be 129 poor women, an increase from 118 in 2021”. If the authorities in India are to counter the
disproportionate long-term effect the pandemic is expected to have on
women, close the gender gap in the labour force, and revitalise the
economy, they need gender-specific labour data.
Only through extensive research that provides detailed data on the
specific needs and struggles of all working women, including those in
informal employment, can we come up with effective strategies to close
the gender gap in India’s labour force and build an inclusive economic
system that produces better outcomes for men and women.
The first step towards achieving this is to acknowledge gender inequality is still a big obstacle in front of economic development in India
– and across the region – and encourage researchers to include gender
and its related indicators in their studies.
Research on the agriculture sector, which employs the majority of
India’s economically active women, should especially pay attention to
gender. Last year, international research consortium Ceres2030, which
reviewed more than 100,000 research papers on ending hunger, revealed that only one in 10 agricultural studies they reviewed considered
gender differences in outcomes.
This is a major shortcoming, as in much of the world, including India,
the face of farming and agriculture is female. Only by building a gender
component into agricultural research, we can gain much-needed insight
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into the challenges facing female workers, and come up with solutions
to address them. Interventions aiming to increase the productivity of
the agricultural industry, such as the introduction of new technologies
or training programmes, would prove beneficial only if they are designed to address the specific needs of agricultural workers, many of
whom are women.
For example, every year, women spend days doubled down in fields
weeding and transplanting seeds. Technologies that mechanise this
backbreaking work have long been available, but their uptake is very
low. Research into the specific needs and preferences of these women,
as well as the reasons behind their inability to embrace mechanisation,
can pave the way for the existing technologies to be improved and delivered in ways that would encourage their adoption.
Research into the specific cultural and social norms that hold back
women in agriculture, meanwhile, can increase the effect of initiatives
designed to improve the productivity of smallholder farmers, many of
whom are women. Such insights can also prove helpful in improving
household nutrition and value chain development.
Amid a dearth of gender-related data on agriculture, CGIAR, the
world’s largest publicly-funded agricultural research partnership, is
an outlier.
The recently launched CGIAR Gender Platform provides an opportunity to consolidate and make sense of existing evidence as it relates
to gender in agriculture and food systems, fill big gaps urgently where
too little is known, and enable future research to include gender adequately and systematically in collaboration with national, regional and
global partners.
Yet investments in CGIAR have been consistently declining since
2014. Investment into CGIAR must be doubled if we are to achieve the
UN’s Sustainable Development Goals, including gender equality, by
2030. The quest for gender equality must drive the efforts to build back
better after the pandemic. And this journey starts with including women
in data and in research.
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Delayed vaccination

CSS and English
The English language is the heart and soul of civil service examina-

It came as a surprise the government aims at tackling the Covid-19 chal-

tions and one cannot qualify them without being familiar with the

lenge through herd immunity and donated vaccines.

language. It has been observed that every year many students are

When the Covid-19 hit with devastating impact on the globe, many experts

unable to clear the CSS examinations owing to lack of proficiency

worried that this pandemic will cause a collapse of economies and health-

in English.

care structures of the developing nations. Fortunately, vaccines were de-

One cannot deny the fact that the nation of Pakistan is still under lan-

veloped at an unprecedented pace and for such a rapidly spreading

guage imperialism. We may have got our independence from the

disease we have effective vaccines available within a short span of less

British, but we are still enslaved by their language. A few provisions

than a year. The World Health Organisation (WHO) is sounding alarm that

have been made to facilitate CSS candidates because students who

if the vaccines do not reach the poor nations, they will suffer severe conse-

sit the examinations come from different fields, such as engineering,

quences. Despite WHO’s commitment to equitable access through its

medical, arts, etc. For instance, general knowledge subjects, like Pak-

Covax programme, over 75 per cent of the vaccines are going to 10 rich

istan Studies, current affairs, general science etc., have been merged

nations, and the developing nations are receiving very little and may face

to form one group carrying 300 marks of which one has to secure 120.

a long delivery time. According to a report, Pakistan was relying on inter-

However, no provisions have been considered for the English lan-

national donors and friendly countries for mass vaccination which is worri-

guage subjects (essay, precis and composition). If these subjects are

some. Vaccination is the most effective way to control highly infectious

also merged to form a group, then one will have to secure 80 marks

diseases, like the Covid-19, which has transmission potential from R0 up

out of the total 200. This step may not be enough to overcome the lan-

to 5.6 and can cause serious disease in 5-15pc with a Case Fatality Rate

guage barrier, but it can give a ray of hope to CSS aspirants who may

(CFR) of 1-4.5pc. Cases and deaths have been on the rise ever since

be competent but not fluent in English language.

Covid-19 was declared a pandemic. For rapidly spreading highly infectious
Naif Memon

diseases, the best containment strategy is rapid mass vaccination to cre-

Hyderabad

ate herd immunity by vaccinating 70-80pc of the population. To optimise
the benefit, the vaccination should be done as soon as possible and within
the shortest possible time span. If the vaccination is done at a slow pace,

Traffic violations

virus circulation will continue and the chain of infection may not get bro-

I am a frequent commuter of the University Road. What I witness

ken. As such, by the time immunity is developed in 20-25pc of the popula-

on a daily basis is nothing short of madness. Because of rush,

tion, there will still be 75-80pc susceptible individuals who will be

there is constant honking at each other even though it resolves

spreading the virus in the community. We also do not know as yet how

nothing. The honking itself drives one absolutely crazy. The perils

long the immunity conferred by vaccination will last, and it is feared that by

of noise pollution are commonly known to everyone and yet people

the time we will reach 25pc vaccine coverage, those vaccinated may also

resort to honking in the middle of traffic jams.

need to be re-vaccinated. It will be a vicious cycle. Moreover, slow vacci-

While we are at it, it is also imperative to talk about how rickshaws

nation will keep the country under commercial disadvantage as travel and

and Qingqis are in constant violation of traffic laws. Their careless-

business restrictions will jeopardise the economy, travel, tourism etc.

ness knows no bounds. They will stop their vehicle in the middle of

Large industrial organisations and business houses are willing to resume

the road if one signals them to stop without caring about anything

normal work-life and have expressed keen interest in making investment

else. I urge the authorities to take action in this regard and also in-

to get their employees vaccinated. The government should take on board

clude a lesson about civic sense and road manners in schools.

NGOs and the private sector to make the vaccine available in Pakistan in

Abrar Moosa Peshbeen
Karachi

the shortest possible time to prevent morbidity, mortality and colossal economic losses. Along with the efforts to procure vaccines, we also need to
initiate a capacity-building process of organisations for strategic planning
of vaccine administration, and to set up adult vaccination centres in line

Railway accident

with international standards. Also, we need a reliable and secure traceand-track process for every dose from the source to the vaccinee and

We have been hearing that ML-1 will resolve all issues related to rail

back to the origin for verification. All stakeholders should make sure that

tracks, but it will take years. We need action now and it seems that

effective vaccines are made available in sufficient quantities to immunise

the current minister and management cannot resolve critical issues.

about 100 million people within the coming six to nine months if we want to

Pakistan Railways needs someone who can convert losses into

make Pakistan a safe nation free of Covid-19.

profits and use that money to improve safety.
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Chemical reactions high in Mars’
atmosphere rip apart water molecules

Climate change helped some dinosaurs
migrate to Greenland

Lisa Grossman

Anushree Dave

Mars’ water is
being skimmed off
the top. NASA’s
MAVEN spacecraft
found water lofted
into Mars’ upper
atmosphere,
where its hydrogen
and oxygen atoms
are ripped apart,
scientists report.
“This completely changes how we thought hydrogen, in particular, was
being lost to space,” says planetary chemist Shane Stone of the University of Arizona in Tucson. Mars’ surface was shaped by flowing
water, but today the planet is an arid desert. Previously, scientists
thought that Mars’ water was lost in a “slow and steady trickle,” as sunlight split water in the lower atmosphere and hydrogen gradually diffused upward, Stone says.
But MAVEN, which has been orbiting Mars since 2014, scooped up
water molecules in Mars’ ionosphere, at altitudes of about 150 kilometers. That was surprising — previously the highest water had been seen
was about 80 kilometers. That high-up water varied in concentration
as the seasons changed on Mars, with the peak in the southern summer, when seasonal dust storms are most frequent. During a global
dust storm in 2018, water levels jumped even higher, suggesting dust
storms lift water in a “sudden splash,” Stone says. The top of Mars’ atmosphere is full of charged molecules that are primed for rapid chemical reactions, especially with water. So water up there is split apart
quickly, on average lasting only four hours, leaving hydrogen atoms to
float away. That process is 10 times faster than previously known ways
for Mars to lose water, Stone and his colleagues calculated.

A drop in carbon dioxide levels may have
h e l p e d
sauropodomorphs,
early relatives of the
largest animal to ever
walk the earth, migrate
thousands of kilometers north past onceforbidding
deserts
around 214 million years ago.
Scientists pinpointed the timing of the dinosaurs’ journey from South
America to Greenland by correlating rock layers with sauropodomorph
fossils to changes in Earth’s magnetic field. Using that timeline, the team
found that the creatures’ northward push coincides with a dramatic decrease in CO2, which may have removed climate-related barriers, the
team reports in Proceedings of the National Academy of Sciences.
The sauropodomorphs were a group of long-necked, plant-eating dinosaurs that included massive sauropods such as Seismosaurus as well
as their smaller ancestors. About 230 million years ago,
sauropodomorphs lived mainly in what is now northern Argentina and
southern Brazil. But at some point, these early dinosaurs picked up and
moved as far north as Greenland. Exactly when they could have made
that journey has been a puzzle, though. “In principle, you could’ve walked
from where they were to the other hemisphere, which was something like
10,000 kilometers away,” says Dennis Kent, a geologist at Columbia University. Back then, Greenland and the Americas were smooshed together
into the supercontinent Pangea. There were no oceans blocking the way,
and mountains were easy to get around, he says. If the dinosaurs had
walked at the slow pace of one to two kilometers per day, it would have
taken them approximately 20 years to reach Greenland.
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Social media, kids' binge eating often go together
Robert Preidt
Could endless hours spent scrolling through social media and watching
TV trigger binge eating in preteens? Apparently so, new research suggests.
"Children may be more prone to overeating while distracted in front of
screens. They may also be exposed to more food advertisements on television," said study author Dr. Jason Nagata. He is an assistant professor
of pediatrics at the University of California, San Francisco. "Binge-watching
television may lead to binge-eating behaviors because of overconsumption
and a loss of control," he said in a university news release. For the study,
the researchers analyzed data gathered from more than 11,000 U.S. children, aged 9 to 10, that included how much time they spent on six different
types of media, including television, social media and texting.
There was also information from parents about their children's binge-eating behaviors. Each additional hour that children spent on social media
was associated with a 62% higher risk of binge-eating disorder one year
later, and each extra hour spent watching or streaming television or
movies was linked with a 39% higher risk of binge-eating disorder one
year later. But the study could not prove that social media use actually
caused binge eating.
The percentage of children with binge-eating disorder rose from 0.7% at
the start of the study to 1.1% one year later, a rate that's expected to increase in the late teens and early adulthood, the study authors noted. People with binge-eating disorder eat large quantities of food in a short period
of time. They feel a loss of control during the binge, and shame or guilt af-

terwards. Binge-eating disorder is the most common eating disorder in the
United States and can be severe or life-threatening if it causes diabetes
or heart disease.
According to senior study author Kyle Ganson, "This study emphasizes
the need for more research on how screen time impacts the well-being of
young people now and in the future." Ganson is an assistant professor at
the University of Toronto's Faculty of Social Work. "Exposure to social
media and unattainable body ideals may lead to a negative body image
and subsequent binge eating," he noted.

Could ADHD raise odds for more psychiatric illnesses?
Alan Mozes
As if attention-deficit/hyperactivity disorder (ADHD) isn't already tough on a
child, new research suggests the condition might also raise the odds for a psychotic disorder later in life.
But parents should not panic. "I would say that this finding should not be an
alarm for parents and people who have ADHD, because the absolute risk for
psychotic disorders remains low," said psychiatry professor Dr. Gabrielle
Shapiro. She is chair of the American Psychiatric Association's Council on
Children, Adolescents and Their Families. That point was echoed by Dr. Victor
Fornari, vice chair of child and adolescent psychiatry with Zucker Hillside Hospital in Glen Oaks, N.Y. "What's clear is that the vast majority of youth with
ADHD do not go on to develop psychosis," he said. The new analysis looked
at 12 prior studies that included a total of more than 1.8 million participants, of
whom just over 124,000 had been diagnosed with ADHD before the age of
18. Roughly 1% to 12.5% of those patients went on to develop a psychotic
disorder. But no more than 4% of those without ADHD met the same fate, with
some of the studies citing essentially zero risk. Collectively that translated into
a five-times higher psychotic disorder risk among those with a history of ADHD,
regardless of gender. So how much concern should this raise? Both Shapiro
and Fornari, who were not involved in the review, suggested that the findings
need to be kept in context. They said the far more pressing issue is making
sure that children with ADHD get the care they need in the first place. "Parents
should know that they should seek early treatment for their child with ADHD,"
Fornari said, "because children who are treated do much better than children
who are not treated. And getting them in treatment is the best way to prevent
the development of more serious problems."
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And, Shapiro added, that means "making sure that we do everything we can
to destigmatize mental illness so that parents don't hesitate to seek out care
for their children with ADHD." The new review, led by Dr. Mikaïl Nourredine,
of the Service Hospital and University of Pharmacotoxicology of Lyon, France,
was published online in JAMA Psychiatry.
When looking at a potential connection between ADHD and psychotic disorder
risk, Nourredine and colleagues included a wide array of diagnoses, including
schizophrenia and delusional disorder. Mood disorders that can give rise to
psychotic symptoms -- such as depression or bipolar disorder -- were not included. In the end, both Shapiro and Fornari noted that what the research
team found was an association between ADHD and elevated risk for future
mental illness, rather than definitive proof of a direct cause and effect.
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Moxie

Raya and the Last Dragon

Chris Hewitt

Ben Travis

When the wonderful Parks and
Recreation wrapped up its run in
2015, Amy Poehler could have
been forgiven for staying in TV
Land and signing up to the next
sitcom to come down the pike.
Not her, though. Instead, she’s
quietly reinventing herself as a fine director of acutely observed comedy dramas on the big screen — well, as big a screen as Netflix will allow.
Her 2019 debut, Wine Country, deserved to make a bigger splash, and with
her sophomore effort, Moxie, she’s made a teen comedy that, like the recent
Booksmart and Eighth Grade, reinvigorates a genre that had long seemed
stale. As a director, Poehler is unobtrusive in all the right ways, keeping it simple, placing tone and character above visual impact (although she and DP
Tom Magill are very good at capturing the wooziness and intoxication of young
love). As you might expect from such an accomplished actor, she elicits excellent performances from her cast of young up-and-comers (and, yes, herself, as Vivian’s well-meaning but distracted mother). At the moment Patrick
Schwarzenegger (yes, the son of Maria Shriver) is perhaps the best known
of the bunch (and eminently hissable as the avatar of white privilege), but
you’ll be seeing a lot more from pretty much everyone here. Hadley Robinson,
the outright lead, is excellent as an introverted young woman who finds character she didn’t know she had, forged in the crucible of an inadvertent rebellion, but Alycia Pascual-Pena, as the new classmate who is targeted by
bullies, thus provoking Vivian’s stand, and Nico Hiraga, as a charismatic male
ally, are both excellent.

Wrong Turn

Cherry

Ian Freer

John Nugent

Perhaps in one of the lower tiers of
horror film franchises — The Championship compared to The Premier
League of A Nightmare on Elm
Street and Friday The 13th – creator
Alan B. McElroy’s series is built
around families of flesh-eaters hunting people in West Virginia through a
series of imaginative booby traps and improvised weaponry (think Home
Alone if Kevin McCallister were a blood-thirsty cannibal). The seventh
entry in the cycle is a reboot, written by McElroy and directed by Mike P.
Nelson (The Domestics). It adds a new dimension to the killer clans, but
there is not enough here to make it feel fresh or original.
The set-up is as old as the (Appalachian) hills. A group of young folk —
this time round they are millennials so include app designer Adam (Dylan
McTee), oncologist Milla (Emma Dumont), bistro owners Luis (Adrian
Favela) and Gary (Vardaan Arora), non-profit worker Darius (Adain
Bradley) and Jen (Charlotte Vega), an art/history student currently working as a barista — head off on vacation, hiking through the woods, only
to be picked off by gangs of famished forest-dwellers. The problem is,
you can’t help but feel that the gang are so self-aware they would know
they are in a horror film (especially when they are on the end of such
lines as, “Keep to the marked trail. The land can be unforgiving”), but Nelson doesn’t allow for such sophistication. It’s a genre film peopled with
thin characters and bogged down by tin-eared dialogue, dissipating involvement when the terrors come.
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Ever since Disney
overhauled
its
princess archetype
in 2010’s Tangled
with an agencyseizing Rapunzel,
the evolution of its
revolutionary heroines has continued
— from Frozen’s convention-bucking royal sisters Elsa and Anna, to
seafaring voyager Moana. Its latest progression is Raya — an all-out
warrior, traversing a post-apocalyptic fantasy kingdom in an actionpacked adventure replete with tomb-raiding set-pieces and bruising
brawls.
She’s also the studio’s first Southeast Asian protagonist in a tale inspired by the cultures and mythology of Southeast Asian countries,
transposed to the fictional realm of Kumandra — once-prosperous and
populated by humans and dragons, before swirling purple evil entity
the Druun turned the mythical beasts to stone. Kumandra divided into
warring factions, and centuries later a power-grab gone wrong brings
the Druun back, plunging the kingdom into further ruin. Enter Raya
(Kelly Marie Tran) — a lone wolf with a swooshing cape and a slingbladed whip sword, on a quest to reunite the broken shards of the
Dragon Gem (a stone holding the last vestiges of dragon magic), defeat the Druun, and restore Kumandra’s people, her father Benja
(Daniel Dae Kim) included.

How does one escape a
billion-dollar
shadow?
The first film to be directed by the Russo
Brothers
after
their
record-breaking superhero
extravaganza
Avengers: Endgame is
something of a statement, a declaration that these filmmakers can also
turn their hand to esoteric, grown-up material, without the use of magic
stones. But while their scope has certainly narrowed here — the stakes
only relate to one dude, rather than the entire universe — this is still
ambitious material in a different way to Endgame, adapting a sprawling
semi-autobiographical novel written (from prison) by former soldier
Nico Walker.
There is a lot going on in this film. It runs at an Endgame-approaching
two-and-a-half hours, cataloguing several turbulent years in a young
man’s eventful life, from doe-eyed innocence to broken prospects.
Divided into chapters, it feels like multiple movies in one: a college
romance, a war film, an addiction drama, a heist thriller, and a prison
movie. Each chapter is distinct, and different, but the structure gives
proceedings a somewhat fidgety, unfocused feel. The script, too reliant on voiceover lifted from the source material, is not without flab.
(The film opens with Cherry narrating how much he likes trees, for
example.)
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Retail Therapy

Havenfall

Mark Pilkington

Sara Holland

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

Hidden deep in the mountains of
Colorado lies the Inn at Havenfall, a
sanctuary that connects ancient
worlds—each with its own magic.
For generations, the inn has protected all who seek refuge within its
walls, and any who disrupt the
peace can never return.
For Maddie Morrow, summers at the
inn are more than a chance to experience this magic firsthand. Havenfall is an escape from reality, where
her mother sits on death row accused of murdering Maddie's
brother. It's where Maddie fell in
love with handsome Fiorden soldier
Brekken. And it's where one day she hopes to inherit the role of
Innkeeper from her beloved uncle.
But this summer, the impossible happens—a dead body is found, shattering everything the inn stands for. With Brekken missing, her uncle
gravely injured, and a dangerous creature on the loose, Maddie suddenly finds herself responsible for the safety of everyone in Havenfall.
She'll do anything to uncover the truth, even if it means working together with an alluring new staffer, Taya, who seems to know more
than she's letting on. As dark secrets are revealed about the inn itself,
one thing becomes clear to Maddie—no one can be trusted, and no
one is safe. Bestselling author Sara Holland pulls readers into an enchanting world where both power and peril lurk behind every door.

Atomic Women
Roseanne Montillo
The Atomic Women is a portrait of
the World War II female scientists
who worked in laboratories and secret sites of the Manhattan Project,
and whose contributions have been
left unstudied.
Recruited not only from labs and
universities from across the country, but also from countries abroad,
these women scientists helped,
and often initiated the development
of the atomic bomb, taking a starring role in the Manhattan Project;
in fact, their involvement was critical to its success. This book explores not just the critical steps
towards the creation of a successful nuclear bomb, but also the moral implications of such an invention.
Centering the Atomic Women are the groundbreaking leading female
scientists of the atomic era, who gave rise to the project: Lise Meitner
and Irene Joliot-Curie (daughter of Marie Curie), who from Europe led
the groundwork for the Manhattan Project, though they were not fully
aware of the consequences. Elizabeth Rona, the foremost expert in
plutonium, whose expertise gave rise to 'The Fat Man' and 'Little Boy,'
the bombs dropped over Japan. As well as Leona Marshall, Elizabeth
Graves, and Joan Hinton, who looked upon the European scientific
ideals for inspiration, but went ahead and carved their own path.

March 16-31, 2021

Nightflyers
George R. R. Martin
Alien meets Psycho in this
chilling mystery set on a
spaceship, soon to be an original series on Netflix, by the #1
best-selling author of A Song
of Ice and Fire George R.R.
Martin. Brought to electrifying
life with artwork by David
Palumbo.
On a voyage toward the
boundaries of the known universe, nine misfit academics
seek out first contact with a
shadowy alien race. But the
real enigma is the Nightflyer itself, a cybernetic wonder with
an elusive captain no one has
ever seen in the flesh. Soon,
however, the crew discovers that their greatest mystery - and most
dangerous threat - is an unexpected force aboard the ship wielding a
thirst for blood and terror. Dark and beautiful art by David Palumbo
brings the words of George R.R. Martin to life in a story of horror, murder and outer space that you do not want to miss.
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