FORTNIGHTLY

INDEPENDENT . INCISIVE . ANALYTICAL

weeklycuttingedge.com

CPL # 109

April 16-30 2021

Vol# 16 Issue # 17

Rs. 100

Connectivity

Islamabad Security Dialogue: A
new vision of peace
The Islamabad Security Dialogue (ISD), recently held in the federal capital, successfully
projected Pakistan’s “new strategic direction
based on a comprehensive security framework”
encompassing regional connectivity and development partnerships across the region. The
conclave was important for charting a new path
for the realization of Pakistan’s regional and
global aspirations for peace and development.
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Economics

Between the IMF
and pandemic
Shahid Hussain

Pakistan has accepted harsh conditions for the revival of the International
Monetary Fund (IMF) bailout package, under which the government will have
to increase taxes by a whooping Rs1.272 trillion in the next budget and hike
electricity rates by almost Rs4.97 per unit in the remaining three months of
the current fiscal year. On the other hand, the pandemic continues to pose
serious challenges to Pakistani lives and the economy. In the situation, new
taxes and a heavy power tariff hike would not only spell disaster for the common people, already struggling to make both ends meet, but also eliminate
any chance of Prime Minister Imran Khan to win the next election.
The only option left with the government is to approach the IMF for relaxations in the conditions to save people from their adverse effects and itself
from the people’s wrath. According to the new conditions, the government will
increase taxes by a massive Rs1.272 trillion, almost 2.8pc of GDP) in the
budget, and hike electricity rates by Rs4.97 per unit in the next three months.
The tax collection target for the Federal Board of Revenue in next year’s
budget has been committed at Rs5.963tr against a Rs4.691tr revised target
for the current fiscal year. About Rs500b will be generated through the general
sales tax (GST) and a personal income tax reform with the FY2022 budget,
yielding an estimated 1.1pc of GDP.
According to documents released by the IMF after it approved a modified
extended fund facility (EFF) for Pakistan, the government will make electricity
tariff adjustments next year on a monthly, quarterly and annual basis through
the “automaticity” of NEPRA’s amended powers. The government has already
increased power rates by Rs3.57 per unit in its almost half term.
The government has also committed to increasing petroleum levy on oil
products to the maximum level (Rs30 per litre) this year and the next year to
amass about Rs510 billion this year instead of the budgeted target of Rs450b.
Under the agreement, the government would also bring down the current
year’s development programme to Rs1.169tr against the budgeted target of
Rs1.324tr. Adjustments in gas tariff are also expected and the government
has promised not to consider any tax exemption or tax amnesty in future. The
IMF has also linked the programme conditions with a detailed audit of the
funds allocated for combating COVID-19, including contracts and beneficial
ownership of bidding results, including medical supplies.
In its latest report, the IMF forecast a subdued economic growth rate of
1.5pc for Pakistan, coupled with a higher rate of inflation and rising unemployment, during the current fiscal year. The IMF projections are in line with
estimates of the World Bank, which has projected growth at 1.3pc for the
current year. In its World Economic Outlook (WEO) 2021 report, the IMF
projected an 8.7pc average rate of inflation, the current account deficit at
1.5pc of GDP and unemployment rising by 0.5pc to 5pc during the current
fiscal year. It projected the economic growth rate recovering to 4pc of GDP
next year (FY2022) and 5pc by 2026. It says the inflation rate would come
down from 10.2pc last year to 8pc year on year and 10pc on average by
FY2022. It sees the current account deficit rising from 1.1pc of GDP in
FY2020 to 1.5pc in FY2021 and then going up to 1.8pc of GDP in FY2022
and peaking at 2.9pc of GDP by 2026.
It projects global growth making a strong recovery to 6pc in 2021, a 0.8
percentage point above the June 2020 forecast. “After an estimated contrac-
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tion of –3.3pc in 2020, the global economy is projected to grow at 6pc in 2021,
moderating to 4.4pc in 2022,” it says. The contraction for 2020 is 1.1 percentage points smaller than projected in the October 2020 report, reflecting the
higher-than-expected growth outturns in the second half of the year for most
regions after lockdowns were eased and as economies adapted to new ways
of working. Global growth is expected to moderate to 3.3pc over the medium
term — reflecting projected damage to supply potential and forces that predate
the pandemic, including aging-related slower labour force growth in advanced
economies and some emerging market economies. Thanks to unprecedented
policy response, the COVID-19 recession is likely to leave smaller scars than
the 2008 global financial crisis. However, emerging market economies and
low-income developing countries have been hit harder and are expected to
suffer more significant medium-term losses, it observes.
The IMF estimates 5.1pc growth during 2021 for advanced economies including 6.4pc for the euro area, 3.3pc for Japan and 5.3pc for the UK. The
growth prospects for emerging market and developing economies are put at
6.7pc led by 12.5pc for India and 8.4pc for China.
Notwithstanding, the recent rise in COVID-19 cases, Pakistan has been
showing signs of a fragile economic recovery with a gradual resumption of
economic dynamism, according to a new World Bank report. Pakistan’s economic growth is expected to reach 1.3pc in FY2021 and strengthen to an average of 2.7pc for FY2022-23, according to the Pakistan Development
Update. The baseline economic growth forecast, however, is highly uncertain,
especially given the third and more-contagious wave of the pandemic currently
circulating in the country.
Against the bleak IMF and WB forecasts, Pakistan is optimistic about a
4pc sustainable economic growth rate for the next fiscal. New Finance Minister
Hammad Azhar believes Pakistan can achieve the target by curbing tax evasion. In a series of tweets, he said the national economy would grow at a faster
rate than the earlier forecasts. Earlier, the State Bank of Pakistan (SBP) also
revised the economic growth rate upward to 3pc for the current fiscal year.
The pandemic is worsening in Pakistan and it will seriously affect its economy. In the situation, it will be difficult for the government to enforce harsh conditions set by the IMF. It will have to renegotiate the terms to bail people and
itself out of the IMF bailout package.
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Connectivity

Islamabad Security Dialogue:
A new vision of peace
Nasim Ahmed

The Islamabad Security Dialogue (ISD), recently held in the federal capital,
successfully projected Pakistan’s “new strategic direction based on a comprehensive security framework” encompassing regional connectivity and
development partnerships across the region. The conclave was important
for charting a new path for the realization of Pakistan’s regional and global
aspirations for peace and development.
The main message from the Islamabad conference was that Pakistan
has moved on from the traditional notion of “national security”, based on
conventional and nuclear fire-power, and embraced a more comprehensive – and modern - idea of security comprising economic progress, technological advancement, regional connectivity, knowledge sharing and
political stability.
Army Chief Qamar Javed Bajwa articulated the new concept of national
security in these words, “The contemporary concept of national security is
not only about protecting a country from internal and external threats but
also providing a conducive environment in which aspirations of human security, national progress and development could be realised.”
In a globalized world marked by fast-paced technological and socioeconomic changes, national security is no longer an exclusive domain of
the armed forces. National security in the age of globalisation, information
and connectivity is premised on a nuanced interplay of a variety of internal
and external factors, including internal peace, stability and developmental
orientation as well as global and regional environments.
The Islamabad moot raised Pakistan’s national security discourse to a
new level which is in line with the demands of the twenty-first century. The
new security narrative, which is inclusive in its scope and thrust, is aimed
at ensuring lasting peace within and outside, non-interference in the internal affairs of neighboring countries and promoting intra-regional trade and
connectivity for the benefit of all.
The element of economic connectivity in the region is pivotal to Pakistan’s new security doctrine. The China-Pakistan Economic Corridor
(CPEC) is the core of Pakistan’s economic growth plans, and it is now
looking to connect the project to Central and Western Asia as an energy
and trade corridor connecting the entire region. The expansion of the
CPEC to the West will also energize the Afghan-Pakistan transit trade, besides opening new windows of opportunity in the Further West.
Pakistan’s new security doctrine, based on the notion of a comprehensive regional economic growth strategy, should be helpful in changing its
image in the outside world – from that of a terror-stricken country to one
planning to transform itself into a hub of economic activities and an engine
of growth for the whole region.
Pakistan’s new security doctrine has come at an opportune time. It
should persuade the big powers, especially the US, to realign their perspectives with regard to the issues of peace and security in South Asia
and surrounding regions. The aggressive Hindu nationalist BJP government, which has been trying to push on with its expansionist designs in
the region with the illegal annexation of occupied Kashmir, first suffered a
serious setback at the hands of China in Ladakh and then was rebuffed
by Nepal when it encroached upon the latter’s border territory. India’s relations with Sri Lanka too are going through a rocky phase. It is also no
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secret that New Delhi has left no stone unturned to keep the pot boiling in
Afghanistan.
On the other hand, Pakistan has chosen the path of peace, reconciliation and good neighborliness as evidenced by its positive role in furthering
the peace process in Afghanistan and reaching out to Nepal, Bangladesh
and Sri Lanka in a bid to make South Asia a zone of stability and prosperity
for all. Over the last two years, the prime minister of Pakistan has offered
a hand of friendship to India several times but to little success. Pakistan is
all for turning the South Asian Association for Regional Cooperation
(SAARC) into a vehicle for regional cooperation for growth but New Delhi
has remained unresponsive.
Islamabad wants to be no part of the US-China rivalry for global supremacy. While maintaining and building its good neighborly ties with
China, it has constantly strived to nurture a working relationship with Washington. By contrast, New Delhi has become a close ally of America in support of its China-containment policy. To this end, India has joined the
Quadrilateral Security Dialogue (QSD, also known as the Quad), which includes Australia, Japan and the United States. Pushing its global agenda,
India has portrayed itself as a counterweight to China in the region.
By adopting a new security paradigm, Pakistan has broadcast its message to the world loud and clear that it wishes to be no part of the New
Cold War heating up in the Indo-Pacific region. The CPEC is a gamechanger for Pakistan and it wants a regime of peace and stability in the
region to pursue its plans of economic transformation undisturbed. As articulated time and again by its leadership, Pakistan is also in favour of
widening the scope of the CPEC to include neighbouring countries. Such
a development will be a win-win situation for all and usher in a new era of
peace and cooperative development for all regional states.
This is the vision projected by the Islamabad Security Dialogue.
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Thaw

Pakistan-BD relations
on the mend
Nasim Ahmed

Bangladesh Prime Minister Sheikh Hasina’s letter to Prime Minister of
Pakistan Imran Khan, felicitating him on the occasion of Pakistan Day
has come as another manifestation of improving relations and growing
warmth between the two sides. Recent efforts by both Islamabad and
Dhaka to bolster bilateral ties as well as cooperation on issues of mutual
interest indicate that in spite of decades-old intrigues and machination,
Delhi has failed to weaken the strong bonds of brotherhood and the love
and respect the people of both countries have for each other.
It may be recalled here that in early 2020, Pakistan's High Commissioner to Bangladesh Imran Ahmed had met Bangladesh Premier Hasina
Sheikh, with both sides pledging to improve bilateral relations. It was, indeed, a clear sign of thaw in bilateral relations. As a matter of fact, people
of both countries comprehend fully that though some misunderstandings
have overshadowed their relationship in the past, yet the clouds are now
lifting. A new era of cooperation and collaboration in various spheres of
life will hopefully begin. They both can benefit a lot by strengthening their
bilateral ties – a development that could go a long way in ensuring peace
and stability in South Asia.
In her letter, the BD Premier wrote, "On behalf of the government and
the people of Bangladesh and my behalf, I would like to extend to you,
and through you, to the government and the people of Pakistan, our
heartiest greetings on the occasion of Pakistan Day. I believe there are
immense potentials for our existing relations to be further deepened and
diversified in the coming years. Both our peoples could benefit from the
shared journey towards development and peace."
It is pertinent to note the fact that in recent months, anti-Modi as well
as anti-India sentiments are rising amongst the people of Bangladesh,
due to the killing of innocent Bangladeshi people by the Indian security
forces along the border. The people of Bangladesh are also not unaware
of the nefarious designs New Delhi nurses to exploit their country's abundant natural resources and make Bangladesh a client state.
In recent months, the people of Bangladesh have given vent to their
feelings against India by organising a series of protest demonstrations
and rallies across the country. The slogans "Go back Modi, Go back murderer of Bangladeshi people" have recently resonated across the length
and breadth of Bangladesh, showing which way the wind is now blowing.
According to media reports, in the latest protest demonstration, student
activists took to the streets in capital city Dhaka to protest against the
visit of Indian Prime Minister Narendra Modi to participate in the country’s
50th independence anniversary celebrations.
Weeks ago, after Friday congregations, a large crowd marched outside the country’s main Baitul Mokarram Mosque in downtown Dhaka,
with shoes in their hands to express their anger against Modi and his BJP
government, which has unleashed a reign of terror on the Muslim minority. They chanted anti-India and anti-Modi slogans, asking him not to land
in Dhaka. Separately, about 200 leftwing student activists marched
through the streets on the Dhaka University campus where they called
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Modi “the Butcher of Gujarat". Also, some demonstrators carried posters
inscribed with slogans, like “Go Back Modi, Go Back India” and “Go Back
Killer Modi.” The protesters said Modi and his Hindu fascist party, BJP,
not only had oppressed Muslims in India but were also directly involved
in the killing of Bangladeshis along the border.
The role India had played in breaking up Pakistan in 1971 is a matter
of recorded history. Through false propaganda, India sowed the seeds
of misunderstanding and distrust among the people of the then East Pakistan, trained the Mukti Bahini and later resorted to military aggression
to cut Pakistan into two countries.
The genesis of the dismemberment of Pakistan goes back to the partition of India. Whether it be India's past leadership of the Congress or
the present one of the rightwing Hindu extremist BJP, they never accepted the fact of partition of British India and made plans to undo it by
any means possible. They ultimately succeeded in their nefarious designs in 1971.
The leaders of India accepted the partition with the conviction that the
new state was not viable and would collapse in a short span of time. The
wicked ambitions of the Indian leadership were amply reflected in the political and military plans that were made in subsequent years. Prime Minister Indra Gandhi and Narendra Modi both on record accepted that India
had a role in breaking up Pakistan.
However, over the years public opinion in both Bangladesh and Pakistan has increasingly veered towards reviving the old fraternal bonds between the two countries. There is agreement on both sides that forgetting
the past, Pakistan and Bangladesh, bound by historical, religious and cultural ties, should begin a new era of fruitful partnership that will strengthen
them politically and economically in the South Asian region. Although a
little late, yet a beginning has been made in this direction. An immediate
need in this connection is to ease the visa regime to promote travel and
encourage people-to-people contact between the two countries.
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Opinion

Ramazan price hikes
Muhammad Hassan

The federal government has announced a Rs7.8b Ramazan
package for Utility Stores. The Punjab government will
spend Rs7b to supply essential food items to people at low
rates, while prices had already skyrocketed even before the
announcement of the relief programme. The government
should have controlled prices, which increase before the
start of the holy month every year, instead of unveiling a
package, which proved to be a failure in the past.
It is a common phenomenon in Pakistan that prices of
all essentials increase before Ramazan and they do not
come down throughout the year despite warnings by the
government and raids by price control magistrates. However, the start of Ramazan this year was even harsher than
the previous years for the common people. Weeks before
the start of the holy month, inflation edged up to 9.1pc in
March from 8.7pc in February, according to data released
by the Pakistan Bureau of Statistics. Core inflation in urban
areas was recorded at 6.3pc in March, compared to 6.4pc
in the previous month. In rural areas, it fell to 7.3pc in March from 7.7pc
in the previous month.
On a month-on-month basis, inflation increased by 0.36pc, mainly due
to an increase in prices of cooking oil, sugar, wheat, pulses, petroleum
products and electricity charges. At the same time, non-food inflation has
steadily been on the rise for the past few months due to higher energy
prices. Inflation at the beginning of the current fiscal year stood at 9.3pc in
July, easing down to 8.2pc in August before rebounding to 9pc in September. From September, inflation went on a downward trajectory, giving some
relief to consumers. However, it rebounded in February. A few consumer
items as well as energy prices pushed up inflation in March again. As a
result, food inflation entered double digits in both urban and rural areas.
There are food items prices of which are still on an upward trajectory. The
average Consumer Price Index in nine months — between July and March
— eased from 11.53pc last year to 8.34pc this year. Higher food prices
pulled up inflation as prices of food rose 11.5pc year-on-year and 1.7pc
month-on-month in March in urban areas. The situation was almost the
same in rural areas where prices of food rose 11.1pc YoY and 1.5pc MoM
in March. Average inflation, measured by the Sensitive Price Index, surged
to 18.7pc in March from 11.9pc during the previous month. On an MoM
basis, it increased by 5.7pc in March. The Wholesale Price Index was also
slightly up from the previous month’s 9.5pc to 14.6pc in March.
It is a fact that the government has miserably failed to check the prices
of sugar and wheat, which increased on a daily basis in recent weeks.
Sugar was sold for up to Rs110/kg in different parts of the country despite
improved supplies as compared to the last year and its import in large
quantities. The government appeared helpless against producers and
hoarders and failed to stabilise its prices despite claims of action against
millers and middlemen. Flour prices also fluctuate sharply.
Unlike other countries, where prices are reduced on festive occasions,
people of Pakistan face the ordeal of soaring prices ahead of Ramazan
every year. In the absence of an effective price control mechanism, rates
of all essential commodities, including fruit and vegetables, are jacked up
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and the government’s threats of crackdown on profiteers prove hollow
claims. The common people feel they are bearing the brunt of the government’s poor economic policies, immature decisions and bad governance.
They say the artificial price hike is the worst example of bad governance.
They question the utility of public representatives, who cannot develop an
efficient price control system. It is a general impression among the people
that senior government officials, ministers and advisers, responsible for
controlling and monitoring prices of essential commodities, visit markets
and bazaars with their official photographers for photo opportunities only.
In Ramazan bazaars, vendors sell second or third-grade fruit and vegetables at a premium price. In most makeshift markets, the majority of seasonal fruit and vegetables are not sold. Where available, they are sold at
higher rates than fixed by the government.
The recent increase in electricity prices will continue to manifest in headline numbers in coming months, keeping average inflation in FY21 close to
the upper end of the previously announced range of 7-9 percent, according
to the State Bank of Pakistan (SBP). In its latest report, the World Bank has
warned that prolonged high food inflation can increase risks to food security
in Pakistan. “Protracted disruptions to trade and supply chains, irregular
rainfall patterns, and future locust attacks can prolong the period of elevated
food inflation and increase food security risks,” it said.
Experts say the price pressure has overburdened poor families in the
holy month, when the demand for food and other daily-use items goes up
even more. It is feared that the people will have to tighten their belts further,
as inflation spikes. For those lower down the economic ladder, the situation
is even more serious. Instead of wasting billions of rupees on the Ramazan
package and bazaars, the federal and provincial governments should
adopt an effective mechanism to check prices, if they aim to provide meaningful relief to people. After the 18th Amendment, price control is the responsibility of the provincial governments. They should come up with an
effective mechanism to break the cycle of price hike, which intensifies
ahead of Ramazan every year. It will earn them the blessings of people
round the year.
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Crisis

Water woes
Muhammad Ali

Pakistan is facing a severe groundwater crisis in the absence of a reliable
system for measuring extractions and their impact on the resource base.
The World Bank (WB) has warned that the rising population and effects of
climate change will worsen the crisis and badly affect Pakistan’s people
and economy.
In its latest report, the World Bank noted that groundwater is the most
poorly understood water resource in Pakistan, a country in which matters
of water resources are hotly debated on a regular basis. "The Indus Basin
groundwater aquifer in Pakistan holds in storage at least eighty times the
volume of freshwater held in the country’s three biggest dams. In the
1960s, large-scale extraction from this underground storage began and
has expanded to become an essential input to agriculture and the backbone of domestic water provision," it said. Highlighting that more than 70pc
of Pakistan's drinking water comes from groundwater, with most rural
households accessing water through handpumps, motorised pumps, and
manually from wells, the report notes, "Most of the major cities in Pakistan
rely on groundwater for domestic supplies, as do 90pc of rural households
in Punjab and Sindh."
The report reminds Pakistan of the grim reality of soaring demand and
decreasing supplies of water for agriculture, energy and food production,
healthy ecosystems and human survival itself. The water crisis is deepening in Pakistan with every passing day. It is not that Pakistan does not have
the resources. Of the total 145 million acre foot (MAF) water that flows annually through Pakistan, up to only 14 MAF can now be stored by its two
reservoirs. Experts say Pakistan is throwing 21 MAF water into the sea
every year which can fill three reservoirs of the size of the Mangla Dam.
The level of underground water is also continuously dropping in Pakistan.
According to estimates, the underground water plunges in Islamabad by
one metre, in Lahore a half metre and in Balochistan six metres every year.
The International Monetary Fund (IMF) has placed Pakistan on third
position in the context of the looming water crisis. It is despite the fact that
no country in the world has more glaciers than Pakistan but it still ranks
as the 14th most water stressed country. The Pakistan Council Research
in Water Resources (PCRWR) has warned that Pakistan may run out of
water by 2025. Today, some 2.2 billion people lack safe drinking water and
4.2 billion people live without access to adequate sanitation, says a United
Nations report which calls for reducing both impacts and drivers of climate
change and major shifts in the way we use and reuse the Earth's limited
water resources. The new global report calls, among others, for concrete
efforts to address rising water stress and improve the efficiency of water
use in agriculture and industry, and it outlines actions in three areas: first,
enabling people to adapt to the impacts of climate change; second, improving the resilience of livelihoods; and, third, reducing the drivers of climate change.
The 2020 World Water Development Report reveals that water use has
increased six-fold over the past century and is rising by about one per cent
a year. However, it is estimated that climate change, along with the increasing frequency and intensity of extreme events, storms, floods and
droughts, will aggravate the situation in countries already currently experiencing “water stress” and generate similar problems in areas that have
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not been severely affected. Furthermore, the report highlights the fact that
poor water management tends to exacerbate the impacts of climate
change, not only on water resources but on society as a whole. By limiting
global heating to 1.5 degrees Celsius, the world will be in a much better
position to manage and solve the water crisis.
According to UNESCO, four billion people worldwide are forced to contend with water scarcity and without sustainable access to water, the world
will be unable to achieve goals, such as quality education or the development of more prosperous, fairer societies. It calls on countries to make
more concrete commitments to address the challenge, and warns that climate change would affect the availability, quality and quantity of water
needed for basic human needs, thus undermining enjoyment of the basic
rights to safe drinking water and sanitation for billions of people.
Such a deterioration of the situation would only hinder achievement
of Sustainable Development Goal 6 (SDG6), which is part of the 2030
Agenda for Sustainable Development, according to which access to
safe drinking water and sanitation must be guaranteed for all within 10
years. This will be a considerable challenge: 2.2 billion people currently
do not have access to safely managed drinking water, and 4.2 billion,
or 55pc of the world's population, are without safely managed sanitation. UNESCO said that the critical need to substantially improve access to clean water for drinking and hygiene for billions of the world's
people has been further thrown into stark relief by the current deadly
outbreak of COVID-19.
International estimates say water scarcity is particularly acute in Asia
as rapid population growth, industrial development and urbanisation
heighten the water crisis in the largest and most populous continent. Home
to 4.5 billion people, the Asian population uses around 65pc of the world’s
water supply. Agriculture accounts for the largest use of water, followed
by industrial and municipal uses. According to a research by the International Institute for Applied Systems Analysis’ (IIASA) Water Program, water
scarcity will increase by 74-86pc in Asia, with about 40pc of the continent’s
population facing severe water scarcity by 2050.
In Pakistan, the per capita availability of water has dipped below the
minimum level of 1,000 cubic metres per year. At least 14.2pc increase in
water availability is required to meet the needs of Pakistan's ballooning
population by 2025. Over 27 million Pakistanis lack access to potable
water and almost 70pc water is unfit for human consumption. According
to estimates, over 80pc of the population of the rural areas is getting contaminated water. Almost 250,000 children under the age of five die every
year of waterborne disease, costing the economy around $1.3 billion.
Four-fifths of all diseases in Pakistan, such as cholera, diarrhea, typhoid
and hepatitis, are caused by contaminated water.
Experts say the country gets 84pc water in the monsoon season and
arrangements should be made to store it. One dam should be built after
every 10 years. Pakistan has already wasted time and no new dam has
been built in decades. On the other hand, Pakistan’s capacity to store
water has reduced by 12pc due to silting in the dams. Some experts claim
Pakistan still has sufficient water for its needs but it will have to use the
precious resource judiciously to save future generations from crisis.
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Inequality

An uneven world
Muhammad Zain

Income inequality is increasing in the world. Nearly half of the world’s population lives on less than $2.50 a day. Over 1.3 billion live in extreme
poverty — less than $1.25 a day while the combined wealth of the world's
top ten billionaires is greater than the total GDP of the 85 poorest countries
on Earth. The world's three richest people have a combined net worth of
$858billion.
Global spending on defence rose by four per cent in 2019, the largest
growth in 10 years. The increase alone in US spending from 2018 to 2019,
$53.4 billion, was almost as big as Britain’s entire defence budget. The International Institute for Strategic Studies (IISS) said the rise was fuelled
by growing rivalries between big powers, new military technologies and
rumbling conflicts from Ukraine to Libya. Beijing’s military modernisation
programme, which includes developing new hard-to-detect hypersonic
missiles, is alarming Washington and helping drive US defence spending.
Its annual “Military Balance” report said both the US and China had increased spending by 6.6pc, to $684.6 billion and $181.1 billion respectively. Europe — driven by ongoing concerns about Russia — stepped up
by 4.2pc, but this only brought the continent’s defence spending back to
2008 levels, before the global financial crisis saw budgets slashed. Elsewhere, spending in Asia is booming — growing more than 50pc in a
decade, rising from $275 billion in 2010 to $423b in 2019 in real terms as
the continent’s economic success has allowed countries to invest more in
their militaries.
On the other hand, more than 3 billion people live on less than $2.50 a
day while over 1.3 billion live in extreme poverty. Over 80pc of the world
population lives on less than $10 a day. One billion children worldwide live
in poverty. According to UNICEF, 22,000 children die each day due to
poverty. Over 805 million people worldwide do not have enough food to
eat. More than 750 million people lack adequate access to clean drinking
water. Diarrhea caused by inadequate drinking water, sanitation, and hand
hygiene kills an estimated 842,000 people every year globally, or approximately 2,300 people per day. In 2011, 165 million children under the age
5 were stunted (reduced rate of growth and development) due to chronic
malnutrition. Oxfam estimates that it would take $60 billion annually to end
extreme global poverty--that's less than 1/4 the income of the top 100 richest billionaires.
According to the Daily Mail, the combined wealth of the world's top ten
billionaires is greater than the total GDP of the 85 poorest countries on
Earth. The world's richest individuals, including Jeff Bezos, Bill Gates and
Mark Zuckerberg, have a combined net worth of $858 billion. Meanwhile,
the 85 smallest economies in the world have a combined GDP of just $814
billion, far behind a small handful of rich businessmen. Their cumulative
wealth is even higher than the GDP of developed countries such as Sweden and Belgium and the oil-exporting powerhouse of Saudi Arabia. If converted to GDP, the top ten billionaires' combined $858 billion wealth would
make them the 18th richest country in the world. The elite club would be
wealthier than large regional powers such as Saudi Arabia, Turkey and
Iran and Western nations including Austria, Sweden and Belgium.
On the other hand, the number of people unemployed around the world
stands at some 188 million. In addition, 165 million people don’t have
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enough paid work, and 120 million have either given up actively searching
for work or otherwise lack access to the labour market. “For millions of ordinary people, it’s increasingly di cult to build better lives through work”,
said ILO Director-General Guy Ryder. A UN report on the economy
showed that developed countries are experiencing slow growth, and some
African countries are stagnating. The consequence is that not enough new
jobs are being created to absorb the growing labour force as it enters the
market. In addition, many African countries are experiencing a drop in real
incomes and a rise in poverty. Eradicating poverty is an important element
of the UN’s 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development but, according to
the ILO study, moderate or extreme working poverty – de ned as earning
less than the equivalent of $3.20 per day – is expected to edge up in 202021 in developing countries.
The World Social Report 2020, published by the UN Department of Economic and Social Affairs, shows that income inequality has increased in
most developed countries, and some middle-income countries - including
China, which has the world’s fastest growing economy. The challenges are
underscored by UN chief António Guterres in the foreword, in which he
states that the world is confronting “the harsh realities of a deeply unequal
global landscape”, in which economic woes, inequalities and job insecurity
have led to mass protests in both developed and developing countries. The
study shows that the richest one per cent of the population are the big winners in the changing global economy, increasing their share of income between 1990 and 2015, while at the other end of the scale, the bottom 40pc
earned less than a quarter of income in all countries surveyed.
One of the consequences of inequality within societies, notes the report, is slower economic growth. In unequal societies, with wide disparities
in areas such as health care and education, people are more likely to remain trapped in poverty, across several generations. Between countries,
the difference in average incomes is reducing, with China and other Asian
nations driving growth in the global economy. Nevertheless, there are still
stark differences between the richest and poorest countries and regions:
the average income in North America, for example, is 16 times higher than
that of people in Sub-Saharan Africa.
As the UN’s 2020 report on the global economy showed, the climate
crisis is negatively impacting the quality of life, and vulnerable populations
are bearing the brunt of environmental degradation and extreme weather
events. Climate change, according to the World Social Report, is making
the world’s poorest countries even poorer, and could reverse progress
made in reducing inequality among countries. The UN’s 2030 Agenda for
Sustainable Development, which provides the blueprint for a better future
for people and the planet, recognizes that major challenges require internationally coordinated solutions, and contains concrete and specific targets
to reduce inequality, based on income.
Income disparities and a lack of opportunities are creating a vicious
cycle of inequality, frustration and discontent among people across the
globe. Governments and international organisations have a role to play in
levelling the playing field and creating a fairer world for all. They will have
to find a solution to sharpening inequalities, otherwise disgruntlement and
conflict will rise and affect all of them.
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Finance minister's
removal: An admission
of economic failure?
Shahid Hussain

Prime Minister Imran Khan has removed his Finance Minister Dr Hafeez
Shaikh, weeks after he had voluntarily offered to resign in the wake of
his Senate defeat. His ignominious ouster not only points out the mercurial nature of the prime minister and his scant respect for his colleagues but also an admission of economic failure despite tall claims
of economic revival.
Undoubtedly, it is the prerogative of the prime minister to reshuffle
his cabinet as often as he desires, but the way Hafeez Shaikh was removed was shocking for the whole nation. It is true that he could not retain his position after he failed to become a member of the Senate in
the light of a court ruling, under which an unelected person cannot hold
a ministerial post for more than six months. He still had a few more
months to continue his job. His ouster became more shameful after the
fact that he had tendered his resignation voluntarily to the prime minister
after his defeat in the Senate election at the hands of PPP candidate
Yusuf Raza Gilani. The prime minister could have fielded him from the
Punjab, if he wanted to ensure his easy success. Instead, he was asked
to contest the election at the Islamabad seat against a political heavyweight, which paved the way for his defeat. Still, he offered to resign
and the prime minister asked him to continue his work and then suddenly removed him. He did not deserve it. His disgraceful removal must
also have demoralised other ministers.
According to some analysts, Hafeez Sheikh was removed for signing
a “tough” agreement with the International Monetary Fund (IMF), which
the government believed had stifled economic activity. Under the bailout
package, Pakistan was given an unrealistic revenue collection target of
Rs5.5 trillion for 2019-20. It was also forced to adopt harsh monetary and
fiscal policies, which led to massive job losses and inflation, even before
the onset of the pandemic. It is said he could have been shown the door
much earlier, but the onslaught of the pandemic saved him, because it
forced the country to reverse the harsh monetary and fiscal policies agreed
with the IMF.
However, the agreement with the IMF was signed in 2019 and one cannot expect Prime Minister Imran Khan to wait for so long to punish him for
his “wrongdoing.” A major reason could have been that Hafeez Shaikh
could not continue his job beyond June, under a court ruling, and it was
necessary to remove him, because a new finance minister was needed to
unveil the national budget. It is also believed that his behaviour with elected
representatives had become even harsher after his Senate loss. He was
not available to them easily and would make even ministers wait outside
his office for hours when they came seeking funds for development projects in their constituencies. When complaints by ministers and MPs grew
against him, the prime minister removed him. However, the complaints
were not new, but could have paved the way for his ouster now because
the prime minister is now thinking of winning the next election. He would
have ignored the complaints in the past because he believed the economy
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was improving. As the economy has started showing signs of recovery, he
would have thought of providing relief to the common man through development funds and subsidies on essentials, especially when the next general election is not far off.
According to some experts, Hafeez Shaikh was sacked for his failure
to improve the performance of departments and entities that came under
his jurisdiction. During his 23 months, he appointed four chairpersons of
the Federal Board of Revenue (FBR) and three finance secretaries. It created a bad impression about his performance.
However, Hafeez Shaikh’s removal has muddied tall claims of Prime
Minister Imran Khan that Pakistan’s economy is recovering fast. It is a fact
that the prime minister would have created space for him if he had been
satisfied with his performance and his ouster means the economy is not
performing well. According to some ministers, he was removed for rising
inflation in the country. If it was the case, it was not his fault. It is the result
of IMF policies which Pakistan had to enforce in return for a $6b bailout
package. Going to the IMF was the decision of Prime Minister Imran Khan
and his government, not Hafeez Shaikh. Then, the provincial governments
were responsible for taking action against profiteers to reduce prices of
essentials, not the finance minister. He was punished for a crime he did
not commit.
Prices can be brought down if the federal government takes measures
to improve the value of the rupee against the dollar and cuts tariffs of electricity and gas. It is the responsibility of the provincial governments to take
action against profiteers to ensure the sale of essentials at the fixed rates.
The former finance minister could not be blamed for it. Inflation is not projected to ease in the near future and it is yet to be seen how many finance
ministers are scapegoated for it.
Pakistan faces chronic economic woes, including dwindling foreign exchange reserves, low exports, high inflation and growing fiscal and current
account deficits. The ouster of the finance minister ahead of the budget is
being seen as an admission of the government's failure to revive the economy. Experts say the economy will take years to revive and the government has removed him to divert the public attention from their real issues.
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Pakistan’s issues and
their solution
Raza Khan

The issues of society and communities are multiplying with each passing
day and the state and its apparatus are finding it increasingly difficult to
address them.
We have a number of examples in this connection, which include rising inflation, unemployment, poverty, unabated cases of child abuse, suicide and “honour” killing. There are a number of reasons behind the state
of affairs. Resultantly, the state is unable to come up with solutions to
multidimensional problems. However, there are a number of causes for
multidimensional issues and conflicts in Pakistani society. The two most
important reasons need to be especially focused upon. The first is the
incapacity and lack of commitment on part of the state and state functionaries to address the issues and crisis. The second cause, which is
very much related to the first, is that state functionaries, particularly ministers and civilian bureaucrats, have conventional idiosyncrasies and
ways of working. The conventional thinking of the bureaucrats and ministers has prevented them from coming up with solutions to problems, issues and needs of society and communities. Whereas, the fact of the
matter is that many issues of Pakistani society are so complex that they
need a holistic, multijurisdictional and networked approach to befittingly
and meaningfully address them. Experts of governance call the approach
“new governance.” It is important to note that the term “governance”
gained currency when many hierarchical states, in the decades of 1970s
and 1980s, increasingly failed to address the issues and problems of
most of the people within their respective territories and take care of their
basic needs. As a result, the people’s belief in the state evaporated and
the focus shifted from the government to governance. Since then, policymakers in the developed world have been focusing on improving governance at local, regional, national and international levels to address
the maladies and needs of the populace.
It is important to note that political parties and politicians could not come
up with a new approach to governance because they themselves have
been retrospective in their approach. Whether it were the Sharifs or the
Bhuttos or now Prime Minister Imran Khan, all lived in the past. The Sharifs
and the Bhuttos have been pointing time and again to the shady “achievements” of their governments in the past whereas PM Khan has been cacophonic in his repeated mentioning of the financial corruption of the past
ruling families. According to the new governance approach, what matters
is the system and structure of the governing apparatus and to what extent
it has been able to address the demands of the people and solve their issues. The present government of Prime Minister Khan has completely
glossed over this aspect of governance. There is no doubt that history is
important and without addressing the historical wrongs one cannot make
real progress. However, the state and its government are finding themselves incapacitated to cleanse the Augean stables. Again, this is due to
the focus on the traditional approach of governance that is fundamentally
the cause of the state functionaries’ lack of capacity.
The issues of Pakistani society or, for that matter, any other society in
the contemporary era, they need a holistic, multijurisdictional and networked approach. For instance, the issue of unemployment among young
males is a serious challenge. The problem is that it cannot be addressed
by the ministry of finance and economic affairs in an isolated manner.
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Rather the education, social welfare, youth affairs, economic affairs and
foreign ministries, governments at the local, regional, national and international level as well as civil society and private sectors all have to work
together in a coordinated manner to address the issue of unemployment
in Pakistan. The networking to address issues and take care of the needs
of the population is the heart of the approach of the new governance. As
the new governance approach is non-hierarchical, unlike the conventional
approach to governance, our ruling politicians and civilian bureaucrats,
steeped in the old thinking and behaviours of believing in the chain of command and authority, could not adopt the new governance approach. Resultantly, the issues and problems, which need shunning of the
conventional ways of governance, could not be addressed. Thus, we are
seeing a surge and multiplication of social issues and problems.
It is important to note that international governance networks and organisations, including both inter-governmental and non-governmental organisations as well as donor agencies, have used the aid as a tool to
make the Pakistani government and ministries adopt the new governance
model of networking. They have done it by establishing Strategic Support
Units or Independent Monitoring Units and the likes in many federal and
provincial ministries and departments. Although the governance units
have a lot of talent in the shape of many experts of the relevant fields, including economics, sociology, politics, governance, policy etc, yet they
have not been able to make a big difference. The reason is that the shots
are called by Pakistani civilian bureaucrats, who could not come out of
their traditional thinking and ways of doing things. The civil servants are
not ready to listen to the expert opinion of the researchers and analysts
at the SSUs and IMUs, leaving their efforts inconsequential. There is also
a personal interest of the civil servants in shunning the new governance
models: they have to share their authority and power with other stakeholders. The shareholders include the private sector, not-for-profit voluntary organisations and the market. This is not at all acceptable to the ruling
politicians and civilian bureaucrats. But society needs the sharing of
power among state functionaries, civil society and the private sector to
meaningfully see their issues addressed.
As long as the state and its functionaries do not realise that the issues
and maladies as well as the needs of society are such that they could
not address them single-handedly and that whatever they may do they
would remain incapacitated to find their solutions, the adoption of the
new governance approach would be inevitable. Thus, it is now up to the
intelligentsia, whether in academia or journalism, the two traditional areas
where they are found, to lead the way. Experts and intellectuals would
have to make the ruling and potentially ruling politicians as well as civilian
bureaucrats realise that the world has changed and the approach to governance has also changed. The government is not the name of spending
on luxurious offices and sophisticated dialogue in official meetings but
solutions of the problems of the population and taking care of their needs.
While the ruling and potentially ruling politicians could be made to realize,
it is quite difficult to make the civilian bureaucrats realize and ask them
to mend their ways. The only way the civil servants could be made to follow the ruling politicians is by changing the political system, which could
produce real leaders.
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Elected ministers, unelected
advisers and our political structure
Raza Khan

There is yet another turn in the approach to rule from Prime Minister Imran
Khan, as he has started replacing unelected advisers with elected people.
In the latest development regarding the governing approach, another key
government adviser, Hafeez Shaikh, was recently shown the door and he
has been replaced by a core Pakistan Tehreek-e-Insaf (PTI) member,
Hammad Azhar.
Shaikh was an Adviser to the PM on Finance, given a six-month stopgap posting as a full-fledged minister as provided in the Constitution. Azhar
is an elected member of the National Assembly. In the coming days, the
replacement of other unelected advisers is also expected. Earlier, Information Minister Shibli Faraz was also appointed a minister as an elected
member of parliament, replacing former adviser on information, Firdous
Ashiq Awan.
PM Khan wanted Shaikh to become a senator, so that he could hold a
permanent position as finance minister. However, in a surprise development in the last Senate election, Shaikh, who was contesting on a general
seat from Islamabad, lost to the joint opposition candidate, Yusuf Raza Gilani, who is also a former Prime Minister of Pakistan. Before the March 3
Senate election, PM Khan used all his influence to make Shaikh a senator
as he thought that the ex-finance minister had been doing wonders. Even
after he lost the election, PM Khan asked him to continue working as finance minister. But then what happened that he was sacked? Federal Information Minister Shibli Faraz told the media that Shaikh was shown the
door because of unbridled inflation in the country. This is really strange.
Nevertheless, there were rumours in informed circles that some powerful
institutions of the country were not happy with Shaikh. It was not so because of his performance but for some other important reasons.
Now replacing unelected advisers with elected members by PM Khan
suggests something very important that his experiment with the unelected
advisers could not produce the desired results. However, one is not ready
to accept that there has been some problem with the advisers, rather the
problem lies within the extant political and administrative structure of the
country that they could not work to their maximum potential.
During the rule of the PTI in 2019, Prime Minister Imran Khan was replacing elected ministers with handpicked experts as advisers and handing
them the charge of different ministries one after the other. Important ministries, like finance, information and health, had been placed under unelected advisers. The appointment of unelected advisers as in-charges of
different ministries by Prime Minister Imran Khan had raised serious question marks on the functionality and relevance of the political system as important parts of the system were being run by people, who had not been
part of it. By the middle of 2019, the Prime Minister had made some important changes in his cabinet and the most important of them was the replacement of his Finance Minister Asad Umar, National Health Services,
Regulation and Coordination Minister Aamir Kiyani as well as Minister for
Petroleum Ghulam Sarwar Khan. Going into the political merits of the
changes, they had become necessary due to a continued economic meltdown in the country as well as the ever-rising prices of natural gas and
medicines. There have also been some other unelected advisers to the
Prime Minister, like Dr. Ishrat Hussain and Abdul Razaaq Daud, who are
looking after important portfolios in the federal government, whereas Dr
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Babar Awan, a key legal adviser, also made a comeback after remaining
away for a while.
As mentioned above, the appointment of Hafeez Shaikh and other unelected advisers had put huge question marks over the feasibility and
strength of the entire parliamentary political system of the country. If a political system cannot produce figures, who can run important ministries,
how come it can be called relevant, let alone an efficient system?
It is important to understand the need of a viable political system for
the country. The political system of a country is important for organising
society and responding to the needs of the people and the provision of an
environment, which is essential for the social, economic and physical development of the country as well as the welfare of its citizens and their personality development. It is the structure and functions of a political system
and its institutions that condition policies and governance within the state.
Hence, the system of government or political system ought to be meticulously designed so that it is effective and efficient in achieving its objectives
that, inter alia, include the stability of society through ensuring social control, security of citizens, the provision of basic amenities and social services and guaranteeing the fundamental rights of the people and achieving
development in all spheres of human activity.
Our Constitution provides for the parliamentary system of government
in the country. The country is once again at a crossroads in its largely chequered history, whereas the political system, despite its relative continuity,
has generally been unable to fulfil its basic functions and achieve its fundamental objectives. It is up to the people to agree what kind of political
system the country must have. A large majority of politicians and political
parties, which claim to be representatives of the people, have considered
the parliamentary system the best option for the state and its residents for
decades. They have been against any other political system, specifically
an alternative proportional representative and presidential system.
PM Khan and his government have many lacuna and shortcomings in
their policies and approach to put the economy on the right track and come
up with good governance strategies in other respects; however, if we look
deeper into our economic and financial woes, the roots could be traced
back to the inception of a real parliamentary system in the 1970s, when
Prime Minister Zulfikar Ali Bhutto came up with his nationalisation policies,
followed by pseudo-“Islamization” of the economy by General Zia in the
1980s, public-private partnership of Benazir Bhutto in the late 80s and mid90s and privatization and deregulation policies of Nawaz Sharif in the
1990s. Importantly, in all three dictatorial regimes of General Ayub Khan
in the 1960s, General Zia and General Musharraf in the 2000s, all of whom
led a fundamentally presidential system, the economy performed far better.
However, the fundamental problem with the military regimes was their dictatorial character due to which the structural and systemic flaws of the
country could not be addressed. The elected governments could also not
fix the economy once and for all due to myopic and self-centered policies
of the rulers.
Against this backdrop, whether PM Khan is now experimenting with
elected ministers and replacing his failed strategy of working with unelected advisers, it would not work either because the real problem is with
the political system and the administrative edifice it provides for.
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Constraints to
people's uplift
Husnain Shahid

Prime Minister Imran Khan has launched an ambitious plan for social
safety and poverty alleviation in the country. His steps sound innovative
and sincere but the key question is its implementation and funds, especially at a time when Pakistan’s economy is in dire straits and it is finding
hard even to run its day-to-day affairs.
The government aims to amend the Article 38(D) of the Constitution,
which includes a clause for the provision of food, shelter, clothing, education and healthcare to the people. In its current form, the clause is only
a policy recommendation and the government wants to make it a fundamental right, so the state can guarantee the five basic needs of the people. Experts say if the government passes the legislation, anyone will be
able to move courts for their fundamental rights and it would put extra
pressure on courts and the government. The provision of the basic
needs, under the 18th Amendment, is the responsibility of the provinces
now. If the federal government takes them into its own hands, the
provinces will consider it interference into their affairs.
The government has also planned a new ministry for social protection
and poverty alleviation. The move aims at bringing all organizations,
working to help the poor, under one umbrella. In the first phase, a database is being set up, under which the government would know about people's income levels as well as how many indigent citizens are living in
each area. The government has run the poverty alleviation campaign in
the whole country from one place and people from one area are being
served under a "one-window operation". Under the programme, nearly
5.7 million women will be given savings accounts and mobile phones
through which they would be able to access their bank accounts. Additionally, 500 digital hubs are being created in tehsils where poor people
could go to access their bank accounts and look for jobs. Call centres
will be set up to provide legal assistance to people as well as funds to
children who want to study. The government also plans to fund Bait-ulMaal to build homes for 10,000 orphan children in the next four years.
Experts say Prime Minister Imran Khan is impressed with China’s efforts to lift its population out of abject poverty and his model is based on
the Chinese experience. According to the World Bank, China has lifted
500 million people out of extreme poverty over the last three decades.
Today, poverty in China is mainly referred to the rural poor. Poverty in
China, as measured by the percentage of people living on the equivalent
of $1.90 or less per day in the 2011 purchasing price parity terms, fell
from 88pc in 1981 to 6.5pc in 2012. The percentage of people living
below the international poverty line continued to fall to 4.1pc in 2014 to
2pc in 2018.
Bringing government departments, like Bait-ul-Maal, Poverty Alleviation Council, Benazir Income Support Programme and Zakat councils, to
a single platform will improve coordination among them. However, it is
not clear how the promise of providing mobile phones to 5.7 million
women will help alleviate poverty? Another initiative is the promise of al-
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lowing a fixed proportion of state land for shops and kiosks to be set up
by the poor, but one can ask why thousands of shops on state land had
to be razed during clean-up operations recently? Interest-free housing
loans, promises to implement labour laws and the promise to include
household labour in pension schemes are all good measures on paper,
but their implementation will be the real issue.
Critics say the prime minister’s plan of poverty alleviation will meet
the fate of his election promises. He had promised 10 million jobs and
five million houses to the underprivileged. He had announced the provision of cheap electricity, gas, fuel and essentials to the people after coming to power. Instead, their rates have doubled in his government. They
also point out the inability of the government to legislate for the scheme
after its failure to forge coordination with the opposition, without which
no constitutional amendment can be passed.
If the amendment is passed, it will redefine the common man’s access
to food, shelter, clothing, health and education as fundamental rights. It
will also change the relationship of the state with its people. The government is holding a new survey for the poverty alleviation programme. The
Benazir Income Support Programme was also launched after a comprehensive survey, but still misuse of funds and corruption have been detected in it many times in the past. The government will have to ensure
a fair survey for fair distribution of funds.
The government has modeled its poverty alleviation plan on the Chinese experience. China had lifted 740 million people in rural areas out
of poverty between 1978 and 2017, or about 19 million people each year,
according to the National Bureau of Statistics. No other country in the
world has managed to improve the living conditions of so many people
over such a short period. The gradual opening-up of the economy to external investments for export production provided vast numbers of jobs
for people from villages in China. The government constructed transportation, logistics and communication networks that made China the
"factory of the world". Chinese policies aim to give the poor a roof over
their heads, guarantee food, clothing and basic medical services, and
provide their children with nine years of compulsory education. Funds
and resources were provided for agricultural subsidies and cheap loans
to rural farmers. Funds also went into rural revitalization, to integrate regional development and build infrastructure connecting villages to markets so that farmers could sell their products more easily.
China was able to alleviate poverty because its economy was growing
at an unprecedented level in the world. On the other hand, Pakistan’s
economy is in tatters. The country is left with little resources after debt
servicing and necessary expenditure. It will have to improve its economy
to lift people out of poverty. The country’s economic growth is slowing
down. In the meager growth rate, more people are feared to lose jobs
and fall below the poverty line. It will be a miracle if the government maintains the current level of poverty and jobs in the next few years.
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Economic turnaround:
A challenging task
Muhammad Jahangir

The PTI government inherited an economy
which was in a shambles and it has been
trying to put it on the road to recovery. Before the pandemic hit the country, macroeconomic indicators had visibly improved but
afterwards the situation turned more challenging.
The government was faced with the task
of controlling the virus with lockdown while
also keeping the wheels of the economy
turning. Another challenge was to protect
the vulnerable sections of society hit by a
suspension of economic activities. It, therefore, adopted a smart strategy, creating a
balance between saving lives and keeping
the economy going to save the poorer sections of society and daily wage-earners. The
strategy worked as, based on the positive
trends in macroeconomic numbers, the
World Bank forecast 1.5pc GDP growth in
the current fiscal year, the Asian Development Bank projected around 2.5pc growth and the State Bank of Pakistan
forecast it to be around 3pc.
Some of the positive economic indicators include rapid expansion in
remittances and foreign direct investment and the primary balance in surplus. During the first three quarters of the current fiscal year, remittances
grew by 26.5pc, foreign direct investment (FDI) rose by 9.1pc, tax collection went up by 10pc, and the primary balance has been in the surplus
worth Rs258 billion.
The government’s policies also bolstered large-scale manufacturing
(LSM), which registered a 4.8pc growth, while the cement sector expanded
20pc at 100pc capacity utilisation. Significant increases were witnessed in
the sale of cars, motorbikes and tractors during July-March, 2020-21.
The data shows the economy is in a “recovery” mode despite the coronavirus pandemic. No wonder, Moody’s upgraded Pakistan’s economic
outlook to “Stable” in August 2020. It said that Pakistan had registered an
upward trend in foreign remittances and FDI, indicating growing investor’s
confidence in Pakistan’s economy. According to a recent survey, consumers are now 7pc more confident about the overall health of the economy and their personal finances than they were in mid-2020.
Following a liberal foreign investment policy, the government has introduced measures to promote Ease of Doing Business (EoDB) in the country, leading to an improvement in Pakistan’s ranking from 147 and 136 in
2018 and 2019, respectively, to 108 in 2020. It has boosted the morale of
both local and foreign businessmen.
Strict financial discipline has led to a reduction in government expenditure and an increase in revenue. A market-driven exchange rate has
boosted exports and discouraged imports. At the same time, Pakistan has
witnessed an improvement in fiscal and current account deficits.
At another level, several initiatives have been launched to facilitate agri-
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culture and constructions sectors to accelerate economic recovery. The
government approved a Rs24 billion package to slash the input costs for
farmers, whereas a relief package for small- and medium-sized enterprises
(SMEs) acted as a shield against insolvency and joblessness. A Rs144
billion Ehsaas emergency cash programme provided cash relief worth
Rs12,000 each to 15 million families of daily wage-earners.
To jumpstart the economy, the government gave the status of an industry to the construction sector and announced a package of multiple incentives for investors in the sector. The construction industry is linked to
almost 40 other industries, including steel and cement, which, as envisaged, has shown very positive results. The provision of loans for low-cost
housing is another laudable step to supplement the initiative taken to revive
the construction industry and also to enable poor people to build affordable
houses.
Needless to say, agriculture is the backbone of Pakistan’s economy
and no sustainable progress can be made without energising the sector,
which has a pivotal role in the overall development of the country. Acknowledging its vitality, the government has approved a Rs.24 billion package
to reduce input costs for farmers.
No doubt, much has been achieved in the last two years, but there is
still a long way to go to stabilise the economy. The price situation has been
worsening day by day and so far all government efforts have failed to stop
the rot. New employment opportunities also need to be created for the
swelling numbers of educated youths. Another urgent need is to reduce
the burden of debt which has piled up over the years.
However, an era of trust, transparency and cleansing the mess has
begun. It raises the hope that in the days ahead, the country will be able
to overcome the challenge of turning around the economy so as to maximise the benefits for the common people.
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SBP: The autonomy
controversy
Muhammad Jahangir

The move to make the State Bank of Pakistan an autonomous institution has become a favourite topic of a
heated debate in the country. Recently, the federal cabinet approved amendments to the State Bank of Pakistan (SBP) Act in the name of the central bank’s
autonomy, accountability and price stability. If the parliament approves the amendments, the SBP will hold
more sway to target inflation. In line with global practices, the State Bank of Pakistan has been taking
measures to shift to flexible inflation targeting (FIT). In
FIT, price stability becomes the overriding objective of
monetary policy. The enactment of the SBP Amendment Act is an important milestone in this regard.
It may be added here that until now the State Bank
of Pakistan has been working under the 1956 law with
the mandate “to regulate the monetary and credit system of Pakistan and to foster its growth in the best national interest with a view to securing monetary stability
and fuller utilisation of the country's productive resources”. According to experts, there was no clarity on the exact role of
the SBP pertaining to inflation, credit, employment or economic growth.
The new SBP Act will assign the task of price stability and inflation targeting to the central bank. Though it would only be possible to understand
the underlying implications of the amendments after they are approved by
the parliament, yet it appears that price stability would now be the SBP’s
primary function, while financial stability and support for economic policies
will be its secondary objectives.
In order for the State Bank of Pakistan to meet the ends, the grant of
unprecedented autonomy is on the cards. The move would take the edge
off the role of the Ministry of Finance and the government as it entails the
abolition of the Monetary and Fiscal Policies Coordination Board (MFPCB)
to minimise the “risk of undue political influence over the SBP’s monetary
policy.” The MFPCB is predominantly managed by the finance ministry,
which plays a defining role in the implementation of the monetary and exchange rate policy. But after the passage of the new law, the State Bank
of Pakistan will have the freedom to determine and implement the monetary and exchange rate policy. Furthermore, the SBP shall not extend any
direct credits to or guarantee any obligation of the government, or a government-owned entity or any other public entity. Earlier, the government
borrowed from the SBP to meet fiscal expenses.
Furthermore, the State Bank of Pakistan will abolish the Rural Credit
Fund, Industrial Credit Fund, Export Credit Fund, Loans Credit Fund and
Housing Credit Fund. It implies that the SBP will not fund quasi-fiscal operations and economic growth-related activities. However, the SBP will
provide the refinance facility only to financial institutions, and can provide
the short-term facility to a troubled commercial bank, provided the federal
government acts as a guarantor for the sanction of such a loan.
The governor of the State Bank of Pakistan shall be appointed by the
President of Pakistan for five years, and the federal government will ap-
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point the deputy governors. The external members of the Monetary Policy
Committee (MPC) will be appointed by the federal government on the recommendation of the SBP board. Members of the parliament or a provincial
assembly and members of a political party cannot be members of the SBP
board or the MPC. Importantly, the government cannot remove the governor or deputy governor except under extraordinary circumstances.
The new law provides that an “executive committee” of the SBP will be
set up under the governor and with the deputy governor and executive directors of the SBP. The executive committee will decide any “residual matter” that has not been explicitly addressed by the new law. The governor
shall submit the annual report before the parliament regarding the achievement of the SBP’s objectives, the conduct of the monetary policy, the state
of the economy and the financial system. There are three important ramifications of the amendments: first, price stability is declared as the prime objective of the SBP. This is significant keeping in view the country’s history
of sudden jumps in inflation. It goes without saying that inflation erodes the
purchasing power of the consumers and the confidence of the investors.
In the new scheme of things, the government cannot directly borrow
from the State Bank of Pakistan. Government borrowing is inflationary and
it crowds out private investment and, consequently, the country's economic
activities bear the brunt. If autonomy is given to the SBP, the Ministry of
Finance and the government's role will be minimised. However, this is not
the first time that such autonomy will be given to the State Bank of Pakistan. According to the website of the SBP, “Under financial sector reforms,
the State Bank of Pakistan was granted autonomy in February 1994. On
21st January 1997, this autonomy was further strengthened by issuing
three Amendment Ordinances.”
All said, it remains to be seen how the whole scheme works out. Will
more autonomy be good for the economy? If the results are not as expected, will the decision be reviewed and reversed? Only the time will answer these questions.
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Education

HEC crisis not over yet
Rasheed Ali

The “unceremonious” removal of Higher Education Commission (HEC)
Chairman Dr Tariq Banuri in the last week of March 2021, proved it once
again that groupings exist in all sectors of the country to protect and pursue
their vested interests, and the higher education sector is no exception.
Demands and protests by various bodies and associations concerned
had been continuing for years for sending Dr Banuri packing through any
means, but his removal elicited sharp criticism also by various other bodies
and persons concerned.
The Cabinet Secretariat, in a notification issued on March 27, announced
the removal of Dr Tariq Banuri. “In terms of Sub-section (5), read with Subsection (5A), of Section 6 of the Higher Education Commission Ordinance,
2002, as amended vide the Higher Education Commission (Amendment)
Ordinance, 2021, Dr Tariq Banuri has ceased to be the chairperson, Higher
Education Commission, forthwith and is accordingly removed from the post,
with immediate effect," read the notification. He was supposed to complete
his four-year term in 2022. The notification was issued after the promulgation
of a presidential ordinance. The ordinance, effecting an amendment to the
Section 6, for Sub-Section (5), reads: “The chairperson shall hold office for
a period of two years and members shall hold office for a period of four
years. In no case the chairperson and members shall be eligible for re-appointment for more than one similar term.”
Dr Tariq Banuri was appointed in May 2018, by the then Prime Minister
Shahid Khaqan Abbasi for a four-year term, and his removal almost one
year before the completion of his tenure created ripples in the higher education sector.
The Punjab chapter of the Federation of All Pakistan Universities Academic Staff Association (FAPUASA) termed the removal of Dr. Banuri a “hurried and unceremonious” act. The association’s Punjab chapter President,
Dr Abdul Sattar Malik, General Secretary Dr Ahtisham Ali, and Punjab University Academic Staff Association (PUASA) General Secretary Dr. Amjad
Abbas Magsi, in separate news releases, said that the HEC (Amendment)
2021 Ordinance had been issued in a hurry, without taking the stakeholders
into confidence. “The difference of the term of office for chairman merely for
two years and for members for four years is not justified in any way. The
amendments must have been debated before the parliament first for comprehensive input and consensus legislation,” they said.
In a telephonic talk with Cutting Edge, FAPUASA Punjab President Dr.
Abdul Sattar demanded the amendment should not be a move in any way
to give the HEC control to the bureaucracy. “The slot of the HEC chairman
must be held by an academician of good repute, with an impeccable record
of administration in the higher education sector of Pakistan. Any “imported”
solution or a role of the bureaucracy would be detrimental to the higher education sector, which is already facing numerous challenges,” he added.
Dr. Adil Najam, dean, Pardee School of Global Studies, Boston University, reacting to the sacking, said, “Dr. Tariq Banuri was being bullied by pygmies for trying to mend a broken system. What a travesty! This will further
wreck an already shattered system.”
GC University Lahore Vice-Chancellor Prof. Dr. Asghar Zaidi, in a tweet,
said that Dr. Tariq Banuri was an honest, qualified and competent chairman
of the HEC. “I’m sorry to see him leave. With this treatment at the hands of
politicians, can we still find a suitable candidate for the HEC chairman post?”
the VC questioned.
However, Prof. Zaidi’s criticism prompted Punjab Minister for Higher Ed-
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ucation Raja Yassir Humayun to respond immediately. “Sir, (you) can't blame
politicians for everything. There is a mafia in academia, which was cooking
this for some time and finally succeeded,” he said on his Twitter account.
The minister’s assertion of “a mafia in academia” was not without a reason,
by the way. Dr. Banuri’s working relationship with the federal education ministry, vice chancellors’ body, faculty members, employees and media persons had not been good for the last two years. One of the reasons for the
sour relations was the appointment of a number of consultants to the HEC
against heavy salary packages, in which he allegedly ignored various powerful bodies and appointed only his favourites.
According to a statement of HEC Officers Welfare Association President
Raza Chohan, Dr. Banuri called a meeting of the selection board some time
before his removal for the appointment of his blue-eyed individuals to the
posts of 12 regular directors general (DGs) in grade-20, advisers in grade21, four positions on MP-1, and two positions of MP-II and MP-III.
The statement said that the CPEC consultant, Lt-Gen (retd) Muhammad
Asghar, who is above 70 years of age, was given the charge of the member
operations in order to shortlist, scrutinise the favourite individuals of the HEC
chairman for appointment to higher positions, in violation of the recruitment
rules of the HEC. The CPEC consultant is also facing a National Accountability Bureau (NAB) inquiry, currently underway against Dr. Banuri and other
HEC officials. The NAB launched an investigation against Dr. Banuri and,
through a letter, had sought details of the consultants appointed by him. He
was also directed to provide details of expenses incurred on the inauguration
of a university at the PM’s House.
HEC Officers Association President Raza Chohan alleged that during
his tenure, Dr. Banuri degraded the institution through his policies. He alleged that the chairman wanted to run the higher education regulatory body
as a “one-man show”.
Many academic and administrative staff bodies organised protest
demonstrations against Dr. Tariq Banuri in the federal capital and provincial
headquarters last year. The chairman of the vice chancellors committee,
which is an elected body of VCs, Dr Mohammad Ali, told Cutting Edge by
telephone that heads of the country’s universities had many concerns over
the policies and approach of the HEC chairman. He said that VCs are major
stakeholders, but unfortunately, the HEC for the last couple of years, had
been ignoring them in the decision-making process. “We had no working relationship with the former HEC chairman, which was not good for the country’s higher education sector,” he added.
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Opinion

Future of e-commerce
after pandemic
Huma Mir
Electronic commerce may appear an unfamiliar phenomenon to many
people but it has emerged as a big reality. On the one hand, it seems
like it is the one that will revolutionize the way business is transacted
online. On the other, its business model often seems identical to physical retail that has been around for centuries.
The truth is that both points of view are valid. E-commerce does
much the same as physical retail. However, the fact that it operates
digitally, introduces some unique business elements. Here is how ecommerce works. When facemasks and hand sanitizing first became
mandatory, many wondered how the effects of the global pandemic
would affect us. For many people, a year of lockdowns and social restrictions has changed the way in which we live and work. Businesses
have been forced to close, while workers have been made to work from
home.
Let’s have a glance at how the global pandemic changed the ways
we work and what are the prospects of the e-commerce industry. Small
and medium-sized businesses have suffered financially under governments’ social restrictions with the retail sector facing the biggest setbacks and social distancing requirements having a huge impact on
businesses ability to trade. During the first 12 weeks of the lockdown, it
was estimated that millions of workers had been made jobless globally.
Many retail outlets closed and various businesses have gone into liquidation.
As of 2021, COVID-19 has plunged the world’s economic market into
the deepest recession on record, with the retail sector accounting for about
one in four of the totals. By the end of 2020, worldwide retail sales declined
by 3.0%, with many consumers now choosing to purchase online due to
convenience and value for money.
According to a report in the Financial Times, as the pandemic continued
to take hold throughout 2020, several global leaders have since said that
they initially didn’t realize how impactful and long-term the pandemic
changes would be.
But while COVID-19 has greatly affected people’s lives, many businesses have also taken the pandemic as an opportunity to learn lessons
along the way. Some of these lessons have included finding new ways to
connect with colleagues and clients, and understanding that emails and
instant messaging can work just as well as face-to-face conversation.
Videotelephony software like Zoom has been particularly popular during
the pandemic, while business communication platform Microsoft Teams
has added another 40 million daily active users since April 2020.
With many workers working from home, the bedroom has now become
the office. And while many sellers and e-commerce businesses may have
already operated remotely pre-COVID-19, having to adapt to changing
shipping and delivery regulations has proven difficult for many online businesses. Another issue that has arisen since working from home is the lack
of space, and in particular, how the mattress has become the desk. But
while working from your bed does sound appealing, when it comes to
working on your mattress, sometimes it isn’t as comfy as it sounds. In fact,
during the pandemic, a majority of homeworkers reported uncomfortable
aches and pains due to the lack of a proper desk and having to resort to
working from the confines of their bed.
With many of us having to readjust from working in an office to working
from our bedrooms, sometimes the lines between work and personal
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space can be blurred. But while working from home can sometimes be
cramped and confined, there can also be positive benefits to working from
your bedroom.
According to statistics, working away from the office can have mental
health advantages, with many workers reporting an increase in overall effectiveness and time management. As the effects of the global pandemic
continue to take their toll on the economy in major cities across the world,
an industry that has suffered increased financial and footfall loss has been
the retail sector and particularly high-street fashion stores and brands. With
the pandemic continuing to drive shoppers online due to a combination of
convenience and value for money, physical stores may have to become
more versatile to keep attracting customers who are disappearing in crowds.
In a bid to compete with online marketplaces and declining sales, retailers are looking to change the customer experience, particularly becoming less about generic transactions and instead, more about building
relationships with shoppers. The world’s big retailers are turning their
shops into new roles as distribution centers and many are going in a different direction by adding attractive physical platforms to attract and retain
new customers. With many consumers adjusting how they purchase products and choosing to buy online, 2021 will see many brick and mortar retail
establishments look at ways to differentiate themselves from their digital
competitors.
How will the working world look once social restrictions and lockdowns
are over? With many traditional retail outlets reporting profit loss or even
going into administration, research suggests that the digital footfall of online marketplaces will continue to grow as consumers turn to e-commerce
platforms to replace previous traditional retail shopping patterns such as
the weekly grocery shops and clothing brands.
For the Pakistani business community, now is a more profitable time
to kick-start their own online businesses, with 2021 seeing start-ups and
entrepreneurs take their first steps and start selling in the local as well as
in international e-commerce marketplaces. The Pakistani virtual business
industry can provide a remarkable boost to our economy only if we utilize
the talent and plan our future policies accordingly.

(The writer is a Lahore-based senior educationist and freelance contributor)
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Renewable energy

There are grounds for
concern about solar power
Khaled Diab

Sunlight is the greatest life-giving force on our planet. It is also a potential
source of more clean energy that we can ever use.
The amount of solar energy reaching the surface of the Earth is estimated to be a staggering 3.4 million exajoules (EJ) a year. To give you
some idea of how much this is, a single EJ is one quintillion (one million
trillion) joules (the T hoku earthquake and tsunami measured in at
0.175EJ). The sun’s rays bathing the Earth in a single year are enough to
supply humanity, at its current rate of primary energy consumption, with
energy for 7,000 to 8,000 years. That means that capturing just a minuscule fraction (less than 0.1 percent) of this abundance could theoretically
cover all our energy needs. It is little wonder that solar energy has created
such a buzz of excitement. It is “free”, clean, green and is in absolutely no
danger of running out for the rest of human existence.
However, numerous economic, political and technical barriers stand in
the way of tapping this apparently boundless resource. One largely neglected factor is land. Most people do not think of land as a constraint on
our ability to exploit this manna from the heavens. But solar installations
are so space-hungry that switching large proportions of our electricity supply to solar power would occupy enormous swathes of land.
Just how much is not really known because official statistical reporting
and models assume the land use of solar installations to be negligible and,
hence, exclude this factor. To fill this knowledge gap, a new study, produced as part of the European Union-funded Locomotion project aimed at
producing environmental policy models, estimates that the land requirements for solar energy are far from negligible.
Focusing on the EU, Japan, South Korea and India, the simulation forecasts that, in a scenario where 80 percent of electricity is extracted from
the sun by 2050, solar installations would require as much as 5 percent of
the total landmass (in the case of Japan and South Korea).
In the EU, the land requirements would reach up to 2.8 percent of the
bloc’s total territory. To give you an idea of the scale of this, an estimated
4 percent of EU land is currently covered with man-made surfaces, such
as cities, towns, villages and roads and other infrastructure required to sustain them. “If at least half of the produced electricity comes from solar
power. Land for solar would amount to over 50% of the current EU urban
land, over 85% for India, and over 75% in Japan and South-Korea,” the
paper observes.
“This huge demand for land will not help the renewable transition,” DirkJan Van de Ven of the Basque Centre for Climate Change (BC3), the lead
author of the study, said. “Land occupation usually has several negative
side-effects, and the aesthetic impacts will be noticed by many, potentially
affecting public support for such a transition,” he added.
These environmental side effects can be both direct and indirect. Potential direct impacts include the conversion of arable land and the fragmentation of ecosystems. Indirect effects include the relocation of activities
displaced by solar installations to other locations, such as forests and other
biodiversity-rich areas.
Rather like the proverbial butterfly effect, our scramble to capture the
sun’s energy could set off a chain reaction that travels from urban areas to
reach as far away as the rainforests. For example, if we convert productive
land in Europe to solar parks, this may lead to other agricultural and eco-
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nomic activities shifting to other locations, leading potentially to deforestation within and outside Europe.
Given the difference in the productivity of arable land in different parts
of the world, this could potentially involve a magnifying effect, indirectly
leading to the loss of more land (and more biodiverse areas) than that
which is directly converted to solar installations. “Relatively high crop productivities in the EU, Japan and South Korea mean that the displacement
of cropland from these regions to regions with lower crop productivities
would indirectly increase global cropland cover, amplifying the impact of
solar energy expansion in these regions on global land competition by up
to 22%,” the study notes. “For every 100 hectares of solarland in the EU,
we find that, depending on the solar penetration level, 31 to 43 hectares
of unmanaged forest may be cleared throughout all the world.”
In addition to causing possibly irreversible biodiversity loss, the
changes in land use are likely to result in emissions that are currently unaccounted for. These include the direct effects on the carbon absorption
capacity of the land occupied by solar installations, as well as the indirect
effects on the land taken over by displaced activities.
“In the absence of land management practices specifically aiming at
carbon sequestration, land cover change due to the expansion of solar energy in the EU would cause 13 to 53g of CO2 per produced kilowatt-hour
(kWh) of electricity, about 4% to 16% of the CO2 emissions from natural
gas-fired electricity,” the study estimates. Although this is considerably
lower than the emissions from fossil fuels, it could still affect the EU’s ability
to achieve its net zero emissions ambition. Moreover, this only takes account of emissions from land use changes. The production and installation
of solar technology, like other renewables, involves additional emissions
and other forms of environmental impact, such as the pollution and deforestation caused by mining the required minerals.
None of this means that we should not transition to solar power and other
forms of renewable energy. However, we must proceed with caution. One
example of suitable land for solar installations are deserts, which are home
to abundant sunshine and little biodiversity compared with, say, forests and
arable land. However, aside from some arid and semi-arid areas in southern
Europe, there are no real deserts to speak of in Europe.
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Racism

Murdering minorities in America:
‘The white man’s burden’
Hamid Dabashi

Once again, innocent members of yet another “minority community” have
become victims of gun violence in the United States. On March 16, a series
of mass shootings terrorised three spas in Atlanta, Georgia. Eight people,
including six Asian women, were murdered. A suspect, a white man in his
early 20s, was arrested. Mass protests across the US brought yet another
facet of the incurably violent racism in the country to global attention.
The pattern has now been fully established. A murderous, self-identified
“white man” picks up readily available assault weapons and goes on a rampage murdering Asians, African Americans, Arabs, Muslims, Jews, Sikhs
– ethnically cleansing “their country” of people they consider undesirable.
The pattern began a very long time ago, when the Spaniards who “discovered” this land started slaughtering its native inhabitants. It continued
with the murderous transatlantic slave trade and the lynching of African
Americans. Now it extends to other immigrant communities who these
criminal “white men” don’t like to see in “their country”. They want a “whites
only” country. Once they achieve that, they will start shooting at each other
– resuming their equally racist thuggeries against the Italians, the Irish, the
Germans, the Scots, the Poles, the Scandinavians, the works. “The white
man” is the figment of a criminal imagination.
On August 5, 2012, US army veteran and white supremacist Wade
Michael Page attacked a Sikh temple in Oak Creek, Wisconsin and fatally
shot six people and wounded four others, a seventh victim died of his
wounds in 2020. He was shot and killed by a police officer outside the temple after the massacre.
On February 10, 2015, Deah Shaddy Barakat, a Syrian American, his
wife Yusor Mohammad Abu-Salha and her sister Razan Mohammad AbuSalha, both Jordanian Americans of Palestinian descent, were murdered
in their home in Chapel Hill, North Carolina. They were all students at local
universities. Their white neighbour, Craig Stephen Hicks, was arrested and
convicted of the heinous crime and is serving three consecutive life sentences. The liberal US press said this multiple murder was caused by a
“parking dispute” and whitewashed its underlying racist causes.
On June 17, 2015, in Charleston, South Carolina, nine African Americans were murdered during Bible study at the Emanuel African Methodist
Episcopal Church, one of the oldest Black churches in the United States.
Police subsequently arrested a white supremacist terrorist named Dylann
Roof for having committed the murderous act. He is currently serving nine
consecutive life sentences without parole.
On October 27, 2018, a 46-year-old white man named Robert Gregory
Bowers attacked the Tree of Life synagogue in Pittsburgh during Shabbat
morning service, killing 11 people and wounding many others. He was arrested and is now facing either death or a consecutive sentence of 535
years in federal prison.
You can look at any year and it’s unlikely you’ll find one when the US
has been without violent acts of murder and mayhem against so-called
“minorities”. If you put all of these minorities together, they make up the
majority of Americans – excepting the fictitious category of “White People”.
The root cause of this sustained course of barbarous behaviour is an illusion that calls itself the “white man” and the “burden” he thinks he carries
to civilise the world.
The White Man’s Burden: The United States and the Philippine Islands
(1899) is a poem by the renowned racist, English poet Rudyard Kipling, who
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assigned himself the task of civilising the world with barbarous brutality.
Kipling composed the cruel poem (how could a poet be so vicious?) on
the occasion of the US invasion of the Philippines. What kind of a sick
mind is this? How does it feel to be Filipina, Chinese, Japanese, Korean,
any kind of Asian, African, or Latin American, any kind of Jew, Muslim or
Sikh in the US these or any other days? We are all sitting ducks waiting
for our turn to be murdered, to help a “white man” unburden himself.
The relentless mass violence against Muslims, Blacks, Asians, Jews,
Sikhs etc in the US, is the mirror image of the wars America wages around
the globe, which result in waves of migration to the US. America’s “white
men” used to go abroad to maim and murder Black, brown and Asian people. Now they don’t have to go “overseas” because the “overseas” has
come to them, so they periodically go hunting in their own neighbourhoods.
In a bold and defiant recent book, This Land Is Our Land: An Immigrant’s Manifesto (2019), Suketu Mehta has written a deeply erudite defence of global migrants and refugees who roam the globe and make the
cruel wheels of predatory capitalism run their cycles. Mehta begins his
book with the story of his own grandfather sitting in a park in a suburb of
London when a nasty old racist “white man” – an avid reader of Rudyard
Kipling no doubt – approaches him and wags his finger at him demanding
to know why he was in “his country”. “Because we are the creditors,” responds Mehta’s magnificent grandfather, who was born in India worked all
his life in colonial Kenya and had retired in London, “We are here, because
you were there.”
We are all here because they were there. The Africans are in France,
the Indians are in the UK, the Koreans, the Vietnamese, and the Iranians
are in the US, the Palestinians are in refugee camps, the Congolese are
in Belgium – just roam around the globe and see we are all the gushing
wounds and open scars European and US barbarities have left behind in
Asia, Africa, and Latin America.
People from around the globe whose countries have been at the mercy
of their colonial and imperial savageries are roaming the globe in search
of a haven for their families. Migrants from poorer countries to richer climes
are escaping poverty, climate change, rampant violence caused by localised tyrannies and the globalised imperialism of the US and its European and regional allies. The Chinese and the Russians are not any better,
they are worse.
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Viewpoint

Coming to terms with Gandhi’s
complicated legacy
Tamoghna Halder

Branding Mohandas Karamchand Gandhi as “Mahatma” (great-souled)
and marketing him to global audiences as an undisputed and all-inclusive
icon of non-violent resistance was perhaps the most successful propaganda campaign ever carried out by the Indian state.
Thus any attempt to critically challenge Gandhi’s legacy, even when
it takes place in an obscure small town in America, causes much controversy in India and beyond.
On the morning of January 27, a statue of Gandhi was found vandalised in the town of Davis, in the north of the US state of California. It
was not immediately clear who sawed the bronze statue off its base and
for what purpose, but the condemnations started flowing in right away.
Indian media framed the incident as an attack not only on Gandhi but
also on the Indian people, and swiftly branded it a hate crime. The Indian
Ministry of External Affairs, meanwhile, issued a statement to officially
condemn the act of vandalism and called upon the US Department of
State to investigate the incident.
A few days later, the same ministry released another statement, this
time tying the incident in Davis to the ongoing farmers’ protests in India
without any substantial basis or evidence. “It is unfortunate to see vested
interest groups trying to enforce their agenda on these protests, and derail them,” the ministry said. “Some of these vested interest groups have
also tried to mobilise international support against India. Instigated by
such fringe elements, Mahatma Gandhi statues have been desecrated
in parts of the world. This is extremely disturbing for India and for civilised
society everywhere.”
Several right-wing Indian media outlets went further to openly blame
California’s Sikh community for the incident, claiming without evidence
that they must have targeted the statue in support of Sikh farmers who
have been leading the protests in India. There have been strong reactions to the incident in the US too. However, the reactions in the US were
more nuanced and diverse than they were in India. Local and federal authorities condemned the act of vandalism and Indian-American groups
organised rallies to ensure the swift reinstatement of the statue. But several organisations also held demonstrations and issued statements to remind everyone that the statue was not welcomed by a significant share
of the Indian community in Davis right from the time of its installation in
2016.
The California Sikh Youth Alliance, for example, issued a statement
saying while it does not support the way the statue was removed, it opposes all “monuments that lionise Gandhi”. “There is no disputing Gandhi
represents racism, anti-Blackness and is a blatant affront to Davis’s values,” the group said. The statue in Davis has since been reinstated. But
the incident and the reactions to it raise some important questions about
Gandhi’s legacy and the way it is being appropriated by the current Indian
administration:
Why is the symbol of India’s anti-colonial struggle now being condemned as a racist in America? Why is India’s far-right Hindu-nationalist
government, which has links to the violent ideology that paved the way
for Gandhi’s assassination, trying to shield him from any criticism? And
most importantly, how should contemporary racial justice movements
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deal with Gandhi’s complicated legacy?
Gandhi moved to South Africa in 1893 to represent an Indian merchant in a lawsuit and went on to spend 21 years in the then-British
colony. During the two decades he spent in South Africa, most of his actions and words demonstrated his anti-Black racism. In fact, he rose to
prominence in colonial South Africa, not because of his anti-racist activism, but his efforts to reconfigure existing racial hierarchies for the benefit of his own people.
One of the first battles Gandhi fought after coming to South Africa
was over the separate entrances for white and Black people at the Durban post office. Gandhi objected that Indians were “classed with the natives of South Africa”, who he derogatively labelled as “kaffirs”, and
demanded a separate entrance for Indians.
During his time in South Africa, Gandhi repeatedly underlined the
shared Indo-Aryan roots of the Indian and European peoples and argued
that, due to this historical connection, the British empire should treat Indians more respectfully than Black Africans. In an open letter to the parliament of colonial South Africa, for example, he wrote: “I venture to point
out that both the English and the Indians spring from a common stock,
called the Indo-Aryan. … This belief serves as the basis of operations of
those who are trying to unify the hearts of the two races, which are,
legally and outwardly, bound together under a common flag.”
In the same letter, he went on to argue that “a general belief seems
to prevail in the Colony that the Indians are little better, if at all, than savages or the Natives of Africa. Even the children are taught to believe in
that manner, with the result that the Indian is being dragged down to the
position of a raw Kaffir.”
Throughout his stay in South Africa, Gandhi continued to voice his belief
that Black Africans were inferior to Indians. He openly advocated for the
continuation of race-based residential and social segregation in the colony
and publicly allied himself with the British colonisers at every opportunity.
During the Boer war, for example, Gandhi raised an Indian Ambulance
Corps and served in it as a sergeant-major of the British army.
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Rights

Achieving human rights to water
and sanitation amid COVID-19
Catarina de Albuquerque

Ten years after the United Nations recognised
water and sanitation as human rights, the world
finds itself reeling from the devastating toll of
COVID-19, a virus against which hand-washing
and hygiene are the first lines of defence.
One of the most important lessons we learned
from this pandemic is that we are only as healthy
as the most vulnerable members of our societies,
and today, huge sections of the global population
are still being left behind in their access to water,
sanitation and hygiene.
This World Health Day, our interconnectivity
makes it more imperative than ever before that we
ensure everyone on the planet has access to
water and sanitation – for a safer and healthier future for all. Before the pandemic hit, 40 percent of
the world’s population already lacked access to
basic hand-washing facilities at home, and children at almost half of the world’s schools did not
have water and soap. While many governments
have increased the provision of public hand-washing stations during the pandemic, the economic
fallout of COVID-19 has only exacerbated what was already an urgent
need in homes, schools, and healthcare facilities all over the world. In fact,
the COVID-19 pandemic may contribute to the first increase in global
poverty in more than 20 years, and by 2021, an additional 150 million people could be pushed into extreme poverty.
One in four healthcare facilities around the world lacks basic water
services, one in 10 has no sanitation service, and one in three lacks hand
hygiene facilities at points of care. Data has shown that even where there
are adequate WASH facilities, front-line healthcare workers have been 12
times more likely to test positive for COVID-19 compared with individuals
in the general community.
Insufficient access to water and sanitation not only risks millions of
lives, especially those of women and children, but also affects many other
development goals including gender equality, climate resilience, peace,
and education. In fact, most – if not all – of the UN’s Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) depend in some way upon people having access to
sufficient and safe water and sanitation. If we factor in additional stressors
like climate change, drought and the impending financial crisis, the situation looks even worse.Lack of access to water and sanitation does not
exist in isolation. It is part of a web of systemic challenges and inequalities,
intensified by a lack of political will and chronic under- and misdirected investment in the sector. Even before the pandemic hit, there was a decrease in donor aid money, and it is now expected to drop further with
growing domestic pressure for spending at home.
Germany and Spain have been two of the countries worst hit by
COVID-19, yet have maintained their international aid support. Faced with
the threat of COVID-19, Germany refocused its international development
assistance to holistically address preventive measures to preserve health
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and reduce risks through the BMZ One Health strategy. Through its Cooperation Fund for Water and Sanitation, Spain has emphasised the need
for supply of drinking water and sanitation in vulnerable neighbourhoods
or rural areas, promoted hygiene and hand-washing measures, and
adapted hygiene and hand-washing campaigns.
And it is not only the donor countries that are stepping up. In Zimbabwe,
the government has committed $1.38m to improve access to water, sanitation and hygiene, and in Malawi, the country’s education minister committed part of a $6m fund earmarked for school reopenings to drilling
boreholes and procuring soap.
COVID-19 is not the first epidemic we faced and will not be the last.
Resilience to future crises depends on actions taken now. So, how do we
build towards a more resilient and equitable world in the wake of this crisis?
Building forward from the pandemic is an opportunity to do things better,
an opportunity we must seize without delay. Businesses and schools are
reinventing the way they work and we believe that the water, sanitation
and hygiene sector can also find new ways to build forward better. To be
successful, we must strengthen political will at the highest levels in favour
of water, sanitation and hygiene; improve multi-stakeholder engagement
in countries; and reinforce good governance and finance. Good governance and the realisation of human rights are certainly the right things to
do. But they are also catalytic to enable countries to attract more finance,
to absorb it, and to invest in sustainable solutions.
The human rights to water and sanitation will be achievable only if governments seize this moment to reduce health risks, strengthen health systems, and prevent future pandemics. We must act now to ensure we step
up progress, despite – or even because of – COVID-19, in fully realising
these fundamental human rights.
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Conflict

Killings, violence,
detention: Myanmar is
no place for children
Inger Ashing

A 10-year-old boy was enjoying his weekend playing
cards with his friend, 13, near downtown Yangon,
Myanmar.
What they were doing was no different to children
in countries across the world. But these boys were
about to become the victims of a crisis caused by the
very adults who are meant to protect them.
When armed forces pulled up in a military truck and
began to fire into the air, the boy grabbed his friend’s
hand and ran – but his friend was shot in the back of
the head and fell to the ground, witnesses told Vice
News. The boy ran and hid from the soldiers. Later, at
his friend’s funeral, somebody had to lift him up as he
was not even tall enough to see inside the coffin.
It is unthinkable that any child should see their
friend shot in the head. Yet the 13-year-old boy is just
one of 43 children killed in the two months since Myanmar’s military coup began on 1 February, according to
the Assistance Association for Political Prisoners
(AAPP). It is chillingly clear: Myanmar is no longer a
safe place for children.
The past couple of weeks have shown that children
are not even safe in their own homes. My Save the Children colleagues in
Myanmar tell me of at least three cases of young children – seven, 11 and
12 years old – shot and killed by armed forces in their homes during the
past 10 days. Last week, a six-year-old girl was shot dead, her story making headlines around the world.
One is appalled that children continue to be among the targets of these
fatal attacks. All children have a right to grow up free from violence. The
fact that so many are being killed on an almost daily basis now shows a
complete disregard for human life – and international law – by armed
forces.
Save the Children and its partners are providing support to children
who have been harmed and their families where possible. Our staff are
providing front-line emotional support to children who have witnessed violence, and referring children with severe mental health needs to specialists. Our team helped one 12-year-old girl who saw her two younger
sisters, aged two and four, die in an arson attack on their village in Kayin
(Karen) State. The impact on her mental health has been severe. Other
children are suffering with the loss of family members, while some are still
too young to understand the horror: One child who lost her father believed
that he was “only sleeping.” We’re also developing digitally available resources that will provide children and caregivers with advice on how they
can best manage their own mental health during the crisis. Due to insecurity and continuing COVID-19 restrictions, a lot of this work is being done
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remotely, and many children are still not able to receive the support they
so desperately need.
We are also distressed by the less visible suffering some children are
experiencing. According to the AAPP, 2608 people are still detained, including 20 children. Prison is no place for a child and being held in detention is likely to be extremely traumatic, particularly for younger children
who are already struggling with the fear, loss and injuries that these violent
crackdowns are causing. Children who have been released tell us they felt
terrified while they were held in detention, and say they were unable to
sleep. Save the Children is concerned that children in detention are not
receiving adequate treatment, including access to food.
In every crisis around the world, children are the innocent victims. Their
safety must be prioritised and protected under all circumstances, and the
only way to protect children in Myanmar is to stop the violence against
people altogether.
Save the Children, therefore, renews its call on armed forces to bring
an immediate end to these deadly attacks against protesters, before more
children are injured or killed. But our collective words are not enough. We
need action. Save the Children will continue to do everything we can on
the ground to support the children of Myanmar, but world leaders must
come together urgently to protect the lives and liberty of people in Myanmar and ensure no more lives are lost to this deplorable violence.
For the 13-year-old boy and the other young victims of this crisis, it is
sadly already too late.
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Your View
Railways derailment

Water woes
As an educationist, to me, creative writing appears to be an

I recently came to realise what utmost humiliation and insult happens to be. For

area that most children struggle to deal with. On the other hand,

this, unadulterated gratitude goes out to Pakistan Railways. I recently made a

there are a few who are absolutely brilliant and would make re-

booking on Pak Business Express train from Lahore to Karachi (April 5) in its

ally great story-tellers. Why do most children struggle to come

AC class and was assigned a seat in Coach No 5 for which I received a confir-

up with ideas or engaging stories? The answer lies in reading,

mation. I arrived at the station and found the train ready to leave. What I could

or rather the lack of it. Children who read a wide variety of

not find was Coach No. 5. It was a bizarre situation as the train was about to

books generally tend to be better at creative writing. I often tell

leave and I was stranded at the platform. As it turned out, the authorities had

parents to paint “what if” scenarios with their children to enable

made an announcement on the public address system when the train had ar-

them to think of as many possibilities as they can. That is how

rived at the designated platform that passengers having tickets for Coach No. 5

children’s imagination is stimulated and they are encouraged to

should wait as the coach for some undisclosed reason had been made part of

look beyond what they are reading or studying. Children must

Karachi Express which was due a couple of hours later. Like many others, I

be encouraged to question and dissect what they are reading

had missed the announcement merely because I was not there at the time. Ide-

or studying. They must look beyond what is presented to them

ally, this could have been done in many better ways; primarily, the railways

and come up with alternative scenarios.

should have informed the customers in advance for such a change in plans,

Middle school children love using difficult words and often look up

and should have offered to return the amount paid along with a note of apol-

synonyms of simpler words to come up with big and impressive

ogy/regret. But, in Pakistan, expecting such an act of responsibility, care and

words which they think look and sound really great on paper.

ownership is nothing but a fool’s dream. Writing these lines while sitting on a

However, what a number of people fail to understand is that

‘requested’ seat in the Lower AC section of the train is nothing but an attempt at

beauty lies in simplicity. Being able to write simply and in a reader-

catharsis. Nothing, I insist, nothing is able to describe the insult, the humiliation

friendly manner is a rare skill that comes with years of practice.

and the disgrace felt by all the unfortunate people who had booked a seat on

However, most children are encouraged to come up with big and

that ill-fated Coach No. 5 of Pak Business Express. No one among them, my-

impressive-sounding words, irrespective of whether they fit the

self included, had any idea where to report this unfair, unjust and unlawful act

context. Being able to communicate simply and beautifully is a

of Pakistan Railways. The only silver lining on this rather dark cloud was the

skill that should be taught to children in schools and must be ac-

presence of a helpless staff member, a respectable and decent man, who was

tively encouraged. Another important skill is the real-time applica-

extremely apologetic and embarrassed about the miserable state of affairs pre-

tion of acquired knowledge. Why are creative writing skills

vailing in Pakistan Railways. Only if the department could learn a few things

important? Why is showing more important than telling? In order

from its staff. But, then again, it is another fool’s dream.

to emphasise the importance of being able to communicate effec-

Dr Shah Rukh Hashmi

tively in the English language, children should be given real-life

Sukkur

scenarios and must be taught the practical application of whatever they are studying. The same applies to other subjects as
well. This is something that is one of the biggest flaws and drawbacks of our education system.

Hands-free brolly

I often advise parents to read to their children or to discuss char-

It refers to the picture of our foreign minister while receiving his Russian coun-

acters which they have read about and preferably select a genre

terpart at Islamabad airport (April 7). One can clearly see the Russian foreign

which the children have a natural interest in. Writing journals or di-

minister carrying his own umbrella to save himself from rain, while there was

aries is a great way to reflect, introspect and document your expe-

an official accompanying our foreign minister carrying an umbrella for him.

riences and it gives children much needed practice in writing.

Daron Acemoglu in his book, Why Nations Fail: The Origins of Power, Pros-

Children should also be taught inferential skills and the ability to

perity and Poverty, has stressed that the reason for failure of most nations is

infer what is not there from the information that is there.

their inability to escape the legacy of colonial mindset. We talk a lot about

Experience is a great teacher and generally, with time and experi-

abolishing the VIP culture, but doing so does not need any legislation or politi-

ence, most teachers master the art of inculcating the desired

cal consensus. The ministers and other functionaries can set the ball rolling on

qualities in their students. Every child is unique and has a different

their own. The foreign minister clearly chose not to. This picture gives the

skill set. Being able to bring out that potential, encouraging and

world the message that Pakistan, which is much dependent on foreign aid,

nurturing it to allow it to blossom is one of the greatest achieve-

has politicians who still enjoy the protocol that is not even enjoyed by the min-

ments of an educationist and something that differentiates a true

isters of world powers. Our politicians must get rid of this colonial mindset to

educationist from a mere instructor or tutor.

show that they really are people’s representatives.
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Gaitee Ara Siddiqi

Rashid Abbas
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The dinosaur-killing asteroid impact radically
altered Earth’s tropical forests

Frog skin cells turned themselves into
living machines

Carolyn Gramling

Laura Sanders

The day before a giant
asteroid hit Earth 66 million years ago, a very different kind of rainforest
thrived in what is now
Colombia. Ferns unfurled
and flowering shrubs
bathed in the sunlight that
streamed down through
large gaps in the canopy between towering conifers.
Then the bolide hit and everything changed. That impact not only set
off a massive extinction event that wiped out more than 75 percent of
life on Earth, but it also redefined Earth’s tropical rainforests, transforming them from sun-dappled, open-canopied forests into the dark, dense,
lush, dripping forests of today’s Amazon, researchers report in Science.
The researchers analyzed tens of thousands of fossils of pollen, spores
and leaves, collected from 39 sites across Colombia, that were dated
to between 70 million and 56 million years ago. The team then assessed overall forest plant diversity, dominant species and insect-plant
interactions, and tracked how these factors shifted. Plant diversity declined by 45 percent in the immediate aftermath of the asteroid strike,
the researchers found, and it took 6 million years before the rich diversity of the tropical rainforest rebounded. Even then, the forests were
never the same. “A single historical accident changed the ecological
and evolutionary trajectory of tropical rainforests,” says Carlos
Jaramillo, a paleopalynologist — someone who studies ancient pollen
— at the Smithsonian Tropical Research Institute in Panama City. “The
forests that we have today are really the by-product of what happened
66 million years ago.” Just before the extinction event, tropical forests
were a roughly 50-50 mix of angiosperms, or flowering trees and
shrubs, and of other plant species such as conifers and ferns.

Using blobs of skin
cells from frog embryos, scientists have
grown creatures unlike
anything else on Earth,
a new study reports.
These microscopic “living machines” can
swim, sweep up debris
and heal themselves after a gash. Scientists often strive to understand
the world as it exists, says Jacob Foster, a collective intelligence researcher at UCLA not involved with this research. But the new study,
published in Science Robotics, is part of a “liberating moment in the history of science,” Foster says. “A reorientation towards what is possible.”
In a way, the bots were self-made. Scientists removed small clumps of
skin stem cells from frog embryos, to see what these cells would do on
their own. Separated from their usual spots in a growing frog embryo,
the cells organized themselves into balls and grew. About three days
later, the clusters, called xenobots, began to swim. Normally, hairlike
structures called cilia on frog skin repel pathogens and spread mucus
around. But on the xenobots, cilia allowed them to motor around. That
surprising development “is a great example of life reusing what’s at
hand,” says study coauthor Michael Levin, a biologist at Tufts University
in Medford, Mass. And that process happens fast. “This isn’t some sort
of effect where evolution has found a new use over hundreds of thousands of years,” Levin says. “This happens in front of your eyes within
two or three days.”
Xenobots have no nerve cells and no brains. Yet xenobots — each about
half a millimeter wide — can swim through very thin tubes and traverse
curvy mazes. When put into an arena littered with small particles of iron
oxide, the xenobots can sweep the debris into piles.
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Eating disorders are up during the pandemic
Carolyn Crist
Eating disorders — such as anorexia, bulimia and binge-eating disorders — have increased during the pandemic.
Health experts who treat eating disorders have reported a spike in the
number of people who are requesting help, often with waiting lists at
treatment centers across the country. “I’m seeing more clients, and I’m
getting clients who are sicker when they come to me because we cannot get them access to a higher level of treatment,” Whitney Trotter, a
registered dietitian and nurse in Tennessee, told the New York Times.
The National Eating Disorders Association reported a 41% increase in
messages to phone and online help lines in January 2021, as compared
with January 2020, the newspaper reported. Early in the pandemic, a
study published in the International Journal of Eating Disorders found
that more than one-third of the 1,000 participants were restricting their
diet, purging or exercising to compensate during the pandemic. About
23% of the Americans in the study, published in July 2020, said they
regularly binged on their stockpiled food while stuck at home. “I’m treating more teenagers, and also more teachers, doctors, nurses and other
first responders and essential personnel,” Trotter told the newspaper.
“An eating disorder can manifest as a trauma response. Our nervous
systems were not meant to deal with a long-term pandemic.”
Virtual treatment settings have been a challenge as well, the newspaper reported. People can’t interact as easily, and participants in group
treatment programs may not feel as connected. In a small survey published in the Journal of Eating Disorders in March 2021, 68% of the

eating disorder patients said they don’t want to continue online therapy
when in-person options return. “The COVID-19 pandemic we are currently living through poses a lethal double threat to those affected by
eating disorders,” Luisa Fernanda Gonzalez, MD, a pediatrician in New
York, wrote in a letter to the editor this week for the Times Union in Albany. “We must advocate bringing awareness to this issue,” she wrote.
“There needs to be more education regarding triggers and preventive
measures.”

COVID vaccine protects for six months or more
Damian McNamara
The Pfizer/BioNTech COVID-19 vaccine affords at least 6 months of protection
following the second dose, the companies announced.
The vaccine was 91.3% effective against COVID-19 in an analysis of 927
symptomatic people through March, as indicated by real-world data compiled since the vaccine was given emergency use authorization. This compares to 95% efficacy reported in the interim results that were announced
on Nov. 18, 2020.
Data released today also show the vaccine affords 100% protection against
severe COVID-19, as defined by the CDC. The vaccine was likewise effective
in preventing COVID-19 in South Africa, where the variant of concern B.1.351
was first identified. "Real-world data are often different from what was found in
clinical trials. That is because the people enrolling in clinical trials have to meet
certain inclusion and exclusion criteria," John Segreti, MD, told Medscape.
"Often the real-world results are worse than the trial results. This finding is therefore very encouraging," said Segreti, hospital epidemiologist, medical director
of infection control and prevention, and professor of internal medicine at Rush
Medical College inChicago. "The finding that efficacy lasts at least 6 months is
not surprising," he added, but it is "very encouraging."
William Schaffner, MD, agreed that this is "very good news." The 6-month
duration of protection and the vaccine's efficacy against the South African
variant make "the light at the end of the tunnel a little bit brighter. "We're delighted that we can now say rather firmly that it will last at least 6 months.
That's how much we can measure securely at the present time, and the
clock is still running," Schaffner said. He is professor of medicine in the Division of Infectious Diseases, at Vanderbilt University Medical Center in
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Nashville. The trial is ongoing,
The South African variant "has been the most concerning variant so far," Segreti
said. "While current vaccines may be less effective in preventing infection with
this variant, the finding that the vaccine is effective in decreasing hospitalizations
and death is very important news," he said. He noted that it should convince
more people to get vaccinated. Schaffner said he was "a little more cautious"
but that "it's great that it offers protection against the South African variant." He
said that repeated infections have been reported in that country, "so that's the
one we're most worried about. "If Pfizer's antibodies really do provide some
protection ― maybe even a lot of protection ― against this strain, that would
be a terrific bonus," he said.
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Godzilla Vs Kong

Minari

John Nugent

Terri White

The first meeting between
Godzilla and King Kong —
the iconic mega-monsters of
Japanese and American Bmovie cinema, respectively
— was in 1962’s King Kong
Vs. Godzilla. The premise
was that a businessman
thought a couple of massive kaiju having a fight would make for good publicity;
while the VFX budget may have changed in the six decades since, this is essentially more of the same: a flashy, big-name boxing match to bring in the
punters. Exactly why they’re fighting this time is never really made totally clear.
Beyond some muttered dialogue about “ancient rivalries”, it all feels rather reverse-engineered, a pairing purely to sate studios hungry for the next most
ambitious crossover event ever. Still, the skyscraper-sized scraps — likely
the only reason anyone really wants to watch this — make for by far the film’s
most straightforwardly enjoyable moments. Compared to the other entries in
this reboot run, the kaiju brawls here are modestly meatier: more coherent
than Godzilla: King of the Monsters, more muscular than Kong: Skull Island.
It has a decent sense of scale (if not — still — any sense of the human cost
of all this destruction); fight choreography that pleasingly resembles a pub car
park punch-up; and impressive CGI that, in Kong, at least hints of the beast
once killed by beauty. But damn, it makes you work for the fun. Over 40 minutes of runtime pass until the two titans actually meet, and those minutes feel
like a slog, as we’re introduced to a new ensemble of Exposition Delivery
Units that could charitably be described as ‘characters’.

Antebellum

H is for Happiness

Ben Travis

Ian Freer

The feature debut from
filmmaking duo Gerard
Bush and Christopher
Renz – aka "Bush|Renz",
formerly of glossy ad
campaigns and JAY-Z’s
stylish "Kill Jay-Z" music
video – can’t be faulted
for its ambition. Antebellum is a film with something to say about America
today and the America of the not-too-distant past, and how those two
places are still very much connected, presented as a twisted thriller in
the post-Get Out Black horror boom. But while its point is made loud and
clear, the film around it feels undercooked and misjudged.
Janelle Monáe proved a stand-out in the ensembles of Moonlight and
Hidden Figures, and here steps up as an engaging lead performer in
dual roles. In one narrative she’s slave Eden, who faces brutality at
the hands of Confederate soldiers and her plantation masters in the
Antebellum South (hence the film’s title). In another, she’s scholar
Veronica Henley, embarking on a book tour for her latest work, "Shedding the Coping Persona", speaking out on identity politics and
trauma. Rather than interweaving these two strands, Bush and Renz
play them out separately across three distinct acts, lumbering what
should be a punchy, Twilight Zone-esque tale with awkward, stilted
pacing. It’s meant to be hard to watch, and it is, but it all plays
strangely hollow too.
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The eternal promise of
America, of the new
frontier, is the chance to
reach a more prosperous reality, a destiny
that maybe, actually,
you’re owed. We’re all
owed. The complex realities of the American Dream, of how it can break in the attempt; of who
it can break in the attempt, have been explored before. But we’re more
used to those deconstructions of commoditised masculinity arriving in the
form of Willy Loman, back bowed by heavy suitcases; Don Draper, sitting
alone, ice melting.
But most importantly: men must be useful, Korean immigrant Jacob
(Steven Yeun) tells his American-born son David (Alan S. Kim) as the
seven-year-old looks at the incinerator that swallows the “discarded” male
chicks from the hatchery his parents work at. Male chicks deemed useless
as they can’t lay eggs.
Jacob had left Korea for California with his wife Monica (Ye-ri Han) in
search of a new life. It’s the 1980s, and after a decade working sorting
chicks by their gender (gruelling work he’s skilled at, his wife less so), he
takes her and their two children David and Anne (Noel Kate Cho) across
the country for a “new start” on the farm of his dreams. They both still have
to work in the hatchery, but here, Monica’s speed isn’t an issue. And Jacob
can work on the land, his land, alongside the job he clearly finds demoralising, if not dehumanising.

H is for Happiness is a smallscale film that finds the childlike in the grown-up (and vice
versa) to enjoyable ends.
Based on the YA novel by
Barry Jonsberg, Australian
theatre
director
John
Sheedy’s debut is in the ballpark of Wes Anderson and Taika Waititi’s childhood tales (although isn’t
as sharp as either), exploring ideas of grief, friendship and what it means
to be an outsider through brightly hued, stylised filmmaking that seemingly takes its inspiration from an explosion in a sweet shop. It’s a likeable confection that, while clearly from a child’s perspective, doesn’t
skimp on the complex emotions and messy realities of adult problems
and wins out on strong performances from its young leads and a generous, optimistic spirit.
Sheedy’s filmmaking is controlled, filled with Wes Anderson-y tics like symmetrical compositions and overhead shots of food. The story centres on
superbright 12-year-old Candice Phee (Daisy Axon), the kind of swot who
is always the first to raise her hand (to the boredom of the class), arranges
her coloured pens purposefully and cites the dictionary as her favourite
book. The latest homework assignment, set by Miss Bamford (a fun Miriam
Margolyes), is for pupils to explore their lives through the letters of the alphabet and Candice takes it as a jumping-off point for making her parents
— still grieving over the death of a baby daughter — happy.
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Blueblood

The Man who Solved the Market

Malorie Blackman

Gregory Zuckerman

Please don’t even try to get down to the
basement. Just leave it alone – okay? Otherwise you’ll ruin things for both of us. Nia
has met the man she wants to marry. Marcus
is kind, clever and handsome, with a beard
so dark it is nearly blue-black. Nia demands
a single promise from him – that Marcus will
never enter her study in the basement, her
private space. But when Marcus’s curiosity
begins to mount Nia feels more and more uneasy. Will he betray her? Can he accept that no means no? Can a
woman ever have a room of her own?

Jim Simons is the greatest moneymaker in
modern financial history. His record bests
those of legendary investors, including Warren Buffett, George Soros and Ray Dalio.
Yet Simons and his strategies are shrouded
in mystery. The financial industry has long
craved a look inside Simons's secretive
hedge fund, Renaissance Technologies and
veteran Wall Street Journal reporter Gregory
Zuckerman delivers the goods.
After a legendary career as a mathematician
and a stint breaking Soviet codes, Simons
set out to conquer financial markets with a
radical approach. Simons hired physicists, mathematicians and computer
scientists - most of whom knew little about finance - to amass piles of data
and build algorithms hunting for the deeply hidden patterns in global markets. Experts scoffed, but Simons and his colleagues became some of the
richest in the world, their strategy of creating mathematical models and
crunching data embraced by almost every industry today.
As Renaissance became a major player in the financial world, its executives began exerting influence on other areas. Simons became a major
force in scientific research, education and Democratic politics, funding Hilary Clinton's presidential campaign. While senior executive Robert Mercer
is more responsible than anyone else for the Trump presidency - he placed
Steve Bannon in the campaign, funded Trump's victorious 2016 effort and
backed alt-right publication Breitbart. Mercer also impacted the success
of the Brexit campaign as he made significant investments in Cambridge
Anatlytica. For all his prescience, Simons failed to anticipate how Mercer's
activity would impact his firm and the world.
In this fast-paced narrative, Zuckerman examines how Simons launched
a quantitative revolution on Wall Street, and reveals the impact that Simons, the quiet billionaire king of the quants, has had on worlds well beyond finance.

Demian
Hermann Hesse
Demian is a coming-of-age story that follows a
young boy's maturation as he grapples with
good and evil, lightness and darkness, and
forges alternatives to the ever-present corruption and suffering that he sees all around him.
Crucial to this development are his relationships with a series of older mentors, of who the
titular Demian is the most charismatic, otherworldly and ultimately influential.Many have
noted the influence of Jungian psychology
upon this novel and it is fascinating to see Herman Hesse's interests in the self, existence
and free will play out through the lens of early twentieth-century Europe;
Christian imagery and themes are ever-present, as is the shadow of the
First World War.

Dinner with Edward

Mind Platter
Najwa Zebian

Isabel Vincent
With its delicious food, warm jazz, and stunning views of Manhattan, Edward's home was
a much-needed refuge for reporter Isabel Vincent. Her recently widowed ninety-something
neighbour would prepare weekly meals for
her, dinners Isabel would never cook for herself - fresh oysters, juicy steak, sugar-dusted
apple galette. But over long, dark evenings
where they both grieved for their very different
lost marriages, Isabel realised she was being
offered a gift greater than crisp martinis and
perfect lamb chops.As they progressed from
meals a deux to full dinner parties with an
eclectic New York crowd, she saw that Edward was showing her how to
rediscover the joy of life. For even a shared bowl of chowder could transform loneliness and anxiety into friendship, freedom, and a pure, simple
pleasure Isabel had not known she could find again.
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Mind Platter is a compilation of reflections on life through the eyes of an educator, student and human who
experienced most of life in silence. It is
written in the words of a person who
came from Lebanon to Canada at the
age of sixteen and experienced what it
was like to have fate push you to a
place where you don't belong. It is written in the voice of every person who
ever felt unheard, mistreated, misjudged or unseen. Mind Platter contains around 200 one-page entries as
reflections on different topics that we
encounter in our everyday lives; love, friendship, hurt, inspiration, respect, wholeheartedness, motivation, integrity, honesty and more.
Mind Platter is not about the words that are in it, but about what the
reader makes of them.
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