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Coronavirus: The 3rd wave
The third wave of Covid-19 has turned out to
be deadlier than the previous two. Both infection and fatality rate are much higher than before. According to available figures, the
positivity ratio has increased more than three
times in the last few weeks. It was 3.3 per
cent by the end of February while lately it has
hovered around 10pc.
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The policy aims to create jobs and earn more
revenue. However, questions are being raised
about the sector’s ability to perform without critical reforms.
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Economics

Shifting gears to
higher growth
Shahid Hussain
New Finance Minister Shaukat Tarin believes Pakistan’s economy cannot grow
substantially to meet the needs of the people, if the country continues its contractionary adjustments under a $6b bailout package of the International Monetary Fund. He wants to renegotiate “harsh” IMF terms and meet new targets
and conditions by expanding the economy instead of suffocating it. He aims to
boost public development spending, broaden the tax net and freeze power rates
to check inflation. However, it will be difficult for him to revive the economy without leaving the programme or its targets, at a time when Pakistan’s current account deficit has started rising again and the growth strategy could further widen
it. It could also add to inflation.
Prime Minister Imran Khan had hinted at a change in his economic policies,
dictated by the IMF, when he removed his Finance Minister Dr Hafeez Shaikh
after he held successful talks with the IMF to restart the package stalled after
the onset of Covid-91 pandemic in Pakistan. Under the new conditions, the government was to increase taxes by a whooping Rs1.272 trillion in the next budget
and hike electricity rates by almost Rs4.97 per unit in the remaining months of
the current fiscal year. Obviously, it was not practicable, especially at a time
when the pandemic continues to pose serious challenges to Pakistani lives and
the economy.
After acting upon contractionary policies even before the start of the IMF
package, the government has realised that stabilisation is no more affordable
for Pakistan’s economy that should now shift gears to higher growth. Testifying
before the National Assembly’s Standing Committee on Finance, Tarin said the
higher power tariff was leading to corruption and affecting economic growth.
“The conditions agreed to under the IMF programme were very harsh and the
government would take alternative measures to reduce circular debt instead of
tariff increases. Similarly, the tax net would be expanded instead of an increase
in taxes to achieve revenue targets,” he explained.
Keeping in view Pakistan’s hardship after the third wave of the pandemic,
the IMF has said that it stands ready to help Pakistan navigate the difficult situation it’s facing due to the Covid-19 crisis and a slowing economy. “We stand
ready to support Pakistan to navigate the difficult situation it is facing due to the
Covid crisis, while helping to ensure the objective of debt sustainability with
strong and sustainable growth. We are looking forward to continuing discussions
with the Pakistan authorities when the time comes for the sixth review,” the IMF
said in a press statement.
According to the government, the country has been in the stabilisation mode
since 2019, but it is no longer sustainable and if the policy continues, there would
be no economic growth for the next two years, which could complicate the issues. Inflation, power sector, revenue and agriculture and growth are key challenges facing the country and there is no quick fix solution to them. The situation
is compounding after Pakistan’s current account deficit has started rising again.
The country posted a current account deficit of $47 million in March for the fourth
month in a row. The data issued by the State Bank of Pakistan showed the current account deficit for March was slightly higher than that of February ($31m).
In January, the deficit stood at $229m while it was $625m in December. Exports
of goods have shown no significant improvement during the first nine months
of the current fiscal; exports of goods were at $18.7b compared to $18.3b in the
same period of last fiscal. However, imports of goods have shown a strong
growth as they reached $37.4b against $34.1b in the same period of last fiscal
year. According to the Asian Development Outlook (ADO) 2021, Pakistan’s
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economy will grow by 2pc in 2021 as Covid-19 restrictions ease. Assuming the
vaccine rollout is successful and economic stabilization measures are implemented, growth is expected to accelerate to 4pc in 2022, with improved consumption and investor confidence. “It is vital for Pakistan to continue to combat
the pandemic by rapidly deploying vaccines and continuing with reforms to support economic recovery, including strengthening social protection and supporting
the private sector,” it said in its latest report. It underscored that improving access
to finance for small and medium-sized enterprises is essential to unlocking business opportunities and stimulating new jobs. The report says the industry appears poised for robust growth in FY2021, led by manufacturing and
construction. Services are expected to rebound as retail and trade picks up.
Whereas, agriculture is projected to see slower growth, mainly due to a sharply
lower cotton harvest following heavy rains, pest attacks, and continued contractions in cultivated areas of land.
However, the biggest challenge for the government will be inflation. It has
almost lost all by-polls because of high prices of food and bad governance.
Prices remained abnormally high in Ramazan. Chicken sold at over Rs500/kg
in Lahore. Flour and sugar were not available at government rates anywhere in
the country. People have not seen harsher Ramazan in their lives. The Consumer Price Index jumped to 11.1pc in April over the same month a year ago.
It was the highest rate of inflation in the past 13 months. In February 2020, inflation had jumped to 12.4pc. According to the Pakistan Bureau of Statistics
(PBS), electricity rates were 29pc higher than a year ago and almost all food
items recorded a double-digit rise in prices, including wheat, sugar, and flour. In
April, chicken prices shot up almost 100pc, followed by an 81pc increase in
prices of tomatoes, 42pc eggs and wheat prices were up by 27pc over a year.
Cooking oil prices were higher by 19pc, sugar 18pc and flour 17pc in April. The
inflation rate in urban areas increased to 11pc in April and in rural areas to
11.3pc. Food inflation also rose more in urban centres than in villages. In cities,
it increased from 11.5pc to 15.7pc, a jump of 4.2pc within a month. In rural areas,
it jumped from 11.1pc to 14.1pc, a surge of 3pc within a month.
Food and essentials have gone beyond the reach of the common people.
The government will have to take urgent measures to bring down their prices.
It also needs to increase its revenue and decrease its spending to save money
to spend it on the welfare of the people. It is a race against time.
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Crisis

Coronavirus: The
3rd wave
Nasim Ahmed

The third wave of Covid-19 has turned out to
be deadlier than the previous two. Both infection and fatality rate are much higher than
before. According to available figures, the
positivity ratio has increased more than three
times in the last few weeks. It was 3.3 per
cent by the end of February while lately it
has hovered around 10pc.
The highest positivity ratio is being registered in urban areas. While the highest positivity ratio is in Peshawar (22.3pc), followed
by Gujranwala (19.7pc), Lahore (18.6pc); the
situation is comparatively better in Karachi
(4.6pc), Gujrat (4.4pc) and Jhelum (1.6pc).
In the third wave, the number of critical care
patients has already surpassed those at the
peak of the first wave, even though the positivity ratio in June last year was much higher
than what it is today.
During the first wave, the month of June
2020 had witnessed the highest one-day
death toll of 124. The death toll has gone up dangerously and went into
triple figures (103) in the first week of April 2021, the first time since June
last year. Officials fear the high toll may continue because of the very high
number of people in a critical condition in hospitals.
As things stand, the government is doing its best to deal with the
mounting challenge but the response from the public has remained poor.
It has forced the government to impose strict lockdown in urban centres
and call in the army to ensure the observance of the SOPs. The NCOC is
said to be continuously monitoring critical care occupancy across the country for any additional requirements and hospital management. Recently,
hospital bed capacity for corona care has been enhanced in Lahore, Peshawar, Swat, Gujranwala, Gujrat, Multan and Islamabad.
Experts agree that beyond face masks and social distancing, the longterm solution lies in accelerating the vaccination process. The NCOC aims
to ensure vaccination of 15-20 million Pakistanis in the next two to three
months, but this is doubtful because the original timelines for the government’s procurement of vaccines were disturbed due to delays in the availability of vaccines from the global alliance GAVI.
Although officials say the improved availability of vaccines after Eid
would speed up the process of inoculation, at present the vaccination
process is progressing at a pace that is slower than required. Pakistan’s
population is estimated at 220 million. It is an accepted fact globally that
people under the age of 18 will not require a vaccine. If we take out all
Pakistanis under the age of 18 from the total population, that leaves
roughly 100 million people. It means 100 million Pakistanis above the age
of 18 will need to be vaccinated without taking into account all those who
got infected and recovered from it.
There are plans to open registration for all age groups after Eid. The
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NCOC’s aim is to reach a stage where 250,000 Pakistanis can be vaccinated each day, and to this end by the end of May the government should
be in a position to vaccinate between 125,000 and 250,000 daily.
Needless to say, to speed up inoculations the government will have to
bridge vaccine supply gaps. According to the latest figures, a little over 1.8
million Pakistanis have so far got vaccinated at government facilities, besides around 80,000, who paid to get vaccine shots at private hospitals.
It may be added here that the vaccination drive in Pakistan started in
the first week of March. It means roughly 40,000 people are getting vaccinated daily all across the country. At this rate, it will take about three years
to cover 20pc of the country’s population. According to a report by an international agency, the vaccine coverage in Pakistan currently stands at about
half a per cent of the population. This is not a satisfactory state of affairs.
The slow pace of inoculation has implications that go beyond our borders. Restrictions may be placed on international travel and mobility of our
citizens as well as movement of commercial consignments. It will affect
both our economy and employment situation.
As recommended by renowned doctors, the government needs to formulate a long term plan to ensure quick acquisition of vaccines from all
sources and their systematic, quick and fair distribution among all sections of the population throughout the country. An aggressive strategy
needs to be adopted in this regard. The government should not just wait
for its share of vaccine handouts from GAVI and other donors but directly
contact manufacturers and buy its requirements from them. At the same
time, we should request our evergreen friend China to help us out of our
desperate situation. The government should allocate maximum funds for
the purpose. We face a health emergency and there is no room for complacency in this regard.
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Environment

Time to take climate
challenge seriously
Nasim Ahmed

The climate summit convened by President Joe Biden recently marked a step
forward from the regressive policy
adopted by President Trump, who called
the issue of climate change a hoax. The
summit brought together 40 world leaders
in a bid to secure new commitments to
lower greenhouse gas emissions and
step up efforts to help the developing
world tackle the climate crisis.
In terms of the historic Paris Agreement, the onus is now on countries to
bridge the gap between their ambition to
limit temperature increases to near 1.5
degrees Celsius and the commitments
put forward in Paris, which amounted to
temperature increases of around 3 degrees. Needless to say, the small average
temperature increases will be truly catastrophic — causing widespread droughts,
flooding, mass migrations, water shortages, species loss and the proliferation of
invasive species.
The US, responsible for a major part of toxic gaseous emissions, has
a major role to play in controlling environmental pollution. Now under President Biden, the U.S. climate diplomacy is gearing up in the run up to the
most important climate conference since Paris, COP26 due to be held in
Glasgow in November.
The Biden administration has now committed to delivering on hopes for a
commitment to reduce U.S. GHG emissions by 50-52% by 2030, compared
to 2005 levels — an ambitious pledge indeed. On the other hand, Japan has
agreed to a seemingly underwhelming 46-50% cut below 2013 levels by 2030.
Three governments and nine companies also built on work done by the Environmental Defense Fund, announcing the LEAF Coalition to mobilize at least
$1 billion this year for large-scale forest protection and sustainable development designed to benefit indigenous peoples and forest communities.
On its part, South Korea pledged to end public financing of coal-fired
power plants overseas, but it is yet to set its revised 2030 target and its
current target is only a cut against business-as-usual emissions. China’s
target is to limit the use of coal over the next five years and reduce emissions from coal in the following five, while promoting greener investments
through its Belt and Road Initiative. Brazil’s pledge to go climate neutral
by 2050 and to eliminate illegal deforestation by 2030 was overshadowed
by criticism inside and outside the country for President Jair Bolsonaro’s
abetting of illegal land-grabbers and ongoing oversight of a significant increase in Amazon deforestation.
As for Russia, President Vladimir Putin said that he would make efforts
to “significantly limit” net emissions by 2030. Russia also described
methane as a problem and urged joint efforts to tackle it. India reiterated a
previously announced commitment to install 450 gigawatts of renewable
energy by 2030, but did not mention a 2030 emissions target.
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The views expressed at the summit made it clear that the market for
fossil fuel is shrinking fast and the world is gradually moving towards a
zero-carbon model. As experts have pointed out, the climate debate must
move beyond rhetoric to hard action to avert the looming climate crisis. It
is time to make good on figures and numbers and hold countries to account
for achieving the targets. It calls for detailed plans for implementation within
the given time frame. No doubt, the virtual summit was a success, but it
has to be ensured that COP26 should be a significant step forward from
Paris. Now the leadership of the climate movement is with the U.K, which
bears a heavy responsibility for making things work.
Of the 40 participants in the summit, 17 produce roughly 80% of all
planet-warming emissions and account for the lion’s share of the global
domestic product. The summit focused on global-warming emissions with
no much attention given to other aspects of global warming, such as the
melting of glaciers.
In recent years, environmentalists have written extensively on the issue
of melting of the Himalayan glaciers. Some time back, the World Bank
made an assessment of how South Asia may be affected by global warming. The WB report underlined the danger of floods that might result from
the melting of the Himalayan glaciers that feed water to the rivers flowing
into South Asia as well as China and Afghanistan.
The media recently carried reports about the breakup of a glacier in the
Himalayas causing a deadly flash flood that smashed through a hydroelectric power plant and destroyed homes in Uttarakhand, a mountainous
northern state in India. The government rushed disaster response teams
but it was too late. A second power plant was also damaged. The glaciers
are melting due to global warming and pose a serious threat to South Asian
states. A joint regional response to the threat must be formulated at the
earliest to avert a bigger tragedy in coming years.
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Corruption

Will FATF help poor countries
get back stolen money?
Muhammad Hassan
The UK government has added Pakistan to a list of 21 high-risk countries with
unsatisfactory money-laundering and terror financing controls. Pakistan is already on the Financial Action Task Force (FATF)'s grey list for its "poor antimoney laundering prosecution. Ironically, poor countries, like Pakistan face
action for ineffective anti-money laundering laws but action is not taken against
rich countries, which benefit from the wealth.
Over 400 Pakistanis were named in the Panama Leaks, including former
Prime Minister Nawaz Sharif, but rich countries refused to provide information
about their offshore properties to the Pakistani government, so they could not
be prosecuted and remained unpunished. The same is the case with Swiss
accounts of Pakistanis. Poor countries remain poor because rich countries welcome and protect corrupt people, tax evaders and money launderers from
countries, like Pakistan. Recently, Prime Minister Imran Khan called upon the
international community to take steps to check illicit flows of money and return
stolen money to developing countries, so that they could provide basic amenities to their people.
Undoubtedly, his demand will fall on deaf ears as rich countries fiercely protect the secrecy of people who launder money from poor countries to benefit
their own people and economy. According to the UN High Level Panel on International Financial Accountability, Transparency and Integrity (FACTI Panel),
poor countries around the world are robbed of billions of dollars through broad
leakages in the balance of payments, fake trade invoicing, and dubious financial transfers every year. The money is stashed in tax havens of developed
countries, which compounds the problems of poor people and leaves them at
the mercy of heavy taxes, corruption and financial crime. The UN report says
that more than $7 trillion in private wealth is hidden in haven countries and
about 10pc of world GDP is held offshore. Governments lose $500 billion each
year due to profit-shifting enterprises.
According to estimates, money laundering amounts to around $1.6 trillion
per year, or 2.7pc of the global GDP. The UN panel includes former heads of
state and government, central bank governors, business and civil society leaders and prominent academics from around all over the world. The panel called
on governments to accelerate efforts to address tax abuse and corruption in
global finance. “Corruption and tax avoidance are rampant. Too many banks
are in cahoots and too many governments are stuck in the past,” says Dalia
Grybauskaite, co-chair of the High-Level Panel on International Financial Accountability, Transparency and Integrity to Achieve the 2030 Development
Agenda. The former President of Lithuania says: “We’re all being robbed, especially the world’s poor.”
According to a New York Times report, the Bahamas, the Cayman Islands,
the Cook Islands, Dominica, Israel, Lebanon, Liechtenstein, the Marshall Islands, Nauru, Niue, Panama, the Philippines, Russia, St. Kitts and Nevis and
St. Vincent and the Grenadines are potential havens for ill-gotten wealth. The
list is the culmination of a decade-long effort to act against money-laundering
centers. It was issued after United States and European officials grew concerned that bank secrecy and weak regulation in some nations contributed to
the devastating financial turmoil in Asia and Latin America in the late 1990's.
Governments decided to pressure laundering centers in part because the sheer
volume of transactions by drug cartels, mafias and corrupt officials has expanded dramatically, to at least $600 billion a year, United States officials said.
In a 2016 report, a Washington-based think tank estimated that since 1980,
developing countries around the world had lost US$16.3 trillion through broad
leakages in the balance of payments, fake trade invoicing, and dubious finan-
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cial transfers. The study, jointly conducted by Global Financial Integrity (GFI)
and Research Council of Norway, said developing countries had, over the
course of more than three decades, served as net-creditors to the rest of the
world as tax havens in developed countries played a key role in the transfer of
unrecorded capital. The report estimated tax haven holdings believed to be
from the developing world stood at US$4.4 trillion that in 2011. The figure has
now risen to US$7 trillion. The tax havens are responsible for exacerbated inequality in developing regions around the world and also undermined good
governance and economic growth, thereby paving the way for the rise of authoritarian regimes in some countries. The tax havens are directly responsible
for stashing the wealth of criminals and money launderers.
Recently, journalists at Buzzfeed and the International Consortium of Investigative Journalists (ICIJ), which broke the Panama Leaks, unveiled a
trove of secret government documents, showing many of the world’s largest
banks and other financial institutions are moving trillions of dollars’ worth of
suspicious transactions on behalf of drug cartels, money launderers and terrorist groups. They announced they had obtained a large cache of financial
records that showed some of the biggest banks in the world have been hosting Ponzi schemes, moving money around for billionaire friends of Vladimir
Putin, and providing services to known terrorist financiers and arms traffickers. “Thousands of secret suspicious activity reports offer a never-beforeseen picture of corruption and complicity – and how the government lets it
flourish,” observe the journalists who assessed and curated the leaked files.
The files were reports collected from banks by the Financial Crimes Enforcement Network (FinCEN), the arm of the U.S. Treasury tasked with keeping
tabs on and combating money laundering. One of the many examples
shows how Standard Chartered Bank moved money on behalf of a Dubaibased business that was laundering cash on behalf of the Taliban, while another reveals how several major US banks, including JP Morgan Chase,
Citibank and Bank of America helped process millions of dollars’ worth of
transactions on behalf of a former city mayor in Kazakhstan who was wanted
for arrest by Interpol for fraud and bribe.
The report also named 44 Indian banks and financial institutions, with hundreds of transactions flagged as “top-secret suspicious-activity-reports (SARs)”
for money laundering, terrorism financing and financial fraud. The Indian banks
figure in SARs linked to over 2,000 transactions valued at over $1billion between 2011 and 2017. The banks included: state-owned Punjab National Bank
(290 transactions); State Bank of India (102); Bank of Baroda (93); Union Bank
of India (99) and Canara Bank (190). Among private banks which figure in the
SARs are HDFC Bank (253 transactions); ICICI Bank (57); Kotak Mahindra
Bank (268); Axis Bank (41) and IndusInd Bank (117). The foreign banks that
have filed the SARs include Deutsche Bank Trust Company Americas
(DBTCA), BNY Mellon, Citibank, Standard Chartered and JP Morgan Chase.
Foreign branches of Indian banks were used by clients for the transactions.
On the other hand, six Pakistani banks were identified for suspicious transactions for close to $2.5 million. About 29 suspicious transactions of Pakistani
banks took place between 2011 and 2012. It is ironic that Pakistan is on the
Financial Action Task Force’s grey list because of India’s lobbying. Its $2.5 million suspicious transactions are negligible as compared to India’s over $1billion.
It shows the double standard of the world powers and institutions. Besides taking action against Pakistan, the FATF should also provide information about
Pakistanis, who laundered money from the country, and help it get back the illgotten money from rich countries.
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Opinion

Population control: A permanent
solution to Pakistan’s problems
Muhammad Ali

Pakistan faces a long recessionary phase, bankruptcies, massive job
losses and rising poverty after the onset of the coronavirus and subsequent lockdowns in the country. It will need massive resources to rebuild
its economy, revive businesses, create jobs and improve social safety nets
in years to come. The job becomes more difficult in the wake of a large
population, which is still growing at a rate of 2.4pc. The smartest way for
Pakistan to resolve its longstanding issues is to check the population
growth.
Though the death rate from the coronavirus is still low as compared to
other countries of the world, yet experts have warned that the pandemic
could be difficult to control, if the country does not take effective interventions to curb its spread. They say the economic impact of the rapid spread
of Covid-19 would be as devastating as easing restrictions to boost the
economy. On the other hand, Prime Minister Imran Khan believes that
more people would die of hunger than the pandemic, if the government
imposes complete lockdowns.
The virus has already spread in more than 115 districts of Pakistan—
largely in the Punjab and Sindh provinces. The outbreak is creating significant additional pressure on an already overburdened healthcare system,
exacerbating the vulnerabilities of affected populations. Experts say the
pandemic poses a huge challenge to the government and people of Pakistan and the most cost-effective and expeditious way to meet it is to slow
the population growth. It can help the country achieve Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) in order to attain universal healthcare and education
standards and pull people out of poverty.
The devastation caused by the pandemic is a rude reminder to countries, like Pakistan, which have neglected social sector investments, particularly health and education. Pakistan’s ranking on the UNDP’s Human
Development Index (HDI) stood last year at 152 out of 189 countries —
13pc below the average HDI of South Asia, including Bangladesh and
India. India is ranked 129. Pakistan spends only 1.12pc of GDP on health,
well below the minimum required average of 4pc.
According to a recent report of the Population Council, a cut in the population growth could be the most cost-effective and expeditious intervention to achieve Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) for Pakistan.
“Increased investment in family planning programmes could accelerate
Pakistan’s progress across social, economic and environmental areas of
sustainable development,” it said. In February 2015, the Pakistan government adopted the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) through a
unanimous parliamentary resolution. The strategic shift put considerable
responsibility on the government and its development partners to address
the unmet agenda of Millennium Development Goals (MDGs), while initiating the SDGs through development cooperation for strengthening public
institutions, social policies and planning development programmes.
The current pace of the population growth at 2.4pc directly hampers
Pakistan’s efforts to meet 12 out of 17 SDGs. “In Pakistan, every $1 spent
on contraceptive services saves $2.50 in maternal and newborn healthcare. By investing in robust family planning programmes, Pakistan can significantly pull more people out of poverty by improving maternal and infant
survival, nutrition, educational attainment and the status of girls and
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women. The rapid population growth, therefore, is one of the biggest challenges confronting Pakistan that impedes achieving Sustainable Development Goals in the country,” the report observed.
Explaining the impact of the rapid population growth, the report reveals
that Pakistan ranks 78th out of 113 countries on the Global Food Security
Index (2019). One out of three children is out of school in Pakistan. Its population is growing so fast that it can’t achieve Universal Primary Education
until 2075. It is one of the third most water-stressed countries in the world.
Per capita water availability in Pakistan has dropped from 5,600 cubic meters at the time of independence to the current level of 861 cubic meters
and it is projected to decline further.
If the contraceptive prevalence rate rises from the current 34pc to 54pc,
it can save 4,900 mothers and 140,000 infants from dying every year. If
Pakistan is closer to the fertility levels of the rest of the region i.e. 2.1pc, a
total of 40 million fewer Pakistanis would be living in poverty and only 1.6
million children would be out of school. To harness its demographic dividends, Pakistan will need to break out of stagflation and venture into sustained growth; creating more and better jobs for women and men; and
profiting from the “youth bulge” by investing in them. By 2050, 224 million
more people will be looking for jobs.
The level of urbanization in Pakistan is the highest in South Asia. The
urban population of Pakistan is likely to cross the proportion of the rural
population by 2050. The report said that family planning is one of the
smartest SDG priorities, with sweeping social, economic, and environmental benefits. “Socioeconomic reforms combined with family planning investment provide the largest benefits to Pakistan,” it added. The report further
said that one of the SDGs pertaining to good health and well-being aims
to ensure universal access to reproductive healthcare services, including
family planning—considered one of the most cost-effective targets. It suggests investing in family planning as a necessary step for achieving many
of the SDGs.
The pandemic poses a huge challenge to Pakistan. It has exposed all
sectors of Pakistan, including its social safety nets, healthcare and education. Its leadership will have to change its mindset and divert huge resources to human development and improve the quality of life.
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Amendments

Elusive electoral reforms
Muhammad Zain

Recent by-polls show the trust of political parties and people is waning in the electoral process of Pakistan.
Charges of rigging and foul play are growing after every
general election and by-election and it will be a challenge
for the country to hold fair elections in 2023. It is the responsibility of the government and the opposition alike to
sit together to reform the process for the sake of democracy in the country.
Sadly, the government and the opposition are not serious about the reforms and trying to play politics on the
issue. They are not even willing to start a debate on the
issue, let alone reach a consensus on it. It is a fact that
opposition parties in Pakistan oppose every move of the
government, even if it is for the betterment of the country
and all stakeholders. On the other hand, every government in Pakistan attempts to impose its will on other parties. The result is that people are losing confidence in the
present system and democracy and debate has started
about replacing the parliamentary system with a presidential system of
government.
In recent by-polls, all parties, including the ruling party, alleged massive
rigging, but it failed to wake them up. However, if the system is not reformed, it will have far-reaching consequences for democracy. The deadlock will not only harm the ruling party, but all opposition parties,
democracy and people. The government aims to bring reforms at any cost,
even through ordinances, without engaging the opposition.
The relationship between the government and the opposition has
reached a point, where both are not willing to trust each other. The opposition believes the government’s every move aims to harm it. It also believes the government reforms are not enough to address pre-poll and
election day rigging. However, it should still sit with the government to find
ways and means to address them, instead of boycotting the process altogether. If political parties are serious about the issue or other public problems, they can find their solutions in the parliament.
As the opposition is adamant about its boycott, the government has accelerated the reform process. President Arif Alvi has asked the stakeholders to make a prototype of electronic voting machines (EVMs) for the
lawmakers. The government has also introduced two ordinances, aimed
at enabling the Election Commission of Pakistan (ECP) to use EVMs and
take measures to allow overseas Pakistanis to cast their votes.
The government’s electoral reforms consist of four parts – the use of
EVMs, introduction of e-voting for overseas Pakistanis, biometric verification and legislation. EVMs have been developed in the country and the
government has unveiled its legislative agenda for the purpose, while work
is under way on biometric and e-voting mechanism. The PTI government
intends to introduce, delete or amend 49 sections in the Elections Act
2017. Besides the use of EVMs and allowing overseas Pakistanis to cast
their votes, the government wants to ensure democracy in political parties,
as it claims, and parties should have at least 10,000 members in order to
get registered as political parties. Secondly, a new section is being introduced, which would make it mandatory for political parties to hold annual
conventions, where people could speak up and give their opinion on the
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performance of the party and its leaders.
The fourth big reform, according to the government, aims to deal with
complaints about polling staff and officers. A new provision would allow for
the right to challenge the appointment of a polling agent or officer within a
period of 15 days, if anyone had reservations about it. Another reform would
be for electoral rolls to be prepared on the basis of the registration data of
the National Database and Registration Authority (NADRA). The government believes it will help check pre-poll rigging. The delimitation exercise
in constituencies, based on the population, would also end and the list of
registered voters with NADRA would now be used instead. The government
also intends to amend the law for open balloting in Senate elections.
The government may have good intentions, but experts differ over the
practicality, reliability and efficacy of e-voting, especially in Pakistan. A pilot
project of the Election Commission of Pakistan, which covered 35 polling
stations in Peshawar in 2017, failed miserably. It faced a large number of
technical problems and people also expressed their mistrust in voting machines’ accuracy. According to former ECP secretary Kanwar Dilshad,
EMVs could only be introduced by the next general election due to financial, logistical and technical constraints. “At least R1 trillion is required to
replace manual voting with digital voting procedures, including electronic
voting machines, biometric verification machines or Internet voting for overseas Pakistanis. Over Rs60 billion is required for the procurement of
350,000 EVMs alone,” he explains. Critics say the government has only
floated the idea of e-voting, as it knows it cannot arrange for such a huge
amount for it.
On the face of it, there is nothing wrong with the reforms proposed by
the government, though it needs a huge amount. However, the opposition
is not willing to cooperate with it at any cost. The reforms prove the government is still confident of winning the next general elections despite humiliating defeats in recent by-polls. On the other hand, the opposition’s
attitude shows it is not certain about its victory in the next election. The reforms are the only option for the ruling party and, for that matter, all political
parties to curb rigging and foul play in elections. They will have to sit together for the larger interest of the country and democracy; otherwise people will completely lose their trust in the electoral system of the country.
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Expecting too much
from textiles
Shahid Hussain

The government expects the textile sector to earn over $20 billion by 2025,
under the new textile policy. It has announced incentives worth Rs838 billion
over the next five years for the industry after lowering electricity and gas tariffs.
The policy aims to create jobs and earn more revenue. However, questions
are being raised about the sector’s ability to perform without critical reforms.
The incentives for the industry are not new. All past governments had
pinned hopes on the sector to create jobs and revenue. It was showered with
huge incentives in the past, but it failed to perform and reform itself and proved
to be a black hole of incentives. The government will form consistent, longterm policies for the foreseeable future, providing electricity and gas at low rates
to the sector. The government will extend fiscal incentives of Rs838 billion to it
in the next five years. Realising the potential of value-addition in each segment
of the textiles and apparel supply-chain and inherited know-how of products
and markets by the private sector, the Commerce Ministry has decided to set
the target of value added and textiles at $20.865 billion, of which $ 16.294 billion
will be the value-added sector and $4.571 billion for the textile sector.
According to the Commerce Ministry, ambitious targets were set and financial commitments of Rs188 billion and Rs65 billion, respectively, for the
first (2009-14) and the second (2014-19) textile policy were made by the then
governments to achieve them. However, commitments were not fulfilled and
timely payments were not made in financial support schemes. Further, funds
were not allocated for public sector development under infrastructure, vocational training, productivity and compliance-related programmes. Critics say
the new policy will face the same challenges.
The new textile policy aims to address shortcomings in the previous policies and a multi-pronged strategy will be devised to fulfill the commitments.
The present government has disbursed Rs97 billion in pending liabilities of
previous governments in two years, while the two past governments only disbursed Rs68 billion. Customs duty drawback rates will be revised. The government will revitalise Pakistan Textile City Limited and Karachi Garment City
Limited. A training programme will be launched, especially on industrial stitching, and mostly for women. The marketing strategy will be reviewed and the
first ever e-commerce policy is under implementation in phases and it would
provide an open access to textiles and apparel manufacturers and exporters
to tap available business opportunities across the globe. Amazon has already
started registering Pakistan manufacturers and exporters, including textiles.
The policy states that due to high tariffs on value-added products, domestic
manufacturers end up importing more man-made fibres (MMF) rather than
fabric, while countries, such as Vietnam and Cambodia, import MMF fabric
and export high value-added products. Tariff rationalization is imperative to
ensure equal distribution of profits and encourage the industry for investment
to improve productivity. As Pakistan is a major supplier of greige/semiprocessed raw materials, there is a need to make a shift towards value-added
products i.e. garments, made-ups and functional, technical textile products.
In the absence of modern infrastructure facilities, the industry has to invest in
infrastructure-related components, captive power generation and effluent
treatment plants. It needs to be covered through development of modern textiles and garments parks.
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The textile and apparel sector could not attract foreign direct investment
because of inconsistent policies, including the exchange rate, lack of infrastructure facilities and availability of energy at competitive rates. A big challenge will be to restore the confidence of international investors by
implementation of the textiles policy in letter and spirit. Pakistan has recently
been able to bag a favorable deal in the Pak-China Free Trade Agreement
phase-II. Development of the Gwadar Port and projects under the China-Pakistan Economic Corridor (CPEC) will also provide a launching pad to attract
investment in the textiles and apparel value-chain.
The major issues of the textiles and apparel value-chain relate to other
ministries and organisations and few subjects have also been devolved to the
provinces. A better collaboration among various stakeholders (government
ministries, organisations and provinces) is needed for proper implementation
of the textiles policy. Moreover, provinces are required to either offer additional
benefits to manufacturers for investment in their respective provinces or at
least provide them a conducive environment.
A looming challenge is the textiles and apparel sector demand for the
restoration of a zero-rating regime, and release of delayed refund payments
by the government. It is crucial if exporters are to enhance capacities and production. A timely refund mechanism is essential to address the liquidity crunch
of exporters, otherwise, the government must restore the zero-rating regime.
One of the important reasons for not fully utilising the export potential in the
textiles and apparel value-chain is inconsistent policies, especially in availability and pricing of energy and raw materials, taxation, refunds and regulatory regimes. Therefore, the Ministry of Commerce will have to ensure that
energy prices remain consistent, regionally competitive and rationalised
among provinces.
Experts say the sector was also heavily incentivised in the past but if failed
to reform itself and deliver. Despite all the money, special financing and tax
rates it has received over the years, it continues to work with the same outdated machinery, little follow through on value-addition, and simply unacceptable levels of vertical integration. Instead, the government should have looked
for ways to transform the sector and make it more adaptable to the demands
of modern day commerce. The sector will have to come up with an actionable
plan to justify the incentives.
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Pak-Afghan Trade Agreement
Raza Khan

No fresh agreement between Pakistan and Afghanistan on trade could
be finalized despite the expiry of the extant framework several months
back, putting the future of businesspeople at stake and preventing the
growth of the volume of trade, which has more potential than its actual
size. As the governments of Pakistan and Afghanistan could not sign a
new agreement, authorities in Islamabad have extended the duration
of the present trade agreement by six months. However, both governments claim that 90 percent of modalities of the new trade agreement
have been thrashed out and it would soon be given the final shape.
Despite the claims of Pakistani and Afghan authorities, there are
fundamental impediments to the framing of a fresh trade agreement
between the two countries. The most important bottleneck in this regard is Kabul's insistence that Pakistan allows Afghanistan-bound Indian goods through its territory. However, Pakistan is totally
uncompromising on it, as it thinks that giving excess to India to Afghan
and Central Asian markets is against its interests. There is a lot of substance in the Pakistan argumentation for geopolitical and geo-economic reasons. In geopolitical terms, if India is given access to Afghan
and Central Asian markets through Pakistan territory, there could be
no concrete gains for Islamabad. Rather, it would strengthen India’s
geopolitical standing in the region and Pakistan could not use its
geostrategic advantage in the situation. Moreover, on reciprocal terms,
if even India allows South East Asian countries-bound Pakistani exports through its territory, it would not be much advantageous. The reason is that Pakistan does not have extensive trading relations with the
states of the region. On its part, Kabul has been offering Pakistan that
in return for its permission to Afghanistan-bound Indian exports
through its territory, it would give access to Pakistani goods to Central
Asian states. The offer of Afghanistan to Pakistan is akin to doing
Delhi’s bidding. It may be mentioned that at the beginning Pakistan
was hesitant to allow Afghan exports to India, but afterwards it allowed
it. It was a great gesture to strengthen the Afghan economy and support businesspeople from the country.
The extant Pakistan Afghanistan Transit Trade Agreement (PATTA)
was reached in October 2010, and it was made for five years. However,
both countries extended the agreement for another five years. After a
couple of short-term extensions, the current trade mechanism between
Pakistan and Afghanistan expired on May 11. However, Pakistani authorities decided to extend it before the expiry for another six months.
The makeshift manner to manage Pakistan-Afghanistan relations, whatever its reasons may be, is a cause of deep consternation for businesspeople from Pakistan and Afghanistan, because they have been in
limbo whether to continue the mutual trade which is becoming non-lucrative day by day.
The technical committees of Pakistan and Afghanistan governments
on the issue of framing a new trade agreement are holding meetings
to finalize it but in the meanwhile the extension of the extant agreement
is quite meaningful. It means that Pakistan would remain intransigent
on the issue of giving access to Indian exports to Afghanistan and beyond through its territory. More importantly, as the United States and
its NATO allies have started withdrawing their residual forces from
Afghanistan and they would complete the process by September, the
political and security situation in Afghanistan has become completely
uncertain. In the situation, Pakistan seems to have adopted the policy
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of wait and see, which is an appropriate strategy, particularly when the
Afghan Taliban are taking territory after territory.
The 2010 PATTA had been signed after years and years of painstaking negotiations between Pakistan and Afghanistan. The agreement
had replaced the Afghan Transit Trade (ATT) truce signed between
them in 1965. The new agreement (PATTA) had come into force when
the competent forums of both countries, the Afghan Parliament and the
Pakistan federal cabinet, had given it the go-ahead. In the ATTA of
1965, both Afghanistan and Pakistan had serious reservations. However, the nature of objections of both countries had been fundamentally
different but mutually reinforcing. Afghanistan had been complaining
that the ATTA of 1965 provided undue leverage to Pakistan for restricting the trade of Kabul with the rest of the world. The restraints by Pakistan, as Kabul thought, came in the shape of limiting the number of
items Afghanistan could import via Pakistan and the outright rejection
of exports from certain countries, like India. For Pakistan, the problem
with the ATTA had been the landing back, through smuggling, of colossal amounts of goods imported by Kabul and meant for local consumption in Afghanistan. The smuggled goods, imported under the ATTA,
inflicted huge damages on the Pakistani economy in the form of revenue losses of around $5 billion a year. The damages to the local manufacturing sector had been besides the revenue losses.
The mammoth volume of smuggling through the ATTA had been the
reason behind Islamabad's protective measures of limiting the number
of items Afghanistan could import through Pakistan and denying India
a trade corridor through Pakistan for Afghanistan. Pakistan has been
fully justified in rejecting the Indian and Afghan requests under the
ATTA and then through the PATTA for giving both a trade corridor, because besides the mentioned reasons, war-ravaged Afghanistan, with
a limited writ of the central government, has never been in a position
to check the landing back of Indian goods into Pakistan. Thus, giving
Indian goods access to Afghanistan would have been harmful as Pakistani markets could then have been flooded with Indian goods and due
to their low manufacturing cost and relatively good quality, they could
be the choicest consumer items in Pakistan.
Though Pakistan and Afghanistan signed the PATTA, yet it has not
been a satisfactory agreement in the last 11 years and it could not result
in significantly increasing bilateral trade. Moreover, the illegal movement of goods could not be checked. The PTTA has failed to address
the core issue of smuggling by not putting any conditions on
Afghanistan for checking it. Rather, the agreement exacerbated the
smuggling of goods into Pakistan, because it had allowed Afghan transporters to carry their exports to India on their own. So, there has been
increased smuggling through Afghan trucks as the PATTA failed even
to touch the issue.
The Pakistani business and trading community has been opposing
the PATTA with one voice. Their argument has been that Pakistan allowed the use of its land for the benefits of others. As the PATTA allowed Afghan transport owners to carry goods in their own trucks
through Pakistan territory, it had severe consequences for local transport owners. The Pakistan transport industry has suffered losses to the
tune of billions. While finalizing the fresh agreement, if the aspects of
the PATTA are not kept into serious consideration, any new arrangement for Pakistan-Afghanistan trade would be stillborn.
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Changing political
character of Pakistan
Raza Khan

There have been so many developments in the political arena in the last
few years in Pakistan, mostly negative, that the main objective of the
process to have overall stability in the country and improvement in the
standard of life could not be meaningfully achieved. Instead, so many
fleeting political changes have made the administrative edifice and economic system quite dysfunctional, leading to an observable breakdown
of law and order in the country, which is raising fears of the collapse of
the political system as it is already on a collision course.
The confusion and lack of political stability in the country could be
gauged from the recent statements of top political leaders of the country.
For instance, the other day Prime Minister Imran Khan said that he often
thought of having made several mistakes during his tenure and pondered
that if he had appointed such and such ministers and advisers the performance of the government could have been better. Then a key federal
minister, Asad Umar, during an interview said that PM Imran Khan would
dissolve the National Assembly and his government, if somebody from
the ruling Pakistan Tehreek-e-Insaf (PTI) tried to blackmail him. The situation among and within the opposition parties also leaves a lot to be
desired, as most are at daggers drawn at each other. The parting of ways
of the Pakistan People’s Party (PPP) and the Awami National Party
(ANP) with the opposition umbrella organization, Pakistan Democratic
Movement (PDM), and the recent by-election on a National Assembly
seat in Karachi are cases in point of profound selfishness and divisions
in the opposition ranks. The by-election on the Karachi seat has completely exposed the viability of the political system, including the Election
Commission of Pakistan (ECP). If elections could not be held in a smooth
and orderly manner in just a single constituency out of more than 270
constituencies, then what is this entire dispensation all about?
The political changes, including political attitudes and behaviours,
are very much interlinked, with large-scale changes in society. In other
words, as society is changing at a brisk rate in Pakistan, so is the political culture of the country and there are serious consequences of the
changes for society. In this context, the role of, what political sociologists
call, “political culture” is extremely important. Political culture of a country plays a very important role in the overall stability or instability of the
state. In the case of Pakistan, the political culture is ever-evolving and
at the moment there are certain key characteristics of the new political
culture of Pakistan, which need to be identified and discussed.
The foremost characteristic of the present political culture of Pakistan
is that a power-novice political party, the Pakistan Tehreek-e-Insaf (PTI),
has been in the saddle. As the party and its head PM Imran Khan are
completely new to the power corridors of the country, which is extremely
difficult to govern, they have so far failed to deliver. Consequently, there
is near chaos and crisis in each sector of governance. It is important to
note that PM Imran Khan has mainly come to power on the promise of
rooting out financial corruption and misrule. This is again a new development in the political culture of Pakistan, because hardly any political
party in the past came to the saddle on the promise of putting an end to
financial corruption. The Pakistan People’s Party (PPP) and the Pak-
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istan Muslim League-Nawaz (PML-N), which have ruled the country for
four and three times respectively in different eras, came to power every
time due to the failure of the other in delivering the much-needed goods.
In the 1970s, when the PPP founder Zulfikar Ali Bhutto had assumed
power, it was more due to an accident as the country had dismembered
and the remaining Pakistan was to be ruled by the party which had won
most electoral constituencies in the country. Even it was not the triumph
of ideological politics over the non-ideological rule of General Ayub
Khan. Then the PML-N has never been an ideological party and so is
the PTI.
The PTI and PM Imran Khan have so far been unable to get any important victory in controlling financial corruption, because of the culture
of prevalent misappropriation in the official circles, whether the upper
bureaucracy or lower official cadres. Most bureaucrats and officials, who
have benefitted from the culture of financial corruption, have been resisting all efforts by PM Imran Khan’s government to put an end to such
practices. However, the PTI and PM Imran Khan have also failed to control financial misappropriation because he has been facing stiff resistance from the opposition parties, most of whom remained part of the
power circles for long, as well from within his own party politicians, who
also somehow benefitted in the past from the culture of corruption in the
country.
Another important characteristic of the new political culture of Pakistan is that one main ruling party, the PTI, has been on one side of the
political divide and almost all mainstream political parties have become
part of the combined opposition. It was nearly the case when the PTI
was protesting against electoral fraud and financial corruption by the
then ruling PML-N in 2014, and the latter was supported by all political
parties in the parliament sans the PTI. In other words, all traditional parties and forces have banded together in opposing the newer entrant to
the power corridors, the PTI. This is basically due to the fact that all traditional political parties have stakes in the older political system, which
the PTI wants to overthrow. It is noteworthy that since the formation of
the PDM, the opposition groups have only emphasized on removing the
PTI and PM Khan from power, instead of coming up with a reform or restructuring programme for the political system. Thus, the dominant objective of the traditional political groups and parties in the new political
culture of Pakistan is to preserve their interests, while that of their challenger, the PTI, is to overthrow the system. In the last general elections,
people at large in Pakistan sided with the PTI, as the old political system
and culture could not deliver the much-needed benefits while also could
not fulfil the basic needs of the people. The PTI, on its part, as mentioned earlier, has also so far failed to come up with a new system of
governance that is beneficial to the majority of people, instead of serving
vested interests.
Thus, so many political changes and ensuing political instability and
economic problems have made the life of most people of Pakistan extremely difficult. The government will have to deliver now to regain the
trust of people in political parties, the present system and democracy.
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Reliefless reforms
Husnain Shahid

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

There is a consensus of opinion among social scientists and economic
experts that sustainable development goals cannot be achieved without
significantly improving social and human capital indicators. Some of the
key initiatives that need to be taken in this context include encouraging
investment, public-private partnership, infrastructure development, largescale manufacturing, enhancing exports and ensuring energy and food
security.
The Information and Communication Technology (ICT) infrastructure
and knowledge economy are pivotal to this model. Institutional reforms
are also necessary for good governance and effective implementation of
the chosen economic framework.
A long-term development plan should project a vision as well as a mission to achieve the goals, such as where Pakistan would be in the next
20 years or 30 years. According to some experts, the Chinese economic
model of Deng Xiaoping and the Singaporean economic model of Lee
Kuan Yew are best suited for the purpose. The inclusive growth model
should, above all, aim at containing undirected population growth. Pakistan’s demographic projections are horrible and need to be addressed
at the earliest to ensure efficient future planning and development.
At the same time, more importance should be given to social and
human capital development by placing greater emphasis on women empowerment and sustainable economic development. Currently, Pakistan
has a 60 per cent literacy rate by spending only 2.5 percent of its GDP on
the education sector, while primary and public health figures are also dismal. The human development indicators are at their lowest ebb and Pakistan stands at 154 out of 189 countries on the Human Development Index
(HDI). Moreover, there are over 60 million children, who are currently out
of school and need immediate government intervention.
The National Commission for Human Development (NCHD) is the only
arm of the federal government that has a presence in almost all districts
of Pakistan and provides support to human development. But the organisation is underperforming due to budgetary constraints. The need of the
hour is to pump more money into the education sector for overall improvement in human capital.
Women empowerment and gender parity are also essential to achieving sustainable development goals. Out of the total population in Pakistan,
51 percent comprises women. But gender inequality is alarmingly wide
and needs to be narrowed as women can play a very vital role in the uplift
of the country. A literate mother means a literate and educated family.
Even otherwise, women’s participation is a must for economic development, because no country can progress and prosper if 51 per cent of its
productive workforce is forced to sit at home.
The goal of achieving a 100 percent literacy rate in Pakistan must be
achieved at the earliest. More emphasis should be placed on literacy, coupled with technical and vocational training programmes to make education
more productive. Pursuing it vigorously along with creating literacy programmes for out-of-school children can help achieve a higher literacy rate.
The National Vocational and Technical Training Commission (NAVTTC)
and Technical Education and Vocational Training Authority (TEVTA)
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should be strengthened by providing them with more financial support to
impart technical training to people.
At the same time, we need to redouble our efforts to promote the concept of industrial zones and industrial clusters for employing technicallytrained manpower in the industry. Export promotion and import
substitution can be carried out in the economic zones in order to
strengthen economic development.
Needless to say, tax exemptions and tax holidays are necessary ingredients for investment and infrastructure development. A balanced monetary policy and lower discount rate provide incentives to domestic
investors to invest more in businesses. A new fiscal policy framework
should be developed to attract more businesses while protecting revenues of the state in the form of taxes, which will provide a strong base
for GDP growth.
Another area that needs our immediate attention is the modernisation
of the communication and transport infrastructure. Regional connectivity
through modern infrastructure development, especially information and
communication technology, is necessary for smooth and rapid development. It is the era of knowledge economy and value addition is its hallmark. There is a paradigm shift in modern development models owing to
the Information and Communication Technology (ICT) revolution.
The ways and means of wealth creation are in a transformation phase.
Modern-day cryptocurrency and its acceptability is an indicator of a new
revolution, highlighting knowledge economy, whereby a whole new kind
of economic activity has now become available to us. The Internet and
artificial intelligence have revolutionised the world by using micro-electronics, robotics and telecommunications. Pakistan needs to focus more
on ICT infrastructure development for its growth model for modern-day
businesses.
Energy and food security is another area which needs to be addressed
on a priority basis. Water shortages are more frequent now. Pakistan is
importing oil along with LNG and building dams for its energy requirements but it needs a long-term policy framework for its energy requirements and energy security. More oil and gas exploration concessions
should be granted to investors, as Pakistan gets most of its foreign direct
investment (FDI) in this sector. The Oil and Gas Development Company
Limited (OGDCL) has been active in the sector but Pakistan’s needs are
fulfilled through imports on which a large chunk of our foreign exchange
reserves is spent.
As for food security, we must remember that Pakistan is basically an
agrarian society and agriculture is our main source of employment and
provides food security for the nation. The government is already under
criticism for importing wheat and sugar this year despite Pakistan’s status
as an agriculture-based country. Clearly, there is a dire need for long-term
planning to ensure food security for the common people. Food inflation is
already on the rise and people are suffering badly. In this respect, various
chambers of commerce in the country have submitted proposals to attract
investment in the sector. The government will do well to incorporate the
proposals in its future economic policies.
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What the new finance
minister can do to fix
the economy
Muhammad Jahangir

Pakistan’s economy has for long been on a
rollercoaster ride. It is an economy which needs
to be fixed all across the board. How uncertain
the situation is illustrated by the fact that in the
last three years we have had a succession of finance ministers, who could not produce the desired results and had to go.
Now we have a new finance minister in
Shaukat Tarin, who has his own ideas how to fix
the economy. He has announced that Pakistan
can no longer afford the stabilisation policy,
which the government has pursued in the last
three years under the supervision of the International Monetary Fund (IMF). According to Tarin,
a high growth rate is the only way out of the economic mess we are in. It seems he intends to roll
back the current economic policy mat and go
from the International Monetary Fund (IMF) contractionary approach to the growth model.
To recall, Ishaq Dar — the man who managed
the economy during the previous Pakistan Muslim League-Nawaz (PML-N) government of Prime Minister Nawaz Sharif,
believed that a high growth rate was the panacea for all our economic ills.
Dar has been accused of generating artificial growth, mainly by adopting a
fixed exchange rate regime to prop up a falling rupee and keep the inflation
low. The policy kept the people happy and yielded rich political dividends.
Ishaq Dar used the exchange rate tool to keep the rupee overvalued. It
made the imports cheaper but retarded exports. To manage things, the government had to resort to deficit financing, purchasing dollars from the open
market to ensure a fixed parity with the rupee. Dar succeeded in increasing
GDP growth, but at the cost of economic stability. The country constantly
experienced high current account and budget deficits.
It was the PML-N’s preferred economic management model. The question is: Is the formula workable? As things stand, we face a plethora of
problems. The business climate in our country is not conducive to trade
and investment. We are faced with unending political chaos, lack of peace
and security, high operational costs due to exorbitant utility tariffs and lack
of technology and automation, low growth potential, dilapidated transport
infrastructure and absence of tax incentives, etc. In the situation, an easy
way out for an elected government is to rely on imports and use the exchange rate tool to generate growth, which is necessary to create jobs,
subsidise the low-income groups and provide social protection.
Experts differ on the efficacy of the model in the long term. In the model,
growth comes at the cost of economic stability. The model can be used as
an interim policy measure so that the economy can gradually move in the
direction of stable, self-sustaining growth. But the Pakistan Muslim
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League-Nawaz (PML-N) government put political gains over the larger interests of the economy. It took massive loans and thus jeopardised our
economic future. No attempt was made to address the fundamental flaws
of the economy and improve the business climate for investors and exporters. Dar’s reliance on artificial ways and means to achieve growth was
bound to boomerang sooner than later.
It needs to be added here that earlier, the use of the exchange rate tool
to keep the rupee-dollar parity fixed and bolster the foreign exchange reserves was seen during the Musharraf era when Dr Ishrat Hussain — currently the PM’s adviser on institutional reforms and austerity — was
heading the State Bank of Pakistan (SBP). By the way, following in the
footsteps of Ishaq Dar, the PTI government too purchased dollars — worth
$4.5 billion — from the open market to support the exchange rate, before
entering the IMF loan programme in July 2019.
According to experts, the Pakistan Tehreek-i-Insaf (PTI) government,
while going for the economic stabilisation program, was wrong to agree
with the International Monetary Fund (IMF) to let go of the exchange rate
tool and allow the dollar to fly as high as it could without first taking steps
to pave the way for raising foreign exchange earnings through exports.
The tragedy is that we do not have a large number of exportable products
to take advantage of a cheaper rupee. It remains to be seen how Shaukat
Tarin manages the economy and combines stability with growth. His main
challenge is to rev up the wheels of the economy both to generate employment and boost industrial growth. But, above all, he will need to move
fast to contain inflation, which has totally upset the budget of the average
household in the country.
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Education

Virus hits poor children’s
education hard
Rasheed Ali

Muhammad Awais was rendered jobless in April 2020, almost one month
after the federal government imposed a lockdown in Lahore, like other
major cities and towns of the country, after the novel coronavirus pandemic
hit the world, including Pakistan. A resident of a two-room rented portion
in the Mochi Gate area, he worked as a salesman at a toy and decoration
item shop at the Shah Alam Market Lahore. The shop owner was a Godfearing person; he not only expressed his regrets over the termination of
his job but also gave him a two-month salary, though the shop had been
closed in the middle of the previous month.
The entire family of the middle-aged Muhammad Awais was badly affected due to the disruption of his monthly income. He knew it very well
that his family would have to face starvation soon if a new job, or some
other source of income, was not found. His wife had already been adding
to his monthly income by stitching women’s clothes at home, though it
used to be a small amount mostly. His three children, 15-year-old daughter
Aasia, a ninth grader; 12-year-old Muhammad Subhan, a sixth grader; and
six-year-old Muhammad Furqan, a class-one student, had also been confined to the four walls of their small house.
A few weeks of deliberations and analysis of their financial situation
and ground realities helped Awais and his wife reach a decision that they
should accept Cheena Ustad’s offer and send their son to him to become
a motorcycle mechanic in the next five, six years. Cheena Ustad’s original name was Ghulam Rasool, and he had been running a roadside motorcycle workshop in the area for long. Being appreciative of Muhammad
Awais’s hard work and honesty, Cheena had asked his neighbour many
a time to send his son to him to become a “great motorcycle mechanic,
like him” instead of wasting time and money on acquisition of an education. “The child would start earning something from day one, besides
learning a lifelong skill,” Cheena used to tell Awais in their almost daily
meetings. So, Subhan quit education for good and started going to
Cheena’s workshop, thanks to the weaker financial position of his parents. Two other “chhotas” were already learning the art of becoming an
Ustad at the workshop.
Fouzia Habib’s case was, however, different from Subhan’s. Her family
had to move from Lahore to their ancestral town in tehsil Depalpur’s faroff village after a lockdown was imposed in the wake of the coronavirus
pandemic outbreak and removal of his father from a private company. After
making some unsuccessful attempts to get another job, Habibullah decided to go back to his village and join his brothers in cultivating their agricultural land. Even after reopening of schools, her father didn’t bother to
admit her to the village school as her family was residing at the dera (outhouse) of their fields.
Subhan and Fouzia are two typical examples of children, who had to
leave their education mainly due to the weak financial position of their parents. A survey report, issued by the Punjab government education sector
reforms programme recently, made a startling revelation that at least 58
per cent of the students not returning to campuses said they had to quit

16

school due to financial hardships of their parents, after schools were reopened in Punjab in 2020.
Those leaving their school were mostly primary class boy students. Before the coronavirus pandemic outbreak, the attendance ratio of boy students of one to tenth classes used to be 96pc, and those of girl students
95pc, till January 2020. However, the attendance ratio dropped by 10pc
till Nov 2020.
A World Bank report, released last year, said that an estimated 930,000
additional children are expected to drop out from both primary and secondary education. Given that 22 million are already out of school, this represents an increase of almost 4.2pc. Pakistan is globally a country where
dropouts are the highest due to the COVID-19 crisis in relative terms.
The WB report suggested that the estimate was based on the observed
income elasticity of education for various socio-economic quintiles and
was based on the June 2020 growth projections for Pakistan, which were
estimated to be minus 4.4pc. Income elasticity in Pakistan was high for
two main reasons: high poverty levels, which lead families to push their
children into labour, like in the case of Muhammad Subhan, or marriage
from an early age; and the cost of private schooling in which 38pc of
school-going children aged six to 10 were enrolled before the crisis.
The education sector reforms programme report said that the main reason for the dropouts was severe financial hardship of parents in the wake
of the coronavirus pandemic. The monthly income of parents of those leaving school was reported less than Rs10,000. Eighty-seven per cent of such
parents were either primary pass, or totally illiterate, added the report.
The report, enlisting reasons for students leaving school, showed that
25pc did not return to their classes due to parents’ financial problems after
the coronavirus outbreak, while 16pc were fed up with education and they
did not want to return to their school. Fifteen per cent such students were
studying at private schools, while 11pc had moved to some other cities or
towns during the pandemic period, like in the case of Fouzia Habib.
Elaborating details, the report said that 8pc children had left school for
fear of the coronavirus, 7pc for being unable to pay school fee, 7pc for becoming ill in the period, 4pc joined madrasas, 7pc could not afford the
transport fare to school and one per cent left school as their mothers had
died during the period.
According to the report, 39pc parents said it was better for the entire
family that their children stop going to school, and 34pc said it was better
for their children also that they did not attend their school. A large majority
of dropping out children are helping their families to earn a livelihood, some
are sitting idle at home and some are learning some skills to supplement
the incomes of their families.
The report says 13pc of dropping out girls and 9pc of boys are helping
their families make a living, and the monthly earning of their families is less
than Rs25,000 per month. Ten per cent of such parents are labourers, 5pc
are farmers and 3pc are shopkeepers. Also, 23pc boys and girls leaving
school during the pandemic are doing nothing at their homes.
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Opinion

The Skunk: Another
Israeli weapon for
collective punishment
Yara Hawari

In Nazareth, Haifa, Ramallah, Jerusalem and beyond
Palestinians have been demonstrating against the ongoing ethnic cleansing at the hands of the Israeli
regime. Motivated and inspired by the steadfast resistance of Palestinian families facing forced evictions from
their homes in the neighbourhood of Sheikh Jarrah in
Jerusalem, they have bravely taken to the streets –
bravely because they do so, knowing that what awaits
them is brutal crackdown by the Israeli army and police.
Indeed, at Al-Aqsa compound, where much of the
violence against protesters has taken place, Palestinians were tear gassed and fired at as they prayed. Further south, Israel has launched air raids on Gaza,
hitting civilian buildings and killing over 40 people, including at least 14 children.
In addition to those killed, hundreds have been injured by live and rubber bullets, tear gas and beatings,
but also by a weapon that is lesser known to the global
media covering the protests. Many have erroneously referred to it as a water cannon or a sewage truck. In Arabic, we call it the “kharara”- literally “the shitter” – for its
putrid smell. In English, it is called skunk water, after the notoriously awful
smell released by skunks. Skunk water was developed as a “crowd control
weapon” by an Israeli company called Odortec. Skunk water is a liquid compound with an overpowering odour that has been described by those who
have experienced it as the smell of sewage mixed with rotting corpses. In
reality, it is a concoction of chemicals that causes intense nausea, obstructing normal breathing, causing violent gagging and vomiting. The company’s
safety sheet also indicates that it can cause skin irritation, eye and abdominal pain. Palestinians have also reported that it causes hair loss.
Security forces that use skunk water claim that it is non-lethal and nontoxic. Yet high doses can have a lethal effect, and when it is fired from a
water cannon, it is sprayed at extremely high pressure, which can cause
serious injury.
Even a small spray of the skunk water leaves a stench on the skin for
days. On clothes and in buildings the stench can last even longer. Of
course, the Israeli forces do not only use it to suppress protests; they also
deploy it for collective punishment. Skunk trucks pass through Palestinian
neighbourhoods spraying buildings in retaliation for local residents protesting Israeli occupation and apartheid.
As a result, businesses have to close for days and families have to
leave their homes for long periods of time until the stench is gone. This is
what makes it a brutal collective punishment tool. Apart from selling skunk
water to the Israeli government to use on Palestinians, Odortec also exports it. In the United States, it is supplied by the company Mistral Security,
which recommends its usage at “border crossings, correctional facilities,
demonstrations and sit-ins”. Several police departments have already
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bought it, including the one in Ferguson, Missouri, following the 2015
protests against police brutality and institutional racism.
The fact that this weapon developed by an Israeli company is gaining
popularity abroad is unsurprising. Israel is the largest per capita exporter
of arms in the world and it uses Palestinians as its guinea pigs to demonstrate their “efficacy” and “deadliness”. Odortec and other Israeli arms
manufacturers do not even have to invest in marketing their weapons;
news channels running footage of brutal attacks by the Israeli army do the
job for them. Israeli companies that produce weapons for mass killing have
Gaza to test them on. The Israelis have even called the densely-populated
strip, where civilians are not protected by an “Iron Dome” or sophisticated
military shelters, a “cash cow”. The horrific outcome of decades of Israeli
arms companies “testing” practices have been thousands of killed and
maimed Palestinians.
Israel exports arms tested on Palestinian civilians to around 130 countries, including to governments with horrific human rights records. For people
in these countries, who find themselves on the receiving end of aggression
by local forces using Israeli weapons, Palestinians have plenty of advice.
Specifically for dealing with “kharara”, we recommend the following:
if it gets on your skin, rub tomatoes and olive oil to help get the smell off;
if it gets on your clothes, it is better to throw them away. Overall, it is best
to avoid getting sprayed at all costs. In dealing with the psychological effects of violent repression and collective punishment, Palestinians also
have a recommendation: dark humour. The “kharara” already features
prominently in Palestinian jokes. One goes: what would you rather face
– bullets or the “kharara”?
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Opinion

Why American politicians cannot
say the words ‘Israeli apartheid’
Mariam Barghouti

Over the past few weeks, as the Israeli colonial forces escalated their brutal
violence against the Palestinians of occupied Jerusalem, many hoped for
some kind of a sharp reaction from the new Biden administration.
But that did not come. Instead, we once again heard about how “deeply
concerned” the US State Department is about “unilateral steps that exacerbate tensions” and that both Israeli and Palestinian officials need “to act decisively to de-escalate tensions”.
Some Palestinians also expected more from the “progressive” members
of the US legislature. But they too dressed their words in euphemisms. Representative André Carson tweeted that he is “extremely dismayed by Israel’s
efforts to forcefully evict Palestinians from their homes”. Representative
Marie Newman called on the State Department to “immediately condemn
these violations of international law”. Representative Mark Pocan co-authored a letter with others, expressing “deep concern about Israel’s imminent
plan to forcibly displace nearly 2,000 Palestinians”.
And for her part, Representative Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez called the Israeli army’s actions “inhumane” and said “the US must show more leadership in safeguarding Palestinian rights”. Just a month ago, in an interview
with Rabbi Michael Miller, head of the Jewish Community Relations Council
of New York, the “progressive” congresswoman also talked about “valuing
a process where all parties are respected” and building “a path to peace”.
Conspicuously absent from all these statements are words that objectively
assess the situation in Palestine, such as “occupation”, “apartheid”, “settlercolonialism”, and “ethnic cleansing”.
It is disappointing, although not surprising at all, that American politicians
choose to use such language that obfuscates the reality of the Israeli occupation of Palestinian lands. Yet, the problem here is not just what they say
but also why they feel compelled to say it.
This is the language that has long been entrenched and engineered by
the powerful Israeli Lobby in the US to whitewash the Palestinian reality by
presenting the Israeli apartheid and colonialism as an issue of “conflict resolution and mediation”. By focusing on “peace” as a matter of negotiation
between two sides engaged in a “conflict”, this rhetoric obscures the imbalance of power between the occupier and the occupied and muffles Palestinians calls for justice for Israeli colonisation and crimes.
The fact that American politicians across the spectrum feel compelled to
use this language reflects not only the significant influence the Israeli Lobby
enjoys in the US, but also the structural racism of US society and government. In other words, the hesitation to show support towards the Palestinian
cause is also rooted in the inability of American politics to sincerely acknowledge the white supremacy, racialised hierarchies and socioeconomic discrimination it reinforces and protects on American soil.
American politics cannot truly embrace the values of justice, accountability and equality – which are part of the Palestinian and other progressive
struggles – because it is crafted to feed white privilege. And in that, the US
is very much like Israel: in both countries, your rights and opportunities are
inescapably decided by your racial or ethnic background.
Challenging this hegemonic language means challenging head-on the
whole political system and its power structures. And for a member of Congress, that is a dangerous proposition. We have to recognise that while some
members of Congress have progressive views, they run and get elected to
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first and foremost serve their communities, where they focus their energies
on American domestic issues. A statement on Israel deemed “problematic”
by their party establishment could close a lot of doors for them and prevent
them from fulfilling their obligations to their communities. It can also mean
losing their elected office.
One just has to look at the backlash New York-based Human Rights
Watch is experiencing for publishing last month a report calling the Israeli
oppression of the Palestinians what it is – apartheid. The American Jewish
Committee said its arguments “border on anti-Semitism,” while the International Legal Forum called it “anti-Semitic” “blood libel”. It is such attacks that
American politicians fear. Their complacency is disappointing but it is a reflection of the US political reality. But while condemning such obfuscating
rhetoric from American politicians, we should also reflect on our own perceptions and expectations as Palestinians. Why is it that we still cling on to
a hope of hearing something different from American politicians after all
these years of staunch pro-Israel US foreign policy? Why is it that the US
still holds some kind of importance for us? The fact that Palestinian politicians still care so much about what American politicians and other public
figures say about Palestine shows that they still see the US as the legitimate
broker for peace, which it has repeatedly proven it is not. They still hold on
to old promises the US has broken many times.
The Oslo Accords – the much-taunted “success” of US diplomacy – were
unviable from the start because the treaties were written in the American
political language – ie, in the language of racial hierarchies, not of justice.
Yet Palestinian politicians remain faithfully committed to these tragic agreements, which have only further entrenched Palestinian dispossession and
strengthened the Israeli military occupation. More than this, the accords also
maimed our own political language, which – in a similar fashion to the US –
is used to obscure the reality of Palestinian oppression. It is used to cover
up the despotism of Fatah and Hamas, which put maintaining their regimes
above the interest of the Palestinian people.
Change in the political language of both the US and Palestine can come
only through a sustained challenge to the status quo. And that will inevitably be accompanied by upheaval. Perhaps it is the moment we are
currently living, where Palestinians in Jerusalem, but also in the West Bank
and Gaza, are taking to the streets to confront the Israeli occupation, that
will lead to change.
For those sympathetic to the Palestinian cause in the US and elsewhere,
watching the events in Jerusalem, it is important to understand that this is
not a “plea” for “human rights” and “peace”; this is a resolute struggle for justice and dignity. It is also important for them to understand that Palestine
does not fit into the disempowering language of American or Western politics. The only genuine way to talk about what is happening now in Sheikh
Jarrah, Al-Aqsa compound, Damascus Gate, and elsewhere in occupied
Palestine is through the language of the dispossessed themselves and their
struggle against apartheid, colonisation, occupation and ethnic cleansing.
Centring Palestinians and choosing justice as the frame of reference
is the only way to talk about what is going on. And we need more than
talk, we need action. We need people to brace for upheaval and join it, to
challenge the status quo and help produce change in their own communities and elsewhere.
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Election

The UK is hurtling towards
a constitutional crisis
Jamie Maxwell

Recent local and national election results
in the United Kingdom revealed a country
radically, and perhaps irreparably, divided.
Labour retained power in Wales;
Boris Johnson’s Conservatives scored
huge victories throughout England; and
in Scotland, Nicola Sturgeon’s pro-independence Scottish National Party (SNP)
won a remarkable fourth term in office.
Including the Scottish Greens, separatists once again command a majority of
seats at Holyrood, Scotland’s devolved
national legislature in Edinburgh. Both
parties – the SNP and the Greens – support a new referendum on the break-up
of Britain.
According to Sturgeon, Scotland’s incumbent first minister, this will take place
at some point over the next five years –
it is a matter of “when not if”, she reportedly told Johnson, who opposes such a
poll, during a phone call over the weekend. The SNP leader may well be right. From Thatcherism to Brexit, Iraq
to austerity, the roots of British disunity run deep – and there is no obvious
solution on the horizon.
Scotland’s grievances are chiefly democratic. The Conservative Party
has held power at Westminster for 47 of the past 71 years, yet the Tories
have not won a general election in Scotland since 1955. Scots voted overwhelmingly against Britain’s departure from the EU in 2016, yet, on January 1, they lost their European citizenship rights just like everyone else.
The UK is now hurtling towards a constitutional crisis. Conscious of the
ongoing impasse in Spain over Catalonia’s attempts to secede, Sturgeon’s
preference is for a poll that lies beyond legal challenge in the UK courts.
A so-called “wildcat” referendum, she says, organised without London’s
consent, is off the table.
But in Britain, Westminster is sovereign, the constitution formally “reserved” to the House of Commons. That means Johnson will stonewall
Sturgeon’s demands for a re-run of the 2014 plebiscite – which saw Scots
vote by a ten-point margin to remain part of the UK – and effectively lock
Scotland inside the Union, whether it wants to be there or not.
Despite efforts to play down the likelihood of a legal battle, the AngloScottish stand-off could easily end up in front of the British Supreme Court.
Obstructionism could be a risky strategy for Johnson, however. The prime
minister – an arch-Brexiteer – is already profoundly unpopular in Scotland.
Since taking charge of the Tory Party in 2019, he has launched four separate initiatives aimed at “saving” the Union from the threat of Scottish separatism. The latest of these stalled earlier in the year when Oliver Lewis,
the head of Downing Street’s special anti-independence task force,
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abruptly quit after briefing against one of his cabinet colleagues. Lewis had
been in post for a grand total of 14 days.
Johnson’s next move will be to “love bomb” Scotland with infrastructure
spending – while simultaneously trying to push the debate over independence onto the political back-burner. That isn’t going to happen – not while
the SNP remains dominant at Holyrood. Scotland’s unionist parties are in
disarray. Faced with Scotland’s staunchly left-leaning, Europhile electorate,
the Tories are moored on 23 percent of the vote.
Labour, meanwhile, remains landlocked by the constitutional divide;
unable to ditch its traditional British opposition to independence and
equally powerless to stop young, working-class Scots shifting in huge numbers away from the Union. Unionists, then, are in a bind: the more Johnson
resists Scottish self-determination, the tighter the SNP’s grip of the Scottish
political landscape grows. (After 14 years in power, Sturgeon fell just one
seat short of an outright SNP majority.)
Writing in The Guardian on May 10, former prime minister Gordon
Brown argued that the Scots were not, in fact, all that interested in independence. What they really wanted, he said, was better cooperation with
the rest of the UK. But England’s determination to leave the EU has directly
challenged Scotland’s democratic autonomy. And with Labour rudderless
on both sides of the Anglo-Scottish border, the chances of a major constitutional overhaul at Westminster feel vanishingly remote.
The results do not signal the immediate end of the United Kingdom.
What they do illustrate, however, is how rapidly Britain’s political map is
unravelling. The country’s future will almost certainly be decided by Scotland – possibly in court, but preferably at the ballot box.
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NATO

What Biden should do
about the Balkans
Hamza Karčić

As United States President Joe Biden passed his first 100 days in office, it
appeared that his administration was putting foreign policy lower on its
agenda of priorities to focus on domestic issues. But perhaps the expected
receding of the pandemic in the coming months due to the success of his
vaccination drive could provide space for the president to pay more attention
to foreign policy as well.
While Biden seems to have focused on reaching a new deal with Iran and
ending the US’s “forever war” in Afghanistan, one region where he can strike
an easy foreign policy win is the Balkans. Unlike in Afghanistan and Iraq, this
part of Europe is where American military intervention in the 1990s is considered a success.
Three decades ago, the Balkans captured then Senator Biden’s attention.
He was firmly critical of Yugoslav President Slobodan Milosevic’s wars of
conquest and actively supported US military action in both Bosnia and
Kosovo. For this reason, Biden’s election last November was widely celebrated in both countries and brought high expectations for renewed positive
US involvement in the region.
While other states of former Yugoslavia have moved forward with European Union and NATO integration, Bosnia and Kosovo are lagging behind.
Croatia is a member of both. North Macedonia recently joined NATO while
accession talks with the EU are expected to begin soon. Montenegro also
has become a NATO member and it is currently in accession talks with the
EU. Serbia is adamant that it would stay out of NATO, but it is moving forward
with membership negotiations with the EU.
This dynamic effectively leaves Bosnia with no clear path to the EU or
NATO in the near future. Kosovo’s prospect of joining either is currently even
more remote. Left in limbo, there is a concern that Bosnia could descend into
a dysfunctional state marred by ethnic tensions and that Kosovo’s development will stagnate without a clear roadmap to EU and NATO membership.
Much of this has to do with the fact that for over a decade the region has
been largely neglected by successive US administrations. Biden’s predecessor Donald Trump pursued an incoherent foreign policy that produced no tangible result. A summit in the White House last September with Serbian and
Kosovar leaders failed to tackle the most pressing issue for the two countries:
the recognition of Kosovo’s independence.
Biden can correct the consequences of the neglect and inadequate policies of his predecessors by taking decisive action on Kosovo and Bosnia,
where the US largely enjoys positive perception. There are two policy avenues that he should pursue. First, Biden can push for finalising the process
of NATO enlargement in southeast Europe. Kosovo is eager to join the Alliance while Bosnia has made some progress, despite domestic political roadblocks. The majority in one of its entities, the Federation of Bosnia and
Herzegovina, is in favour of joining NATO, while most political leaders of the
other entity – Republika Srpska – are actively opposed.
But that was not always the case. Just over a decade ago, then Serb
member of the Bosnian presidency Neboj a Radmanovi sent a letter to
NATO expressing Bosnia’s commitment to becoming a full member of the
Alliance. What has changed since 2009 is that Bosnian Serb leaders – in the
void left by American diplomatic drawdown – have taken an officially more
anti-NATO and pro-Russian stance. Despite the public opposition to Bosnia’s
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NATO membership, Bosnian Serb nationalist leader Milorad Dodik greenlighted the country’s increasing cooperation with the Alliance, including participation in the US-led Defender Europe 2021 exercise.
In fact, Bosnia’s decision to commit to NATO membership is part official
policy with the support of Bosnian Serb leaders. The country’s recent Foreign
Policy Strategy for 2018-2023 reaffirmed that “a continuation of policies related to NATO remains a priority for institutions of Bosnia.” The Biden administration should push for fast-tracking Bosnia and Kosovo’s accession to
NATO. This would give both countries a sense of a brighter future and help
anchor them firmly within the Atlantic Alliance. The American political, military
and economic investment in Bosnia and Kosovo over the past two decades
would be secured.
Amid the dysfunctional response of Bosnian institutions to the pandemic,
firmly entrenched ethnic leaders have turned to warmongering which serves
to draw public attention away from rampant corruption and gross incompetence and which dangerously incites violence. The hope that existed over a
decade ago that EU and NATO membership could ameliorate some of the
tensions built up in the Dayton Peace Accords has given way to a general
sense of hopelessness. Fast-tracking Bosnia’s NATO accession now could
prevent the country from becoming another European frozen conflict.
Making progress on Kosovo’s NATO bid would likely jump-start reform
and development in Europe’s newest state, which has long struggled with
socioeconomic stagnation. It would also alleviate fears that conflict with Serbia can be rekindled and that tensions in the ethnically mixed regions of the
north can escalate. By pushing for Kosovo’s NATO integration, the Biden administration would be sending a clear signal to Belgrade that Kosovo will
move forward irrespective of the pace of full normalisation. It could also help
pressure Serbia to fully recognise its neighbour and normalise relations.
Second, the US should push the EU to provide a clear membership
prospect for Bosnia and Kosovo. Bosnia is further ahead in the process of
joining the EU and awarding it a candidate status for membership would be
crucial to get the country out of its current dysfunction. This would provide
Bosnia with valuable momentum to undertake political and economic reforms
that Bosnian politicians would not do and, more importantly, it would gain access to more EU funds to invest in much-needed educational, health and infrastructural projects.
Progress on EU accession is also very important for Kosovo. Serbia is
far ahead of its neighbour in the negotiations process and if it joins soon, it
could block Kosovo’s membership bid. The American push to step up EU incentives for Kosovo in the form of a candidate status would help even out
the current situation and guarantee its membership. A candidate status for
Kosovo would similarly provide both EU funds for reforms and infrastructure
but also serve to pressure politicians to undertake more serious steps in fighting corruption and economic underdevelopment.
In sum, the Biden administration is in a unique position to anchor the
Balkans firmly within the Atlantic Alliance and secure peace in this volatile
part of Europe. Both states have small populations and their integration within
NATO would be cost-effective. Biden also can help speed up their integration
into the EU which would help with the political and economic development of
these countries.
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Racism

Diversity efforts in universities
are nothing but façade painting
M Neelika Jayawardane, Rinaldo Walcott

Soon after the Derek Chauvin verdict was made public on April 20, faculties at
many universities and colleges in the United States and Canada received
emails from administrators, asking them to provide “support” to students by offering additional drop-in office hours. Faculty were also asked to state that these
hours were not just for course-related questions, but for “general checking-in”.
Some university administrators even asked faculty to acknowledge, explicitly, either verbally or in writing, that we were aware of the most recent police murders – not just that of George Floyd – the outcome of the Chauvin
trial, and its potential impact on students’ mental health, as if mental health is
the beginning and end of the conditions that demand urgent change on campuses. It was also clear that faculty were being directly asked to do emotional
and political labour well beyond the scope of our work as educators at institutions of higher learning, and – importantly – for which most of us have neither
expertise nor training.
Later, at a slew of public “town hall” style meetings, students and faculty
alike were assured that we would be welcome to speak openly about racial
discrimination and that our voices would be heard. Let’s be sober in our assessment of what is actually going on.
Universities are committed to keeping things as they are, while suggesting
otherwise. And, even more importantly, most university administrations expect
those of us who notice that change is not happening to keep quiet and be civil
about the betrayal. Those requests to faculty to look after students in a moment of crisis belie a much deeper problem in the university: its own reluctance
to adequately account for the violence it is party to.
The emails and invitations to “speak your truth” are clever institutionalspeak that do little but elide the institutions’ responsibility to their faculty and
students. Inviting someone to “speak your truth” is a way of reducing what the
speaker says to a personal interpretation of an experience of discriminatory
practices and/or behaviour. It implies that the “truth” is filtered through the
speaker’s emotions, that it is subjective and belongs to the speaker’s experience of events, alone – rather than an indication of “factual” realities and the
intractable structural arrangement and relations of the university. Such invitations are meant to reduce observations and analysis based on evidence to
“feelings” – and to ameliorate the excitable speaker with a nice, rational arm
around the shoulder. In the face of these charm offences by administrators,
calls for more far-reaching structural change remain unanswered, even as the
diversity and inclusion offices, officers and administrators proliferate.
As institutions in which violent practices are embedded, universities and
colleges declare their commitment to diversity and inclusion, talk the good liberal talk, but actually do little to make substantive change. Institutions of higher
education across the US and Canada responded to growing demands from
faculty and students for institutional accountability, equity, and anti-racism
practices in recent years with “diversity” and “inclusion” programmes. While
these programmes achieved very little towards their declared goals, they
served to neutralise resistance and revolt on campuses. These attempts to
silence and subdue the calls for real change through invitations to “speak your
truth” and empty inclusion programmes gained further force after the May
2020 murder of George Floyd.
In June 2020, Inside Higher Education – an online publication focusing on
news and opinions relevant to colleges and universities – compiled public
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statements made by higher education leaders “mourn(ing) losses by the black
community and call(ing) for unity”. The compilation included several poetic
emails by administrators expressing their commitment to justice and assuring
students that there will be additional resources to support them.
These statements, one of which started with a condemnation of property
destruction as a response to police brutality, reflect clearly the underlying tensions, hypocrisies, and – ultimately – the toothlessness of higher education
institutions’ responses to systemic racism. What these statements, and many
others we read and heard over the years, do not account for is the violence
inside the university. The violence of white colleagues using tenure review
and other reviews as disciplinary and violent tools to keep faculty of colour in
place. And the statements often do not account for racist white students’ opposition to faculty of colour, and their attempts to baselessly accuse us of offering illegitimate scholarship or untrusted pedagogical practices. In fact, when
faced with such cases, the university often seeks to satisfy racist students by
conducting investigations, monitoring teaching, and sometimes punishing or
denying tenure to the targeted faculty.
In the State University of New York-Buffalo’s “Statement from the Vice
Provost for Inclusive Excellence” in response to George Floyd’s killing, Despina Stratigakos specified that the “responsibility for inclusion does not fall
solely on the people of color on this campus”; she called on “everyone at UB,
and especially those who have not previously considered the work of inclusion
to be their responsibility, to ask yourself what you can do to become an agent
of change”.
This seems like a commendable approach on the surface. Inevitably, however, what actually occurs, subsequent to these kinds of calls, is that the responsibility often falls on faculty of colour – most of whom have no experience
or expertise in responding to structural and systemic racism and/or other biases – to do the difficult, if not impossible labour of being a buffer between
systematic racist violence and the damage that students experience.
Due to the intersections between sexism, racism, and class violence in
the US and Canada, most faculty of colour are employed in humanities and
social science departments. We are paid far less than our colleagues in the
sciences and engineering departments – who are overwhelmingly white and
male, or first-generation immigrants from upper-middle-class families, and see
little commonality between their interests and the struggles of Black, Latinx,
Indigenous, and poorer immigrant faculty and students.
As faculty who are not white, our workloads also include taking on emotional and psychological labour. This creates an unequal distribution of labour
between us and our white colleagues. Yet, we step up to do this unpaid work,
because who else will be present for our students and act in solidarity with
them in our violent institutions? After all, most institutions want Black/brown
students for the diversity points that they bring, but are not designed for their
success. Some faculty – especially Black and brown women – do this work
as though it is their calling. Many do not think critically about the political and
emotional labour that they are being asked to do. But the politics of the expectation that faculty of colour are supposed to contribute this labour – without
adequate compensation that reflects the skills and expertise we bring, and
the amount of time we devote to hearing and responding to students’ concerns, all of which is in addition to regular class and office time – are clear.
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Viewpoint

The tripartite alliance
destabilising the Horn of Africa
Goitom Gebreluel

Three years ago, a wave of political change swept across the Horn of Africa.
In Sudan and Ethiopia, popular protests led to a change in leadership and
what many assumed were democratic transitions. Ethiopia and Eritrea ended
their two-decades-long rivalry, for which Ethiopia’s Prime Minister Abiy
Ahmed was awarded the Nobel Peace Prize. The peoples of the Horn of
Africa were euphoric for what many thought would be a new chapter in the
region’s history. Today, contrary to expectations, mass atrocities, inter-state
wars, and autocratic entrenchment have become the defining features of the
region. Over the last six months, several international conflicts have
(re)emerged, notably between Ethiopia and Sudan, Eritrea and Ethiopia’s
Tigray region, and Somalia and Kenya.
Egypt and Sudan are also threatening Ethiopia over the latter’s plans to
proceed with a second filling of the controversial Grand Ethiopia Renaissance
Dam on the Blue Nile river. Within Ethiopia alone, two significant insurgencies
have been launched in this period, while ethnically motivated mass atrocities
continue to take place regularly. The Horn of Africa is caught in a spiral of violence where domestic and regional conflicts overlap and fuel each other.
The conflicts and rights violations in recent months are not isolated incidents but part of a broader pattern of regional disorder, in which non-compliance with fundamental international legal norms is a central feature.
The first indicator of creeping anarchy in the Horn of Africa today is the
recent proliferation of territorial disputes and overall disregard for state boundaries. Eritrea, for example, has begun occupying parts of Tigray in northern
Ethiopia and is issuing Eritrean ID cards to residents. Ethiopia is making territorial claims on Sudan’s Fashaga region and in response, Sudanese officials
are raising claims on parts of Benishangul Gumuz in Ethiopia.
Within Ethiopia, Abiy has supported the Amhara Regional State’s annexation of parts of Tigray Regional State. Sensing Ethiopia’s weakness, Djibouti
recently announced its intention to exploit the Awash river in Ethiopia. At the
same time, Ethiopian politicians are publicly making irredentist claims on Eritrean territory. Finally, Somalia and Kenya have exchanged threats over contested maritime space.
While there is nothing wrong with territorial demands made through legal
means, what we see is a recent trend of states trying to take over territory by
force in order to create a fait accompli. This has led to a contagion effect
where one actor’s breach of the norm of territorial integrity encourages other
actors to do the same.
The second trend is the increased prominence of foreign troops and mercenaries in domestic and regional conflicts. Abiy Ahmed has outsourced
counterinsurgency to Eritrean soldiers in his war against Tigray as well as
employed them in the border conflict with Sudan. Somali President Mohamed
Abdullahi has also used Ethiopian troops against local opponents in Somalia.
At the same time, Somali soldiers have allegedly fought in Ethiopia.
The main problems with these forces are their legal ambiguity, their tendency to commit extreme human rights abuses, and their unique capacity for
fuelling inter-communal tensions. Eritrea’s President Isaias Afwerki is a central driver of this trend. He has built an entire economy centred on seeking
economic rents from mercenaries and military bases.
The third problem is the growing disregard for international humanitarian
law. Over the last six months alone, Ethiopian and Eritrean forces have engaged in systemic ethnically cleansing, rape, starvation, and massacres on
an unprecedented scale. Eritrean troops have also destroyed refugee camps
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in Ethiopia hosting Eritrean refugees and forcibly returned thousands of them
back to Eritrea. So far, this has not had any serious repercussions for the culprits, and when faced with criticism, Abiy and Afwerki have been dismissive.
Finally, today the Horn of Africa is also characterised by a sharp decline
in multilateral diplomacy. The regional body Intergovernmental Agency for
Development has been excluded from most of the conflicts and peace
processes; it has notably been absent in the Ethiopia-Eritrea peace process
and the war in Tigray. Instead, leaders have chosen to structure their cooperation and manage conflicts outside of institutional frameworks and through
personal channels, which is a significant obstacle for preventive diplomacy.
The destabilisation of the Horn of Africa is primarily a function of the domestic politics of Ethiopia, Eritrea, and Somalia. Abiy, Afwerki, and Abdullahi
forged the tripartite alliance in 2018 with the aim of moulding the regional
order according to their domestic political ideals. The three leaders are opposed to federalism, the accommodation of ethnonational diversity, and institutionalised governance. Instead, they prefer a centralised state under the
command of a strongman who rules by fiat.Afwerki – the godfather of the alliance – has ruled Eritrea without a constitution or a single election for almost
30 years. The source of his autocratic longevity is a universal and indefinite
military conscription policy that has contained most of the youth in military
barracks and compelled hundreds of thousands to migrate. These conditions
have made popular rebellion practically impossible.
In Ethiopia, Abiy was selected by his political party to transition the country
to democracy in 2018. However, using COVID-19 as a pretext in June 2020,
he postponed elections and imprisoned his opponents. His attempt to concentrate power and suppress Ethiopia’s various ethnonational groups has
led to civil war and looming famine.
Abdullahi was supposed to prepare Somalia for its first direct elections in
several decades. Instead, he has been trying to centralise power in the federal government, which has resulted in conflict with various regional governments, notably Jubbaland. His term expired in February, and following the
example of his regional allies, he extended it for two more years. This has
initiated a constitutional crisis and armed conflict, which eventually forced Somali lawmakers to cancel his term extension. He is the first president since
the Somali state-building process began in 2004 to try to remain in office after
his term expired.
The regional trends that are today destabilising the Horn of Africa emanate from these domestic conditions. The efforts to break federalist forces
in Somalia and Ethiopia have led to a spill-over of conflicts across state borders and have fuelled regional rivalries. The members of the tripartite alliance
also manage inter-state relations in the same way they govern their domestic
politics – they conduct diplomacy through personal channels and resolve disputes through military means.
The alliance’s behaviour is particularly destructive because of its longterm consequences. For example, territorial conflicts, ethnic cleansing, and
rape as a weapon of war sow the seeds for inter-generational grievances. In
Ethiopia, Abiy’s policies have already revived secessionist sentiments in
Tigray and Oromia. And the extent to which Ethiopia will continue to exist as
one nation after the war is now questionable. In the last six months alone,
these conflicts have displaced more than two million people in Tigray, and
the European Union’s envoy to Ethiopia says this may be “the beginning of
one more potentially big refugee crisis in the world”.
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Your View
SPSC’s poor performance

Consumer rights
There has been much talk about the government’s crackdown against

It is a fact that candidates applying through the Sindh Public Serv-

corruption and steps targeted at ensuring good governance. In this con-

ice Commission (SPSC) are frustrated owing to the commission’s

nection, I would like to share an incident involving my late brother.

poor performance. Meritocracy was thrown out of the window a

My brother, who was once visiting our sister in the United Kingdom in

long time ago and upper class candidates, whether or not quali-

2014, planned a trip to Scotland. He bought a return railway ticket of first

fied, have been calling the shots in the recruitment process. On

class for a given time and date. When he reached the station, he was

the other hand, candidates from the poor segments of society are

told that the railway administration had merged trains for Scotland

made to eat their hearts out even when they have relevant qualifi-

owing to less traffic and that the train on which he had seats had left two

cations and competence. Recently, some candidates of the com-

hours ahead of its scheduled departure. He had no option but to catch

bined competitive examinations (CCE) lodged a case against the

the next train leaving a few hours later. After waiting for a few hours, he

SPSC in a court of law. The court expressed utter displeasure

boarded the next train for Scotland. An old lady sitting next to him, when

against the chairman and stopped the SPSC from further recruit-

she heard of the ordeal my brother had faced, told him this was against

ment process for two months. It also ordered the SPSC to come

the railway rules and suggested lodging a complaint with the station

up with an unambiguous policy of recruitment within the stipulated

master. On reaching his destination, my brother did lodge a complaint

time. This is undoubtedly a good move for hundreds and thou-

with the station master for causing him inconvenience and stress. After

sands of candidates in the province. But it is heartbreaking news

a month, he received a letter of apology from the railway authorities and

for those who are going to be deemed ineligible for being overage

a full refund in the shape of travel vouchers of the full amount valid for

if the interviews of successful candidates are not conducted im-

use over the next three years. In Pakistan, the government has

mediately. Therefore, the court is requested to order the SPSC to

launched a crusade against corruption and has now been exposing

conduct interviews, under camera supervision, of candidates who

sugar, wheat, petroleum and medicine mafias by making public high-

have already qualified their written exam. Those who qualify the

powered inquiry reports in which each cartel is reported to have pock-

interview must be recruited on the basis of pure merit. This is pos-

eted billions of rupees in the last about two years. Nobody has

sible only through the efforts of the court concerned.

suggested in the inquiry reports how to compensate the public that has

Imtiaz Essa Halepoto

been cheated by the manipulation of sugar, flour, petroleum and medi-

Jamshoro

cine prices. There is nothing about what measures have been suggested to compensate the people who were made to pay high prices
owing to profiteering and hoarding by the mafias. Doesn’t the consumer,
who was cheated, deserve a refund from the government? It is a litmus

Parks in disarray

test for the government. Organised cheating of masses should not go

There is a huge scarcity of parks and playgrounds in the densely

scot-free. The wheel of nature will ultimately grind all and sundry.

populated city of Karachi. Despite generating the largest chunk

Ali Ashraf Khan
Karachi

of the overall revenue for the government, the city hardly gets
the basic necessities in return.
Owing to sheer negligence and ill-management of the resources, the city’s parks and playgrounds now serve as landfills

Sehwan water woes

where heaps of garbage are thrown by the locals. Such landfills

Water is the basic need of all creatures and no living being can survive

are also home to stray dogs, which further add to the misery of

without it. However, it seems that those at the helm of affairs think that

the locals. Because of the absence of properly maintained play-

the living beings of Sehwan are somehow different from the rest in the

grounds and parks, our young generation is losing out on

sense that they think we can survive without water. There is no other ex-

healthy activities. This is resulting in more time being spent by

planation for the lack of the provision of clean water to the masses. The

them on social media and cell phones.Through properly main-

need for water has never been felt more acutely than has been the case

tained parks, we can resolve a number of environmental issues

in recent times. People have to go out in search of clean water under

and also help our children engage in healthy activities. I would

the scorching sun. There is no water in mosques for the purpose of

suggest to the government to introduce a public-private partner-

ablution. Even the reverse osmosis plants are shut because they have

ship model for the maintenance of parks and playgrounds to

not been kept functional. The water tanker mafia is taking full advantage

make sure that the people also take ownership of the play-

of the misery of the people and is charging Rs1,500-2,000 for a single

grounds and parks, and look after them since our politicians are

tanker. How can the poor afford such an amount on a regular basis?

busy fighting amongst themselves anyway.
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A nose-horned dragon lizard lost to science
for over 100 years has been found

Saturn has a fuzzy core, spread over
more than half the planet’s diameter

Dyna Rochmyaningsih

Ken Croswell

Nearly 130 years ago, Italian
explorer Elio Modigliani arrived
at a natural history museum in
Genoa with a lizard he’d reportedly collected from the
forests of Indonesia.
Based on Modigliani’s specimen, the striking lizard — notable for a horn that protrudes from its nose — got its official taxonomic
description and name, Harpesaurus modiglianii, in 1933. But no accounts
of anyone finding another such lizard were ever recorded, until now. The illustration of Modigliani’s nose-horned lizard was made in 1933 based on
the original lizard first found in 1891. In June 2018, Chairunas Adha Putra,
an independent wildlife biologist conducting a bird survey in a mountainous
region surrounding Lake Toba in Indonesia’s North Sumatra, called herpetologist Thasun Amarasinghe. Near the lake, which fills the caldera of a supervolcano, Putra had found “a dead lizard with interesting morphological
features, but he wasn’t sure what it was,” says Amarasinghe, who later
asked the biologist to send the specimen to Jakarta.
It took only a look at the lizard’s nose-horn for Amarasinghe to suspect that
he was holding Modigliani’s lizard. “It is the only nose-horned lizard species
found in North Sumatra,” he says. Wooden arts and folktales of the Bataks
— indigenous people native to the region — show that lizards have a special
place in the people’s mythology. “But simply there was no report at all about
this species” following Modigliani’s, says Amarasinghe, of the University of Indonesia in Depok. He asked Putra to get back to the caldera to see if there
was a living population. After five days, Putra found what he was looking for
one evening, “lying on a low branch, probably sleeping,” according to the
biologist. He took pictures of the lizard and measured the size and shape of
its body parts, such as the length of its nose-horn and head. He also observed its behavior before finally releasing it the same night.

One of Saturn’s rings has
revealed properties of its
core, hidden deep beneath
the planet’s golden atmosphere.
That core isn’t the lump of
rock and ice that many scientists had envisioned, the
new study finds. Instead, the core is diffuse, pervaded by huge
amounts of hydrogen and helium and so spread out that it spans
70,000 kilometers, or about 60 percent of the planet’s diameter, researchers report at arXiv.org.
The new intel should help planetary scientists better understand not
only how giant planets formed in our solar system but also the nature
of such worlds orbiting other stars. To ascertain the structure of Saturn’s core, astronomer Christopher Mankovich and astrophysicist Jim
Fuller, both at Caltech, examined the giant planet’s rings. Just as
earthquakes help seismologists probe Earth’s interior, oscillations inside Saturn can reveal its internal composition. These oscillations alter
Saturn’s gravitational forces, inducing waves in the rings —especially
the C ring, which is the nearest of the three main rings to the planet.
By analyzing a wave in that ring, along with data on Saturn’s gravity
field from the now-defunct Cassini spacecraft, Mankovich and Fuller
found that the core has about 17 Earth masses of rock and ice. But
there’s so much hydrogen and helium mixed in, the core encompasses
55 Earth masses altogether — more than half of Saturn’s total, which
is equivalent to the mass of 95 Earths. This “ring seismology” work will
appear in a future Nature Astronomy.
“It’s a new way to look at gas giant planets in the solar system,” says
Ravit Helled, a planetary scientist at the University of Zurich who was
not involved with the work.
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Weight loss drug works better with exercise
Amy Norton
The weight-loss drug Saxenda can keep extra pounds off — but combining
it with exercise brings a bigger payoff, a new clinical trial finds.
The study found that some longstanding advice is valid: Prescription
weight-loss drugs work best when used along with — and not in place of
— lifestyle changes. Saxenda (liraglutide) is a prescription drug approved
in the United States for spurring and maintaining weight loss when added
to calorie-cutting and exercise. But whether the drug plus exercise is any
better than the drug alone — or exercise alone — has not been rigorously
tested.
The new trial, published in the New England Journal of Medicine, did just
that. And it found that over one year, the combination won, helping people
shed more pounds and, specifically, body fat. Experts not involved in the
trial said it underscores the importance of "comprehensive" tactics for keeping extra weight off. "The standard of care with all obesity treatments — medications and surgery — is to use them as adjuncts to ongoing behavioral
changes," said Dr. Scott Kahan, a spokesperson for The Obesity Society.
Sustainable diet changes and regular exercise are key, said Kahan, who
also directs the National Center for Weight and Wellness in Washington,
D.C. Weight-loss medications are useful, Kahan said, but not "magic
cures." Yet some doctors, he noted, may prescribe them without giving patients enough support on the lifestyle side of the coin. "The big point here
is, the study confirms that yes, combining medication with exercise is more
effective," said Dr. Reshmi Srinath, who directs the Weight and Metabolism
Management Program at Mount Sinai in New York City. She had some

caveats: Patients in the trial were fairly young — in their early 40s, on average — and healthy. Such vigorous exercise might not be appropriate for
older adults, or people with certain health conditions, like painful arthritis.
"With those patients, we generally recommend walking or incorporating
some weight training at home," Srinath said. But, she added, the bottom
line remains: "Medications should be used as an adjunct to lifestyle
changes." That applies not only to Saxenda, but to prescription weightloss drugs in general, Kahan and Srinath said. When it comes to choosing
a medication, Srinath said, it's a case-by-case decision, considering side
effects and any health conditions a patient might have.

Mediterranean diet could ward off dementia
Steven Reinberg
A diet rich in vegetables, fruits, olive oil and fish -- the so-called Mediterranean diet -- may protect the brain from plaque buildup and shrinkage, a
new study suggests.
Researchers in Germany looked at the link between diet and the proteins
amyloid and tau, which are a hallmark of Alzheimer's but are also found in
the brains of older people without dementia. "These results contribute to
the body of evidence that links eating habits with brain health and cognitive
performance in old age," said lead researcher Tommaso Ballarini, a postdoctoral researcher from the German Center for Neurodegenerative Diseases in Bonn.
Eating a Mediterranean-like diet might protect the brain from neurodegeneration and therefore reduce the risk of developing dementia, he said.
"However, further research is needed to validate these findings and to better understand the underlying mechanisms," Ballarini said, since this study
could not prove a cause-and-effect relationship. For the study, he and his
colleagues collected data on more than 500 people, of whom more than
300 had a high risk for Alzheimer's disease. The participants reported their
diets and took tests of language, memory and executive function. They
also underwent brain scans, and more than 200 had spinal fluid samples
taken to look for biomarkers of amyloid and tau. After adjusting for age,
sex and education, the researchers found that each point lower on the
Mediterranean diet scale was linked to nearly one year more of brain aging,
seen in the part of the brain closely tied with Alzheimer's disease.
People who didn't follow a Mediterranean diet had higher levels of markers
of amyloid and tau, the researchers found. Also, people who didn't follow
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a Mediterranean diet scored lower on memory tests than those who did.
"Overall, a closer adherence to a Mediterranean-like diet was associated
with a preserved brain volume in regions vulnerable to Alzheimer's disease, fewer abnormal amyloid and tau and better performance on memory
tests," Ballarini said. One limitation of the study is that people self-reported
their diet, which could lead to errors in recalling what and how much they
ate, the researchers noted.
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Mortal Kombat

Without Remorse

Amon Warmann

Nick De Semlyen

A video-game series as
iconic as Mortal Kombat
deserves a great movie.
The ’90s served up two
campy entries that were
ultra-cheesy instead of ultraviolent. While it’s not
enough to put the videogame movie curse to bed
for good, in embracing the franchise’s savage nature, director Simon McQuoid’s 2021 update is a step in the right direction.
It helps that Mortal Kombat 2021 starts off by putting its best foot forward. McQuoid smartly opens the movie in the 17th century to establish why Hanzo
Hasashi, aka Scorpion (Hiroyuki Sanada), is out for revenge against Bi-Han,
aka Sub-Zero (Joe Taslim). Full of beauty as well as fury, there is more emotional weight in this sequence than at any other point in the movie. The subsequent basic yet accessible-for-the-uninitiated present-day storyline sees
Cole Young (Lewis Tan) recruited by fellow Earthrealm fighters Jax (Mehcad
Brooks) and Sonya Blade (Jessica McNamee) for the upcoming Mortal Kombat tournament.
That we don’t actually get to the tournament here is a ballsy move, but McQuoid never forgets that the fights are the film’s main attraction. Though at
times it suffers from over-editing, the generous action is mostly satisfying,
aided by the fact that all the actors are doing the vast majority of their own
stunts. Fans of the franchise will be glad to know the movie earns its American
R rating too — when the fatalities come, they are brutal and bloody.

The Artist’s Wife

Apples

Beth Webb

Ian Freer

“I create art, she creates
the rest of our lives,”
Bruce Dern’s egotistical
celebrity painter Richard
quips fondly as Lena
Olin’s Claire nuzzles into
his arm. It’s a soapy yet
loaded sentiment in The
Artist’s Wife’s opening scene that pushes the film’s agenda straight into
the spotlight: behind every successful man is not only a woman, but a
compromising one. What ensues is a predictable yet compassionate
drama about the gendered imbalance between artistic couples, laced
with a study of dementia inspired by the experiences of filmmaker Tom
Dolby’s own parents.
The director binds his film to Olin, whose charm and naturally caring
temperament are permeated by raw loneliness even when surrounded
by people. Claire initially chooses to deny Richard’s condition, confirming
her lack of confidence in leaving her position as deputy. Not only do his
symptoms escalate rapidly but also his lofty and dismissive nature as
well. While Claire acts as the balm for the hurt he causes, swelling signs
of guilt emerge as she regains her stride as both an artist and desirable
company. The troubled and often traumatic female experience in a creative couple has been explored in ways more distinctive and impactful
than this, from Glenn Close’s enigmatic lead in The Wife to the exhausting and toxic Hollywood relationship in Malcolm & Marie.
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Jack Ryan, the sunny-natured boy scout of the CIA,
has had so much screen
time that he’s been played
by five actors. Now, finally,
his Tom Clancy counterpart
John Clark — the real
shadow recruit — gets his
own starring vehicle, after lurking on the fringes of Ryan’s movies and TV
show for the past 30 years. There’s a reason why it’s taken the character
so long to step up: as the title of this film implies, he’s a moody SOB. Dark,
brutal, hard-edged. Not averse to a spot of henchman-immolation if the
situation calls for it. In Clancy’s original novel, he even tortures a pimp to
death using a diving-simulation chamber.
2021’s Without Remorse doesn’t get that bleak, but to its credit resists the
urge to turn Clark into a wisecracking, softer hero. Michael B. Jordan, proving beyond doubt that he can do the whole action-movie thing, turns in a
performance fuelled by rage and grief, following a grim home-invasion sequence that leaves his life up-ended. You entirely buy him as a guy who
can, in a flash, weaponise his clothes using a sink, should it be necessary.
(Jordan is also very good at doing that cool thing involving holding a flashlight and a gun while crossing your arms.) The story he’s propelled through
may be a pretty standard revenge yarn, playing the same keys as movies
as old as Schwarzenegger’s Commando and Seagal’s Hard to Kill, but
Jordan is a natural at this stuff — it would be a shame if he doesn’t get to
reprise the character.

Apples starts as it means to go
on. Close-ups of a banal
house interior are cut to the
beat of a dull, steady drumbeat. The noise, it turns out, is
a man, Aris (Aris Servetalis),
rhythmically banging his head
on a door jamb, oblivious to
any pain. It’s an oddball note that Christos Nikou’s film not only runs with
but amplifies, delivering a deadpan but weirdly moving treatise on the relationship between memory, identity and grief. Nikou, an assistant director
on Richard Linklater’s Before Midnight, is often bracketed with Yorgos Lanthimos as a leading light of the so-called ‘Greek Weird Wave’. Working with
Emma Stone and Oscar nominations may be a long way off, but Apples is
a bizarre, small-scale delight that delivers a texture and voice all of its own.
Nikou’s film is Rod Serling meets Franz Kafka meets Charlie Kaufman.
The world has been hit by a mysterious pandemic of irreversible amnesia.
In Greece, the lucky few are found and reclaimed by family, the rest are either kept in hospital or put into the Disturbed Memory Department, which
helps them build a new personality. Waking up on a night bus with no idea
where or who he is, Aris is inducted into the recovery programme. Here he
is given a new apartment and a set of daily tasks (that come from a C90
cassette — remember them?) that are designed to form his new personality
and must be captured on an old-school Polaroid camera to form a photo
album of new memories.
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The Disappearing Act

Amazon Unbound

Florence de Changy

Brad Stone

Malaysia Airlines Flight 370, carrying
239 passengers, disappeared into the
night, never to be seen or heard from
again.
The incident was inexplicable. In a
world defined by advanced technology
and interconnectedness, how could an
entire aircraft become untraceable?
Had the flight been subject to a perfect
hijack? Perhaps the pilots lost control?
And if the plane did crash, where was
the wreckage? Writing for Le Monde in
the days and months after the plane’s
disappearance, journalist Florence de
Changy closely documented the
chaotic international investigation that followed, uncovering more questions than answers. Riddled with inconsistencies, contradictions and a
lack of basic communication between authorities, the mystery surrounding flight MH370 only deepened.
Now, de Changy offers her own explanation. Drawing together countless eyewitness testimonies, press releases, independent investigative
reports and expert opinion, The Disappearing Act offers an eloquent
and deeply unnerving narrative of what happened to the missing aircraft. An incredible feat of investigative journalism and a testament to
de Changy’s tenacity and resolve, this book is an exhaustive, gripping
account into one of the most profound mysteries of the 21st century.

From the bestselling author of The
Everything Store, an unvarnished
picture of Amazon’s unprecedented growth and its billionaire
founder, Jeff Bezos, revealing the
most important business story of
our time.
With the publication of The Everything Store in 2013, Bloomberg
journalist Brad Stone revealed
how the unlikely Seattle start-up
Amazon became an unexpected
king of ecommerce. Since then,
its founder has led Amazon to explosive growth in both size and
wealth. In less than ten years,
Amazon has quintupled the size
of its workforce and increased its
valuation to well over a trillion dollars. Whereas Amazon used to sell
only books, there is now little they don’t sell, becoming the world’s
largest online retailer and pushing into other markets at warp speed.
Between Amazon’s forty subsidiaries - like Whole Foods Market,
Amazon Studios in Hollywood, websites like Goodreads and IMDb,
and Amazon Web Services cloud software unit, plus Bezos’s purchase of the Washington Post - it’s almost impossible to go a day
without encountering their goods. Amazon provides us opportunities
to shop, entertain, inform, communicate, store and, one day, maybe
even travel to the moon. We live in a world run, supplied and controlled by Amazon.

Heart and Seoul
Jen Frederick
From USA Today bestselling author
Jen Frederick comes a heart-wrenching yet hopeful romance that shows
that the price of belonging is often
steeper than expected.
As a Korean adoptee, Hara Wilson
doesn’t need anyone telling her she
looks different from her white parents.
She knows. Every time Hara looks in
the mirror, she’s reminded that she
doesn’t look like anyone else in her
family—not her loving mother, Ellen;
not her jerk of a father, Pat; and certainly not like Pat’s new wife and new
“real” son.
At the age of twenty-five, she thought
she had come to terms with it all, but when her father suddenly dies, an
offhand comment at his funeral triggers an identity crisis that has her running off to Seoul in search of her roots. What Hara finds there has all the
makings of a classic K-drama: a tall, mysterious stranger who greets her
at the airport, spontaneous adventures across the city, and a mess of familial ties, along with a red string of destiny that winds its way around her,
heart and soul. Hara goes to Korea looking for answers, but what she gets
instead is love—a forbidden love that will either welcome Hara home or
destroy her chance of finding one.
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Nemesis
Philip Roth
Set in a Newark neighborhood during a terrifying polio outbreak,
Nemesis is a wrenching examination of the forces of circumstance on
our lives.
Bucky Cantor is a vigorous, dutiful
twenty-three-year-old playground director during the summer of 1944. A
javelin thrower and weightlifter, he is
disappointed with himself because
his weak eyes have excluded him
from serving in the war alongside his
contemporaries. As the devastating
disease begins to ravage Bucky’s
playground, Roth leads us through
every inch of emotion such a pestilence can breed: fear, panic, anger,
bewilderment, suffering, and pain. Moving between the streets of Newark
and a pristine summer camp high in the Poconos, Nemesis tenderly and
startlingly depicts Cantor’s passage into personal disaster, the condition
of childhood, and the painful effect that the wartime polio epidemic has
on a closely-knit, family-oriented Newark community and its children.
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