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Pakistani lives and the economy are at a great risk after the third wave of
the Covid-19. The country hopes to contain losses but it could still face huge
economic costs at a time when it badly needs to improve its growth to meet
the needs of the country and a rapidly growing population.

The State Bank of Pakistan has projected the country’s economy to grow
at 3pc for the current fiscal year while the International Monetary Fund (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. Pakistan’s new Finance Minister Shaukat Tarain has set an am-
bitious target of 6-7pc GDP growth. Pakistan needs to grow at 7-9pc for 30
years to reduce public debt and create jobs by bringing a radical shift in func-
tioning of the state and redefining the government role as a facilitator, says
a new reform agenda released by the Pakistan Institute of Development
Economics. There should be a maximum of two terms for the prime minister
and all the legislators to break the monopoly of political families that will lead
to a stable democracy, according to the think tank. The reform agenda em-
phasizes achieving a 7-9pc economic growth rate annually for next 30 years
to create two million jobs per annum and reduce the public debt, which it
said had already become “unsustainable”.

Another think tank, headed by Humayun Akhtar Khan of the ruling party,
refutes tall claims of the government about an economic revival. Despite the
apparent short-term control over the current account deficit, the government
policies suggest Pakistan’s economy is to stay in the low growth, low export
and close to default position, the Institute of Policy Reforms said. It also advised
the government to slow down foreign borrowing. The government has con-
trolled the current account deficit at present but the respite is precarious and
likely short-lived. All indications suggest the economy would stay in its present
state of low growth, low exports, and close to default, it warned. It anticipates
further devaluation of the rupee or a more restrictive monetary policy and even
more increase in administered prices. If all of that happens, the cure may turn
out to be worse than the disease, the report said, adding the people of Pakistan
were paying a huge cost for years of poor economic management.

The most critical problem faced by Pakistan’s economy is repayment
and servicing of external debt and years of ill-advised financial management.
In the last ten years, external debt servicing (principal and interest) has
ranged between one per cent of GDP in FY14 and almost 5pc of GDP in
FY20. Remitting such large sums of money overseas without drawing any
productive benefit is harming the economy. In FY20, principal and interest
paid to foreign creditors was Rs2.3 trillion – almost twice the Rs1.2tr amount
spent on all development projects by federal and provincial governments.
Just interest paid to foreign creditors stood at Rs406 billion – one-third of
total development. New external loans, often at high commercial rates, are
taken to service past debt, a solution fraught with risks, but one that has be-
come especially acute in recent years. “In essence, the economy is in a debt
trap,” the report noted.

Besides, Pakistan remits over 0.5pc of GDP in foreign direct investment
(FDI) profits annually. While this is a necessary part of FDI, these are not
export-oriented investments. Remittance of profits adds to foreign exchange
squeeze. Also, in FY19 and FY20, outflow of foreign private funds invested
in Pakistan government’s debt instruments amounted to $1,002 million and
$241 million, respectively. The debt was incurred at a very high cost of up
to 13pc. “Pakistan must end its preference for accessing any available for-
eign fund regardless of its interest cost,” the report said, adding the country
must take a deep look at its public fiscal management, i.e., how it raises

funds (revenue and debt) and what it spends that money on.
In the last twenty years, Pakistan has paid external creditors more than

it has received from them. Yet its external debt has grown by over 200pc
from $37.2b in FY01 to $112.9b in FY20. We may have paid back the original
loan more than once and still owe it to the creditor. Between FY01 and FY20,
external debt disbursed to Pakistan totalled $112.6b. During the same pe-
riod, it has paid foreign creditors a sum of $117.9b in principal and interest.
Thus, it has paid back $5.2b more than it received, a negative resource
transfer. Of the $117.9b paid, $90.6b was principal, and $27.2b was interest.
Average annual interest paid was US $1.4b. It is the result of borrowing to
service past debt and the effect of compounding, which makes even con-
cessional credit expensive. As a result, most solvency and liquidity indicators
have worsened in recent years.

Taking another measure, the government of Pakistan spends the bulk of
its revenue on paying interest on public debt. In the last ten years, it has
spent annually an average of 60pc of federal net revenue receipts on interest
payment (on both domestic and external debt). In FY19, interest payment
was 103pc of net revenue receipts. It means every government expense
other than interest payment was met from loans.

Two approaches define Pakistan’s economic policy making. For years,
it has tried to deal with macro issues through macro policy. Economic
growth, which would yield tax revenues and export earnings, has not been
a priority. Second, it has not made sufficient efforts to control expenditure
on subsidies and security, preferring to borrow from both within and outside
the country to meet the expenses. The government’s logic of incurring for-
eign debt is that it helps economic development and macro stability, yet all
evidence is to the contrary. Most macroeconomic or GDP growth indicators
have worsened during the last twenty years. Seen over 20 years, the fiscal
and current account deficits have stayed high, inflation has resisted a tight
monetary policy, and the rupee has weakened consistently. Many times, we
have put controls on imports and have repeatedly sought IMF help.

On the other hand, the IMF projects Pakistan’s economic growth rate re-
covering to 4pc of GDP next year (FY2022) and 5pc by 2026. It estimates
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.

The ground realities show Pakistan faces serious economic challenges
and it will have to increase its revenue and decrease expenditure to meet
the growing needs of its people.

Economics

Shahid Hussain

High hopes, low growth
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The past few weeks have witnessed growing
signs of a thaw in Pak-India relations. The process
began with a goodwill message sent by Indian
Prime Minister Narendra Modi to Prime Minister
Imran Khan on the occasion of Pakistan Day on
March 23. There was a positive response from
Imran Khan, who reiterated that Islamabad was
ready to hold dialogue with New Delhi on all is-
sues, including the long festering Kashmir dispute.

Earlier, the two militaries had already agreed
to honor a 2003 ceasefire along the LoC. Accord-
ing to media reports, the initiative to break the ice
between India and Pakistan was taken by the
United Arab Emirates, which used backdoor diplo-
macy to reduce mounting tensions between the
two nuclear-armed rivals. Senior Pakistani and In-
dian intelligence officials are said to have held a
series of secret meetings in Dubai in January in
an attempt to stem escalating tensions along the
Line of Control (LoC), a de facto border that di-
vides the disputed Kashmir valley between the two neighbours.

UAE’s Ambassador to the US Yousef Al Otaiba later confirmed that the
Gulf state was mediating between New Delhi and Islamabad to help them
reach a “healthy and functional” level. Addressing a virtual session with
Stanford University’s Hoover Institution, Otaiba said his country had a role
in the ceasefire on the Kashmir border, which hopefully would get Indo-
Pak relations back to normal.

When the Foreign Ministers of Pakistan and India visited the UAE, it
was widely speculated that the two would meet to take the talks process
forward. But both sides issued official denial that any such meeting was
scheduled. In the course of his UAE visit, Foreign Minister Shah Mehmood
Qureshi told the media that dialogue between Pakistan and India would
only take place if the situation in Indian Illegally Occupied Jammu and
Kashmir (IIOJ&K) improves. In an interview to the Khaleej Times, he said:
"Kashmir is not bilateral; rather an internationally-recognised issue as there
are numerous UN Security Council resolutions on it."

He added that if India and Pakistan wanted lasting peace in South Asia,
they would have to discuss the IIOJ&K issue to find a resolution according
to the aspirations of the Kashmiri people, as the issue could not be put on
the back-burner: "We want to move ahead, but in order to get there, India,
which is responsible for vitiating the environment, will have to create a con-
ducive and enabling environment for the dialogue to take place." Qureshi
also said that Pakistan would appreciate anyone and everyone, including
the UAE, to play a positive and constructive role, but the initiative will have
to be indigenous.

It may be recalled here that relations between India and Pakistan
dipped to a new low after August 2019, when India scrapped the long-
standing special status of Jammu and Kashmir, resulting in Islamabad
downgrading diplomatic ties with New Delhi. Islamabad has since then

consistently taken the stand that the normalization of ties is linked to a re-
view of the Aug. 5 decision and ultimate resolution of the Kashmir dispute.

In the meantime there have been other positive developments, with
India saying it wants to see a peaceful Afghanistan. According to experts,
both countries have reasons to seek a rapprochement. India has been
locked in a border stand-off with China for over a year and does not want
its military stretched on the Pakistan front. On the other hand, Pakistan,
mired in economic difficulties and on an IMF bailout programme, can ill-
afford heightened tensions on the Kashmir border for a prolonged period.
It also has to stabilise the Afghan border on its west as the United States
withdraws.

In the context of a fast-changing regional scenario and new moves in
the global power game, Pakistan has projected a new vision of peace in
South Asia, which promises to usher in a new era of harmonious relations
among neighbouring states. The “Islamabad Security Dialogue” (ISD), re-
cently held in the federal capital, successfully projected Pakistan’s “new
strategic direction based on a comprehensive security framework” encom-
passing regional connectivity and development partnerships across the
region. The conclave was important for charting a new path for the real-
ization of Pakistan’s regional and global aspirations for peace and devel-
opment.

Pakistan’s new foreign policy stance has been welcomed both by re-
gional and global powers, with America nudging New Delhi to mend fences
with Islamabad. There now seems to be a tacit agreement between the
two sides that before moving on to resolve the 74-year-old Kashmir dis-
pute, tensions must be reduced to pave the way for a broader engage-
ment. Given the nuclear status of the two countries, war is out of the
question. Peace is the only option, which must be comprehensively ex-
plored in all its dimensions.

Nasim Ahmed

Welcome thaw in 
Pak-India relations

Peace
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Racism

Nasim Ahmed

Muslims and other minorities
face a bleak future in India

Previously, India was recognised in the world for its secular democracy
that was home to diverse cultures and religions. But, since the election of
Narendra Modi as the 14th prime minister of India on May 26, 2014, India
has become an increasingly intolerant Hindu racist state which practises
open discrimination against Muslims and other minorities.

India has now transformed into a far right fascist society which is no
longer a safe place for all minorities. Increased hate crimes against Mus-
lims in recent times have led many to question what the future holds for
them under the Hindu nationalist BJP government. Many BJP leaders have
often outrightly supported perpetrators of religious violence, showing no
empathy for the victims. Parvesh Verma, a prominent member of the BJP,
celebrated his political victory in Delhi by vowing to his followers that he
will not leave even a single mosque standing. On another instance, a video
of a Muslim man being forced to eat pork went viral sparking outrage
amongst the Muslim community. The Indian police arbitrarily arrests Muslim
men and women, labelling their actions as anti-state for peacefully protest-
ing against the government’s bias against religious minorities.

In December 2019, the Indian parliament passed the Citizenship
Amendment Act (CAA) that paved the way for religious minorities from
neighbouring Muslim majority countries to obtain an Indian citizenship. Hin-
dus, Sikhs, Buddhists, Jains, Parsis and Christians from Pakistan,
Bangladesh and Afghanistan could seek an Indian citizenship, except Mus-
lims. Using religion as a criterion for citizenship is a flagrant reflection of
the intolerance that exists in Indian society. The CAA led to peaceful
protests across the country, however, the protests were met with force and
mass detentions. Nine students were arrested for protesting against the
CAA under counterterrorism and sedition laws.

The BJP government restricted freedom of expression and took punitive
measures against peaceful protests. The protestors were eventually left
with no choice but to defend themselves against police brutality, resulting
in false accusations of instigating violence and causing damage to public
property by the Indian government. The Office of High Commissioner,
Human Rights (OHCHR) declared the CAA “fundamentally discriminatory”
and argued that if the Indian government aims to offer protection to perse-
cuted religious minorities, it must happen in a non-discriminatory manner
where no single religious group feels excluded. Home Minister Amit Shah
labelled illegal Muslim immigrants in India as termites. There are Muslim
families that have lived in India for generations but are unable to provide
the “right evidence” to declare their Indian citizenship.

The Covid-19 pandemic allowed the government an even greater au-
thority over the nation. Under the Disaster Management Act, a nation-wide
lockdown was imposed allowing the government complete control over all
public action and movement. The draconian law restricted people from
stepping out of their homes even under extreme urgency. The police
started arresting people belonging to religious minorities, low castes, low-
wage workers or other marginalised groups on false charges. A Muslim
man, who stepped out of his home to buy essentials, was arrested and
beaten to death by the police. In another incident, two low-income workers
were tortured to death under police custody for keeping their small shop
open during the lockdown. There is no accountability of the police force
for their extremely discriminatory, unlawful use of force and violence as

they operate under the support and guidance of a Hindu racist govern-
ment.

The BJP government continues to influence the Hindu majority into
identifying religious minorities as anti-state. The government uses the
media as a tool to inculcate an anti-Muslim bias amongst the masses. On
April 14, 2021, the India Today posted two contradictory tweets on its Twit-
ter account, one that celebrated the participation of thousands of people
at the Hindu Kumbh festival, however, the second post criticised the non-
compliance of Covid-19 SOPs as Muslims gathered to pray at Hyderabad’s
Makkah mosque on the first day of the holy month of Ramadan. The Indian
media’s bias is now becoming increasingly common and, therefore, no-
ticeable. Despite the BJP government imposing a stringent lockdown, it is
ironic that Uttarakhand CM, Shri Tirath Singh Rawat facilitated a Hindu fes-
tival with approximately 3.5 million people participating.

Muslims in the occupied state of Jammu and Kashmir continue to suffer
at the hands of the police and paramilitary forces let loose by New Delhi.
Any form of dissent from the official narrative is not tolerated. Journalists
in held Kashmir are physically attacked by the police or arrested for doing
their professional duties. Anuradha Bhasin, Kashmir Times editor, chal-
lenged the communications blockade in the Supreme Court, as a result
the office of the newspaper was shut down without any prior notification. A
recent amendment to the Foreign Contribution Regulation Act (FCRA) pro-
hibits bigger NGOs from passing funds received from foreign donors to
grass-roots organisations. This has led to all FCRA-registered non-profit
organizations limiting their expenses, reducing staff and eventually reduc-
ing human rights work.

Whether it is India’s low caste Dalits and Adivasis or religious minorities,
including Muslims, the world is witnessing a new wave of hate, suppression
and intolerance under Modi’s Hindu nationalist rule. Hindutva politicians con-
tinue to deepen the division of society for narrow political and electoral gains.
From the ugly turn Indian society has taken under RSS-BJP rule, one can
conclude that the Quaid-e-Azam was really a visionary leader who foresaw
what would be in store for Muslims under Hindu-majority rule. The Delhi riots,
in which dozens of mosques were torched, amply proved the validity of the
two-nation theory on the basis of which Pakistan was created.
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A new China-Iran deal is being seen by analysts according to their own
biases and interests. Most western experts believe the partnership aims
at China gaining a strategic position in the Middle East, which will also
encourage Iran to pursue its domestic and regional projects with even
more vigour. There are some who claim it will undermine Pakistan’s po-
sition in the region.

Though there is no parallel between China-Pakistan bilateral agree-
ments and the recent China-Iran pact, yet some people are apprehensive
that the agreement between China and Iran will undermine the China-Pak-
istan Economic Corridor (CPEC) and Pakistan’s strategic position in the
region. Ostensibly, it should help improve the security situation in Pakistan,
especially in Balochistan, which has been the target of international forces
to destabilize the country. Under the agreement, China will invest $400
million in Iran in 25 years in exchange for unprecedented access to its
ports and islands. It shows the scope of their partnership is much narrower
than the CPEC, which is worth over $62b.

The deal has also set alarm bells ringing in the western media, which
claimed Iran will lose its sovereignty to China after the agreement. The
same fear was raised when China had signed the CPEC agreement with
Pakistan. The fear is unfounded because Iran is known for protecting its
interests fiercely. The China-Iran agreement covers a variety of economic
activity from oil and mining to promoting industrial activity in Iran, as well
as transportation and agricultural collaborations. The deal also supports
tourism and cultural exchanges.

According to analysts, the specifics of the agreement are largely in line
with China’s ongoing Belt and Road Initiative (BRI), spending billions in in-
frastructure investment with an eye on long-term influence and economic
and security hegemony. Major sectors include oil, gas, petrochemical, re-
newables, nuclear power, and energy infrastructure. The draft agreement
also covers the high-tech and military cooperation, as well as port construc-
tion to facilitate Iran’s integration in China’s Belt and Road trade routes.
The agreement has seen US President Joe Biden propose a democratic
counterpart, calling for the West to rival Chinese spending in Central Asia,
Africa, and developing nations. According to Forbes, the China-Iran part-
nership has serious ramifications for the United States’ strategy of working
with OPEC, China containment, and the West’s utilization of sanctions to
pressure noncooperative nations. American sanctions have been working
on Iran. Even prior to COVID-19 — which has been devastating for the Is-
lamic Republic — the country’s oil exports had plummeted by millions of
barrels a day. It is unsurprising that oil is a major component of the newly
signed partnership. While China is likely to buy at a deep discount, simply
having an increased financial flow will help Iran withstand the pressure in-
tended to force it into compliance with international law.

Beyond direct oil exports, there is talk of a joint Iranian-Chinese bank
which could facilitate sanction evasion. There’s a clear precedent for this:
China buys Venezuelan oil as well, and most of North Korea’s under the
table business is done through their larger, far less isolated neighbor. For
China, the benefit is partly straightforward. Another nation outside of the
current America-led order is pulled into Beijing’s orbit. Future exports and
imports could be made simple by a resurrection of the previously proposed
926-kilometer New Silk Road rail line, conveniently crossing most of Cen-

tral Asian and with the potential to expand further into Turkey. China is
constructing a modern-day Silk Road through Asia and into Europe, this
one crafted from iron, steel, concrete, glass, fiber optic cable — and foreign
debt. And emerging superpowers are always interested in adding more
client states to their menagerie, the report added.

According to the analysis, a revitalized Iran will raise the blood pressure
in Washington and beyond. The geopolitical backing of China and a lifeline
for its economy will embolden Islamic Republic – one with newfound lever-
age in negotiations. If President Biden thinks he can renegotiate Obama’s
deal, that task just became significantly more difficult. But there are down-
sides to China courting yet another volatile satellite. In deepening ties with
Tehran, Beijing risks alienating the rest of the Middle East, where it has
previously sought partnerships. The past decade has seen China grow its
economic, political, and security footprint in the region, becoming the
largest external investor for many of these countries. China is Saudi Ara-
bia’s largest trade partner and Israel’s second largest, both of whom con-
sider Iran their chief geopolitical threat. The potential for increased tensions
is high. China is playing a dangerous game that it will need to navigate
deftly, lest its newfound strategic relationship become a strategic liability,
the report feared.

The Arab media has also been skeptical about the deal and its lack of
details. Arab states will continue to maintain close ties with the US – ties
that neither China nor Russia can match right now, unless a radical shift
occurs in the balance of these relations. Yet their evolving ties with China
and Russia, even if they are focused on the economy, have important im-
plications that the US would do well to not downplay. Today, China and
Russia are putting forward many initiatives in the Middle East, a region
that was considered almost entirely in the American sphere of influence.
According to a report in the National, what is interesting, however, is the
timing. It comes within 100 days of US President Joe Biden taking office
and his desire to reconfigure America’s relations with both countries. Now,
it seems Beijing and Tehran have moved past the era of fearing US sanc-
tions following the departure of Biden’s predecessor, Donald Trump.

According to China Daily, although thousands of miles apart and having
different cultural backgrounds, Beijing and Teheran have a long tradition
of friendship, which has been strengthened over the years by bilateral eco-
nomic cooperation and similar views on regional issues. This has formed
a strong basis for the alignment of their respective development visions.
Iran occupies a special niche in the China-proposed Belt and Road Initia-
tive, and China has an increasingly important position in Iran's "look to the
East" policy. It does not target any third party and simply provides a general
framework for China-Iran cooperation going forward. Those who have cho-
sen to view the long-term cooperation plan from the perspective of geopo-
litical competition lose sight of the real picture of China-Iran cooperation,
which will benefit the two peoples and contribute to maintaining regional
and world peace. They pretend not to see the positive effects of China-
Iran cooperation as they are still looking through a lens from the Cold War
era, the newspaper said in an editorial.

From Pakistan’s perspective, the Iran-China deal is expected to reju-
venate the CPEC and improve its security situation. It will also improve
Pakistan’s strategic position in the region.

Diplomacy

Muhammad Hassan

China-Iran strategic
partnership
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It is heartening to see world leaders coming together on climate
change. However, they will have to make good on promises to clear
their mess to save themselves and other countries, like Pakistan,
which have not contributed to the problem at all but are facing its worst
consequences.

In a significant move, US President Joe Biden Biden, during a virtual
climate change summit hosted from the White House, also promised to
cut his country’s greenhouse gas pollution by 50-52pc by 2030. Japan
and Canada also raised climate commitments during the summit that in-
volved 40 world leaders while the European Union and Britain an-
nounced stronger climate targets. According to Biden’s climate envoy
John Kerry, more than half of the world’s economy has now pledged ac-
tion to stop warming at 1.5 degrees Celsius above pre-industrial levels,
a goal set by the 2015 Paris Agreement. However, it is yet to be seen
whether the world leaders will translate their words into action or if they
are too late to face the challenge.

Biden’s call for modernizing US infrastructure to operate more cleanly
would provide long-term benefits for the US economy. “No one is being
asked for a sacrifice,” Kerry said. “This is an opportunity.” According to
the US media, Biden’s commitment is the most ambitious US climate goal
ever, nearly doubling the cuts the Obama administration had pledged to
meet in the Paris climate accord. The White House arranged for billion-
aires, CEOs and union executives to help promote Biden’s plan to reduce
the US economy’s reliance on fossil fuels by investing trillions of dollars
in clean-energy technology, research and infrastructure while simultane-
ously saving the planet. The two-day summit was part of Biden's efforts
to restore US leadership on the issue after his predecessor, Donald
Trump,  withdrew the United States from the  legally
binding  Paris  Agreement on Climate Change in 2017. Biden reversed
the decision shortly after taking office. However, there is skepticism about
the commitment announced by Biden and there is certain to be a parti-
san political battle over his pledge to reduce fossil fuel use in every sector
of the US economy, according to Voice of America.

As uncertainty shrouds the world action plan against the environment
challenge, a new report has warned that climate change could cut the
world economy by $23 trillion in 2050. The world economy is set to lose
up to 18pc GDP from climate change if no action is taken, reveals Swiss
Re Institute's stress-test analysis. Climate change poses the biggest long-
term threat to the global economy. If no mitigating action is taken, global
temperatures could rise by more than 3�C and the world economy could
shrink by 18pc in the next 30 years. But the impact can be lessened if de-
cisive action is taken to meet the targets set in the Paris Agreement,
Swiss Re Institute’s new Climate Economics Index shows.

However, it warns that it will require more than what is pledged today;
public and private sectors will play a crucial role in accelerating the tran-
sition to net zero. It conducted a stress test to examine how 48 economies
would be impacted by the ongoing effects of climate change under four
different temperature increase scenarios. As global warming makes the

impact of weather-related natural disasters more severe, it can lead to
substantial income and productivity losses over time. For example, rising
sea levels result in loss of land that could have otherwise been used pro-
ductively and heat stress can lead to crop failures. Emerging economies
in equatorial regions would be most affected by rising temperatures.

In a severe scenario of a 3.2�C temperature increase, China stands
to lose almost one quarter of its GDP (24pc) by mid-century. The US,
Canada and the UK would all see around a 10pc loss. Europe would suf-
fer slightly more (11pc), while economies such as Finland or Switzerland
are less exposed (6pc) than, for example, France or Greece (13pc). By
2050, the world population will grow to almost 10 billion people, especially
in regions most impacted by climate change. So, the world must act now
to mitigate the risks and to reach net-zero targets. Equally, as the recent
biodiversity index shows, nature and ecosystem services provide huge
economic benefits but are under intense threat. That’s why climate
change and biodiversity loss are twin challenges that we need to tackle
as a global community to maintain a healthy economy and a sustainable
future, the report said.

Along with evaluating each country’s expected economic impact from
climate risks, the report also ranked each country on its vulnerability to
extreme dry and wet weather conditions. In addition, it looked at the coun-
try’s capacity to cope with the effects of climate change. Put together,
these findings generate a ranking of countries’ resilience to the impacts
of climate change. The ranking displays a similar view to the GDP impact
analysis: Countries most negatively impacted are often the ones with
fewest resources to adapt to and mitigate the effects of rising global tem-
peratures. The most vulnerable countries in this context are Malaysia,
Thailand, India, the Philippines and Indonesia. Advanced economies in
the northern hemisphere are the least vulnerable, including the US,
Canada, Switzerland and Germany.

According to the latest UN report, South Asia is among the regions
adversely impacted by climate change. The change caused “abnormally
high rainfall at various times of the year 2020 in the Sub-continent and
neighbouring areas,” like China, warned the report. The annual state of
the global climate report described 2020 as “one of the three warmest
years on record” as the Earth’s temperature continued to rise. It noted
that extreme weather events had combined with Covid-19 pandemic, im-
pacting millions of people across the globe. According to the World Me-
teorological Organisation (WMO), which prepared the report, the global
average temperature in 2020 was about 1.2-degree Celsius above the
pre-industrial level. The figure is dangerously close to the 1.5-degree Cel-
sius limit advocated by scientists to stave off the worst impacts of climate
change. The six years since 2015 have been the warmest on record, and
the decade beginning up to this year, was the warmest ever.

The worsening climate crisis calls for practical steps to save the world
and its population from its adverse effects. The rich countries will have to
lead from the front because they are responsible for the mess and they
have the resources to tackle it.

Environment
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Climate change summit:
Too little too late?
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Futile cabinet reshuffles

Prime Minister Imran Khan has reshuffled his cabinet for the sixth time.
It has not only raised doubts about his ability to perform but also the sys-
tem, which has failed to deliver. Some analysts believe Pakistan needs
a presidential system to resolve its national issues instead of the current
parliamentary system, which revolves around constituency politics and
the appeasement of coalition partners.

The number of technocrats in the cabinet has also risen to over 12. It
has also triggered a debate in the country whether Pakistan has become
a technocracy. After a recent reshuffle in the cabinet, at least 12 un-
elected representatives are part of the cabinet of Prime Minister Imran
Khan. Critics say the induction of so many unelected advisers and spe-
cial assistants in the cabinet shows Prime Minister Imran Khan’s lack of
trust in the abilities of MNAs and senators of his own party. They lament
that most important ministries have been assigned to people, who are
not answerable to the parliament. In this way, the government has intro-
duced a system which is a mixture of technocracy and the presidential
system, they argue.

The opposition parties have also expressed serious concerns over
the inclusion of former ministers of the Pakistan Peoples Party (PPP)
and the Pakistan Muslim League-Nawaz (PML-N) governments in the
federal cabinet. They fear they could be used as approvers against for-
mer Prime Minister Nawaz Sharif, President Asif Ali Zardari and other
opposition leaders in cases against them. According to the opposition
parties, the PTI government has completely failed to deliver and Prime
Minister Imran Khan should quit the government to pave the way for new
elections in the country.

The opposition also suspects the government is attempting to intro-
duce a presidential system of government in the country. Articles also
appeared in the newspapers in favour of the system. Khyber
Pakhtunkhwa Governor Shah Farman said if a referendum was held, he
would cast his vote in favour of the presidential system. Hamza Ali Ab-
basi, an actor close to the PTI party, tweeted: “I am beginning to feel that
Pakistan needs the presidential system to get rid of the powerful
MNA/MPA (Members of the National and Provincial Assemblies) influ-
ence, abolition of large provinces and administrative divisions made into
smaller provinces with powerful/empowered directly elected local body
governments.” It led to a debate on the presidential system in Pakistan,
from social networks to the mainstream media.

In an article, former Federal Minister for Science and Technology Dr
Attaur Rehman wrote: “According to a hand-written note in his diary,
Quaid-e-Azam Mohammed Ali Jinnah noted in 1947 that the British par-
liamentary system has not worked well anywhere except in Britain and
that a presidential system is more suitable. I have a copy of that note
and I have had the handwriting verified through the National Defence
University as being genuine. Mohammed Ali Jinnah did not live long
enough to bring about this change, and after Liaquat Ali Khan’s assassi-
nation we did not have the quality of leadership needed to think deeply
into the problems of the country and how to address them. The refusal
to recognise the rights of the Bengalis eventually led to the break-up of
the country, and today we find ourselves in a very serious economic crisis
with our former finance minister (Ishaq Dar) an under-trial absconder,
and our former prime minister (Nawaz Sharif) removed from his position

with trials for corruption underway against him.” Counting the advantages
of the presidential system, he said, “It allows a better separation of the
three major arms of governance, the legislative (parliament), the execu-
tive (ministries and other bodies) and the judiciary. Such a separation is
not easily possible under a parliamentary system as it is the prime min-
ister who is also the head of the executive and appoints the heads of key
institutions including the police, FBR, FIA, SECP, and many other na-
tional institutions. It promotes cronyism and nepotism, and it is this over-
lap of functions that is responsible for the continued economic
deterioration of the country.”

Another advantage of the presidential system is that ministers are not
chosen from the parliament but the president can pick best experts from
every field. It means that the president can appoint a team of top special-
ists in the country as cabinet ministers and secretaries, eminent experts
who would otherwise not be interested in fighting elections for a specific
position. It also blocks the path for corrupt politicians who invest hundreds
of millions to get elected to plunder billions once in power, he argues.

Advancing his argument against the parliamentary system, he says
corrupt governments in the past have ensured that the justice system re-
mains weak so that criminals are never punished. “As the judges have
to rely on investigations and prosecutions carried out by the police and
government agencies, the appointment of cronies as heads of institu-
tions, like NAB, FIA, SECP, FBR, State Bank etc, often in connivance
with the opposition parties, has contributed to the rot. The massive ac-
cumulation of foreign debt has brought the country to its knees. Most of
the money taken was piled in foreign bank accounts of those in power
while the IMF and others looked the other way praising Pakistan for its
economic performance. If “democracy” means loot and plunder by those
in power while the poor get poorer and the justice system is stifled by
improper prosecution and investigation, then I would have none of it.”

The presidential system could be wishful thinking of Prime Minister
Imran Khan, who finds it difficult to meet the demands of his coalition
partners and even his own party members. However, it is not possible in
the present situation. The presidential system has its own pitfalls. The
government should attempt to resolve national issues in the present sys-
tem, instead of finding faults in it.
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Prime Minister Imran Khan believes the media and the opposition are twist-
ing the facts about inflation and prices are not as high as they are project-
ing. His approach is contrary to the ground realities and indicates people
will have to live with crushing inflation in the remaining period of his term
after facing the hardest times of their lives since his installation.

The fiscal indicators show the country is not out of a fiscal quagmire
as its gross revenues are decreasing but expenditure is growing at a dou-
ble-digit pace due to a 30pc increase in debt servicing. The government
must focus on increasing its revenues and reducing its expenditure to
put the country on a path to sustainable growth. According to estimates,
inflation may cross above 10pc and the rate of unemployment will further
jump by the end of the current fiscal year. Though prices are expected
to come down in the next few years, yet the unemployment rate will con-
tinue to rise in the foreseeable future. It means more people will lose their
jobs in the coming years. Pakistan’s economy, which contracted in the
last fiscal year, is projected to grow by 1pc in this fiscal year 2020-21,
according to the World Economic Outlook, released by the International
Monetary Fund (IMF).

It is highly unjust to believe that prices are at a reasonable level in Pak-
istan and only the opposition and the media are twisting the facts. In fact,
international reports suggest Pakistan as an exception in the South Asian
region for having high inflation, in contrast to mostly a stable inflation rate
in the region on the back of weak domestic demand and broadly stable
currency markets. Flour and sugar crises and shortages and high prices
of vegetables have made the lives of the common people miserable but
the government is rubbing salt into their wounds by claiming that prices
are not high. The State Bank of Pakistan (SBP) has projected full-year in-
flation in the range of 7-9pc while the International Monetary Fund (IMF)
anticipates it at over 8.8pc for the year.

Data released by the Consumer Price Index proves people in Pakistan
continue to pay higher prices, especially for food items, mainly due to sup-
ply constraints as the government has yet to overcome the shortage of es-
sential commodities, like wheat, sugar and vegetables. Prices of flour and
sugar have not stabilized even after their imports. The government re-
mained in a state of denial over their shortages and claimed the crisis ex-
isted only in the media, which was hell-bent to malign its image. Prices of
food have surged sharply in the country, but it did not damage the credi-
bility of the government as did the flour and sugar crisis. The shortage was
perhaps the last straw. The common people were already facing the tough-
est times of their lives in terms of rising living costs fuelled by record-high
food inflation when the crisis occurred.

The World Bank pointed out Pakistan as an exception in the South
Asian region for having high inflation, in contrast to mostly a stable infla-
tion rate in the region on the back of weak domestic demand and broadly
stable currency markets. It noted the regional outlook has deteriorated
recently, and risks are tilted to the downside. Financial sector weakness
will likely weigh on activity unless balance sheet vulnerabilities are ad-
dressed. For countries with elevated debt levels and large current ac-

count deficits, like Pakistan and Sri Lanka, an unexpected tightening in
global financing conditions could sharply raise borrowing costs and lead
to stops in capital inflows.

Growth in the region is expected to rise to 5.5pc, assuming a modest
rebound in domestic demand and as economic activity benefits from policy
accommodation in India and Sri Lanka and improved business confidence
and support from infrastructure investments in Afghanistan, Bangladesh,
and Pakistan. Significant depreciation of the Pakistani rupee resulted in
inflationary pressures. Monetary policy tightening in response to elevated
inflation restricted access to credit. The government retrenched, curtailing
public investment, to deal with large twin deficits and low international re-
serves. Pakistan’s budget deficit rose more sharply than expected. Con-
tributing factors were a shortfall in revenue collection, combined with a
sizable increase in interest payments.

The bank expected macroeconomic adjustment in the country, includ-
ing a continuation of tight monetary policy and fiscal consolidation. How-
ever, the lower growth rate forecast is in line with a similar decline in the
global growth rate during the current year and 1.5pc decline in the South
Asian region. Growth in Bangladesh is projected to remain above 7pc
through the forecast horizon, growth in Pakistan is projected to languish
at 3pc or less as macroeconomic stabilisation efforts weigh on activity.

According to the State Bank of Pakistan, it is vital for the government
to continue to address the underlying structural vulnerabilities and put
the economy on a balanced and sustainable growth trajectory. Besides,
the government will have to accept the fact that prices are beyond the
reach of the common man. It will have to take urgent measures to prove
the opposition wrong. The government, especially in the Punjab and Khy-
ber Pakhtunkhwa, where the Pakistan Tehreek-i-Insaf (PTI) rules, cannot
absolve itself of profiteering, hoarding and black-marketing by retailers.
It has left the people at the mercy of mafias while it does not require
money to take action against them. People want more serious efforts
from the government to bring down prices than banking on volunteers of
the Tiger Force.

Economics

Shahid Hussain

Twisted facts about 
inflation
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Violent incidents across Pakistan, particularly in the Punjab province, dur-
ing a recent protest and agitation by a radical Tehreek-e-Labaik Pakistan
(TLP) and the government action to ban the group would have far-reaching
consequences for the country.

The main demand of the TLP protesters was to expel the ambassador
of France for his government’s support to blasphemers. As the government
of Prime Minister Imran Khan refused to fulfil the demand, the TLP pro-
testers resorted to large-scale violence against law enforcement person-
nel, resulting in the killing of at least four policemen. In the following days
when the protesters continued to disturb public life, the law enforcement
agencies (LEAs) responded with a heavy hand, resulting in the killing of a
few protesters.

Insofar as the demand of the TLP protesters to expel the ambassador
of France was concerned, there might be some logic in it. It may be men-
tioned that French President Emanuel Macron said a few months ago that
his government would support the magazine, which had come under attack
by Muslims for publishing blasphemous caricatures. The act of Marcon
was against all norms of decency and respect for sacred religions and can-
not be justified in the name of “freedom of expression”. However, the ex-
pulsion of the French ambassador from Pakistan by the federal
government would only be a symbolic act and it could not achieve the de-
sired results of stopping France from withdrawing support to publications,
like Charlie Hebdo. Yes, if all Muslim countries, around 55 in number, to-
gether take such action against France then it would create pressure on it
to respect the religious sentiments of Muslims. As Muslim countries have
not taken any unified stance in this regard, either due to their respective
national interest or indifference, any action by Pakistan solely would not
make any difference.

In case Pakistan expels the French ambassador, it is feared that many
western countries would disapprove of the action of Islamabad. Conse-
quently, it would damage Pakistan’s image, which is already portrayed in
the West as a country of extremists. It would affect the trading relations of
Pakistan with Western countries and more importantly, may also result in
travel restrictions on Pakistanis. It would negatively impact students and
prospective job-seekers from Pakistan. Thus, the economic fallout of such
a diplomatic action would be immense. Now, it is the decision-makers of
Pakistan to do the cost-benefit analysis of taking such steps while it is ob-
vious that it would not influence France to reverse its decision.

Now coming to the violent protest of the TLP in the country, the de-
mand of the group to respect the sanctity of Prophet Muhammad (PBUH)
and other personalities of Islam is totally justified, but the modus operandi
was totally unjustified. As Prime Minister Imran Khan rightly said in his
address to the nation on April 19 that his government and the TLP had
the identical stand on the respect of Prophet Muhammad (SAW), it was
maddening to attack state functionaries, particularly the personnel of law
enforcement agencies, who all are Muslims, and inflicting damage on
public property. Insofar as the government action to ban the TLP is con-
cerned, it was a step in the right direction because no outfit could be al-
lowed to hold state functionaries hostage and challenge the writ of the
state. It is known that even terrorist groups have used the name of Islam
to justify their anti-Islamic acts, while the great religion does not allow in-
flicting damage on anyone.

It is unfortunate to see political groups, like the Jamiat-e-Ulema-e-
Islam-Fazl (JUI-F) and the Pakistan Muslim League-Nawaz (PML-N), put-

ting their weight behind the TLP. The support of the JUI-F to the TLP is a
complete display of political opportunism and hypocrisy. After failing to
keep together the opposition parties’ anti-government alliance, the Pak-
istan Democratic Movement, JUI-F head Fazlur Rehman’s political fate
was almost sealed. He could not stage the much-touted “long march” in
March. Therefore, he was on the lookout to resuscitate his political for-
tunes. Thus, Fazl grabbed the first opportunity which came his way by join-
ing the protest of the TLP. It was despite the fact that the JUI-F is a party
belonging to the Deobandi school of thought, which has strong reserva-
tions about the beliefs and practices of Barelvi sect members. The TLP
comprises Barelvis. For purely political reasons, Fazl tried to join the TLP
while practically he had no potential to do it.

It is also very disturbing to see that a large number of PML-N activists
joined the TLP violence in the Punjab. Many PML-N workers have been
arrested while inciting and taking part in the violence. On its part, it seemed
a stratagem of the PML-N to create more problems for the PTI government
and PM Khan. Already, the government is trying to put its house in order
badly damaged by large-scale poor governance, inapt policymaking as
well as internal rifts. It was not at all a good strategy by the PML-N, be-
cause it was a matter of the state and, therefore, political advantage should
not have been attained from it. The situation also suggests that how cor-
rupt have become our mainstream political outfits that they could go to any
extreme to inflict damage on their political opponents.

The TLP protest also suggests the level of extremism in Pakistani so-
ciety, whether in the name of religion or ethnicity. If a large number of
young men in a society are unemployed and have a very narrow world-
view, the result is extremism, like what we saw recently. In the meanwhile,
the state finds itself in the dark to deal with extremism. The reason is that
state authorities have not been able to understand the causes of extrem-
ism holistically or they do not want to understand or address them. In this
connection, the statement of Minister of Information Fawad Chaudhry that
the state could not be dictated by the TLP and that even militancy and
widespread terrorism by the more resourceful and broad-based Tehreek-
e-Taliban Pakistan (TTP) could not force the state to budge. His statement
is fundamentally correct that the state has trounced the TTP but it was
achieved at a great cost of men and material losses. Moreover, even after
defeating the TTP, the state could not address the causes of extremism
and that is why we find it difficult to contain fundamentalism.

Politics
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The United States has made an important declaration that it has achieved war
aims in Afghanistan as Al-Qaeda is no longer a threat to its security. Washing-
ton has also announced that the terror threat has moved from Afghanistan to
elsewhere.

Already, US President Joe Biden Junior has announced pulling out all of
its remaining around 2,500 troops from Afghanistan by September 9, this year.
This is the date when the US would complete almost 20 years of its presence
in Afghanistan. During the years, the US troops have mostly been in combat
mode. The US along with its North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO) allies
and International Security & Assistance Force (ISAF) had occupied
Afghanistan after dislodging the Afghan Taliban regime in October 2001, in the
aftermath of terrorist attacks on the American mainland by Afghanistan-based
Al-Qaeda. The attacks and the following occupation of Afghanistan by the US
and allies triggered a Global War on Terror (GWoT) whose main target was Al-
Qaeda, which had set up a large network in Taliban-ruled Afghanistan. Wash-
ington and allies ousted the Taliban regime as it refused to hand over the Al
Qaeda founder and head, Osama bin Laden, who had claimed the attacks on
America.

The claim that Al-Qaeda in Afghanistan is no longer a threat came from US
Secretary of State Anthony Blinken. Defending his country’s decision to with-
draw from Afghanistan, he said the “terror” threat had moved elsewhere and
that Washington needed to refocus resources on challenges such as China
and the pandemic. “The terrorism threat has moved to other places. And we
have very important items on our agenda, including the relationship with China,
including dealing with everything from climate change to COVID-19,” Blinken
told ABC’s This Week programme.

Blinken said the US had “achieved the objectives that we set out to
achieve”. “Al-Qaeda has been significantly degraded. Its capacity to conduct
an attack against the United States now from Afghanistan is not there,” he said.
His statements are important in the context of the longest war in US history. It
may be mentioned that formerly the US war in Vietnam was the longest of
America’s history but the present war in Afghanistan surpassed it in terms of
the years of the US combat forces presence in the country. Insofar as the claim
of the US Secretary of State that the Al-Qaeda potential to attack the US from
Afghanistan was no more there is a critical development for the US homeland
security. It may be mentioned that the US, before coming to Afghanistan, was
motivated by the necessity to prevent any future attacks from Al-Qaeda. It could
have been achieved by establishing a proper state structure there, so that mil-
itant groups, like the Taliban, could not fill the power-political vacuum and then
invite non-state militant outfits, like Al Qaeda, to pose a threat to the security of
other states. The US, along with its western partners, gave Afghanistan a mod-
ern political system and for the first time a constitutional government came into
existence in 2002, and former anti-Taliban militant commander, Hamid Karzai,
became the first President. Since then, there have been at least four Presiden-
tial elections in Afghanistan and there is a semblance of a political-democratic
system in the country. But the political system in Afghanistan could not give
the much-needed internal stability to the country as a large number of Afghans
consider that it has been imposed by the western countries. This has also been
the stand of the Taliban, who have been going from strength to strength in all

these 20 years and at no point they could have been decisively defeated. Even
at a time in 2012, there were around 100,000 foreign troops, mostly American
in Afghanistan, but they could not trounce the Taliban. Whereas, the main tar-
get, Al Qaeda, shifted its bases from Afghanistan to the erstwhile Federally
Administered Tribal Areas (FATA), where most of its key leaders were killed in
US drone and missile attacks. On the other hand, Bin Laden was killed in Ab-
botabad by the US Special Operations Forces in an authorized operation on
Pakistani territory in 2011, while the 9/11 mastermind, Khalid Sheikh Muham-
mad, had been arrested from Rawalpindi.

All these years, the US has been trying to deny Al-Qaeda a foothold in
Afghanistan and it has been quite successful in this regard. However, it has
also been due to the Taliban distancing themselves from Al-Qaeda and dub-
bing their militancy as a war of national liberation and nothing to do with Al-
Qaeda’s concept of global war on infidels. This stand of the Taliban paved the
way for the US accepting it as a legitimate political group with which talks could
be held and negotiations have been staged on a number of occasions. The
talks resulted in last year’s significant agreement between the US and the Tal-
iban, under which Washington will pull out all its troops from Afghanistan, the
main demand of the Taliban. However, the new deadline for the troops’ with-
drawal by President Biden is aimed at buying time to observe the situation in
Afghanistan. Although the Taliban have condemned the extension to the date
of withdrawal, yet it was in a muffled manner and they may not have much
problem with the presence of US troops in Afghanistan for another few months.

As the US thinks that Al-Qaeda is no longer a threat to its security from
Afghanistan, it remains to be seen whether Al-Qaeda would emerge as a threat
to the South Asian region. It must be mentioned that Al-Qaeda had developed
its South Asian branch years back by the name of Al-Qaeda in Indian Subcon-
tinent (AQIS). Although it could not make large-scale terrorist attacks, yet there
is a possibility that once the US troops from Afghanistan leave, members of
AQIS may strongly regroup. Such a scenario would be a great miscalculation
on part of Washington. The US troops would be withdrawing from Afghanistan
when the country is not stable and there is every possibility that it may be
pushed to another bloody civil war, which may suck in religious militant groups
from the whole region. It would be a doomsday scenario for the whole world,
especially the US.

Analysis

Has the US achieved war
aims in Afghanistan?

Raza Khan
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The cycle of suffering

Pakistan’s growth rate is expected to remain lower than the pre-pandemic
level. The government has introduced reforms which have added to the
problems of the common people and new forecasts mean there is no
prospect of relief for them anytime soon and they will continue to suffer in
years to come.

Pakistan’s major challenges are stabilisation and protection of the econ-
omy against external risks, rising global prices, current account deficit, ris-
ing debt servicing, and continued losses of public sector enterprise. Missed
revenue collection is compounding the problem. People had started losing
jobs even before the onset of the pandemic. More than 18.5 million people
were estimated to have lost jobs in Pakistan in the aftermath of the pan-
demic, though it only imposed smart lockdowns instead of a complete shut-
down. The loss of a large number of livelihoods points out flaws in the
system and deep-rooted structural problems. The pandemic provides an
opportunity to the country to overhaul the system to save people from the
fallout of future threats.

According to a credible think tank of Pakistan, job losses from the pan-
demic could be more than the government’s estimates and people of the
Punjab and Khyber Pakhtunkhwa could be most affected by rising unem-
ployment. According to the Pakistan Institute of Development Economics
(PIDE), the pandemic has shown that we couldn't impose lockdown like
the rest of the world has done because we lack the systems to do so. The
pandemic is not the ultimate problem of Pakistan, it is just the tip of the
iceberg compared to the deep-rooted structural problems that we are just
not ready to face. The unprecedented negative economic growth of the
country is attributable to the badly impacted services sector as well the
manufacturing sector. The manufacturing sector shutdown led to a massive
shortfall in exports. The informal sector- the daily labour, small and medium
industry and restaurants suffered badly. As per the projections, poverty has
gone up by 20-30pc. The biggest problem of South Asia is not the pan-
demic but the incapability of developing our economies for the 21st century,
it noted.

The coronavirus has not proved as harmful to Pakistani lives as it has
been in other countries but it has been more devastating for the economy
and livelihoods of the people of the country than the rest of the world. Cal-
culating losses on the basis of the impact of the restrictions on business,
tax revenue, international trade and the cost of unemployment for three
months when the pandemic raged last year, the Ministry of Planning had
estimated that 12.3 million to 18.5 million people in the country would lose
their jobs and the economy could sustain Rs2 trillion to Rs2.5 trillion losses
due to moderate to severe shocks.

In a report, the Asian Development Bank (ADB) feared that between
1.5 million and 2.3 million young Pakistanis had lost jobs during the pan-
demic. The country’s unemployment rate, which stood at 8.9pc in 2019, is
likely to hover between 17.3 and 21.5pc in the current year. According to
the government’s own estimates, at least 10 million more people have
slipped below the poverty line, raising the number of poor people from the
existing figure of 50m to 60m. The ADB said Pakistan might have con-
tained the loss of life and the economy but the damage was still enough to
hurt its people badly.

In a report, the Word Bank said Pakistan’s economic outlook would re-
main fragile for at least two years, as the outbreak of the coronavirus had

compounded the country’s miseries. In a report, the World Bank said do-
mestic economic activity was expected to recover, but Pakistan’s near-
term economic prospects were subdued. Given anaemic growth
projections in the near term, poverty is expected to worsen. Vulnerable
households rely heavily on jobs in the services sector, and the projected
weak services growth is likely to be insufficient to reverse the higher
poverty rates precipitated by the pandemic. Economic activity has con-
tracted and poverty is expected to have risen, as monetary and fiscal policy
tightening, earlier in the year, was followed by lockdown, it noted. The
World Bank estimates a 33c increase in poverty in India and the situation
is not different in Pakistan. “With government estimates of pandemic job
losses at approximately 14 million, poverty is expected to increase for the
first time in two decades in Pakistan. The pandemic is also expected to
exacerbate Pakistan’s human capital challenges,” it noted.

Prices have risen to a level where even middle-income families are
struggling to survive. Ramazan has become really hard for them as prices
of all food items and essentials have skyrocketed. Inflation jumped to over
9pc in March – the highest rate in as many months – due to surge in prices
of food and electricity, particularly in the rural areas of the country, the Pak-
istan Bureau of Statistics (PBS) reported. The inflation rate was in line with
the expectations of the Ministry of Finance. The PBS stated that electricity
rates were 31.5pc higher than a year ago and almost all kitchen items
recorded a double-digit rise in prices, including wheat, sugar, and wheat
flour. In March, wheat prices were 35pc higher, followed by a 24pc average
increase in prices of sugar, wheat flour 19pc, pulses 20pc, and vegetable
ghee 17pc, according to the PBS. The World Bank has projected a 9pc in-
flation rate for Pakistan this year, which it said could slow down to 7pc in
the next financial year.

On the other hand, the government is trying to hide behind the pan-
demic. It claims the economy was poised to take off after three years of
slowdown but the pandemic has hit people and businesses hard since mid-
March 2020. However, fiscal indicators were bad even before the onset of
the pandemic. The economy had slowed down, millions of people lost jobs
and thousands of businesses shut down as a result of economic policies
of the government. It blames the pandemic for all its failures while there
was no pandemic in the country in the first nine months of the last fiscal
year. The government should take serious measures to check inflation. It
is the biggest issue of the people of Pakistan.
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The UNDP, in a new report, has called for expanded debt relief to all de-
veloping countries and faster, more equitable vaccination to tackle the se-
rious threat posed by the raging Covid-19 pandemic.

In the shadow of the coronavirus crisis, the poorer countries face a new
development crisis compounded by a worsening debt burden. Another
burning issue is lack of vaccine funding and production for poor countries.
Unfortunately, so far 84 percent of Covid-19 vaccines administered has
gone to wealthier countries, whereas a majority of the world population liv-
ing in Third World countries remains vulnerable to the deadly virus.

While the world’s largest economies have been able to raise over $18
trillion in fiscal support to keep their economies going, most developing
countries face financing constraints to mobilise sufficient resources to
tackle the economic fallout of the pandemic.

According to an estimate, the least developed countries have spent
580 times less in per capita terms on their Covid-19 response than ad-
vanced economies. This contrast is amply reflected in the distribution of
the global stock of vaccines among the rich and poor countries.

The United Nations has called upon stakeholders to offer legal and
technical advice on options for debt and debt service relief, expand debt
relief eligibility to include additional vulnerable countries on a case-by-case
basis, and consider other mechanisms that would allow countries to ac-
cess debt relief without jeopardizing their credit ratings.

To quote a UN official, “The economic and social costs of the Covid-
19 pandemic have been unprecedented. The global economy con-
tracted 4.3 percent in 2020, significantly more than during the
2008-2009 financial crisis.”

In view of the precarious global economic situation, the United Nations
Secretary-General António Guterres has urged governments and creditors
to extend liquidity and debt relief to all developing countries.

According to the UN, among the most vulnerable countries, the general
availability of vaccines could be many months, if not years, away. “The risk
of another lost decade of development and a failure to achieve the Sus-
tainable Development Goals is high and rising. To help mitigate this risk,
donors must meet their aid commitments and provide fresh concessional
financing, especially but not only for the poorest countries”.

The debt burden was already very high in many developing economies
when the pandemic broke. For many countries, debt problems extend be-
yond what can be handled by short-term liquidity support or debt moratoria,
as offered to 73 countries by the Debt Service Suspension Initiative (DSSI).
The Common Framework on Debt Treatment Beyond the DSSI, agreed
last year by the Group of 20 largest economies, “marks a turning point as
it offers a systematic way to restructure unsustainable debt.”

However, there are many vulnerable economies, including some mid-
dle-income economies and small island development states, which are not
covered by the current debt relief measures. A new UNDP report says that
just under one third of highly indebted, vulnerable developing economies
are ineligible for these relief measures, and that these countries account

for more than two-thirds of total estimated external public debt service pay-
ments at risk from 2021-2025. Specifically, 72 countries, or 60 percent of
all developing economies evaluated, are highly debt-vulnerable, and 19
severely so. Those 19 economies account for US$220 billion of debt pay-
ments at-risk.

The report titled Sovereign Debt Vulnerabilities in Developing
Economies says that a minimum US$598 billion of external public debt
service payments are at risk from 2021-2025 across the 72 countries stud-
ied, with US$311 billion owed to private creditors. Beyond the risk of de-
faults, there is the possibility of a prolonged debt crisis that may leave
countries groaning under crushing debt burdens for years. This would
mean that many governments in the developing world would not be able
to undertake development projects to benefit their people and address the
problems posed by climate change.

This is a time for both the rich and poor countries to join hands to meet
the challenge ahead. This will call for mounting efforts on a wide front to
rebuild the global economy on a more sustainable basis, including re-
vamped tax and trade policies along with scaled-up efforts to combat illicit
financial flows, all of which must prioritize tackling the climate crisis and
surging inequalities globally.

In the meantime, all governments must keep up fiscal support for their
economies and vulnerable citizens and businesses until the pandemic is
completely eliminated. In this context, the International Monetary Fund
(IMF) has proposed a new allocation of US$650 billion in the form of “Spe-
cial Drawing Rights,” which would provide much needed liquidity to poorer
countries.

The coronavirus spread and the resulting lockdowns have impover-
ished large groups of people both in the developed and developing worlds.
Tens of millions have lost their jobs or are earning less than before. This
has impacted women more amid a rapid rise in gender-based violence.
Any relief and rehabilitation measures must pay special attention to this
aspect of the situation.

Economics

Muhammad Jahangir

Post-Covid 19: Developing
countries face a severe 
economic crisis
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The PTI government inherited an economy
in a shambles and has been gamely trying
to put it on the road to recovery. Before the
pandemic hit the country, macroeconomic in-
dicators 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 sus-
pension of economic activities. It, therefore,
adopted a smart strategy, creating a balance
between saving lives and keeping the econ-
omy going to save the poorer sections of so-
ciety and daily wage-earners.

The strategy worked as, based on the
positive trends in macroeconomic numbers,
the World Bank forecast 1.5% GDP growth
in the current FY 2020-21, the Asian Devel-
opment Bank (ADB) projected around 2.5% GDP growth and the State
Bank of Pakistan (SBP) has projected it to be around 3%.

Some of the positive economic indicators include rapid expansion in
remittances and foreign direct investment and the primary balance in sur-
plus. During the first three quarters of the current fiscal year 2020-21, re-
mittances grew 26.5%, foreign direct investment (FDI) rose 9.1%, tax
collection went up 10%, 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 4.8% growth, while the cement sector expanded
20% at 100% capacity utilization. Significant increases were witnessed in
the sale of cars, motorbikes and tractors during July-March, 2020-21.

All the data shows the economy in a “recovery” mode amid the coron-
avirus pandemic. No wonder, Moody’s upgraded Pakistan’s economic out-
look 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, con-
sumers are now 7% more confident about the overall health of the econ-
omy and their personal finances than they were in mid-2020.

Following a liberal foreign investment policy, the government has intro-
duced measures to promote Ease of Doing Business (EoDB) in the coun-
try, leading to an improvement in Pakistan’s ranking from 147 and 136 in
2018 and 2019, respectively, to 108 in 2020. This has boosted the morale
of both local and foreign businesspeople.

Strict financial discipline has led to a reduction in government expen-
diture 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-

culture and construction sectors to accelerate economic recovery. The gov-
ernment approved a Rs24 billion package to slash the input costs for farm-
ers, whereas a relief package for small and medium-sized enterprises
(SMEs) acted as a shield against insolvency and joblessness. The 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 in-
dustry to the construction sector and announced a package of multiple in-
centives for investors in the sector. The construction industry is linked to
almost 40 other industries, including steel and cement, which as envis-
aged, 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 as 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 energizing the sector
which has a pivotal role in the overall development of the country. Acknowl-
edging 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 stabilize 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. This 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
maximize the benefits for the common people.

Muhammad Jahangir

Economics

Economic turnaround: A
challenging task
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Education

Rasheed Ali

Another attempt to fix
medical education

In the previous issues of Cutting Edge (April 16-30, 2021), the higher edu-
cation crisis in the country and groupings in the sector’s regulatory body, the
Higher Education Commission of Pakistan (HECP), were discussed. Re-
grettably, the crisis is also afflicting one of the most important professional
fields of Pakistan, medical education and the healthcare delivery system.

A long-drawn tussle among different centres of power in medical edu-
cation as well as the healthcare profession in the country resulted in the
dissolution of the over 50-year-old regulatory body, Pakistan Medical and
Dental Council (PMDC), in 2019. President Dr. Arif Alvi promulgated an
ordinance in October 2019, dissolving the PMDC and paving the way for
the establishment of a new body, Pakistan Medial Commission (PMC).
The ordinance, titled “PMDC Ordinance 2019”, suggested that a 17-mem-
ber council would deal with the issues related to medical colleges, attached
hospitals and health professionals.

The Ministry of National Health Services (NHS) released a press
statement, saying that an ordinance had been signed by the President.
“Implementation of the new ordinance requires the dissolution of the cur-
rent PMDC. (The newly established regulatory body) PMC shall be a
body corporate consisting of: (1) The Medical and Dental Council; (2)
The National Medical and Dental Academic Board; and (3) The National
Medical Authority, which will act as the Secretariat of the Commission,”
the statement added.

The move was severely criticised by doctors’ representative body,
Pakistan Medical Association (PMA), which termed the decision unde-
mocratic and detrimental to medical education and the healthcare deliv-
ery system. “The government should have tabled a bill in the Parliament
so that all stakeholders would have given their input. If it was necessary
to promulgate an ordinance, the government should have abolished the
PMDC 1962 Ordinance, as the new ordinance is also in violation of the
1962 ordinance, which states that the Council shall be established
through elected representatives from the medical fraternity,” a news re-
lease issued by the body said.

There is no denying the fact that the PMDC had been facing a number
of issues during the past two decades. The proliferation of medical col-
leges and universities (run like businesses), from 34 to about 144, dan-
gerously compromised the quality of medical graduates. The PMA alleged
in an earlier statement that the PMDC had been taken over by vested in-
terest groups, and dozens of medical institutions of compromised quality
opened all over the country in a short span of time.

In 2015, the Supreme Court of Pakistan intervened as a result of a pe-
tition filed by the PMA to rectify the situation, and an ordinance was intro-
duced by the then President Mamnoon Hussain, dissolving the Pakistan
Medical and Dental Council and ordering new elections for its new office
holders. After the PMDC elections, a 35-member executive body was
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elected to manage the PMDC. The ordinance was passed by the National
Assembly, but deferred by the Senate to the Council of Common Interests.
Later, on another petition, the apex court dissolved the executive body on
January 12, 2018, and appointed a nine-member ad hoc council to run the
affairs of the PMDC.

However, the issues could not be resolved and the medical education
and health delivery system kept suffering at the hands of vested interests
in the sector. In a telephonic conversation, an official of the PMA in Lahore
expressed his dismay over the current situation in medical education as
well as the health system. He regretted that medical education and health
centres had been converted into a thriving business in the country and
government authorities appeared least interested in regulating the sector.

He said, “In the near past, we have seen a price tag to get a licence to
open a medical college. We have 144 medical colleges in our country. Do
we have 144 professors or associate/ assistant professors for each sub-
ject, as per the guidelines of the dissolved PMDC,” he questioned. He said
that the country was churning out more than 15,000 doctors a year. “But
how many of them are competent? There is a severe compromise on qual-
ity,” he claimed.

The PMA representative believes that there should be one body in the
country to regulate medical education. “If there are some faults with the
body, they should be removed. We demand the government consult the
provincial governments and all other stakeholders to run the regulatory
body effectively. If the government’s attitude does not change, then it will
be a disaster and the provinces would have their own bodies, like higher
education commissions of the provinces,” he explains.

Deteriorating medical education standards are not a matter of concern
for the PMA only, but also for medical academia, who have nothing to do
with politics. Prof. Nasreen Javaid, former professor of pharmacology, Fa-
tima Jinnah Medical University, Lahore, believes that the standard of pres-
ent-day doctors has gone down in all aspects, like ability, efficiency,
knowledge and human values, etc.

In a talk with Cutting Edge, she regretted that with the passage of time,
there had been deterioration in our society; and many vices gradually crept
into the medical profession, including dishonesty, greed, selfishness, cal-
lousness, and lack of commitment. Giving reasons, she said that a major
factor was the establishment of private medical colleges and their mush-
rooming growth. “The colleges charge a very high fee; so those, who can
afford but do not have merit for admission to government medical colleges,
get admission there. The colleges offer very lucrative salaries to their staff.
Teachers of government medical colleges join them; some take leave, oth-
ers leave before retirement, when their abilities are at their peak. The result
is government colleges lose their experienced and capable teachers, cre-
ating shortages of staff. Sometimes, a demonstrator, with hardly any teach-

ing and administrative experience, becomes the head of a department.
Consequently, teaching and clinical training suffer badly,” she added.

Prof. Nasreen Javaid is also critical of medical teachers’ role. “Disci-
pline is difficult to maintain as most teachers have come for a higher salary,
and they lack dedication. If another private medical college offers more
salary, they go for it. The syllabus remains unfinished, as it may take time
to get their replacement. The hospitals attached to the colleges mostly do
not fulfil the requirements as the number of beds, departments, and equip-
ment, etc.,” believes the professor.

The FJMU former teacher says another major issue is the formation of
larger groups for clinical and practical training in hospitals. “The student-
teacher ratio does not meet the requirement, and students’ knowledge re-
mains mainly theoretical, and not practical.” She also finds the process of
admission to medical college faulty. She believes that the entry test is not
enough, and there should be a proper interview by experts of various
fields, including a psychologist, and they should try to judge whether the
student has the ability, interest, temperament and capacity to work hard
to study and practice medicine or not.

However, the Pakistan Medical Commission believes all issues related
to the medical academia and healthcare system would be streamlined
soon, with the dissolution of the politics-afflicted PMDC and the formation
of a new neutral body as the first step. In a telephonic talk with Cutting
Edge, a spokesperson for the Pakistan Medical Commission, said a num-
ber of reforms had been made for the betterment of medical education.

Not disclosing his name, he told this writer that 43,198 licences of doc-
tors and dentists had been renewed, 6,685 new licences issued and 1,986
applications for the registration of postgraduate clinical qualification
processed during the last eight months. He said that 3,876 foreign medical
students were granted a provisional licence to practise and 1,699 foreign
medical students were granted a full licence to practise in Pakistan.

Since the establishment of the PMC in September last year, it directed
the private medical institutions to disclose their entire fee structure for the
programme prior to admissions. The PMC enhanced 550 seats in the pub-
lic sector medical colleges and introduced a policy for foreign medical
graduates to get a licence to practise in Pakistan. He said that an online
portal had been introduced through which stakeholders could access serv-
ices. The National Medical Scholarship Fund has been established for de-
serving students with an initial commitment of Rs250 million, he added.

He said the National Assembly Standing Committee on NHS had also
sought suggestions from the opposition members for the “The Federal
Medical Teaching Institute Bill 2020,” so that it would sail through the par-
liament without any hurdle. He believes that within a few months, various
chronic issues causing troubles in medical education as well as the health-
care delivery system would be sorted out amicably.
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Islamophobia

Farzana Haniffa

On March 13, Sarath Weerasekara, Sri Lanka’s minister of public secu-
rity, announced that the government will ban wearing of the burqa and
close more than 1,000 Islamic schools in the country. The minister was
quoted as saying that “the burqa” was a “sign of religious extremism” and
has a “direct impact on national security”.

The news was picked up internationally and resulted in several
statements by human rights organisations and the UN special rappor-
teur on freedom of religion or belief, Ahmed Shaheed, as well as from
Pakistan’s ambassador to Sri Lanka. Three days later the government
stepped back from Weerasekera’s statement. Cabinet spokesman Ke-
heliya Rambukwella announced that the decision “requires time” and a
consultative process. The burqa ban announcement caused a stir
among Muslims, who saw it as yet another attack on their community.
In the past few months, the government has undertaken a number of
controversial measures under the banner of fighting extremism, which
have increasingly intimidated the Muslim population and disregarded
rule of law principles.

Since it gained independence from the British in 1948, Sri Lanka has
witnessed tumultuous relations between the Sinhala Buddhist majority,
which makes up about 70 percent of the population and the Hindu and
Christian Tamil minority, which accounts for roughly 12 percent. During
the war between the military forces and the Liberation Tigers of Tamil
Eelam (LTTE), other minorities, like the Muslims, who make up around
nine percent of the population, were targeted less frequently by ultra-na-
tionalist Sinhalese groups.

After the end of the civil war in 2009, an anti-Muslim movement initi-
ated by the Bodu Bala Sena (BBS), with the monk Galabod Aththe
Gnanasara at the helm, began to emerge. The BBS is an activist group
led by Buddhist monks which mobilised around what they described as
the threat posed by the “social separatism” of “extremist Muslims”. Their
definition of extremism, however, seems to encompass the majority of
Muslims’ everyday practices.

The BBS’s large public rallies and their strident social media cam-
paigns normalised hate speech and everyday low-intensity harass-
ment of Muslims across the country. Incitement by the BBS and the
cultivation of anti-Muslim sentiment over the post-war years also led
to violent attacks against small Muslim communities in 2014, 2017 and
2018. The BBS also aligned itself with similar groups in Myanmar. Fol-
lowing these incidents, the local authorities did not take serious action
against BBS and other similar groups and in some cases blamed Mus-
lims for the violence.

In 2019, anti-Muslim hatred escalated further after eight suicide
bombers pledging allegiance to the Islamic State detonated themselves
at churches, hotels and other locations across the country on Easter Sun-
day. There was evidence of the failure to pursue available intelligence
by the security establishment and negligence on the part of the political
leadership. However, the media coverage of the event and government
policy discussion in the aftermath primarily targeted the country’s Muslim
population. Experts rarely referenced the role of the anti-Muslim move-
ment in radicalising local Muslims. In May, there were violent retaliatory
attacks against Muslim communities in the northwest.

The government response to the attack was to embrace the anti-Mus-
lim language of the BBS and initiate sweeping arrests of suspected fol-
lowers of the group responsible for the bombings. Since then, several
prominent Muslims have also been arbitrarily targeted by the govern-
ment, with little or no evidence produced of their wrongdoing. In April
2020, the police arrested Hejaaz Hisbullah, an activist lawyer, on suspi-
cion of aiding the attackers. Then in May 2020, Ahnaf Jazeem, a young
Muslim poet, was also detained under the same pretext. Recently, the
former leader of the Jamati Islami, Hajjul Akbar was arrested and de-
tained for a second time, again without charges being filed.

In the aftermath of the Easter Sunday attacks, a parliamentary sec-
toral oversight committee on national security was set up to put together
proposals for terrorism prevention measures. It has made recommenda-
tions in 14 areas, many of which curb the religious rights of the Muslim
minority. The burqa ban and the closing of Islamic schools stem from
these recommendations, as do several other measures recently taken.
In early March, the government declared that all Islamic books imported
into the country will need defence ministry approval. Several days later,
it gazetted a set of regulations ominously sub-titled “Deradicalisation from
holding violent extremist religious ideology” under the Prevention of Ter-
rorism Act. The regulations give it powers to arrest and forward persons
to a rehabilitation centre to be “deradicalised” for one year on suspicion
without requiring any additional process.

Apart from the above, the government has sought other ways to in-
timidate the country’s Muslims. When the COVID-19 pandemic spread
to Sri Lanka in the spring of 2020, it imposed a mandatory cremation pol-
icy for the COVID-19 dead and refused to allow Muslims to bury their
dead, in accordance with their religion. Muslims’ call for the burial option
on religious grounds was written and talked about as “tribal” and “back-
ward” and as reprehensible behaviour in the middle of a public health
emergency. Despite condemnations at home and abroad and guidelines
by the World Health Organization emphasising the safety of burials, the
government maintained its position for nearly a year. Burial was permitted
only recently under international pressure.

What is behind the anti-Muslim
measures in Sri Lanka?
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United States President Joe Biden announced the complete withdrawal of
all American troops from Afghanistan by September 11, the twentieth an-
niversary of the attacks on New York and Washington that resulted in the
US-led military invasion.

The announcement has proven controversial in US policy circles. Some
have argued for a conditions-based withdrawal, contingent on securing ad-
equate counterterrorism guarantees and a peace settlement between the
Islamic Republic of Afghanistan and the Taliban. Assessments from US in-
telligence agencies in recent months found that a withdrawal in the absence
of an intra-Afghan peace deal would likely lead to the collapse of the gov-
ernment in Kabul within a couple of years and the potential resurgence of
al-Qaeda in the country.

However, Biden’s long opposition to “forever wars” has seen him unwill-
ing to extend the exit timeline, as his administration shifts its focus towards
emerging security challenges in East Asia. He has limited space for ma-
noeuvre given the ceasefire agreement signed with the Taliban under Pres-
ident Donald Trump last year that committed the US to complete withdrawal
by May 1, 2021. The Taliban has repeatedly asserted that a failure to pull
out by this deadline would lead to war.

Disaster can still be averted if the Taliban opts for a reasonable re-
sponse to this announcement, the Afghan government manages to come
up with a unified position on a peace settlement and the international com-
munity extends the necessary political guarantees to both sides. Biden’s
announcement of a new withdrawal date intends to undo the damage the
Afghanistan strategy of his predecessor had caused. While it has been
seen as an attempt to buy more time to counteract the poor sequencing of
the 2020 peace deal, first and foremost, the objective of this delay is to re-
pair relations with NATO, which had been damaged under Trump.

The transatlantic relationship suffered from Trump’s accusations that
NATO members were not paying their dues to the alliance and his threats
to sanction Germany, the top contributing nation in Afghanistan after the
US. The negotiation of the troop withdrawal agreement with the Taliban last
year also took place without sufficient consideration of the needs of NATO
members, who are dependent on the US military for airlift support.

The choice of September 11 as a withdrawal date, therefore, is as lo-
gistical as it is symbolic. It is designed to give enough time for NATO mem-
bers to coordinate with the US their departure from Afghanistan. The day
after Biden made the announcement, NATO issued a statement saying its
troops will also leave on the same date. This move by the Biden adminis-
tration should be seen within the context of its efforts to steer US foreign
policy back towards multilateralism. Rebuilding relations with NATO and
other partners is perceived as necessary so that the US is better equipped
to face various global challenges, such as China’s rise and climate change.

The timeline of the withdrawal announcements seems to indicate that
the Biden administration aimed for the US and NATO to speak in one
voice at the UN-facilitated intra-Afghan conference in Istanbul, originally
scheduled for April 14.

The Istanbul Conference is the centrepiece of the fast-track diplomatic
push launched by the Biden administration last month in an attempt to

get to a solution before May 1. It was set up to involve regional powers
and make headway on an intra-Afghan peace settlement ahead of the
US withdrawal. After the Taliban failed to respond to the proposed date
of April 14, it was pushed back to April 24. The group’s spokesperson
released a statement saying the unilateral withdrawal extension consti-
tutes a violation of the agreement and permits the Taliban to take “nec-
essary countermeasures”.

The value of the Istanbul conference will have to be clarified to the Tal-
iban leaders to secure their participation. Some of their demands – the re-
lease of Taliban prisoners, removal of UN Security Council sanctions, and
a specific demand from Turkey for a reduction of military support to former
Afghan Vice President Abdul Rashid Dostum – will have to be addressed.

In light of this uncertainty, the fact that the Afghan sides and many in-
ternational stakeholders have seemingly leaped towards Istanbul and aban-
doned the negotiations under the Doha process is dangerous for this
delicate stage of the peace process. Switching between mediation channels
without the commitment to a clear end will only consume time at the ex-
pense of a peace deal, particularly as the key problem remains the absence
of a mandate for a formal mediator role.

The divisions within the Afghan government and competing peace pro-
posals from President Ashraf Ghani and the US have complicated matters
further. This further convinces the Taliban of the inability of the government
negotiators to make sound, unified decisions.

Regardless of what happens with Istanbul, the Afghan government, led
by the High Council for National Reconciliation, must come up with a unified
position and both sides should aim to announce a formal declaration of
guiding principles as a benchmark for further talks.

With the US and the world signalling their interest in Afghanistan is
waning, it is time for Afghans to take the lead in the negotiations and to
agree on a permanent ceasefire and a peace settlement. The coming
months will be critical in determining whether the Taliban and Afghan gov-
ernment can show the necessary leadership for governing the Afghan
people weary of war.

Sultan Barakat

NATO

Peace can still be
achieved in Afghanistan
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In mid-March, Reuters reported that Mexico would “restrict movement on
its southern border with Guatemala to help contain the spread of COVID-
19”. The same article noted that the Joe Biden administration in the United
States would be simultaneously sorting the details of a plan to loan Mexico
coronavirus vaccines.

According to White House spokeswoman Jen Psaki, the simultaneity
had nothing to do with a quid pro quo to stanch so-called “illegal immigra-
tion” and was instead the result of “multiple layers” of conversations be-
tween the US and Mexico.

But there is no time like a pandemic to intensify the crackdown on poor,
US-bound migrants. I have been in Mexico since the onset of the health
crisis last year, and no effort has been made to “restrict movement” of in-
coming tourists and other humans of superior value who have arrived by
plane – many of them from coronavirus hotspots such as the US itself.
Quid pro quo or not, Mexico’s southern border reinforcement apparently
did not provide the gringos with sufficient immunity from the migrant threat.
On April 12, the Associated Press remarked that the month of March had
seen a “record number of unaccompanied children” endeavouring to cross
into the US, as well as the highest number of Border Patrol “encounters”
with migrants on the US-Mexico border since March of 2001.

In a press briefing on the same day, Psaki revealed additional meas-
ures the US had pushed to “increase border security” in the region. Mexico
would be maintaining 10,000 troops along its border with Guatemala, while
Guatemala had “surged 1,500 police and military personnel” to its own
border with Honduras, which had in turn “surged 7,000 police and military
to disperse a large contingent of migrants”.

To be sure, the military jargon is no accident. After all, what we have here
is a war on migrants – one that Biden has dutifully continued to wage despite
his ostensibly more humanitarian approach to human suffering than that of
his enthusiastically sadistic predecessor, Donald Trump. And as with argu-
ments on behalf of other forms of imperial war – like when we were led to
believe, in 2003, that the effective annihilation of Iraq was somehow in the
Iraqis’ own interest – US officials have conducted a surge in criminal illogic.

For example, Tyler Moran, a special assistant to the president on im-
migration policy, assured MSNBC that the troop deployment agreements
with Mexico, Guatemala and Honduras would not only “prevent the traf-
fickers, and the smugglers, and cartels that take advantage of the kids on
their way here”, but also “protect those children”.

Of course, it is anyone’s guess as to how “protection” might factor into
the arrangement, given the established track record of anti-migrant vio-
lence by the security forces of all three countries. Furthermore, it is com-
mon knowledge that placing obstacles in the way of migration does not
stop desperate people from journeying in the direction of perceived phys-
ical and/or economic safety. It simply increases the risk to their lives.

Recently in the southern Mexican city of Oaxaca, I spoke with a young
man who had previously crossed “illegally” from Mexico into the US, and
who described the chilling feeling of coming across human bones in the
desert. These rampant deaths are a direct result of the United States’ own
frenetic border militarisation schemes, which cast migrants as enemy in-
vaders and force them into more perilous routes entailing greater exposure

to the elements.
Meanwhile, no discussion of current border “surges” is complete without

an emphasis on the fact that US-backed militarisation in Mexico and Central
America is in large part to thank for migration patterns in the first place. In
Mexico, for starters, the US spent years – under the pretence of the “war
on drugs” – throwing money at notoriously corrupt and abusive security
forces and officials, who were often in bed with the cartels themselves.

The resulting bloodbath of violence drove countless Mexicans to mi-
grate north, as did the economic devastation caused by the North Ameri-
can Free Trade Agreement (NAFTA) of 1994 – a war in its own right, the
ramifications of which persist to the present day. In Guatemala, the 1954
CIA-orchestrated coup in favour of US corporate interests set the stage
for a 36-year civil war in which upwards of 200,000 Guatemalans were
killed or disappeared. The US was up to its ears in complicity in the crimes
of Guatemalan government forces, who were responsible for the over-
whelming majority of wartime human rights violations.

Efrain Rios Montt, the late US-backed Guatemalan dictator, oversaw a
scorched-earth campaign that obliterated hundreds of Indigenous villages
– to say nothing of the people therein. The civil war ended in 1996, but the
earth does not unscorch itself overnight. In Honduras, too, US-backed mil-
itarisation has helped to generate a steady stream of migrants and
refugees. The 2009 right-wing coup – the ultimate success of which owed
much to US machinations on behalf of the illegitimate regime – ushered in
an era of apocalyptic violence and impunity.

In the aftermath of the coup, the Barack Obama administration – fea-
turing Biden as vice president – upped aid to Honduran security forces
that were diligently murdering, raping and generally terrorising the domes-
tic population. Now, nearly 12 years later, the same security forces are
being “surged” to the border to disband groups of migrants fleeing the land-
scape of brutality these forces assisted in creating.

And as the US continues to promote military solutions to regional prob-
lems caused to no small extent by, well, militaries, one dreams fervently
of a surge to disband an empire.

Migration

Belen Fernandez

Biden’s anti-migrant ‘surge’
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Pragya Tiwari

Two winters ago, while driving into Delhi at the crack of dawn, I found myself
staring at looming soft mountains of candy pink foam rising from the grey sur-
face of the river Yamuna. This surreal image with its perfectly complementary
hues could well have been from a fashion editorial made for Instagram. But,
ironically, the tableau was representative of the dark face of fashion that re-
mains in the shadows – the face, not just of the rising consumption of clothes
around the globe, but also of the true cost of cheap, ready-to-wear garments
that we are quick to buy and discard.

The heaps of toxic foam that engulf the Yamuna, for large parts of the year,
are linked to the phosphate content of detergents in the wastewater of cloth
manufacturing units. Several such units are scattered all over the northern In-
dian state of Haryana, which borders Delhi. In the small town of Panipat alone
there are hundreds of dyeing units, and many of these units release toxic
waste into the river.

Drains that carry these effluents run through villages, polluting their
potable water. Until recently locals would use the water, despite it being
variously coloured with chemical dyes, but now they claim it is not even fit
to use for their cattle. This state of affairs has serious repercussions for
the majority of Haryana’s population because they depend on agriculture
for their livelihoods. Farmers are finding it increasingly difficult to cultivate
crops that have been traditionally grown in the state with the scant usable
water that is available.

Thousands of these same farmers have joined what has been called the
biggest protest in world history. Their immediate demand is that the govern-
ment rolls back laws, which they claim favour large corporations over small
farmers. But these laws are simply the proverbial last straw – the agricultural
sector in India has long been in distress and water scarcity is one of its most
pressing problems.

While farmers have been greatly affected by toxic waste from dyeing units,
they are not the only ones. In 2019, the Delhi state government had to shut
down supply from sizeable water treatment plants because the level of am-
monia generated by industrial waste was higher than what they could treat.
This did not solve the problem, either. For more than 33 days in 2020, the
level of ammonia in water remained above treatable levels, directly impacting
over a third of Delhi’s water supply.

It is a well-known fact that water stress in India is extremely high: 50
percent of the country’s population is deprived of access to safe water,
and even for the rest, both surface and groundwater are running out rap-
idly. Unsurprisingly, alarms have been raised about India’s water scarcity
around the world, including in a report by the US-based World Resources
Institute that ranks it 13th among the world’s worst affected nations. What
is, perhaps, lesser known is how India’s garments and textile industry is
adding to this stress and the role that global fashion brands are playing in
precipitating the water crisis.

The last decade has seen the meteoric rise of what has come to be known
as “fast fashion” – retail brands producing inexpensive knock-offs of runway
trends and fostering a culture of consumption where affordable and trendy
clothes are bought and discarded in quick succession. Social media fuels the
demand for fast fashion through influencers, easy e-commerce, and a culture
of wearing clothes for the ‘gram.’

But the key to sustaining this nearly $2.5 trillion fast fashion industry is that
the volume of clothes produced and sold should be high, and prices low. Low
prices are achieved by keeping production costs low and low production costs,
in turn, come at the expense of environmental protection and workers’ rights.

Countries in which most of these retail brands are based, however, have
developed strict regulatory frameworks with respect to pollution and labour
rights. So, they outsource production to countries such as India, China,
Bangladesh and Indonesia, where labour and compliance costs are far lower.
And for a small share of the enormous profits generated by the fast fashion
industry, these countries end up paying a heavy price – including the erosion
and pollution of their water resources.

India exports garments, fabrics and raw materials for clothing, footwear
and headwear, and every stage of production, for each of these items, is heav-
ily dependent on the consumption of water. Take the example of Indian cotton,
which is in great demand because it is, on average, the cheapest in the world
market. This year alone, cotton exports are predicted to go up 40 percent in
comparison with the previous year. But cotton, unfortunately, is also a very
thirsty crop, requiring up to 22,500 litres of water for the production of merely
one kilogramme – roughly the quantity required to make one T-shirt and one
pair of jeans.

If this statistic does not look worrying enough to you, consider this – back
in 2013, 85 percent of Indians could have been provided with enough water
to satisfy their daily needs for a year with the amount of water used to produce
India’s cotton exports. Think about what that means in a country where chil-
dren in 100 million homes do not have access to water.

In addition to consuming inordinate amounts of water, the garment and
textile industry further exacerbates water scarcity by contributing substantially
to water pollution. Tiruppur in the southern state of Tamil Nadu is known for
its garment production for global fashion brands, recording some $3.5bn worth
of exports every year. Stories from villages around this hub echo the stories
from Panipat and other textile and garment hubs in the country. Untreated
wastewater from dyeing and bleaching units have transformed the Noyyal
river into a toxic sewer and rendered the agricultural land around Tiruppur
largely unproductive, taking away the livelihoods of thousands of farmers.

Environment

The high cost of India’s
cheap garment exports
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Weapons

Inger Ashing

South Africa is putting
profit before Yemeni lives

The South African state has abandoned its commitment to human rights
to profit from weapons deals. In so doing, it has become complicit in war
crimes in Yemen.

Democratic South Africa’s commitment to human rights has never been
solely inward-looking. Its constitutional order was crafted with a deep
awareness of the South African apartheid state’s complicity in human
rights violations in other countries, as well as a recognition that the crime
of apartheid itself was enabled and supported by the regime’s corporate
and state allies around the world. In this context, Democratic South Africa
committed itself to fulfilling the human rights of people in the country, while
also “championing the values of human rights (and) democracy” around
the world. Yet, faced with the world’s worst contemporary humanitarian cri-
sis in Yemen, the South African state has abandoned this commitment to
human rights in exchange for the chance to profit from weapons deals. In
so doing, it has become complicit in war crimes in Yemen.

Since 2015, Yemen has been the epicentre of a complex and region-
alised civil war. Thousands of combatants have been killed and, according
to United Nations reports, civilians have also been deliberately targeted in
the brutal conflict, in violation of international law. The aerial and ground
bombing of vital infrastructure, as well as endless blockades of goods and
aid, has resulted in up to 16 million Yemenis having inadequate access to
food and up to 18 million having no access to safe water. This suffering is
now being exacerbated by the COVID-19 pandemic.

While all parties to the conflict are implicated in numerous violations of
international humanitarian law, the evidence suggests that some forces
have repeatedly targeted civilians with both air and ground attacks. The
UN has also expressed concern that the coalition is using starvation as a
tactic in the war, in violation of international law.

South Africa has repeatedly expressed concern about the humanitarian
suffering in Yemen. At international forums, South African officials have
urged all parties to respect international law and to find a solution to the
conflict. Yet, at the same time, the South African state has hypocritically
given the green light to arms companies to sell weapons to the main par-
ties accused of committing war crimes in Yemen.

Open Secrets’ new investigative report, Profiting from misery – South
Africa’s complicity in war crimes in Yemen, reveals that since the war in
Yemen began, Arab states have become the key market for South African
weapons. In 2013, a little more than 3 percent of South African weapons
exports went to these two states. In 2015 and 2016, this was up to 42.1
and 48.9 percent, respectively. Since the war in Yemen broke out, South
African weapons worth more than 8 billion rands ($550m) have been sold
to the Arab states.

The United Nations Group of Eminent Experts on Yemen and Amnesty
International have identified many of these South African weapons in
Yemen. These include drones, surveillance equipment, armoured vehicles,
and most notoriously, 120mm mortar bombs, whose remnants were dis-
covered at the site of an attack on civilians in the Yemeni city of Hodeidah.
Two independent investigations, one of them by the UN experts group on
Yemen, found it most likely that these mortars were manufactured by South
African arms firm Rheinmetall Denel Munitions (RDM). RDM is a joint ven-

ture between German arms company Rheinmetall Waffe Munition GmbH
(which holds a 51 percent stake) and South African state-owned arms com-
pany Denel (with 49 percent). RDM not only sells weapons but has also
established a munitions factory in an Arab country in 2016. The factory spe-
cialises in, among other things, the production of 120mm mortar bombs.

All of this has occurred in apparent contravention of South Africa’s legal
requirement to prohibit exports to countries that may use them to commit
human rights violations or exacerbate conflicts. All indications are that
South Africa’s arms trade regulator, the National Conventional Arms Con-
trol Committee (NCACC), continues to approve permits to export weapons.

South Africa is one of the numerous states profiting from the conflict in
Yemen. In this, it finds itself in the same camp as powerful countries that have
long foregone any genuine commitment to human rights in favour of a pow-
erful military industrial complex. Embarrassingly, South Africa now risks falling
behind even these states in ending the supply of weapons to this conflict.

The United States and the United Kingdom have been comfortably the
largest suppliers of weapons to the conflict in Yemen. Between 2015 and
2018, the US topped the list – delivering about $10b and $3b worth of
weapons to Saudi Arabia and the UAE, respectively. These deliveries con-
stitute only about 10 percent of the weapon offers made to Saudi Arabia
and the UAE during this period. In May 2019, the Trump administration
vetoed three bipartisan bills that would have blocked the sale of US arms
to Saudi Arabia. Invoking a provision of American arms control laws that
is hardly ever used, it bypassed Congress and authorised “billions of dol-
lars in weapons sales to Middle East allies”.

The UK, for its part, has nearly single-handedly kept the Saudi Air
Force in the air. British company BAE Systems alone received 15 billion
pounds ($20.5bn) in revenue from Saudi Arabia between 2015 and 2019.

Despite this, there are efforts in both countries to limit or end this supply,
precisely because of the overwhelming evidence of war crimes and hu-
manitarian disaster in Yemen. In January 2021, the US imposed a tempo-
rary freeze on the sale of US weapons to Saudi Arabia and is inspecting
UAE purchases as it reviews “billions of dollars in weapons transactions
approved by former President Donald Trump”.



Shortage of oxygen for Covid-19 patients in some of the

hospitals in the Punjab is alarming. Videos on social

media from India related to lack of oxygen are horrifying

and are, in fact, not recommended to be seen by people

with weak hearts.

There are also some reports of shortage of ventilators in

hospitals which is strange as one ventilator production unit

in Haripur, with a production capacity of 300 ventilators

per month, was inaugurated by the prime minister on July

6, 2020, which can not only meet our requirements, but

also earn foreign exchange through export, as was

claimed by the then minister of science and technology.

Though oxygen for industrial use is not as pure as oxygen

for medical use, it can also be used for the purpose in an

emergency. In India, industrial oxygen is being used in

hospitals. Will it not be advisable to us to learn from the

Indian crisis?

We can neither impose Covid SOPs nor can we go for a

complete lockdown for reasons stated clearly by the state.

But should we not prepare for a bigger crisis?

Malik ul Quddoos

Karachi

Oxygen shortage

Recently, a man killed his own family members in Lahore. Going

by his claims, he was involved with PUBG, a highly popular online

game, and killed his family members because they had sold his

account in order to stop him from playing the game anymore. It

was also revealed that the man was addicted to crystal metham-

phetamine, a drug that tends to make one aggressive and violent.

Regrettably, the number of such incidents is increasing rapidly in

Pakistan because of high consumption of addictive games and

drugs. In order to prevent the youths from indulging in such

games, the Pakistan Telecommunication Authority (PTA) must ban

all such online games. Also, parents should not provide smart-

phones to their children while they have impressionable minds.

Lastly, the anti-narcotics authorities should take strict action

against the usage of crystal methamphetamine. Together, we can

save our children’s future.

Meer Ismail Marri

Hub

Game, drug addiction
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Your View

The great Quaid's words for minorities and non-Muslims were,

“There will be no interference of any kind in their freedom of wor-

ship. They will have their religion, faith, their life, their property

and their culture. They will be in all respects treated as citizens

of Pakistan without any distinction of caste, color, religion or

creed.” Now, something unusual type of queries bump up in

one’s mind whether we have forgotten the words of the father of

the nation or we do not heed his words anymore. Besides, man-

gling history would eventually produce fractions and rifts within

the cause and ideology of Pakistan. It knowingly or unknowingly

generates further rays of annihilation. In Faisalabad, a 12-year-

old Christian girl was abducted, forcefully converted to Islam and

married. When has Islam, the religion of peace, endorsed such

heinous practices? Never at all! Then why Pakistan, officially de-

clared the Islamic Republic of Pakistan, is not successful in erad-

icating such practices?

The state should urgently make amendments to the Constitution.

It should also immediately but effectively work on implementing

the fiats of the legislative assembly to root out the menace. Oth-

erwise, the consequences would further radicalize the nation.

Last but not least, the government should also realise that its ef-

forts to highlight the plight of Muslims and Islamophobia are ex-

tremely weak because if the state itself is not being able to

ensure the rights of minorities and non-Muslims on its land, how

can the talk of Islamophobia grab the attention of the interna-

tional community?

Asif Murad Umrani

Karachi

Forced conversions and marriages
Recently, the Bank of England unveiled a new 50-pound

note with the image of mathematician and World War II

code-breaker Alan Turing in recognition of his pivotal role

in breaking Nazi Germany’s Enigma code that led to the

unveiling of Hitler’s war designs.

Previously honoured British personalities include novelist

Jane Austen, wartime Prime Minister Winston Churchill

and social reformer Elizabeth Fry. Such personalities are

missing from the face of our currency notes. Every year

we celebrate their birthdays or observe anniversaries. One

of the ideal ways to recognise their contributions is

through the currency notes. To one’s mind the bank notes

should represent a diverse range of characters from all

fields of life that have rendered enormous services to-

wards nation-building.

Some of the illustrious persons whose faces could adorn

our currency notes include great poet and philosopher Al-

lama Muhammad Iqbal, Mohtarma Fatima Jinnah, Hafeez

Jalandhari, who penned the national anthem, and other

such notable individuals.

Fawad Hashmey

Lahore

Honouring luminaries
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Neandertal DNA from cave mud shows two
waves of migration across Eurasia

NASA’s Ingenuity helicopter made 
history by flying on Mars

Charles Choi Lisa Grossman
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Neandertal DNA recovered
from cave mud reveals that
these ancient humans spread
across Eurasia in two different
waves.
Analysis of genetic material
from three caves in two coun-
tries suggests an early wave of
Neandertals about 135,000 years ago may have been replaced by geneti-
cally and potentially anatomically distinct successors 30,000 years later, re-
searchers report in Science. The timing of this later wave suggests potential
links to climate and environmental shifts. By extracting genetic material from
mud, “we can get human DNA from people who lived in a cave without hav-
ing to find their remains, and we can learn interesting things about those
people from that DNA,” says Benjamin Vernot, a population geneticist at the
Max Planck Institute for Evolutionary Anthropology in Leipzig, Germany.
A few years ago, scientists showed that it’s possible to extract prehistoric
human DNA from dirt, which contains genetic material left behind by our an-
cestors from skin flakes, hair or dried excrement or bodily fluids such as
sweat or blood. Genetic analysis of ancient sediments could therefore yield
valuable insights on human evolution, given that ancient human fossils with
enough DNA suitable for analysis are exceedingly rare.
Until now, the ancient human DNA analyzed from sediments came from mi-
tochondria — the organelles that act as energy factories in our cells — not
the chromosomes in cell nuclei, which contain the actual genetic instructions
for building and regulating the body. Although chromosomes hold far more
information, retrieving samples of this nuclear DNA from caves proved chal-
lenging because of its relative scarcity. A human cell often possesses thou-
sands of copies of its mitochondrial genome for every one set of
chromosomes, and the vast majority of any DNA found in ancient dirt be-
longs to other animals and to microbes.

A helicopter just flew on
Mars. NASA’s Ingenuity
hovered for about 40 sec-
onds above the Red
Planet’s surface, marking
the first flight of a spacecraft
on another planet.
In the wee hours on April 19,
the helicopter spun its carbon fiber rotor blades and lifted itself into the
thin Martian air. It rose about three meters above the ground, pivoted to
look at NASA’s Perseverance rover, took a picture, and settled back
down to the ground. “It looks just the way we had tested it in our test
chambers,” Ingenuity project manager MiMi Aung said in a news briefing
after the flight. “Absolutely beautiful flight. I don’t think I can ever stop
watching it over and over again.” As data from the flight started coming
in to Ingenuity’s mission control room at NASA’s Jet Propulsion Lab in
Pasadena, Calif., at about 6:35 a.m. EDT, a hush fell. And then cheers
erupted as Håvard Grip, Ingenuity’s guidance, navigation and control
lead, announced: “Confirmed that Ingenuity has performed its first flight,
the first flight of a powered aircraft on another planet.”
“It’s amazing, brilliant. Everyone is super excited,” said mechanical en-
gineer and team member Taryn Bailey. “I would say it’s a success.” The
flight, originally scheduled for April 11, was delayed to update the heli-
copter’s software after a test of the rotor blades showed problems
switching from preflight to flight mode. After the reboot, a high-speed
spin test April 16 suggested the shift was likely to work, setting the stage
for the April 19 flight. “I never let you celebrate fully. Every time we hit a
major milestone I’m like, not yet, not yet,” Aung told the team moments
after the flight was confirmed. Now is the moment to celebrate, she said.
“Take that moment and after that, let’s get back to work and more flights.
Congratulations.”
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Add another potential benefit to getting the recommended amount of phys-
ical activity each week: people who exercised regularly and then tested
positive for SARS-CoV-2 were less likely to experience more severe
COVID-19 outcomes, a new study shows.
Importantly, even people who could not realistically exercise 150 minutes
or more per week still experienced significant benefits compared with peo-
ple who said they exercised 10 minutes or less. Compared with the most
active people in the study — those who exercised 150 minutes or more
every week — patients with COVID-19 who were "consistently inactive"
were 226% more likely to be hospitalized, 173% more likely to be admitted
to an intensive care unit (ICU), and 149% more likely to die. "We strongly
believe the results of this study represent a clear and actionable guideline
that can be used by populations around the world to reduce the risk for se-
vere COVID-19 outcomes, including death," study author Deborah Rohm
Young, PhD, told Medscape.
The study was published in the British Journal of Sports Medicine. A more
realistic strategy could make a bigger overall impact, Ross Arena, PhD,
who was not affiliated with the study, told Medscape when asked to com-
ment. "How many individuals who are sedentary can see making that leap
to 150 or more minutes of physical activity a week?" A more effective mes-
sage might be ‘something is better than nothing, and more is better,’" he
said. "Walking your dog is being physically active," added Arena, professor
and head of the department of physical therapy at the University of Illinois
at Chicago College of Applied Health Sciences. "You don't have to run a

marathon or go to a gym and run on a treadmill 60 minutes a day. Although
that's great," he said. It is also good to move more and sit less.
Young and colleagues found, for example, that compared with people who
reported exercising 11 to 149 minutes each week, the inactive group was
120% more likely to be hospitalized, 110% more likely to need critical care
admission, and 132% more likely to die. Classifying physical activity be-
tween 11 minutes to 149 minutes per week is "a pretty wide range and
there is probably a way to tease that out more," Arena said.

New evidence emerged that ties COVID-19 vaccines to extremely rare
cases of people who develop blood clots and low platelets within weeks of
being vaccinated.
A team of researchers in the United Kingdom conducted an in-depth in-
vestigation of 22 patients who developed serious blood clots along with a
drop in blood platelets after receiving a dose of the AstraZeneca vaccine,
which is now called Vaxzevria. They also tested one additional patient who
had clinical signs of a drop in blood platelets after vaccination. Nearly all
the patients — 22 of 23 — tested positive for unusual antibodies to platelet
factor 4, a signaling protein that helps the body coordinate blood clotting.
The presence of the antibodies suggests that the vaccines are somehow
triggering an autoimmune attack that causes large clots to form that then
diminish the supply of platelets in the blood. The study and an editorial on
the cases are published in the New England Journal of Medicine. This is
at least the fourth study detailing the presence of these antibodies in pa-
tients with blood clots and low platelets after vaccination, and doctors say
the emerging evidence suggests that doctors should remain vigilant for this
new syndrome in anyone — male or female — who experiences symptoms
of blood clots anywhere in the body, not just the brain.
James Zehnder, MD, director of the coagulation laboratory at Stanford Uni-
versity School of Medicine in California, said that the mounting evidence
pointing to a "maladaptive immune response" was quite remarkable. Zehn-
der says that why this syndrome develops in a small number of people
after they get the anticoagulant drug heparin or a vaccine for COVID-19 is
still very much a mystery. He says antibodies against platelet factor 4 are

pretty common — about half of people treated with the blood thinner he-
parin will develop them. Platelet factor 4 is a protein that is normally tucked
away, hidden from the immune system. When platelets rush to the site of
an infection or injury, they change their shape, exposing the hidden protein.
When platelet factor 4 binds with heparin, the immune system can see it
and often makes antibodies against it. In most people, these antibodies
cause no problems. In the “iceberg model” of this mysterious disorder,
Zehnder says this is the group that’s hidden deep beneath the surface of
the water. No one knows how large this hidden pool of people might be.
Some fraction of the group that develops antibodies will go on to experi-
ence a severe drop in platelets, which can lead to bleeding that won’t
stop. That group represents the part of the iceberg that sits just below
the surface of the water. A very small fraction will experience a drop in
platelets while forming big clots in unexpected places, like the veins that
drain blood from the brain. That’s the point of the iceberg that’s sticking
out of the water now, he says.

More exercise lowers risk of severe COVID-19

Researchers seek cause of rare clots tied to vaccines

Damian McNamara

Brenda Goodman
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The Power
Hanna Flint

The 1970s was a decade
known for political turmoil
and civil unrest that cli-
maxed with the Winter of
Discontent, so no better
setting for a ghost story to
rage against the inequalities
of the time that are still very
much palpable today.
Writer-director Corinna Faith takes her cues from the Woman In Black and
the Others by invoking a feminine spirit in one isolated location – a hospital in
a poor area of East London with many a darkened corridor to get lost down.
There’s an authenticity to the medical backdrop: West Indian, Irish and work-
ing-class women, played by Diveen Henry, Nuala McGowan, Gbemisola
Ikumelo and Emma Rigby, respectively, making up the nursing staff while doc-
tors are, of course, white upper-class men. This period texture is enhanced
through the production design and costumes that heighten the otherworldly
atmosphere that Williams’ protagonist gets pulled into as she seeks answers
for why the ghostly presence of a young female patient is wreaking havoc on
the children’s ward and targeting her in particular.
The horror merely simmers as opposed to the feminist messaging that truly
scorches. The more Val learns about the hospital’s history and her less than
cordial colleagues, the more she is tormented by the spectral nasty that is
causing her mental state to deteriorate. Williams realises this descension very
well as she wields her limbs wildly and stares through sunken eyes to deliver
an increasingly disturbing physical performance.

Promising Young Woman
Sophie Monks Kaufman

Promising Young Woman
is a wolf in sheep’s cloth-
ing; a revenge drama that
looks like a romcom.
Don’t be fooled by the
heightened girly colours
or high-gloss production
values — there is molten
fury running through the hot-pink veins of Emerald Fennell’s debut fea-
ture and, deeper down, grief for women who have lost so much and
stand to lose even more. The antagonist here is not so much a single
character, as it is broad social attitudes towards violence against women.
Fennell’s greatest move is to mount genre storytelling atop sincere emo-
tional undercurrents which build to a crashing wave by the finale.
Cassie, who we meet on the cusp of her 30th birthday, has been suffer-
ing from arrested development for the past seven years. Once a prom-
ising young woman, she is now a medical school drop-out who works in
a coffee shop owned by her friend Gail (Laverne Cox), a warm, sisterly
presence who overlooks glitches in Cassie’s customer service, like, say,
spitting in a patron’s coffee. Cassie lives a teenage lifestyle at home with
her parents, Stanley (Clancy Brown) and Susan (Jennifer Coolidge). But
by night she targets a very specific type of predator. He is the ‘nice guy’,
the self-styled ‘gentleman’, the man outwardly concerned that women
are oppressed by wearing make-up while inwardly sizing up his chances
of taking advantage of a wasted lady.

Thunder Force
Beth Webb

Now on their fifth outing as
collaborative partners (their
first being the matriarchal
misfire Tammy), Melissa
McCarthy and director/hus-
band Ben Falcone have
struck a comfortable rhythm
in their filmmaking. Mc-
Carthy funnels her brazen energy into an imperfect, often gauche comedy
lead, while Falcone hones in on the foul-mouthed talents of his comedy
partner. The surrounding film often feels thin and aimless as a result.
McCarthy's performance is defined by the crotch-gag brand of comedy
which once characterised her career. For Thunder Force the pair tackle a
high-concept, family-friendly sci-fi. While McCarthy’s Lydia and Octavia
Spencer’s Emily wrestle with the dynamics of their longstanding friendship
— Lydia is protective but cavalier, Emily, motivated by grief, is devoted to
science — a small band of caricature mutants attack their city. After a
calamitous incident at Emily’s giant genetics company where she's devel-
oping her own superhuman abilities, Lydia also gains powers and joins
her friend in the quest to take back their home city.
With each McCarthy-Falcone film, the strength lies in the central relation-
ship. Even when portrayed by a younger cast Lydia and Emily maintain a
loyal though never mawkish bond while subverting misfit tropes. “She’s
not a nerd, she’s smart,” is a running line. Spencer imbues her role of the
straight arrow with sweetness and turns in a note-perfect rendition of
Seal’s ‘Kiss From A Rose’. 

Love and Monsters
Ian Freer

A nominee in this year’s Best
Visual Effects Oscar category,
Love and Monsters is an unher-
alded treat. Michael Matthews’
enjoyable romp comes from no
previous existing IP, features no
A-list talent and comes with a
modest price tag, but rises
above the pack through smarts, invention and a neatly judged tone. Denied
a cinema release by Covid (the plot has echoes of the pandemic, with a
whole world frightened to go outside), it’s a crying shame, as its imagery
merits the big screen and its sense of adventure deserves a full house. The
premise is laid out in voiceover and nifty illustrated sketches. To prevent giant
asteroid Agatha 616 from destroying the Earth, scientists devised a series
of rockets that blew the rock to smithereens. The downside is that the chem-
ical compounds employed to launch the missiles fell back down to Earth and
turned the animal kingdom into the kind of mutant monsters beloved by Ray
Harryhausen (why it didn’t affect humans is never addressed). Under siege,
the human race subsequently hid in underground bunkers. The disaster was
particularly bad timing for our narrator Joel (Dylan O’Brien), who was just
about to hook up with new girlfriend Aimee (Jessica Henwick) when the pair
were separated and holed up in different colonies. Cut to seven years later
when Joel, the only singleton in a loved-up bunker, is left feeling alone and
useless after an Aliens-style breach, and decides he is going to make the
85-mile trek above ground to reunite with his love.
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The Maidens
Alex Michaelides

From the author of the global #1 bestselling
debut The Silent Patient comes a spellbind-
ing literary thriller which weaves together
Greek mythology, psychology, and murder.
Edward Fosca is a murderer. Of this Mariana
is certain. But Fosca is untouchable. A
charismatic Greek Tragedy professor at
Cambridge University, Fosca is adored by
staff and students alike. Particularly by the
members of a secret society of female stu-
dents known as The Maidens. Mariana An-
dros is a brilliant but troubled group therapist
who becomes fixated when one of The
Maidens, a friend of Mariana's niece Zoe, is found murdered.
Mariana, who was once herself a student at the university, suspects that
behind the idyllic beauty of the spires and turrets, lies something sinister.
And she becomes convinced that, despite his alibi, Edward Fosca is
guilty of the murder. But why would the professor target one of his stu-
dents? And why does he keep returning to the rites of Persephone, the
maiden, and her journey to the underworld? When another body is found,
Mariana's obsession with proving Fosca's guilt spirals out of control,
threatening to destroy her credibility as well as her closest relationships.
But Mariana is determined to stop this killer, even if it costs her everything
- including her own life.

Easier Said Than Done: A Life In Sport
Alan Wilkins

From Mumbai and Lahore to the Highveld
of the Transvaal and in his native Wales,
Alan Wilkins is internationally known and
admired as an accomplished sports
broadcaster. Growing up as a talented
young cricketer in 1970s Cardiff, Alan
dreamt of a life in sport and yearned to
travel the world but, as he reveals in Eas-
ier Said Than Done, he could never have
imagined he would realise his dream via
a microphone and television camera
rather than with a bat and a ball. With
great humility and humour, Alan Wilkins
tells the fascinating story of how he
swapped the life of a sports teacher for a career as a professional crick-
eter with Glamorgan and Gloucestershire - taking over 370 wickets and
playing in the 1977 Gillette Cup final - and how it was brought to a dev-
astating end in 1983 by a debilitating shoulder injury. Determined that
his life in sport would not end after his enforced retirement from cricket,
Alan vividly describes how, with determination and enthusiasm, he em-
barked on a new and successful career in sports broadcasting which
has seen him commentate on many of the world's greatest sporting oc-
casions - from Wimbledon to The Masters and from the Rugby World
Cup to the Indian Premier League and Pakistan Super League - and
how he has forged lifelong friendships with many legends of the sport-
ing world. Millions of sports fans know Alan Wilkins the broadcaster but
now, with Easier Said Than Done, they can get to know the man behind
the microphone, and the absorbing story of his life in sport.

Keep Sharp
Sanjay Gupta

Throughout our life, we look for ways to
keep our mind sharp and effortlessly pro-
ductive. Now, globetrotting neurosurgeon
Dr. Sanjay Gupta offers insights from top
scientists all over the world, whose cut-
ting-edge research can help you heighten
and protect brain function and maintain
cognitive health at any age.
Keep Sharp debunks common myths
about aging and cognitive decline, ex-
plores whether there’s a “best” diet or ex-
ercise regimen for the brain, and explains
whether it’s healthier to play video games that test memory and processing
speed, or to engage in more social interaction. Discover what we can learn
from “super-brained” people who are in their eighties and nineties with no
signs of slowing down—and whether there are truly any benefits to drugs,
supplements, and vitamins. Dr. Gupta also addresses brain disease, par-
ticularly Alzheimer’s, answers all your questions about the signs and symp-
toms, and shows how to ward against it and stay healthy while caring for
a partner in cognitive decline. He likewise provides readers with a person-
alized twelve-week program featuring practical strategies to strengthen
your brain every day. Keep Sharp is the only owner’s manual you’ll need
to keep your brain young and healthy regardless of your age!

Exposure
Robert Bilott

Erin Brockovich meets Silent Spring in this
astounding true story of a lawyer who
spent two decades building a case against
one of the world’s largest chemical com-
panies, uncovering a shocking history of
environmental pollution and heartless
cover-up.
The story that inspired the motion picture
from Participant Media/Focus Features,
starring Mark Ruffalo, Anne Hathaway, Bill
Pullman and Tim Robbins, directed by
Todd Haynes. In 1998, Robert Bilott was a
33-year-old Cincinnati lawyer on the verge
of making partner when his career and life
took an unforeseen turn. He was taken by surprise when he received a
call from a man named Earl Tennant, a farmer from West Virginia with a
slight connection to Robert’s family. Earl was convinced the creek on his
property, where his cattle grazed, was being poisoned by run-off from a
neighbouring factory landfill. His cattle were dying in hideous ways, and
he hadn’t even been able to get a water sample tested by local agencies,
politicians or vets. As soon as they heard the name DuPont – the area’s
largest employer – he felt they were reluctant to investigate further.
Once Robert saw the thick, foamy water that bubbled into the creek, the
gruesome effects it seemed to have on livestock, and the disturbing fre-
quency of cancer and lung problems in the surrounding area, he was per-
suaded to fight against the type of corporation his firm routinely
represented. 




