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Conflict

Beyond the ceasefire
After 11 days of blood and fire, the fighting in
Gaza has stopped. A ceasefire between Israel and Hamas came into force a few weeks
ago, ending the devastating exchange of
bombing and rocket attacks that caused
widespread destruction in the Gaza Strip and
brought life in much of Israel to a standstill.
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Riyadh-Tehran rapprochement
It is a pleasant surprise for Muslims that Saudi
Arabia and Iran have started talks to normalise
relations between them. Though it is still premature to predict the outcome of their efforts,
yet it is a great breakthrough in itself that the
archrivals have decided to settle their issues
through dialogue. If they reach an agreement,
it will not only benefit the two Muslim countries,
but also the region and the whole world.
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Economics

Economic figure
fudging?
Shahid Hussain

The government’s economic growth projection of 3.94pc for the current
fiscal year is shocking for most experts and the opposition. Even if the estimate is right, it will not be enough to meet the basic needs of the rising
number of people, who have been crushed by high inflation and unemployment rates.
According to the government, Pakistan’s economy performed beyond
expectations with all major macroeconomic indicators showing positive
trends amid the Covid-19 pandemic, resulting in a 3.94pc economic growth
rate this fiscal year, compared to a revised negative 0.47pc in 2019-20.
The growth rate is not only far better than the government’s own estimates,
but also international financial institutions. The State Bank of Pakistan
(SBP) had estimated GDP growth at 3pc, while the finance ministry’s projection was 2.5pc. On the other hand, the International Monetary Fund and
the World Bank had estimated it between 1.3pc and 1.5pc. No doubt, most
experts are not willing to accept the new government figures.
According to the government, the agriculture and services sectors have
spurred growth. The services sector grew 4.43pc, the agriculture sector
posted a 2.77pc growth, while industrial output grew 3.57pc. On the other
hand, Pakistan’s trade deficit has widened by 20.1pc to $23.562 billion
during the first 10 months (July-April) of the current fiscal year, from
$19.613 billion in the corresponding period of 2019-20. Exports grew by
$2.471 billion or 13.4pc to $20.879 billion during July-April 2020-21, as
compared to $18.408 billion in the same period of 2019-20. However, imports posted a growth of $6.420 billion or 16.9pc to $44.441 billion during
the first 10 months of the current fiscal year as compared to $38.021 billion
in the same period of 2019-20. Pakistan’s exports grew 129pc to $2.191
billion in April 2021, as compared to $957 million in April 2020. Imports
have posted a growth of 53.6pc to $4.922 billion in April 2021, against
$3.204 billion in the corresponding month of FY 2020. The trade deficit
also posted a growth of 21.5pc to $ 2.731 billion in April 2021, from $2.247
billion in April 2020, indicating a difference of $484 million.
Foreign direct investment (FDI) fell by over 32pc during the 10 months
of the current fiscal year compared to the same period in the previous financial year. However, data released by the State Bank of Pakistan
showed that the inflow during April 2021 had increased compared to the
same month of the last fiscal year.
In the situation, experts and the opposition are skeptical about the new
statistics, which paint a rosy picture of the economy. The opposition Pakistan Muslim League-Nawaz (PML-N) has alleged that the PTI government
has fudged figures, including those about the population of Pakistan, to lie
about its economic performance. It said the top three indicators of any
economy in the world were its GDP growth, inflation rate and budget deficit.
“The PTI government has failed at all three indicators. The government
has secured a loan equal to 50pc of what Pakistan had obtained since it
came into being. While calculating the GDP growth, the PTI took Pakistan’s
population at 210.10 million, whereas the actual population is 220.80m,
according to the 2017 census, which has increased by 2.4pc since then,”
it said.
According to Finance Minister Shaukat Tarin, the economy needs to

04

expand by 5pc next year. “That’s the bare minimum we need for a country
this size. There are almost 110 million youths. We need two million jobs
every year. If we do not go into growth mode, we will have a major crisis
on the streets,” he warned. The revised estimates show that the economy
may not grow at the required pace to meet the requirements of the country
and its people. Even if it is achieved, there will be the question about its
sustainability. The last PML-N government had achieved a high growth
rate, but it still failed to address national issues. All fiscal indicators of the
country had worsened when the PTI came to power. It shows Pakistan’s
economy has structural weaknesses, which worsen after a few years in
every government.
The government plans to boost spending on large infrastructure projects by 40pc to create jobs and foster productivity. It will earmark Rs900
billion for development expenditure in the budget. It is targeting about Rs6
trillion in revenues next year. The plans are necessary for an economic revival of the country. However, what is crushing the common people is high
inflation. April saw a double-digit increase in prices of consumer items as
inflation edged up to 11.1pc from 9.1pc in March, according to the government’s own data. Inflation entered a double-digit figure after a gap of 12
months though it fell to 5.7pc in January 2021. It was mainly driven by double-digit growth in food inflation in both urban and rural areas. On a monthon-month basis, inflation increased by 1pc, mainly due to an increase in
prices of chicken, cooking oil/ghee, sugar, wheat, and pulses for the end
consumers. At the same time, non-food inflation has steadily been on the
rise for the past few months due to higher energy prices. The average Consumer Price Index in 10 months — between July and April — eased from
11.22pc last year to 8.62pc this year. Ramazan saw an accelerated growth
in prices of vegetables, fruit, chicken and oil.
The situation has reached a point, where people think the government
cannot provide relief to them. They have expressed their anger at the government in recent by-polls. It is a fact that the government has failed to
check prices in its three years. It resorted to rhetoric only. People need
practical steps from the government to save them from sugar, wheat, flour
and other mafias.
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Conflict

Beyond the ceasefire
Nasim Ahmed

After 11 days of blood and fire, the fighting in Gaza has stopped. A
ceasefire between Israel and Hamas came into force a few weeks
ago, ending the devastating exchange of bombing and rocket attacks that caused widespread destruction in the Gaza Strip and
brought life in much of Israel to a standstill.
The truce was arranged by Egypt, following mounting international pressure to stem the bloodshed, which erupted on May 10.
The two weeks saw some of the worst violence in the region since
the 2014 war in Gaza, with Hamas launching missiles and Israel
pounding the blockaded coastal strip with heavy fire.
The entire world has heaved a sigh of relief and welcomed the
end to the deadly dance of death in Gaza. The OIC, the Arab
League and the UN Secretary General have expressed satisfaction
over the peace agreement. Speaking on behalf of Pakistan, Foreign Minister Shah Mehmood Qureshi has expressed the hope that
the ceasefire would be the first step towards establishing a durable
peace in Palestine.
US President Joe Biden has hailed Egypt’s role in brokering the
peace agreement: “I believe we have a genuine opportunity to make
progress and I'm committed to working toward it.” Britain has also welcomed the ceasefire, with Foreign Secretary Dominic Raab saying: “All
sides must work to make the ceasefire durable and end the unacceptable
cycle of violence”. A statement from Israeli Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu's office said the security cabinet had “unanimously accepted the
recommendation of all of the security officials to accept the Egyptian initiative for a mutual ceasefire without pre-conditions”. In separate statements, Hamas and Islamic Jihad also confirmed the ceasefire.
After the ceasefire, both sides claimed victory. Senior leaders of Hamas
told a cheering crowd of thousands of Palestinians that it was a celebration
of victory. Shortly after the truce was announced, Islamic Jihad said it had
“managed to humiliate” Israel. On the other hand, the Israeli government
in a statement said its aerial campaign had made “unprecedented”
achievements in Gaza, a territory it has blockaded since 2007.
Violence erupted in the first week of April after weeks of tensions in
Jerusalem over planned evictions of Palestinians from their homes in East
Jerusalem to make way for Jewish settlers, and heavy-handed police tactics at the sensitive Al Aqsa mosque compound. Israel's bombardment
began after attacks on Palestinian protesters at the Al Aqsa mosque compound. Hamas had given the Israeli forces a 6pm deadline to leave the
compound.
When the deadline expired, Hamas launched rockets, while the Israeli
army began to hit military and civilian targets in Gaza.
According to media reports, Hamas and other armed groups in Gaza
fired more than 4,300 rockets into Israel, which killed 12 people, including
two children and an Israeli soldier. On the other hand, Israeli strikes on
Gaza killed 232 Palestinians, including 65 children, and wounded another
1,900. Vast areas in Gaza, including residential and commercial buildings,
have been reduced to rubble. Over 120,000 people have been displaced
because Israeli bombing destroyed their living quarters.
Israel’s brutal pounding of civilian targets in Gaza drew worldwide condemnation. A statement by the 57-nation Organisation of Islamic Cooperation (OIC) called for an immediate halt to what it described as Israel’s
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barbaric attacks on Gaza. The OIC statement came after a virtual meeting
in which Saudi Arabia condemned the violation of the sanctity of Muslim
holy sites and evictions of Palestinians from their homes in East
Jerusalem. The OIC also accused the United Nations Security Council of
inertia and called on Israel to respect Muslims’ access to the Al Aqsa
mosque as well as stop settlers from forcibly evicting Palestinian families
from their homes.
Now that the fighting has stopped, what next? UN Chief Antonio Guterres, who also welcomed the deal, said Israel and the Palestinians now had
a responsibility to have “a serious dialogue to address the root causes of
the conflict”. He also called on the international community to work with
the UN on a “robust package of support for a swift, sustainable reconstruction and recovery”.
Needless to say, the biggest hurdle to peace in Palestine is the
hypocrisy of the big powers, especially the United States, which in blatant
violation of the UN charter and international laws and conventions, continue to extend blind support to Israel and its acts of aggression against
the defenceless Palestinian people.
The region will remain in the throes of endless war and destruction
until the Palestinians are given their right to live in peace in a land that
is theirs. Trouble arises when Israeli settlers force Arab families out of
their homes. Past years have seen a systematic Israeli effort to change
the demographic structure, historical and legal status and Arab-Islamic
character of Al-Quds Al-Sharif. This is the root cause of the conflict and
chaos in Palestine.
As many Middle East experts have pointed out, the elements of a just
and durable peace in Palestine must include an end to Israel’s occupation of Arab land and illegal settlements and an apartheid-like regime imposed on the occupied territories. Simultaneously, steps should be taken
to implement the UN resolution for the establishment of an independent
Palestinian state. As for the rival claims on Jerusalem which is holy to
Islam, Christianity and Judaism, the matter can be settled by declaring it
an international city under UN control. Without justice, Palestine will continue to bleed.
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Transition

Global trends 2040: A more
turbulent world ahead
Nasim Ahmed

Every few years, the U.S. National Intelligence Council comes
out with its projection of world events in the next 20 years. The
latest report titled “Global Trends 2040: A More Contested World”
predicts that our world in the coming decades will become more
uncertain and chaotic due to abrupt demographic shifts, economic turbulence, runaway climate change and technological innovation. The COVID-19 pandemic has been cited as an
example of the challenges ahead, with both governments and
multilateral institutions flailing and failing to cope with the situation.
The “Global Trends 2040” is the seventh in a series of reports
dating back to 1997. It envisages a world in which America will
not be the sole dominant power. Going forward, it states that no
single nation will be able to dominate “across all regions or domains.” Rather, rival powers will jockey to shape global norms,
rules, and institutions. Geopolitical competition between the U.S.
and China will set the parameters of international cooperation and competition.
The NIC report identifies four main trends—demographic, economic,
climatic and technological—that will shape the world in the coming years.
Although population growth will slow down everywhere, yet the world will
have additional 1.4 billion people, mostly in Africa and South Asia, to reach
9.2 billion in 2040. Humanity will also age rapidly, particularly in East Asia
and Europe, and continue to urbanize, with two-thirds living in cities, up
from 56 percent today.
These trends will put an unbearable burden on the developing countries’ infrastructure and services, upset public finances in aging nations
and increase the flows of migrant labor—with attendant political tensions.
The dramatic development gains of the recent past will be wiped out with
many countries struggling to sustain decades of significant improvements
in education, health, and poverty reduction.
The NIC report depicts a depressing picture of the world economy. It
projects an era of rising sovereign debt, leaving governments with shrinking
fiscal space to meet their citizens’ expanding aspirations, and declining
employment opportunities, as automation eliminates many higher-skilled
service jobs. Another major threat will be posed by growing economic fragmentation due to rising protectionism, increasing regionalization and antiquated multilateral trade rules. Income disparities will sharpen leading to
more concentrated economic power. Technology giants will further consolidate their monopoly positions as institutions of international economic governance would prove unequal to the new challenges.
The “Global Trends 2040” sees climate change as an irresistible force
that will change the course of world politics. The past 10 years have been
the hottest on record and each of the last five decades hotter than the previous one. Governments have now pledged to reduce greenhouse gas
emissions, but the current pace of decarbonization is too slow to stop the
onset of disastrous warming. Extremely volatile weather conditions will
worsen water, food, health and energy insecurity which, in turn, would increase political instability and mass migration, particularly in the developing
world. As the planet warms, there will be more demand for geo-engineering, including the deployment of unproven strategies, like stratospheric
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aerosol injection, leading to unforeseen and unintended consequences.
An important megatrend identified in the NIC report is the emergence
as well as convergence of new technologies. Over the next 20 years, innovations in the fields of artificial intelligence, network computing, machine
learning, virtual reality, robotics, nanotechnology, space technology, smart
materials and biotechnology will completely transform human life. It is estimated that some 64 billion devices will be connected to the “internet of
things” by 2025 and possibly many trillions by 2040.
There will be stiff competition among China, the United States and other
nations to dominate the emerging fields. New technologies will also challenge governments and societies by disrupting industries and jobs, reshaping relations between public authorities and private actors, threatening
privacy and liberty, and even posing existential risks to human survival.
Thus, in the years ahead we must be prepared for a more contested,
fragmented and turbulent world. Rapid technological change, economic
dislocation and pessimism, declining social trust and siloed information will
accelerate the rise of exclusionary identities and undermine civic norms.
Politics will become more polarized and volatile, and governments would
have a difficult time meeting public expectations in the face of economic,
demographic and environmental challenges. Democracy will be under
threat. A more conflict-prone and volatile geopolitical environment will adversely affect global multilateralism. International treaties, organizations,
norms and standards will be under stress, and the world would grow more
confrontational.
The “Global Trends 2040” also projects alternative scenarios for the future, each hinging on the quality and direction of the U.S.-China relationship. The first scenario dubbed “renaissance of democracies” envisions a
restoration of the liberal, rules-based international order. Secondly, we
should expect a rudderless global system in which the U.S., China and
other powers fail to agree on common rules and institutions. “Competitive
coexistence” is the third possible outcome which foresees Washington and
Beijing willing to cooperate on shared global challenges despite their
strategic rivalry. Lastly, the “Separate silos” contemplate the world’s fragmentation into economic and security blocs, or even great-power spheres
of influence.
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Rights

Why political parties are
averse to holding local polls
Muhammad Hassan

Prime Minister Imran Khan has directed the chief
ministers of Punjab and Khyber Pakhtunkhwa to
take steps to hold local government elections. However, the ruling party in the Centre and the provinces
can delay the elections as much as possible, because the time is not suitable for it. The situation in
Punjab is serious, as recent by-elections showed.
The Pakistan Tehreek-i-Insaf (PTI) will have to cut
prices of food and essentials and announce incentives for the common people in the upcoming
budget for any chance of winning the local polls.
Prime Minister Imran Khan had promised to empower people through local governments when his
party formed the government in Khyber
Pakhtunkhwa in 2013. However, the party has
changed the law many times. The law envisaged villages as the basic unit. Over 1,000 union councils
were converted into 3,501 village councils/ neighbourhood councils (for the urban areas). Thirty per
cent of development funds were promised to the village/ neighbourhood
councils and 24 government functions/ departments were devolved. The
first polls under the new law were held in 2015, but the system crashed
soon after its inauguration. Instead of empowering the local bodies, six of
the 24 functions delegated to them were withdrawn. In a new amendment,
funds were withheld from the local bodies “to be routed through officers
designated by the government”. Ten more functions were withdrawn from
the local governments, leaving them with only eight out of 24 promised in
the LG Act of 2013. More amendments in 2019 to the LG Act abolished
the district elected organisation, replacing it with an elected tehsil council.
However, the move towards the grassroots level was neutralised by placing the elected tehsil council under the deputy commissioner as the provincial government’s principal representative.
Under the law, it is the responsibility of the provincial governments to
hold local government polls within three months of the general election.
However, elected governments have delayed them on one pretext or the
other. The last PML-N government in Punjab was not willing to hold local
polls because it feared the PTI and the PML-Q, whereas the PPP has a
proven track record of avoiding the elections. According to experts, the
PML-N and the PPP delayed the election to get a better chance to exploit
the weaknesses of the system.
In Pakistan, provincial governments and legislators want all powers and
development funds for themselves. Councillors and nazims are their enemies as they share powers with them and become more popular at the local
level. It is why provincial governments do not empower them, financially and
administratively. Former Punjab Chief Minister Shahbaz Sharif had introduced an ordinance in the province which was a replica of the 1979 system
of Gen Ziaul Haq. Under the system, local leaders could not take independent decisions and had to depend on bureaucrats’ approval. Besides, the
government had empowered itself to dissolve the local governments. All
public representatives, elected at the local level, had the least possible administrative and financial authority and were put under the bureaucracy, en-
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suring that all powers remained in the hands of the chief minister.
The PML-N and the PPP made several pretexts in the Supreme Court
of Pakistan to avoid local polls for almost 10 years. It is a pity that both
mainstream parties, which have ruled the country for several decades, do
not want to devolve power to the local level, which is the essence of
democracy all over the world. The Supreme Court had to intervene to remind politicians of their responsibilities to the people.
Another problem with local polls in Pakistan is that they are a real blessing for tribes and clans, who choose their representatives on the basis of
Biradari (caste), instead of any other qualification. However, the polls can
resolve many public issues at the local level with larger participation of
people and political parties. As all main political parties have avoided holding them, dictators held local polls regularly. Former President Musharraf
was the latest example. However, if the polls are held regularly, voting on
the basis of clans (Biradari) and other considerations will phase out and
people would elect honest and genuine representatives to resolve their
problems at the local level.
The PTI is also following in the footsteps of the PPP and the PML-N
over local elections. It has delayed them under different pretexts in Punjab
and Khyber Pakhtunkhaw, the provinces it rules. After the results of recent
by-polls in Punjab, the PTI could further delay local polls. If it is forced by
courts to hold them, it will have to work really hard to beat the PML-N in
the province. It appears it will have to adopt the system of former Chief
Minister Shahbaz Sharif to win the polls and control local bodies and their
representatives. The ruling party still has some time to improve its
chances. It can take measures to reduce prices of food and essentials,
which is the biggest problem of people. It can announce development
schemes in the budget to woo voters, especially in rural areas. However,
good governance will remain a dream in the absence of a vibrant local
government system. Prime Minister Imran Khan should hold elections
under his vision to empower people at the grassroots level, without caring
for the results. It will be a great service to people and democracy, even if
his party fails to win.
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Incentives

Towards agriculture sustainability
Muhammad Ali

Finance Minister Shaukat Tarin’s roadmap to high economic growth visualises special incentives for agriculture, construction and the industry. Pakistan’s agriculture sector has not been performing well for the past few
years and so is the economy. Recently, Pakistan had to import wheat and
sugar, at much higher rates than their local production costs, which not
only raised questions about food security but also put an extra burden on
the country. In the situation, sustainability in agriculture will be the biggest
challenge to the government, especially at a time when climate change
poses a serious threat to it.
Pakistan has achieved a bumper wheat crop this year and hopes increased production of other crops. The government has announced a
number of incentives for farmers to boost agriculture. It launched the Kisan
(farmer) Card, under which farmers would be able to get Rs1,000 subsidy
on DAP (diammonium phosphate), which was previously Rs500. "Subsidies will also be available for seeds and pesticides," Prime Minister Imran
Khan said, while launching the scheme at Multan. Farmers will also be
provided with loan through the card, and support, in case of a calamity and
crisis. Over five million peasants are expected to profit from the scheme,
which will, in return, benefit the common people in the shape of low-cost
food.
The government has also announced an agriculture reform package
worth Rs110 billion in the upcoming budget, besides increasing lending by
almost 80pc to Rs2.7 trillion to substantially enhance crops’ output and
farmers’ income. The package, to be implemented in three years, would
be financed by the Centre and the provinces on a 50:50 pro rata basis.
The federal government will allocate roughly Rs25-30b for it in the coming
budget.
The package would have four key elements, including a Rs40b programme to be implemented in three years for the import of semen for administration to animals through its provision to farmers free of cost or at a
notional cost to enhance the productivity of livestock. The provinces will
bear the 50pc cost of the project. The second element is a Rs40b programme to provide Rs1,000 per bag of nitrogenous and phosphoric fertilisers to the extent of about 40 million bags. Half of the funding will be
shared by Punjab and Sindh. It will cover three major crops — wheat, rice
and maize. Then, there is a Rs30b package for increasing the number of
crops from the current 1.5 per year to about 2.5 per year by increasing the
share of three crops with a three-month maturity period, including moong,
potatoes and beans, and enhancing the share of fruits and vegetables.
Besides, agriculture credit would be increased from the current year’s
Rs1.5tr to Rs2.7tr over the next two years. It stood at about Rs900b two
years ago. The government believes the package would be the key to reducing poverty and increasing the income of rural people.
On the other hand, the Asian Development Bank (ADB) has warned
that climate change will have serious direct and indirect effects on the agriculture sector of Pakistan. In its report titled, “Climate Risk Country Profile
Pakistan,” the ADB said that direct effects include alterations to carbon
dioxide availability, precipitation and temperatures. While indirect effects
include impacts on water resource availability and seasonality, soil organic
matter transformation, soil erosion, changes in pest and disease profiles,
the arrival of invasive species, and decline in arable areas due to the submergence of coastal lands and desertification.
On the international level, the impacts are expected to damage key staple crop yields, even on lower emissions pathways. Experts estimate 5pc
and 6pc declines in global wheat and maize yields respectively even if the
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Paris Climate Agreement is met and warming is limited to 1.5 C. Shifts in
the optimal and viable spatial ranges of certain crops are also inevitable,
though the extent and speed of those shifts remains dependent on the
emissions pathway. A further and perhaps lesser appreciated influence of
climate change on agricultural production is through its impact on the
health and productivity of the labor force. Citing a study, the ADB said that
labor productivity during peak months had already dropped by 10pc as a
result of warming, and that a decline of up to 20pc might be expected by
2050 under the highest emissions pathway.
In combination, it is highly likely that the processes will have a considerable impact on national food consumption patterns both through direct
impacts on internal agricultural operations, and through impacts on the
global supply chain. Agriculture employs 38.57pc of Pakistan's workforce
and contributes 22pc to gross domestic product (GDP), making potential
climate impacts and adaptation needs in the sector a high priority. The report warns that damage to key cash crop yields, such as cotton, is a particular concern. Pakistan is the fifth largest producer of cotton in the
world—the industry contributes 10pc of the country’s GDP and employs
approximately 30pc of the country’s farmers, many of whom are rural
women.
The impact of extreme climate events on the agricultural sector in Pakistan can be very significant, raising concerns regarding any increase in
their frequency attributed to climate change. Floods inundate fertile land,
kill livestock, destroy standing crops, and reduce or eliminate yields. This
was demonstrated in the major flood of 2010, during which an estimated
2.4 million hectares of un-harvested crops were lost, worth approximately
$5.1 billion. Droughts can be equally devastating to rural livelihoods. From
1999–2002, droughts in Sindh and Balochistan provinces killed two million
livestock and necessitated emergency relief to provide drinking water and
food aid to farming communities. Even minimal changes in precipitation
patterns over prolonged periods can alter the country’s food production by
placing greater pressure on the water resources the country’s irrigation
network depends on, the ADB said.
Pakistan faces increases in average temperatures significantly above
the global average. Cities in its northern regions will be strongly impacted.
The rises add to already high baseline temperatures. Under higher emissions pathways the number of days per year with temperatures over 35 C
may rise from around 120 to over 150 by the middle of the 21st century.
The changes will place extreme pressure on urban environments, and the
energy systems which support them. Changes should be seen in the context of the increasing impact of the urban heat island effect, driven by urbanisation, and identified in cities such as Lahore and Peshawar. The
report says Pakistan holds considerable social vulnerability to disaster.
High poverty and malnutrition rates prevail and many communities and minority groups are marginalised by socio-economic status, location, and political circumstances. Pakistan’s high exposure to multiple natural hazards
and its likely exposure to above average climate changes should be seen
in the context of its vulnerability. Over decadal timeframes mortality attributable to natural hazards is dominated by Pakistan’s exposure to earthquakes.
The study shows climate change poses a serious challenge to Pakistan. The government will have to take urgent measures to save the country from its serious threats. However, Pakistan alone cannot tackle the
problem, which it has not created, and it needs help from developed countries to clear their mess.
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Crisis

Sindh-Punjab water tensions
Muhammad Zain

Pakistan faces a serious water crisis for its summer crops
and the situation has heightened tensions between Punjab
and Sindh. The shortages not only threaten food security
in the country but also undermine national harmony.
The situation is not unexpected. Water shortages are
worsening year by year and summer crops were feared to
suffer after experts had warned of an acute shortfall of
water. However, the Central and Sindh and Punjab governments failed to take timely measures. At least, they
could have launched drives to create awareness of judicious water use and its conservation. The water shortages
have also created tensions between Punjab and Sindh. It
will also add to the political temperature in the country, as
Sindh is ruled by the opposition Pakistan Peoples Party
(PPP), while the Pakistan Tehreek-i-Insaf (PTI) of Prime
Minister Imran Khan has been in power in the Centre and
Punjab. Experts say the shortages for the summer crops
have jumped to 30pc from earlier projections of 10pc, with a drop in temperature in the catchment areas. It forced the Indus River System Authority
(Irsa), the sole arbiter of water disputes under the 1991 Water Apportionment Accord, to release water from the Mangla Dam for the cotton crop in
Sindh as the provincial government accused the authority and Punjab of
stealing its water share. On the other hand, Punjab is annoyed at the
move, because it fears the failure to fill the reservoir could worsen water
shortages for both summer and winter crops in the province. It demands
water distribution among the provinces in accordance with the new estimates of shortages and available river inflows. Besides, Punjab also accuses Sindh of under-reporting water availability for irrigation in the
province.
The two provinces have had reservations against each other for
decades. An accord was reached in 1991 to solve water disputes among
provinces but it failed to achieve its desired results. Sindh is concerned
because the accord does not ensure a minimum environmental flow of
river water through the province into the sea. It opposes the construction
of dams upstream because it fears it would deprive it of its due water
share.
The water row between Punjab and Sindh intensified after PPP Chairman Bilawal Bhutto Zardari accused the federal government of failing to
ensure a fair distribution of water and depriving Sindh of its share. In a
statement, he said the PTI government had deliberately created a water
crisis in Sindh and must be held responsible for any consequences. “The
water supply to Karachi has been severely reduced. Other districts of the
province, including Thatta, Badin, Sujawal and Tharparkar, are also facing
water shortages due to the brutal policy of the federal government.” He
also alleged that 2,000 cusecs of water of Sindh was being stolen through
the Chashma Jhelum Link Canal and warned of a sit-in on Punjab-Sindh
borders if the water issue was not resolved.
Sindh Chief Minister Murad Ali Shah said the province suffered a 35pc
shortage in the first 10 days and a 37.7pc shortage in the second 10 days
during the ongoing Kharif season-2021. “On the other hand, Punjab faced
just 17.3pc and 16pc shortages in the first and second 10 days, respectively,” he charged.
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Meanwhile, opposition leader in the Sindh Assembly, Haleem Adil
Sheikh, claimed that Sindh was receiving more water than its share. He
accused provincial ministers and local leaders of being involved in water
theft. “Feudal lords and PPP leaders steal water in Sindh and small growers are deprived of it,” he alleged at a press conference.
On the other hand, Punjab claims that Sindh has been fudging data on
the availability of water in its canals by exaggerating transmission losses
to get extra share at the cost of other provinces. “Sindh has been tampering with water availability data in the province and teams of Irsa during
surprise visits have repeatedly found more water at Guddu, Sukkur and
Kotri barrages than was being reported by Sindh irrigation authorities,”
Punjab Irrigation Minister Mohsin Leghari alleged at a press conference.
He said Punjab irrigation officials deputed at the Sindh barrages had also
been reporting figure fudging but Irasa failed to take action. The Punjab irrigation minister feared that the country could face food security if the
Mangla reservoir was not filled and water was not available for wheat sowing. He accused the Irsa of releasing additional water for Sindh under pressure from the PPP.
In response to the allegations, an Irsa spokesperson claimed that all
provinces were receiving their fair share of water. “Sindh faced only 4pc
water shortage so far while Punjab faced 16pc,” he claimed.
Amid the bickering, Prime Minister Imran Khan has claimed that 10
dams and hydropower projects, initiated by the PTI government in 2018,
would complete by 2028, which besides generating cheaper electricity will
also make the country’s 8 million acres of land cultivable and ensure food
security. Talking to the media after overseeing progress of construction of
the Mohmand Dam, he regretted that despite having a large potential, “no
dams were constructed in Pakistan after the decade of 1960s or over the
last 50 years”. He said that 10 dams, including Bhasha and Dasu, would
be built under the vision of clean and green Pakistan and in view of the
climate crisis.
Dams and water reservoirs are also important for meeting the demand
of clean drinking water in major cities. It is hoped the new dams will be
built in the stipulated time, which would not only provide low-cost electricity
to people but also ensure food security in the country.
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Thaw

Riyadh-Tehran
rapprochement
Shahid Hussain
It is a pleasant surprise for Muslims that Saudi Arabia and Iran have started
talks to normalise relations between them. Though it is still premature to
predict the outcome of their efforts, yet it is a great breakthrough in itself
that the archrivals have decided to settle their issues through dialogue. If
they reach an agreement, it will not only benefit the two Muslim countries,
but also the region and the whole world.
No leadership of any country would be happier than Pakistan’s, if relations between Saudi Arabia and Iran normalize, because they directly affect
Pakistan in terms of sectarian violence, and ever-increasing oil prices. Pakistan’s civilian and military leaderships have also worked hard to defuse
tension between Iran and Saudi Arabia. In 2019, Prime Minister Imran Khan
set out on an ambitious mission to defuse escalating tensions between the
archrivals. Some regional and international developments forced the two
countries to come to the negotiation table.
However, analysts say no immediate breakthrough is expected. Retired
Columbia University professor and former US diplomat Gary Sick told the
Voice of America he thinks that it's "always a positive sign" when Iran and
Saudi Arabia are negotiating, but that he does not anticipate any "immediate breakthrough." "Although we apparently had one or two meetings between the Iranians and the Saudis, the progress, if any, has been extremely
glacial and I certainly don't think that this is going to result in an embrace
between these two rival powers anywhere in the near future,” he said.
Washington-based Gulf analyst Theodore Karasik told VOA that he
thought part of the incentive to find a working arrangement between Saudi
Arabia and Iran revolved around the United States shifting its focus of attention from the Middle East to the Indo-Pacific region. "Saudi Arabia and
Iran," he says, "are attempting to find ways to cooperate in a non-political,
non-religious manner (in domains which include) transportation, entertainment, investment and family relations (for a better) future." He adds that
both Iraq and Oman are involved in the talks and that Qatar "wants to get
involved, too." Former diplomat Sick says he was "surprised" to see Iraq
leading efforts to mediate an accord between the two rivals of the Islamic
world but points out that Tehran claimed its late military commander, Gen.
Qassem Suleimani, killed by a US drone attack in Baghdad in 2020, was
carrying a message to Saudi Arabia when he died.
Experts say a new government in the US has forced Iran and Saudi Arabia to defuse tension between them. In his first foreign policy speech, US
President Joe Biden announced the end of US support for the Saudi-led
war in Yemen and a halt to arms sales to the kingdom, in a reversal of former President Donald Trump’s policy of providing logistical assistance and
selling huge amounts of advanced weaponry to Saudi Arabia. Riyad has
led a coalition in support of the government against Iran-backed Houthi
rebels since 2015, in a war that has created the world’s worst humanitarian
crisis.
While the US shift in policy poses a challenge for Saudi Arabia, it also
creates an opportunity for Pakistan to get its relationship with Saudi Arabia
back on track. Earlier, Riyadh pressured Islamabad not to be part of the
game being played by Iran, Turkey and Malaysia to divide the Muslim
Ummah by creating a new bloc to rival the Saudi-led 57-member Organisation of Islamic Cooperation (OIC). According to the Interpreter, as it feels
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the heat of a new administration in Washington, Saudi Arabia has put the
brakes on further deterioration of relations with its long-time ally Pakistan.
Riyadh had already withdrawn $2 billion out of a $3 billion loan that it had
extended to help Islamabad avoid a balance of payment crisis in 2018. In
a move suggesting a thaw in Saudi-Pak relations, Riyadh did not withdraw
its remaining $1 billion loan. Saudi Arabia has also revived the $3.2 billion
deferred oil financing facility to Pakistan.
Looking to China may be the best choice left for Riyadh, amid eroding
US support for the kingdom. And Pakistan could serve as a bridge bringing
the two countries closer. With the shift in the Biden administration’s Middle
East policy bringing Pakistan closer to Saudi Arabia and its allies, a hostile
Washington could push Riyadh into China’s camp. For Riyadh, the road to
Beijing goes through a friendly Islamabad. It was China – Pakistan's close
friend and strategic partner – that bailed out the South Asian nation last
year after Riyadh claimed back its money ahead of schedule. There already
exist grounds for strong a Sino-Saudi strategic partnership. Chinese help
in developing Saudi's nuclear programme is one important aspect. The construction of a China-backed facility for extracting uranium yellowcake from
uranium ore in Saudi Arabia raised concerns in Washington and Tel Aviv.
The Saudi nuclear program has been moving ahead with Chinese help
since 2018, when Saudi Crown Prince Mohammed bin Salman (MBS)
vowed to develop nuclear weapons if Iran pursued a nuclear bomb.
Opposition to the Saudi nuclear program by the US and Israel would
distance Riyadh from Washington and also bring it closer to Beijing. Oil revenues account for about two thirds of the kingdom’s exports, and China is
the world’s largest importer of crude oil. Saudi Arabia does not currently
enjoy the position of leading global oil producer it has in past decades, because the US and Russia are now the top oil producers in the world. And
while the US does not need Saudi’s oil, China has managed to get Iranian
oil at discounted rates under a strategic partnership deal with Iran. China
might also consider a similar strategic partnership deal with Saudi Arabia.
Tensions with China, therefore which has been the biggest buyer of Saudi
oil, would not serve Saudi economic interests.
China could also help to diversify Saudi's economy under MBS’s Vision
2030. The plan for diversification of Saudi economy has been battered by
the Covid-19 pandemic and falling energy prices. The kingdom has witnessed a sharp decline in its oil revenues as its global oil exports have
dropped to 12pc from nearly 30pc in years past. Looking to China may be
the best choice left for Riyadh, amid eroding US support for the kingdom.
And Pakistan could serve as a bridge bringing the two countries closer.
As a common partner of the Middle East’s archrivals – Riyadh and
Tehran – China could itself become a bridge between them to resolve their
bilateral differences. This would be a strategic blockbuster on China’s part
that would effectively knock the US out of the equation in the Middle East.
China, with a $400 billion investment in Iran and as the biggest importer of
Saudi oil, could yet play the role of peacekeeper in the Middle East.
The positive signals from Saudi Arabia and Iran are especially welcome,
at a time when Israel has unleashed a reign of terror against innocent
Palestinians. The situation in Yemen, Syria and Iraq will also improve. It will
benefit the whole world.
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Militancy

Taliban set to return to
power in Afghanistan
Raza Khan

Developments in Afghanistan suggest that the existing Afghan dispensation would not be able to continue for long and the Taliban are all set
to return to the corridors of power.
The United States and its North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO)
allies have started pulling out their remaining troops from Afghanistan
in order to complete the withdrawal by September this year. As the foreign troops are withdrawing from Afghanistan, the insurgent Taliban
have stepped up their attacks on the Afghan National Security Forces
(ANSF), resulting in widespread bloodshed. On the other hand, intraAfghan dialogue with the President Ashraf Ghani-led legitimate regime
and the Taliban as key parties has restarted to find a solution to the conflict in the post US-NATO withdrawal. Once the US-NATO forces complete their withdrawal from Afghanistan, it would definitely create a huge
power vacuum in the war-ravaged country and analysts around the
world foresee the ANSF not holding their own in the face of swashbuckling attacks from the Taliban.
The future of Afghanistan after the complete withdrawal of the USNATO forces from the country would largely depend upon intra-Afghan
talks, especially between the Taliban and the government of President
Ashraf Ghani. The Taliban would like to capture power by force of arms,
whereas anti-Taliban groups, including President Ghani and his Northern Alliance allies, would try their utmost to prevent the Taliban from
capturing power again as they did in September 1996. The Taliban remained in power in Afghanistan till October 2001, when the US-led International coalition forces ousted them, which forced them to launch
an insurgent movement. Whether single-handedly or as part of a broadbased interim government, the Taliban would most probably return to
the corridors of power in Afghanistan. In the situation, the most important question for Afghans and the world would be how they behave
once they are back in power.
When the Taliban regime was in power, they faced the biggest criticism over gross human rights violation, particularly women rights. Importantly, the Taliban, on many occasions in the recent past, have promised
to respect women rights “as allowed by Shariah.”
Irrespective of the battlefield activities of the Taliban over the last two
decades, some flexibility has been observed in the otherwise obstinate
and recalcitrant attitude of the militia leadership. For instance, when former US President Donald Trump engaged with the Taliban in peace negotiations, they had described him as “serious and sincere” in ending the
conflict in Afghanistan. The praise for an American leader from the Taliban has indeed been rare.
According to estimates of different intelligence agencies and the
British Broadcasting Corporation, the Taliban have been in control of
around 40 percent to 70 percent of Afghan territory. It is something surprising as over 300,000 Afghan National Security Forces (ANSF) personnel could not establish their writ in even half of the country. Once the
US troops withdraw, the ANSF, which remains intact due to crucial and
critical support, particularly the airpower of the US forces in Afghanistan,
may develop deep cracks. Remember, the Taliban fundamentally have

June 1-15, 2021

been a militant organisation, which mutated into a quasi-political force.
If the militia dominates the country, the ANSF could no longer claim to
be the national military. Seeing the Taliban coming to power, many personnel of the ANSF would join forces with them. It would be especially
the case with the Pashtun members of the ANSF. However, the Tajik,
Uzbek, Turkmen and Hazara ethnic group members, who are part of the
ANSF, would like to abandon the national forces, as Taliban dominance
would be in no way acceptable to them or possibly detrimental to their
interests and even survival.
As a strategy, the Taliban may tacitly agree not to revoke the Afghan
Constitution but they would like to introduce changes in it and make it
compatible with their interpretation of Shariah. Possibly, once in power
single-handedly, the Taliban may attempt to completely throw away the
existing Afghan Constitution and replace it with one of their own. Much
would depend on what manner the Taliban return to power and how
much stakes the militia would be able to appropriate for itself. If the Taliban return to power through becoming part of the country’s political
system and by winning elections, then they would act relatively responsibly. However, at the same time it is also possible that once the group
returns to power through winning elections, it may further embolden
them, sensing that they are not only militantly dominant but also have
the political support of people. However, if the Taliban return to power
through a certain formula agreed upon between the US-West and the
group as well as other Afghan stakeholders, the group would attempt
to dominate the system.
The question that to what extent the Taliban would mend their old ways
of violently rather inhumanly treating Afghans, especially women, once
they return to power is quite important. It is generally feared by Afghans
that the Taliban would resort to their old modus operandi once back in
power. However, cognizant of the apprehensions of Afghans and the
world, in particular human rights groups, the Taliban have been vowing
to change their old ways once back in the saddle. Nevertheless, Afghans
and the world have apprehensions that the group leaders have been vowing to mend their old ways merely to placate incisive criticism from various
quarters. There is a lot of substance in the fears of Afghans and the world
regarding the Afghan Taliban returning to power and resorting to violence,
because the group, as explained, is fundamentally a militia.
There are also many examples around the world that militant organizations mutated into political organizations. However, for it there needs
to be clarity of purpose among the rank and file of the militant group. In
the case of the Afghan Taliban, there is only one clear objective, that is
to recapture power and to compel the foreign forces to withdraw from the
country. While the latter objective is being achieved, the former is still to
be attained. But the purpose could only be meaningfully realized if the
Taliban looked beyond the objectives. If the Taliban like to rule
Afghanistan as a political force, they would have to come up with a comprehensive policy and governance plan, otherwise mere capturing of
power or getting a share in power would aggravate and exacerbate the
conflict in Afghanistan.
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Geo-economics

Transforming international
power dynamics
Raza Khan

Since the end of the Cold War, most great powers have been pursuing foreign policies focusing on geo-economics while shunning geo-strategic
aims and ideals. The rise of China and with it state capitalism also contributed to the emphasis on geo-economics rather than geopolitics.
Geo-economics means that economic tools, like trade, aid and investment, are used to achieve geo-political objectives, like controlling the behaviours and policies of other states. There is also another aspect of
geo-economics, that is to use geo-political tools, like war, diplomacy and
border management, to attain geo-economic objectives, for instance GDP
growth and improving economic conditions of people.
China seems to be the main advocate of geo-economics and, therefore, it has come up with mega projects, like Belt and Road Initiative (BRI),
aiming at economically integrating around 60 countries in the Afro Eurasian
landmass. So, the geo-economic focus of Chinese foreign policy has made
it a really great power and it is on the course of becoming a great power
centre of the world. However, another important global power, the Russian
Federation, is still very much engrossed in geopolitics of the past. This
may be so that a self-appointed President Vladimir Putin has been in the
saddle for the last two decades. Therefore, instead of focusing all out on
the improvement of the economy, Moscow has been looking for ways and
means to increase its territory, a key geopolitical objective, by continuing
to occupy Crimea, which historically is Ukrainian territory. Although Russia
may have some geo-economic aims by holding on to Crimea, yet the strategy is mainly geostrategic in formulation.
After the end of the Cold War and the collapse of the Soviet Union, the
world had practically become uni-polar. In the post-Soviet and Cold War
era, America has been nearly dominating the international political scene.
But the dominance has had its advantages and disadvantages. In the Cold
War era, the greatest challenge to US power came from non-state actors
rather than any other state.
The non-state challenge to the US-dominated uni-polar world mainly
came from Muslim militant organisations, particularly Al Qaeda, which attacked American mainland on September 9, 2001. In response to Al
Qaeda’s attack, American launched the global war on terror against Muslim militant organisations spread around the world, particularly in
Afghanistan, the Middle East and South Asia. The global war on terror,
which has not come to an official end, as the US, after 20 long years, has
not been able to defeat the Afghan Taliban insurgency in Afghanistan and
is about to completely withdraw from Afghanistan. Washington has been
engaged in peace talks with the Afghan Taliban to pave the way for its
withdrawal from Afghanistan for years and it resulted in the February 2020
historic deal between the two sides. It is important to note that the Afghan
Taliban were fundamentally non-state actors but ultimately able to dominate entire Afghanistan by force of arms in September 1996 and it transformed the group into a state actor by establishing an iron-fisted rule in
Afghanistan. More importantly, it was the non-state Taliban militia transformed into a state actor that provided sanctuaries, rally grounds and
launching pads to non-state global militant organisations, like Al Qaeda
and several others Central Asian and South Asian militias and terrorist out-
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fits. Activities of the militant and terrorist outfits precipitated the global war
on terror. It shows that ruthless non-state actors, even if transformed into
state actors, are quite dangerous for regional and global stability. For instance, the Islamic State, which emerged from nowhere in 2014 to dominate large swathes of territory in Iraq and Syria, which it named Islamic
Caliphate, in other words a state, profoundly disturbed international peace
and stability. By the way, American revolutionaries in the late 18th century,
led by George Washington, were acting as an armed militia. However, the
difference between today’s non-state actors and that of the past is that the
latter more often than not were motivated by an articulate intellectual
movement. In the case of the American Revolution, John Adams, Benjamin Franklin, Alexander Hamilton, John Jay, Thomas Jefferson, James
Madison, and George Washington provided the intellectual strength and
in the case of the French Revolution, John Jacques Rousseau, Voltaire
and Montesquieu led the way.
Coming to the threat from non-state militant organisations to the US
power and dominance in the post-Cold War era, it has been both ideological (albeit inarticulate) and financial. However, non-state actors could not
pose as huge financial threat due to limited resources vis-a-vis state actors
as once the Soviet Union had posed to Washington and its dominated international order. Therefore, America has largely been successful in overcoming the threat from non-state actors.
On the other hand, the international political scenario has been slowly
and gradually changing towards a kind of another Cold War. It is fundamentally because of the rise of China as a new global power centre. Moreover,
China has also been adapting soft economic expansionist policies as is evident from the programme of President Xi Jinping, the BRI. Through the initiative, China under Xi wants to economically integrate the Afro Eurasian
landmass with Beijing as the centre to get maximum advantage out of it.
Resultantly, yet again the American global dominance is under threat now
from state actors and in this regard the biggest threat comes from China.
The growing trade standoff between China and America and the occasional
crossing of swords between them in the South China Sea and polemics over
Taiwan and Hong Kong are symptomatic of the new Cold War.
In this global scenario, India, which wants to be another power centre,
is siding with America, because China, its neighbour, is not only the strategic rival of Washington but also a potential economic antagonist. Russia,
the successor state of the Soviet Union, is looking at the situation carefully
and doesn’t want to jump to any side and play its cards close to its chest.
Like others, Moscow would like to get maximum advantage out of the rivalry between America and China. Small countries, like Pakistan, Iran,
Egypt and Turkey, are allying with one side or the other, keeping in view
their economic and security needs.
The global power scene has transformed with China emerging as an
established power centre and it is an interesting situation but has its opportunities and pitfalls. On the other hand, America, after an unsuccessful
20 years of occupation of Afghanistan, is withdrawing from the country.
Our policymakers must act carefully to take advantage as well as to secure
the country from ill-effects of the situation.
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Economics

Pakistan ready
for take-off?
Husnain Shahid

The latest economic indicators show Pakistan has left behind all gloomy
forecasts and will grow phenomenally despite the onset of the third wave
of the Covid-19 pandemic. However, high inflation is the biggest issue of
the common people and the government will have to take urgent measures
to provide relief to them.
Pakistan surpassed its revenue collection target by Rs34 billion to
Rs384b in April, the second highest collection in the second half of the current fiscal year (FY21), according to the provisional data. April was the second consecutive month when the revenue collection surpassed the
projected monthly target despite Covid-19 impact on all segments of the
economy. The net collection for April was Rs384b against a target of
Rs350b, an increase of 9.7pc.
Pakistan received record remittances despite the pandemic as workers
sent home an all-time monthly high of $2.8 billion in April. The State Bank
of Pakistan (SBP) said the remittances grew 56pc more than during the
same month last year. On a cumulative basis, the remittances have also
surpassed previous records. At $ 24.2 billion in July-April FY21, they grew
by 29pc over the same period last year and have already crossed the full
FY20 level by more than $1 billion. The government hopes the remittances
would touch the $28 billion mark by the end of the current fiscal year.
In another significant development, Pakistan’s current account deficit
shrank 61pc year-on-year in April 2021, on the back of rising remittances
and a healthy recovery in exports. According to the latest statistics, the
current account balance posted a deficit of $200 million in April, compared
to a deficit of $510 million a year ago. The deficit was, however, 506pc
higher than the previous month. The current account showed a surplus of
$773 million in 10 months of the fiscal year as against the deficit of $4.657
billion a year ago. The trade deficit widened 35.3pc to $3.041 billion in April
after imports increased. The central bank’s foreign exchange reserves rose
to $16 billion as of May 7, 2021, from $7 billion at June-end, 2019. However, net foreign direct investment in Pakistan fell 32.5pc to $1.553 billion
in 10 months of the current fiscal year.
The Pakistan Stock Exchange (PSX), one of the best performing Asian
markets, has made a new record by hitting all-time high volumes as investors traded 1.56 billion shares of listed companies in a day for the first
time in history on May 26. Volumes soared by over 130pc compared to
677 million shares traded a day earlier, showing the rising investor confidence in the growing economy.
Moody's Investors Service also sees robust GDP growth potential in
Pakistan. The international rating agency, in its latest report, said the credit
profile of Pakistan (issuer rating B3) reflects the country’s “baa2” economic
strength, which is underpinned by the robust long-term GDP growth potential and large scale of the economy, balanced against low per capita incomes and global competitiveness. Its “b2” institutions and governance
strength that balances still weak executive institutions and fiscal policy
credibility and effectiveness against a lengthening track record of effective
checks and balances and judicial independence, as well as increasing
monetary and macro prudential policy effectiveness. The government’s
“ca” fiscal strength driven by its high government debt burden and narrow
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revenue base which hinders debt affordability and reduces fiscal flexibility
given ongoing infrastructure and social spending needs; and its “b” susceptibility to event risk driven by external vulnerability, as foreign-exchange
reserve adequacy, though improving, remains low compared to peers, it
added. However, the rating agency said the review did not involve a rating
committee, and the publication does not announce a credit rating action
and is not an indication of whether or not a credit rating action is likely in
the near future.
In contrast to all national and international estimates, Pakistan’s economy is growing nearly 4pc in the outgoing fiscal year on the back of a
healthy momentum in all main sectors. The provisional Gross Domestic
Product (GDP) growth rate of 3.94pc is almost double than the official target of 2.1pc. The IMF’s projection was 2pc, while the World Bank had predicted it to be just 1.5pc. The agriculture sector maintained its last year
growth rate of 2.8pc, but the industrial and services sectors surpassed the
annual targets, with wide margins amid shocks to business activities from
the third wave of the pandemic.
Pakistan’s per capita income in dollar terms has increased by 13.4pc,
from $1,361 a year ago to $1,543 in 2020-21 due to strengthening of the
rupee. The size of the economy also increased from $263 billion last year
to $296 billion this year, implying an increase of $33 billion in a single year
which is the highest ever. About 69pc of the growth came from the services
sector and its share in the total size of the economy has increased to
61.5pc. The agricultural sector’s weight in the GDP has reduced to 18.7pc.
It grew by 2.8pc, which was not only at last year’s level but also equal to
the growth target. The production of major crops increased 4.7pc, far
higher than the target.
The fiscal indicators show the country has left behind adverse effects
of the pandemic on its economy. It can improve its growth rate to create
more jobs for people. However, the biggest issue of people is high inflation,
which has made their lives miserable. They have seen the hardest days of
their lives in the three years of the PTI government. Improving fiscal indicators are meaningless to them. They need real relief now.
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Making low-cost housing
scheme a success
Muhammad Jahangir

The Naya Pakistan Housing Scheme is a flagship project of the PTI government, which rode
to power on the promise of building a new Pakistan. It was promised that the government would
empower the low-income groups across Pakistan to enable them build their own homes.
Building a home engages about 35 different industries and can have a significant impact on the
economy.
The Naya Pakistan housing initiative can be
a game-changer for the country. Building a house
is a multidimensional activity. Housing finance
can be coupled with alternative energy solutions,
general and personal insurance and clean water
to make a lasting impact on the life of low-income
group people.
The Naya Pakistan housing scheme envisages
building five million homes but the target cannot be
achieved without adjusting it to the needs of people
living in different parts of the country, with their own
particular needs and ambitions.
As per available reports, the pace of work is too slow and short of the
need. As of May 2021, while there has been traction in lending to construction companies — thanks to major tax concessions and the opportunity to whiten money — the actual number of low-cost housing loans is a
paltry 610, with the disbursed amount being Rs1.3 billion only for the entire
banking industry.
Many complex factors are involved in the situation. No doubt, there are
issues related to the role of the State Bank of Pakistan and the response of
the banking sector, there are also shortcomings with the programme, whose
creators neglected to review the primary need of the low-income group.
As is well known, banks’ experience is limited to providing funding to
their own staff or to selected clients. The first hurdle is the eligibility restriction imposed by the Naya Pakistan Housing and Development Authority
(Naphda) for accessing the scheme. The SBP, after consultation with the
industry, has now made three major changes that should result in higher
loan disbursement. The government has now waived the requirement of
the minimum one-year-old housing unit. The restriction on the first transfer
has also been removed. The markup burden has been further reduced
from 5pc to 3pc, while increasing the loan amount to Rs10m. This will allow
a wide range of borrowers to equate the monthly loan instalment with their
existing monthly rental.
Further, a new tier has been added to the existing three tiers. Tier 0
has been added to help microfinance banks extend loans up to Rs2m. Microfinance banks can either use their funds or obtain funding from commercial banks. With a 40pc first loss covered by the government and
subsidised lending by the SBP, the desired number of 5m should be
achievable, given the fact that there is a housing shortfall of 12m units in
the country.
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There are many other problems that need to be sorted out to make the
scheme a success. Firstly, this is a segment of society that commercial
banks have never lent to. Their experience of housing finance is either limited to providing funding to their own staff or to high-end customers in
major cities. Experts recommend that banks should collaborate with grassroots oorganisations, like microfinance banks, microfinance institutions
and housing finance companies, to serve low-income groups of people.
The requirement of an equitable mortgage is a big hurdle for most people, especially in the rural areas. This condition should be dropped and
the ownership documents submission for loans under Rs1m should be allowed. The microfinance default experience indicates that as income levels
drop, loan performance improves.
To help the low-income segment there is an urgent need to set up housing finance companies as a mediator. Housing finance companies without
the burden of banks’ high infrastructure costs would be more effective for
this purpose. The SBP and the Securities and Exchange Commission of
Pakistan (SECP) should work together to provide the same markup subsidy and first-loss protection to these institutions as is being provided to
commercial banks and more recently microfinance banks.
The inclusion of microfinance banks in the scheme is of questionable
value, because their current loan size is Rs40,000 and the average tenor
is one year. Expecting microfinance banks’ underwriting skills to suddenly
migrate to a Rs1m loan with a 15- to 25-year tenor is unrealistic. Microfinance institutions, with a few notable exceptions, like Akhuwat, have even
lower capabilities to underwrite this kind of risk.
The government’s sincerity is laudable but the sincerity should be underpinned with solid policy measures in the light of ground realities. The
recent amendments are a step in the right direction but more needs to be
done to bring the dream of 5 million housing units to fruition.
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Need to boost
horticulture sector
Muhammad Jahangir

Although agriculture is the most important sector of the national economy
in terms of employment generation, yet it has been largely neglected by
policy makers over the years. The last two decades have been especially
bad for agriculture. A research report by the International Food Policy Research Institute (IFPRI) reveals that the Total Factor Productivity, one of
the most informative measures of agricultural productivity, has been negative over the past two decades. Other countries have witnessed sustainable yield gains of multiple crops through balanced fertilizer application,
genetic improvement, improved farming practices etc, but we are not exploiting any of these resources.
Agriculture contributes 19.3% to Pakistan’s GDP, employs 39% labour
force and accounts for almost 20% of the country’s exports. The share of
agriculture in the GDP has declined over the past six decades. In 1960,
agriculture had a 40% share in the country’s GDP, which has shrunk to
19.3% now. However, we cannot underestimate the importance of the sector as 76% of the country's poor, who live in rural areas, have agriculture
as their main source of livelihood.
It is estimated that 78% farmers in Pakistan have landholdings of less
than 7.5 acres. Wheat, cotton, maize, sugarcane and rice are the main
crops grown in the country. The sowing of these traditional crops is of little
competitive advantage to the subsistence farmers. In the opinion of experts, it is time to diversify and train our farmers to switch to high-value
crop varieties, such as horticulture. The latest figures show that the global
horticulture trade has almost tripled since 2000, indicating that the demand
for these items is increasing. According the Food and Agriculture Organization (FAO) of the United Nations, rising living standards and the bourgeoning population will swell the demand for horticulture products by 70%
over the next thirty years.
Pakistan produces a large variety of fruits, vegetables and condiments,
but it has failed to harness the full potential of its horticulture. The horticulture sector faces many challenges in Pakistan. Seed certification is a major
challenge. Most vegetable seeds are imported in the country and the weak
capacity of the federal seed certification agency has limited the options of
importers or farmers to adopt new varieties. On paper, it takes two years
of field trials for importers or breeders to get the initial approval, but practically it may take anywhere from three to five years before a new variety
is introduced. The existing regulatory regime, slow to respond to market
demand, is inefficient for the private sector service providers and limits
their ability to introduce new cultivars in a short period of time.
Horticulture crops are more vulnerable to disease and changing climatic conditions. The introduction of safe and modern medicines to fight
pest attacks is not an easy task in our country. Furthermore, many chemicals, which are banned in the developed countries, continue to be sold in
Pakistan, resulting in the continuous production of unsafe horticulture produce.
Needless to say, the working environment for farmers in Pakistan is
highly challenging. The essential linkages in the agriculture finance value
chain are missing or too rigid; the financial products are unsuited to farmers’ needs and banks have failed to come up with a viable model for the
financial inclusion of this large segment of the population. In the absence
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of appropriate credit risk instruments, commercial banks are unwilling to
take a risk by lending to the agriculture sector.
However, thanks to technological innovations and digital financial services, it is now becoming feasible for lending institutions to serve the agriculture sector in the rural economy. Digital Value Chain Financing (DVCF)
is playing an important role in the financial inclusion of farmers in developing countries. The services offer an opportunity for the banks, development partners and enterprises engaged in the agriculture value chains to
design and develop products and services, which can increase the access
to finance for the farmers.
It may be added here that the State Bank of Pakistan (SBP) introduced
specific guidelines for horticulture financing in 2007. The need of the hour
is to organise customized training programmes for farmers to teach them
the latest farming techniques and try nontraditional crops. The task can
be taken up by around 18,000 agriculture extension workers employed by
the agriculture extension department and in-put supply companies. The
lack of training means that the difference of yields for a skilled and an unskilled farmer will continue to increase.
As experts point out, horticulture is far more complex than common
grain cultivation. The lack of knowledge and skills is the main reason for
low productivity in horticulture. Also, post-harvest losses in horticulture
value chains are reported to be in the range of 30% to 40%, which is quite
high. Poor transportation, low storage and low skill sets of farmers are also
to blame for the post-harvest losses.
Needless to say, we must without further delay develop a coherent
national policy for horticulture development, incorporating the views of
all the stakeholders, i.e. farmers, input service providers, agriculture
traders and provincial and federal governments. Seed certification
regime, swift approval of crop protection chemicals, which are safe, and
development and adoption of horticulture produce quality standards are
the main areas to be worked on. Our agriculture can be revolutionised
by a flourishing horticulture sector, which can create new avenues of employment for the rural poor as well as provide people with cheap and
quality fruits and vegetables.
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Education

Teachers killing creativity
among students
Rasheed Ali

Thinking of employing pedagogical methods, taught during teacher training
programmes for imparting lessons in a classroom, is only a mad idea and
nothing else, Muhammad Jabbar*, a senior teacher at a government high
school for boys in the suburbs of Lahore on the Multan Road, tells his new
colleague, Khwaja Muhammad Usman*. The newly appointed teacher is worried about controlling his class, which consists of 49 students. Though he got
only a few months to regularly teach a class before the coronavirus pandemic
struck, yet he has failed so far to stop his students from making a noise in
the classroom and throwing paper planes at each other during his almost
one-year stint in the school as a social studies and Pakistan studies teacher.
When he shared his problem with some colleagues in the staff room,
Muhammad Jabbar came to his rescue with some “golden principles’ of pedagogy and controlling students “effectively’ in a classroom. “You can’t control
them through the teaching methods in practice in some developed countries,
or being practised by the elite English medium schools of Lahore,” warns the
seasoned teacher on the basis of his 16-year experience in the field. “These
devils are the offspring of small farmers, labourers, rehriwallahs (street hawkers), and domestic servants, and they know only one language, and that is
the language of danda (the rod),” explains Muhammad Jabbar, an Urdu language teacher, with MA/MEd degrees to his credit.
“Never give them a chance to get on your nerves. From day one, tell
them how strict a teacher you are. Make the whole class stand up on their
desks and tell them not to sit until all of them regurgitate the answers one
by one in one go, without stammering,” the senior teacher in his mid-forties
tells his junior.
“You may use “guide books” for saving your and your students’ time, as
they have arranged all lessons in the form of good questions and their precise
and concise answers. And never shy away from using the rod, if you find
some “devils” creating any hurdle to the “teaching” process,” Jabbar finishes
his advice on the keynote.
Muhammad Jabbar is the member of a hugely large teaching fraternity in
Pakistan that believes in the “tried, tested and successful” method of teaching
and controlling a class.
“But what would happen to the creativity among your students in this
“tried and tested” pedagogical method,” Khwaja Usman was asked. “Yes,
this is a crucial question, and I do believe in promoting creativity among
students,” the young teacher says. “But the academic lessons and the
ground realities are quite contradictory, rather poles apart, in Pakistan,” he
tells Cutting Edge shyly. “I am teaching middle and secondary classes, from
class 6 to 10, and I find it really hard to employ any new teaching style,
which is different from what they have become used to in their previous sixseven years,” Usman expresses his helplessness. He believes that nurturing creativity should start from pre-school and it should be nourished,
promoted and polished throughout their schooling. But, he regrets, the situation on the ground is quite the opposite.
Dr. Robina Shaheen did her PhD thesis on the subject, through a survey of 1,008 primary schools. She says that while policy documents mention the introduction of creativity in education, and the curriculum lays
emphasis on the concept in a comprehensive manner, designated textbooks and teaching practices do little more than encourage rote learning
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and regurgitating information.
The measurement of children’s creativity in her study showed that children
have the ability to produce ideas which are, at times, also original. But they
appear to be weaker in other areas, such as being able to produce abstract
titles, and remaining open to going beyond the “ordinary” in their thinking, she
tells Cutting Edge. “This is due to the fact that much of teaching is only geared
towards knowledge acquisition and not creativity promotion,” she adds.
It is an account of some of those who acquired academic education in
the teaching discipline and then were imparted special training and refresher
courses time to time to equip them with best pedagogical techniques. Now
you think of those who are neither properly qualified nor trained, but are still
acting as teachers in a large number of private schools. Their academic qualification ranges from matriculation to a Bachelor’s degree, and in some cases
a Master’s degree, mostly in social sciences. A majority of them get handson teaching training, and their selection criterion is the monthly wages they
ask from school owners at the time of their selection. The less the salary they
demand, the more the chances of their getting a teaching job.
According to the All Pakistan Private Schools Federation, there are at
least 197,626 private schools across the country. As many as 97,810 private
schools are functioning in Punjab, 39,850 in Sindh and 29,660 in KhyberPakhtunkhwa, and almost 50 per cent of students, as per some statistics,
study in the private schools.
A survey conducted by Alif Ailaan showed that there are nearly 1.4 million
teachers in Pakistan – both in the public and private sectors – of which 0.65
million (51 per cent) teach in government-run schools, and the remaining are
employed by the private schools. And what would happen to creativity and
creative thinking among students of these private schools, who are taught
by totally untrained teachers, is anybody’s guess?
However, Ms. Nyla Shabbir, a senior teacher at a private school, does
not agree that teachers of all private schools are untrained. “Ours is a big
school system with our head office on Wahdat Road Lahore, and it has all
arrangements in place to impart training to its teaching staff,” says the incharge of class 9. “Almost all teachers of the school system undergo training
and refresher courses during the summer vacation, and they can compete
with teachers of any school, public or private, on the basis of their teaching
skills,” she claims.
But her claim is not bought fully by Ahmad Moeez*, a parent whose children are studying at a branch of Ms Nyla’s school system. “They might be
imparted training on pedagogical methods, but that must have no concern
with the promotion of creativity and creative thinking among their students,”
Mr. Moeez tells Cutting Edge. “What I see in my children, who are studying
in three different classes, this school system only prepares its students for
getting good grades in exams,” he explains. It must be acknowledged that
students of the school system, and some of its likes, prepare their students
very well in rote learning and regurgitation of information, and that is why
their students get very good grades in board exams and even secure top positions. But as far as the promotion of creativity and creative thinking among
their students is concerned, they are as dumb as students of any other
school, believes Ahmad Moeez.
*Names partially change on request
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Opinion

It’s time for Africa to
take a stance against
Ethiopia’s crimes
Alex de Waal

Ethiopian and Eritrean soldiers are killing and raping civilians in Tigray. Millions are facing starvation while the authorities choke off essential relief supplies. The European Union and the United States called for an end to the
atrocities and access for humanitarian agencies. Addis Ababa’s defence is
that national sovereignty protects its right to do these things.
US Secretary of State Antony Blinken announced sanctions against
Ethiopian officials held responsible for the violence and starvation. Thus far,
these are just visa restrictions, alongside a suspension of most development
and security assistance. In response, Ethiopia’s Ministry of Foreign Affairs
put out a statement: “The attempt by the US administration to meddle in its
(Ethiopia’s) internal affairs, is not only inappropriate but also completely unacceptable. Ethiopia should not be told how to run and manage its internal
affairs.”
Some Africans appear to take at face value this appeal to African solidarity
in the face of external diktat. That’s a mistake. Under the banner of national
sovereignty, Ethiopia is subverting Africa’s own hard-won norms, principles
and institutions. The same argument was trotted out in the 1970s and 1980s
when African dictatorships used “sovereignty” as a shield behind which to
oppress and exploit their people with impunity. At that time, the Organisation
of African Unity stood up for untrammelled sovereign rights. Its reasoning
was that the independence of African countries wasn’t secure: Apartheid
South Africa, along with outgoing colonial powers and their mercenaries
wanted to destabilise and divide African countries. That spelled African silence over Eritrea’s long struggle for independence – an inattention that undermined peace and stability in the region. There was also a growing chorus
of dissent criticising the OAU’s whitewashing of military coups, massacres
and man-made famines. It was “a trade union of heads of state,” in the words
of Tanzanian President Julius Nyerere.
The refugee crisis was the biggest symptom of African governments’ loss
of legitimacy in the eyes of their citizens: millions fled their misgoverned countries. Western nations paid the humanitarian aid bills and began to speak
about intervening themselves – and actually did so in Somalia in 1992. The
turning point came in April 1994. That month saw the accomplishment of the
OAU’s historic mission, when Nelson Mandela became president of South
Africa following that country’s first ever democratic non-racial elections. It also
saw the genocide in Rwanda, perpetrated without anything more than symbolic hand-wringing in Africa and globally. With the liberation of South Africa,
the main justification for the deployment of unfettered sovereignty was gone,
while Rwanda showed the bankruptcy of that doctrine.
Africans led the way in formulating new principles. The Sudanese scholar
and diplomat Francis Deng developed the notion of “sovereignty as responsibility”: a government’s sovereign privileges extend only as far as it exercises
its responsibility for the rights and welfare of its citizens. The OAU set up an
International Panel of Eminent Personalities to examine the Rwanda crisis,
which coined the “principle of non-indifference”: Africans should not stand by
while one of their governments commits mass atrocities. In due course, this
became enshrined in the Constitutive Act of the African Union, drafted in
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2000 and adopted when the African Union formally took over from the OAU
at a summit in Durban, South Africa, two years later. Article 4(h) provides for
intervention in the case of “grave circumstances”, defined as war crimes,
crimes against humanity or genocide.
These African initiatives were forerunners of the “responsibility to protect”,
or R2P, adopted at the United Nations in 2001. Over the years, especially
after R2P was invoked by NATO countries for regime change in Libya, many
Africans came to see it as imperialism in philanthropic disguise. By contrast,
the African doctrine of non-indifference was crafted in the spirit of pan-Africanism. The vision of Kwame Nkrumah, the Pan-Africanist who led Ghana to independence in 1957, was that Africans are a single people whose struggle
for freedom is one and the same. Sovereignty resides with the people, and
is shared across the continent. African peacemaking practice developed the
duty to offer good offices for conflict resolution – along with an obligation of
the country in conflict to accept them. African diplomats are proactive in
peacemaking. It is now standard for the AU and African regional economic
communities to respond to a crisis within days. When civil war broke out in
South Sudan in December 2013, the foreign ministers of neighbouring countries flew to Juba within a week to press for a ceasefire. Compare that to the
first civil war in Sudan (1955-72) when it took 16 years for an international
peace effort and the second civil war (1983-2005) when it took eight years.
These peace efforts don’t always work, but it’s surely better than the alternative of allowing conflicts to rage on and escalate. For example, when a
border war broke out between South Sudan and Sudan in April 2012, prompt
action by the AU Peace and Security Council set out a road map for resolving
the conflict. At that time the UN Security Council was deadlocked on almost
every issue, but the US, China and Russia all deferred to the African position
and adopted the PSC’s formula, word-for-word, in a Security Council resolution. By comparison, United Nations envoys to Syria and Yemen were frustrated by the absence of a regional mechanism that could have established
principles to contain those wars.
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Politics

The great Republican
divide can be healed
Johnny Luk

After a rollercoaster decade, the US Republican Party is barely recognisable. The compassionate conservatism of President Bush, followed by relative moderates John McCain and Mitt Romney as presidential nominees,
feels a long time ago now. This is exemplified with Romney being loudly
booed and heckled at his own conference, showing just how far the party
has moved from him.
Congresswoman Liz Cheney, the daughter of former Vice President Dick
Cheney, was removed from her leadership role by her colleagues for challenging Trump, a strong sign that Republicans are continuing with their
harmful “stolen election” rhetoric. The current dominating force for the Republican Party remains the deeply divisive populism advocated by former
President Donald Trump. As president, Trump went against every conventional election wisdom, including his predecessors’ requests to secure support from minority groups and the middle classes. Instead, he based his
campaign for power on an unscripted rant which unexpectedly worked, defeating the well-qualified but robotic Democratic challenger, Hillary Clinton,
in 2016. The Republicans were briefly triumphant, but their political fortunes
have since rapidly deteriorated, losing the House of Representatives in
2018, before further defeats in the Senate and the presidency. Trump had
the opportunity, when elected, to consolidate his grip by managing the nation competently. He failed to do so and has left his party in a tattered state.
Trump has cursed the Republican Party in two ways. The first is on policy. He has dragged his party into the mud of pure populism with an unending war on political correctness, isolating and offending vast swaths of
voters the Republicans would need to win elections. It allowed Trump to
retain an impressively resilient core vote but at the expense of weakening
the US’s democratic norms, most exemplified by the mob that stormed the
US Capitol on January 6, which also switched off many swing voters. The
second problem is competence. Trump’s government was elected entirely
unprepared, with half-baked policy proposals mixed with mismanagement,
a rapid turnover of senior staff, and leaks and scandals that hobbled any
meaningful policy launches. Vacancies for critical leadership roles in government departments were left empty and Trump’s “America First” nationalism jarred with traditional allies who were keen for international
coordination on climate change and defence. This was before COVID-19
struck the world, shining a spotlight on the lack of basic administrative ability, with immediate consequences to the lives of citizens. Without a sensible
policy and a proven ability to govern, the Republicans’ path to recapturing
the White House now looks more distant than ever.
A self-confident Republican Party would embrace anti-Trump rebels like
Romney and Liz Cheney, but instead, they are abandoning them, while
most politicians remain beholden to Trump’s approval. Trump’s denial that
he lost the last election further prevents a rational analysis of how the Republicans could become more competitive electorally, locking them in an
echo chamber with a corrosive effect on effective policy-making. Perhaps
inspiration could come from across the Atlantic to another outfit in the form
of the UK’s Conservative Party, which just scored a successful local election campaign despite being 11 years into power. The Conservatives,
known also as the Tories, have also endured a large amount of turbulence
of late, riven by divisions over Brexit. Within the space of five years, the
party has swapped both leaders and policy, from the slick, fiscally prudent
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and relatively Europhile David Cameron to the deadpan interregnum of
Theresa May before settling with the big-spending, hair ruffling Boris Johnson who led the UK’s exit from the European Union.
Sensing the political landscape shifting, the new Conservative Party
under Johnson has reinvented itself, rebounding after losing its majority
under May in 2017, with a large parliamentary majority in 2019. Now, despite a difficult year handling the pandemic, the party has secured a further
parliamentary by-election win from a former Labour stronghold, alongside
hundreds of councillors in the most recent local elections. Johnson did two
things. On policy, he had a clear position on Brexit, negotiating a harder
line on leaving the EU and pitched Brexit as a unifying moment, which resonated with many voters, who were exhausted by the political gridlock. He
was also politically agile; while his opponents cried foul on Brexit, the Conservatives were busy parking their tanks across traditional Labour policy
territory with increasing spending commitments, championing sustainability
issues and pouring billions of new funding into the National Health Service
(NHS). The news from health publisher Nurses Notes that historically leftleaning nurses are reportedly switching to the Conservatives should in particular trouble Labour, as it threatens the main opposition party’s core vote.
Alongside popular policies, voters see a government able to deliver, reinforced with the fast rollout of vaccines.
Caveats remain for the Conservatives. They face a more divided opposition than the Republicans do from Democrats, and the Conservatives
will have to work hard to maintain their uneasy coalition of supporters from
the south and the north. Regardless, the Republicans could learn from
their political nimbleness and inclusive storytelling. If the Republicans hope
to win the presidency again, they must broaden their outlook to appear capable of going beyond one-line slogans. This includes investigating popular
policies that the Democrats are pursuing, just as the Conservatives have
with Labour. The Republican grassroots are in no mood to share much
thinking with Democrats; therefore, studying a friendlier face across the
pond could provide a more palatable template to succeed in elections. If it
helps the former party of Lincoln tone down its alarmist and, at times,
shameful rhetoric, then it will be all the better for their party, for the US and
perhaps even the world
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Crisis

Cities are at the front lines
of climate and migration
Vittoria Zanuso, Mark Watts

The United States reached an agreement with its southern neighbours to
step up security following an increase in the number of Central Americans
attempting to migrate to the US. People are fleeing from multiple and often
interlinked crises in their home countries, but a significant driver is the impact
of climate breakdown; in addition to the devastation caused by last year’s
record-breaking hurricane season, slower-onset climate challenges such as
drought have contributed to a rise in food insecurity.
The climate crisis is rapidly becoming a key driver of migration; in 2019,
72 percent of new displacements were climate-related. Many of these journeys lead to cities. On the front lines of both migration and the climate crisis,
city mayors are leading the way in responding, often moving faster than national governments to cut emissions, while providing humanitarian support
to migrants even when they lack formal responsibility or budgets. But thus
far nations have approached climate migration primarily as a security challenge and excluded mayors from planning and decision-making. Now, it is
crucial that city leaders have a seat at the table where policy and investment
decisions around climate migration are made.
Without urgent action on climate, many parts of the world will soon become uninhabitable. Sea level rise, crop failures and record temperatures
will drive an unprecedented movement of people. According to a World Bank
report, by 2050, climate impacts could force more than 140 million people to
move within their countries in just three regions alone – sub-Saharan Africa,
South Asia, and Latin America. Globally, it is estimated that up to a billion
people could be driven from their homes within the next 30 years – less than
half a lifetime. If so, human civilisation will not have experienced migration
on such a scale in its history. It is likely that those who leave their homes will
settle in cities, which offer the most diverse opportunities for employment and
access to services. This is especially true for the forcibly displaced, as more
than 60 percent of refugees and at least 80 percent of internally displaced
people (IDP) live in urban areas.
Moving to cities does not come without risks. Here, migrants and displaced
people may settle in already marginalised neighbourhoods and be vulnerable
to labour exploitation, dangerous working and living conditions or trafficking.
Cities themselves are often acutely vulnerable to climate hazards, meaning
that new arrivals may end up swapping one set of climate risks for another.
This leaves cities facing multiple pressures, as in-migration increases pressure
on services and infrastructure, while climate impacts – from extreme heat and
fires to flooding and landslides – may displace people within city boundaries.
Despite this, mayors are taking action to protect their new and existing residents while preparing for an inclusive and green path forward that recognises
the vital contributions newcomers make and the assets they bring.
In Freetown, where the population is expected to double over the next 10
years due in great part to climate migration from across Sierra Leone, Mayor
Yvonne Aki-Sawyerr’s administration has been working with migrant youth
to improve waste services in informal settlements. In the United States, Houston took in hundreds of thousands of people displaced by Hurricane Katrina
in 2005 only to face its own major devastation when Hurricane Harvey hit in
2017. In response, the city, under Mayor Sylvester Turner’s leadership,
launched the Resilient Houston Strategy, which works to protect people in
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at-risk neighbourhoods and provide choices for residents who live in floodways. In Bangladesh, an estimated 2,000 people arrive in Dhaka daily, having
migrated from other cities along a coastline that is increasingly affected by
storms and rising sea levels. The Dhaka South City Corporation has developed a city-funded shelter for migrants designed to ease their transition to
urban life. Recent months have seen greater global recognition of the issue
of climate migration. In February, US President Joe Biden issued an executive order directing officials to carry out a study of the impact of climate breakdown on migration, including “options for protection and resettlement” and
opportunities to work with “localities to respond to migration resulting directly
or indirectly from climate change”. In response, Los Angeles Mayor Eric
Garcetti and more than a dozen other US mayors issued a joint letter calling
for the administration to include them in the development of this agenda.
In January, a French court ruled that a Bangladeshi man with asthma
could not be deported due to high levels of air pollution in his country of origin,
while the same month a year earlier the UN Human Rights Committee determined that countries cannot deport people who have sought asylum due
to climate-related threats. At the UN Security Council’s recent meeting to discuss the climate crisis, UN Secretary-General António Guterres called for
deep partnerships to address its impact on migration patterns, food insecurity
and increasing tensions.
However, while these are all positive steps, the policy frameworks that
acknowledge climate and migration contain few accountability mechanisms.
This means that those responding on the front lines – mayors – are left without the necessary legal, financial, or policy support they need to prepare, reduce risks, adapt and take care of their communities. For many cities, the
lack of access to finance and resources has been exacerbated by the pandemic. It has been predicted that local governments may lose 15-25 percent
of their revenues this year alone. Local governments are doing much more
with less and need both greater powers to raise their own revenues and
greater support from national governments and the international community.
Cities also need more access to local-level data to inform their planning and
response efforts.
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Gaza

Now that the guns are silent,
minds turn to reconstruction
Sultan Barakat

The May 20 ceasefire between Israel and Hamas, reached after a concerted
effort by Egypt, Qatar and the US, provided a much-needed reprieve for the
people of Gaza after 11 days of bloodshed and destruction. As Palestinians
displaced by Israeli bombardment started returning to their homes and the
scale of the damage inflicted on Gaza’s infrastructure became clear, the focus
once again shifted to “rebuilding” the enclave, which has been under a land,
air and sea blockade since 2007.
On May 18, two days before the ceasefire, the Egyptian presidency had
already announced that it would give $500m to finance Gaza’s reconstruction
following Israel’s latest round of aggression. On the face of it, Cairo’s pledge
was a much welcome development – the Strip is undoubtedly in desperate
need of any humanitarian and reconstruction assistance it can get from the
international community. There are, however, reasons to be concerned about
Egypt’s offer of help. First of all, the timing of the Egyptian announcement was
jarring, given that it was made while Israel was still bombing civilian targets
across the Gaza Strip. Egypt’s promise to fund Gaza’s reconstruction before
a ceasefire was agreed helped lift some pressure off the Israeli government,
which was facing growing international criticism for its disproportionate use of
force and disregard for human life during its bombardment of Gaza. Second,
there are suspicions that the true purpose of Egypt’s pledge is not only to help
rebuild Gaza but to ensure that Cairo has significant control over Palestinian
affairs and that the Palestinian Authority take over security in Gaza.
At the root of these suspicions is Egypt’s admission that it wants Egyptian
firms to take part in the rebuilding process. This signals that Egypt’s reconstruction efforts in the Gaza Strip will be significantly different than those of
Turkey and Qatar, who have been subcontracting Gazan firms to complete
rebuilding projects in the Strip since 2009. Involving local construction and
consulting firms in rebuilding efforts is a vital way to provide employment to
the many skilled workers in Gaza and stimulate the territory’s beleaguered
and battered economy. Egypt, however, seems more interested in providing
financial opportunities for its own companies and increasing its influence over
Palestine than getting Gaza’s economy back on its feet.
In the immediate aftermath of the 2008-2009 Israeli bombardment of the
Gaza Strip, I suggested that the Egyptian city of Rafah, which borders the
Gaza Strip, could be utilised as a hub to coordinate reconstruction efforts in
Gaza. I was convinced that such a move would boost local economies on
both sides and reduce Israel’s control over Gaza. Back then, Egypt was objectively one of the best candidates to aid Gaza’s development. However,
much has changed in the last decade. During Mohamed Morsi’s presidency,
2012-2013, Gaza enjoyed a period of limited prosperity thanks to Cairo’s genuine efforts to support the enclave’s economy and elevate the living conditions
of its more than two million residents. After Abdel Fattah el-Sisi removed Morsi
from office in a bloody coup d’etat, however, Egypt became just another obstacle in front of Gaza’s development. The Sisi regime, in addition to having
joined Israel in its blockade of Gaza, flooded and repeatedly bombed the tunnels under the Rafah border crossing which had provided a vital economic
lifeline to Gaza’s strangulated economy.
Today, many Palestinians in Gaza see Sisi’s Egypt, not as an ally but as a
force that contributes to their suffering. They are also suspicious about the
prospects of Egyptian construction firms being operational in Gaza, as they
know that if this happens those firms will likely act as a Trojan Horse for Egypt-
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ian intelligence and security assets. The concerns surrounding the Egyptian
offer of reconstruction aid signal a need for the international community to rethink how it coordinates rebuilding efforts in Gaza. To prevent a repeat of past
mistakes, and enable Palestinians in Gaza to finally take charge of their own
development and future, the leaders of the global community need to take five
important steps.
First, they need to rethink the Gaza Reconstruction Mechanism (GRM) –
a temporary agreement created by the United Nations and agreed between
the Palestinian Authority and Israel in September 2014. The mechanism is
designed to address Israel’s security concerns while allowing the entry of construction materials (aggregate, cement and steel bars only) into the Gaza Strip
to be used in construction projects. So far, however, the GRM succeeded neither in enabling major construction in the Strip nor in ensuring Israel’s security.
While it allowed Israel to repeatedly block the transfer of basic construction
materials into Gaza, it did not prevent Hamas from continuing to arm itself.
Ultimately, the GRM has deepened and institutionalised the blockade of the
Gaza Strip and hampered attempts at rebuilding over the past seven years.
The only solution that can bring about the genuine large-scale reconstruction
of the Gaza Strip is a full lifting of the blockade.
Second, global leaders need to acknowledge the need for large-scale
funding to enable Gaza’s reconstruction. Rebuilding needs in Gaza are vast
– on top of the damage caused by Israel’s bombing in the past two weeks,
the Strip still needs to repair most of the damage inflicted on its infrastructure
by the wars of 2008/2009, 2012, and 2014. Consequently, a one-off donation
of $500m from a single country – in this case, Egypt – is insufficient to catalyse
genuine reconstruction. What Gaza needs is a concerted international effort
that mobilises funds from various donors capable of providing a sustained and
genuine commitment to long-term recovery. Yet, coordinating a large-scale
funding drive for Gaza is becoming increasingly difficult due to donor fatigue
– the latest violence undoubtedly tested the resolve of donors who recently
funded reconstruction projects in Gaza only to see them damaged or destroyed. Thus, the international community needs to not only increase its efforts to raise funds but also provide confidence to donors that they are not
funding a never-ending cycle of destruction and reconstruction. Realistically,
this cycle can only be broken by the lifting of the blockade.
Third, the leaders of the international community need to understand that
Gaza’s reconstruction can only be truly successful if it is led by the Palestinians themselves. Reconstruction in the Gaza Strip both before and after
the signing of the GRM has been an externally-driven process that denies
meaningful local ownership to Gaza’s population. Neither Gaza’s civil society
nor Hamas representatives were consulted during the GRM’s development,
resulting in an agreement that has little consideration of local needs. Gazan
NGOs felt totally excluded from the reconstruction process to this day, with
many feeling that Israel’s alleged security concerns were used to sideline
even the organisations that have no links to Hamas. The latest round of Israeli bombing, for example, resulted in the destruction of the offices and facilities of numerous civil society organisations. The bombs damaged the
offices of the Palestine Children’s Relief Fund, as well as at least 50 schools
and media offices. Without the input of the organisations and institutions affected by the violence, any reconstruction efforts would fail to provide for the
needs of the local population.
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COVID-19

Invest in nurses to fight
the pandemic, rebuild
shattered health
Sheila Tlou, Barbara Stilwell

Nurses around the world are in crisis, whether they
are in the eye of the COVID-19 storm in India, the exhausted ranks of Britain’s workforce, organising
against a 1 percent pay rise offer, or in Kenya where,
in some areas, they have not been paid at all for
months.
Underpaid, undervalued and under-supported:
nurses are reporting unprecedented levels of stress
and burnout. The International Council of Nurses says
the “COVID-19 effect” means the global nurse shortage is now six million, the vast majority in low- and
middle-income countries. This has to change. If we
are to beat this and future pandemics and address the
spiralling burden of non-communicable diseases and
mental illnesses, a strong, motivated nursing workforce will be the backbone of our efforts. Now we have
a once in a generation opportunity to turn things
around. At the World Health Assembly this week,
health ministers will be asked to endorse a new fiveyear strategy for transforming the nursing profession,
via improved working conditions, regulation, education, training and leadership development.
As the largest group of health professionals, with the greatest reach
into society and the highest level of population trust, nurses have a pivotal
role to play in fighting disease – and achieving universal health coverage.
Those governments that think they cannot afford it should think again: the
evidence shows investing in nursing not only improves health, it also supports gender equality and economic growth. The pandemic has showed a
powerful spotlight on what nurses and other health workers actually do –
the gruelling hours, the risks to their personal safety, etc. But there is still
a tendency to think of them as “angels of mercy”, rather than as highly
skilled professionals who combine emotional intelligence with complex
problem-solving abilities, as they determine priorities for multiple patients
around the clock. Some of this has undoubtedly come from entrenched
cultural attitudes, given the vast majority of nurses are women. Their low
status within health systems means they have not traditionally been consulted about health policy or considered for higher-level leadership positions.
The World Health Organization has set an excellent example by appointing a chief nursing officer; all countries should follow its lead. Nurses
themselves are advocating for a new vision for their profession. The Nursing Now campaign has nurse groups in 126 countries, lobbying for greater
recognition of what they can do and a greater voice in health policy decision-making. In their daily work, nurses are showing they can be leaders
and innovators – from Sana in Pakistan who is pioneering mental health
treatment via telemedicine in the remote North West Frontier region, to
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Stephan in Ghana who is developing a new platform for remote neurorehabilitation of stroke victims via WhatsApp calls, and Harriet in Uganda,
an entrepreneurial nurse-midwife whose organisation has worked tirelessly
through the pandemic to support adolescent girls going through pregnancy
and childbirth.
As we rebuild health systems after the pandemic, there is much to be
done and none of it can be done without nurses. Nurses need to continue
to embrace leadership and shatter negative and disempowering stereotypes and conditions that constrain their profession everywhere. But they
cannot do it alone. Governments that want to see health improvements
reaching every part of their populations – with all the benefits that will bring
– need to invest in nursing and enable nurses to work to their full potential.
This means recognising the key role that nurses can play in both designing
and delivering services for populations – and creating opportunities for
nurse-led care, particularly for non-communicable diseases and in primary
and community healthcare.
Nurse leaders must be part of all policy formulation, planning and management boards so they can bring their perspectives and experience to
play in health decision-making. As the pandemic has highlighted so
acutely, governments must ensure nurses have decent working conditions,
appropriate education and regulation, and adequate funding for education
and employment, if they are to continue to recruit and retain them. Nurses
are giving us so much: we must ensure they are supported, respected,
protected, motivated and equipped to safely and optimally contribute to
their full potential
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Opinion

Italy’s Roma forced eviction
crisis demands EU action
Jonathan Lee

On the morning of April 22, at about 8:00, a handful of police officers and municipal waste management workers arrived under a concrete overpass on
Rome’s east ring road to evict 15 Roma living in a makeshift settlement there.
In a matter of hours, the impromptu structures, tents, mattresses, and
camp-stoves were cleared away and the people were ordered to leave the
noisy, dirty strip of wasteland they briefly called home. The eviction was one
of five which took place across Italy that week, as part of the authorities’ regular clearances of improvised living places inhabited by Romani families
who have nowhere else to go. These encampments are what the Italian government has long referred to as “informal nomad camps” – informal meaning
they are not one of the formal segregated camps built by the government,
and nomad meaning they are exclusively home to people of Romani ethnicity whom Italian society still refers to as nomads (based on the assumption that all Roma are nomadic by nature). Italian authorities have been
placing Roma in segregated camps on the edges of urban areas, far from
public services or any chance of finding employment, since the 1960s.
In 2008, however, then Prime Minister Silvio Berlusconi stepped up the
state’s mistreatment of the Roma minority by declaring a so-called “Nomad
Emergency”. Defining the presence of Roma in Italy as a threat to public security, the Nomad Emergency created powers to conduct censuses in Roma
settlements, as well as to close down informal Roma camps in derogation
of laws that protect human rights. As a result, government-built Roma-only
camps became Italy’s main solution to its imagined “nomad problem”. The
emergency turned Roma into a security issue, and the policies put in place
then set the template for how authorities have been dealing with Roma ever
since. The Italian government officially committed to stop constructing new
Roma-only camps in 2017, but there are at least 119 segregated camps and
shelters still operated by authorities in Italy according to the latest estimate
by Italian NGO Associazione 21 Luglio.
Over the years, living conditions in these camps deteriorated significantly.
The number of people living in most camps ballooned way beyond capacity.
In response, rather than providing adequate, permanent housing to camp
residents, the Italian government started issuing eviction orders and kicking
out residents who have nowhere else to go. The majority of people who
have been evicted from these government-built camps ended up living in
informal camps elsewhere, sometimes a stone’s throw away from the site
where the formal camp once stood. Others have been relocated by the authorities into other formal camps, shelters, or temporary housing solutions.
In any case, all are just living on borrowed time until the cycle of eviction
and re-eviction begins again.
In the past four years there have been 187 such evictions of Romani
families, making 3,156 people homeless. These figures come from a census
of forced evictions released by the European Roma Rights Centre (ERRC),
compiled from news reports and civil society activists. This census shows
that there has been a steady trickle of forced evictions (almost one per week)
going on for years across Italy. Taken as a whole, these evictions constitute
a large-scale human rights crisis and show that for Roma, the “Nomad Emergency” never really ended, it just became invisible.
Technically, many of these evictions are illegal under national and international law. They are often carried out without proper consultation, without
a reasonable notice period, and usually without adequate alternative accommodation being offered (usually only temporary shelter). However, Ital-
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ian authorities do not seem to be losing any sleep over the illegality of their
actions towards Roma. In 2018, authorities in Rome ignored an order by the
European Court of Human Rights to halt the evacuation of the Camping
River formal camp, and evicted more than 300 Roma living there.
Only nine percent of the former residents found a housing solution in the
months following the eviction. More than half of the evicted Roma ended up
living on the streets: under bridges, in cars, or in makeshift informal camps.
A further 99 people were transferred to reception centres or temporary facilities, rather than integrated social housing. Most of the evictions documented
by the ERRC over the last four years have involved relatively small numbers
of people – several families at a time, evicted from small informal camps.
But the frequency of the evictions is concerning. In recent months there have
been several per week, and last year evictions took place even during the
strict COVID-19 lockdowns.
The evidence in ERRC’s census should serve as a wakeup call for the
European Commission, in case they are under any delusions about the reality of the situation for Roma in Italy. The scale of the eviction crisis, and
the continued existence of segregated formal camps, flies in the face of the
European Commission’s decision to block a report on the mistreatment of
Roma in Italy in 2017, and to end the investigation into the issue altogether
two years later.
Human rights activists have long argued that the existence of formal
camps for Roma in Italy contravenes the access to housing provision in the
EU’s Racial Equality Directive. Additionally, the ongoing eviction crisis clearly
constitutes “harassment deemed to be discrimination” also provided for in
the Directive. This is the lasting legacy of Berlusconi’s “Nomad Emergency”.
It should demonstrate to the European Commission that Italy still has a case
to answer regarding its treatment of Roma. Instead the Commission, seemingly convinced by promises to “overcome the system of camps” by the Italian government, decided that the situation of Roma in Italy required no
further action on its part. Despite the continued existence of ethnically segregated government camps, despite the discriminatory harassment of Romani families through repeated forced evictions, the Commission continues
to defer any action against Italy.
Increasingly it seems that there is one rule for member states in the East
and another for those in the West when it comes to legal action over discrimination against Roma. While the European Commission has opened infringement procedures against the Czech Republic, Slovakia, Hungary, and
more recently Bulgaria, for discrimination against Roma, it is yet to take any
action at all against more powerful member states such as Italy. The EU’s
prevarication proves what its own Fundamental Rights Agency has said
since 2018: the Racial Equality Directive is simply not fit for purpose in protecting the rights of Romani citizens of the EU. Many activists would argue
that it is not simply a question of an ineffective mechanism, but of a fundamental lack of political will in Brussels to take a strong stance on racism that
goes beyond conferences and unenforceable “action plans”.
The European Commission has a moral duty to implement its Racial
Equality Directive in a way that ensures Italy provides equal access to social
housing for all, not just dump Roma in segregated camps or evict them from
their homes. The longer the EU waits to take action, the stronger the message it is sending to Italy and the rest of Europe that discriminating against
Roma will go unchallenged from the top.
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Indirect taxes

Pakistan's water crisis
Pakistan’s burgeoning population, changing climate patterns and poor

The budget is around the corner. If the government seriously wants
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cultural income is long overdue.
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million should be considered rich. Similarly, anyone whose annual

crease to 860 cubic metres by 2025 and even down to 500 cubic metres

income is more than Rs12 million should be considered wealthy.

by 2040. According to a report released by the Pakistan Council of Re-

Property should be taxed at market value. In the rural areas, anyone

search in Water Resources (PCRWR), the country touched the “water

who owns more than 25 acres should be taxed. This will be the third

stress line” in 1990 and crossed the “water scarcity line” in 2005. Experts
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fear that the country might run out of water by 2025 and would have to
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face a drought-like situation. Needless to say it will have a drastic effect

body would be up in protest. The time to act is now.

on the country. Regrettably, Pakistan’s water-storage capacity is one of

Adnan Aslam

the lowest in the world, and its per capita capacity of 121 cubic metres is

Lahore

equal to that of Ethiopia. The per capita storage capacity of some developed countries, such as the United States and China, is over 2,000 cubic
metres. Even India, which is several times more populous than Pakistan,
has per capita storage capacity of 200 cubic metres. The storage capacity of our major national reservoirs manages only 10 per cent of our annual inflow against the world average of 40 per cent. This is the reason
for the decrease in water storage capacity to less than 30 days against a
minimum requirement of 120 days. The government needs to wake up
and realise the gravity of this issue before the country runs completely
dry. It must take appropriate steps, such as building multipurpose dams,
strengthening existing reservoirs, enforcement of the Water Apportionment Accord of 1991 to bridge inter-provincial differences, formulation of
trustworthy and clear-cut policies, and the establishment of an implementation framework for the purpose.
A.Qadeer Seelro

PEDO payments
The Pakhtunkhwa Energy Development Organisation (PEDO) implements different hydro power projects across the province. Even in
this digital age, PEDO does not have any online payment system,
and its consumers are required to pay their bills through post offices.
Since Chitral is a far-flung area, post offices here are hard to find in
the area. People have to travel long distances on foot in order to pay
their bills, which is a waste of time and energy. PEDO and other authorities concerned should set up online payment systems so that
the consumers may make transactions easily. This will also help the
company generate more revenue as many people skip their bill payment to avoid long queues at post offices.
Eid Ul Aziz Khan

Larkana

Chitral

Electricity bills
The summer season has just kicked off in Lahore and people are ob-

Cigarette sales

serving a substantial rise in their electricity bills. My recent electricity

Time and again Pakistan has failed to ensure the implementation of

bill is double the amount that I was charged the preceding month.

tobacco control laws. The sale of cigarettes to people below 18

Since I had paid the last bill online, I thought the amount has mistak-

years of age is strictly prohibited in the country, but they are easily

enly been added to the current bill. Upon inquiry, the relevant Lahore

available to minors at every kiosk on streets across the country.

Electric Supply Company (Lesco) office informed us that the amount

Since the market consists of illicit and illegal sales of cigarettes, they

of tax doubles after 300 units. Therefore, we have a twofold increase

are sold at prices lower than the regulated ones to the minors. The

in the bill. In these stressful times when many people have lost their

Ministry of Health has revealed that about 1,200 children aged 6-15

jobs and are struggling to make ends meet, this spike in electricity bills

years are addicted to smoking on a daily basis. It is imperative that

is an unbearable burden. I urge the government to provide some relief

laws prohibiting the sale of cigarettes to youth be strictly enforced,

in some segment of life to the people at large.

and disciplinary action be taken against the retailers violating it.
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‘Zombie’ forest fires may become more
common with climate change

The US’s first open-air genetically
modified mosquitoes have taken flight

Jonathan Lambert

Susan Milius

Winter usually kills most forest
fires. But in the boreal woods
that encircle the far North,
some fires, like zombies, just
don’t die. The first broad scientific look at overwintering “zombie fires” reveals these rare
occurrences can flare up the
year after warmer-than-normal summers and account for up to 38 percent
of the total burn area in some regions, researchers report online May 19 in
Nature. As climate change accelerates in boreal forests, the frequency of
zombie fires could rise and exacerbate warming by releasing more greenhouse gases from the region’s soils, which may house twice as much carbon
as Earth’s atmosphere. Zombie fires hibernate underground. Blanketed by
snow, they smolder through the cold, surviving on the carbon-rich fuel of
peat and boreal soil and moving very slowly — just 100 to 500 meters over
the winter. Come spring, the fires reemerge near the forest they previously
charred, burning fresh fuel well before the traditional fire season starts. Until
now, these zombie fires have remained relatively mysterious to science,
known mostly from firefighter anecdotes. Strange coincidences on satellite
images, however, got the attention of earth systems scientist Rebecca
Scholten and her colleagues. “My adviser noticed that some years, new fires
were starting very close to the previous year’s fire,” says Scholten, of Vrije
University Amsterdam. This is unusual, she says, since boreal fires are usually sparked by random lightning or human activity. Local fire managers confirmed that these were the same fires, prompting the researchers to wonder
just how often fires overwinter. To find evidence of underground fires, the
researchers combined firefighter reports with satellite images of Alaska and
northern Canada captured from 2002 to 2018. They looked for blazes that
started close to the scars left the previous year and that began before midsummer, when lightning-sparked fires usually occur.

The first genetically modified mosquitoes that will be
allowed to fly free outdoors
in the United States have
started reaching the age for
mating in the Florida Keys.
In a test of the biotech company Oxitec’s GM male
mosquitoes for pest control, these Aedes aegypti started growing from
tiny eggs set out in toaster-sized, hexagonal boxes on suburban private properties in late April. On May 12, experiment monitors confirmed that males had matured enough to start flying off on their own
to court American female mosquitoes.
This short-term Florida experiment marks the first outdoor test in the
United States of a strain of GM male mosquitoes as a highly targeted
pest control strategy. This strain is engineered to shrink local populations of Ae. aegypti, a mosquito species that spreads dengue and Zika.
That could start happening now that the GM mosquitoes have reached
mating age because their genetics makes them such terrible choices
as dads. The mosquitoes now waving distinctively masculine (extra
fluffy) antennae in Florida carry genetic add-ons that block development in females. No female larvae should survive to adulthood in the
wild, says molecular biologist Nathan Rose, Oxitec’s chief of regulatory
affairs. Half the released males’ sons, however, will carry dad’s daughter-killing trait. The sons of the bad dads can go on to trick a new generation of females into unwise mating decisions and doomed
daughters. The trait is not designed to last in an area’s mosquitoes,
though. The genetics just follow the same old rules of natural inheritance that mosquitoes and people follow: Traits pass to some offspring
and not others. Only half a bad dad’s sons will carry the daughterkilling trait. The others will sire normal mosquito families.
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Surgical snip might prevent stroke in people with A-fib
Steven Reinberg
A simple surgery may help lower the risk for strokes by more than a third in
patients with atrial fibrillation, a common irregular heartbeat, a new trial finds.
The reduction in stroke risk is achieved by blocking the left atrial appendage,
an unused, finger-like tissue that traps blood in the upper chamber of the heart
and increases the risk of clots that can cause strokes, the researchers explained. "This study was performed in patients who were already undergoing
heart surgery for other indications, so it was basically the addition of a secondary procedure," said lead researcher Dr. Richard Whitlock, a professor of
surgery at McMaster University in Hamilton, Ontario, Canada.
As with most patients with atrial fibrillation, patients in this study were already
taking blood thinners to prevent stroke. This study supports this procedure of
removal and closure (occlusion) of the left atrial appendage while doing heart
surgery. But patients will still need to take blood thinners after the operation,
Whitlock noted. The combination of the surgery plus continuing to take blood
thinners is how the additional protection from stroke is achieved, he added.
Removing the left atrial appendage does not affect how the heart functions,
and the procedure is safe with no side effects, Whitlock said. "This appendage
is left over from how the heart forms when you're developing in the womb,"
he said. "It is not a vital factor, but happens to be quite harmful when you develop atrial fibrillation."
For the study, researchers tracked nearly 4,800 people in 27 countries who
had atrial fibrillation and were taking blood thinners. They were an average
age of 71. When these patients were undergoing cardiac bypass surgery, they
were randomly selected to have their left atrial appendage removed or not.

Patients were followed for a median of four years. Dr. Gregg Fonarow, interim
chief of the division of cardiology at the University of California, Los Angeles,
and director of the Ahmanson-UCLA Cardiomyopathy Center, believes this
procedure is a breakthrough in the treatment of atrial fibrillation. "Atrial fibrillation is associated with a three- to fivefold increased risk of stroke," he said.
For patients having cardiac surgery, removing the left atrial appendage was
hypothesized to help lower the risk of stroke, even among patients being
treated with blood thinners, Fonarow said. Previously, however, no large-scale
clinical trials have tested this hypothesis, and other studies have had mixed results. Also, guidelines have not provided definitive recommendations, he said.

Why your dentist might seem pushy
Daryl Austin
In 1993, Dr. David Silber, a dentist now practicing in Plano, Texas, was
fired from the first dental clinic he worked for. He’d been assigned to a patient another dentist had scheduled for a crown preparation — a metal or
porcelain cap for a broken or decayed tooth. However, Silber found nothing
wrong with the tooth, so he sent the patient home.
He was fired later the same day. “Never send a patient away who’s willing
to pay the clinic money,” he was told. Silber said what happened to him
then still happens today, that some dentists who don’t think they receive
enough from insurance reimbursement — whether private insurance or
Medicaid — have figured out ways to boost their bottom lines. They push
products and procedures a patient doesn’t need or recommend highercost treatment plans when less expensive options might accomplish the
same thing.
The pressure is more intense now since the Covid pandemic cut traffic into
dentists’ offices. But while most dentists are ethical, the practice of going
with more profitable procedures, materials or appliances is not new. In
2013, a Washington dentist writing in an American Dental Association publication lamented a pattern of “creative diagnosis.” A 2019 study of dental
costs found wide differences in the price of certain services. It said teeth
whitening at the dentist’s office, for example, is no more effective than
whitening strips one buys at the drugstore — and at least 10 times more
expensive.
But sometimes dentists escalate to outright fraud. A recent article in the
Journal of Insurance Fraud in America put it plainly: “Medicaid fraud is
the most lucrative business model in U.S. dentistry today.” Indeed, the
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ADA sees a problem. Dr. Dave Preble, senior vice president of the American Dental Association’s Practice Institute, said, “Hundreds of thousands of dental procedures are performed safely and effectively on a
daily basis.” But he cited a study from the National Health Care AntiFraud Association that says between 3% and 10% of the $3.6 trillion
Americans spend annually on health care is lost to fraud each year.
That’s as much as $13 billion of the $136 billion Americans spend annually on dental care lost to dental fraud.
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Mortal Kombat

Those Who Wish Me Dead

Amon Warmann

Chris Hewitt

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.

My New York Year

A Quiet Place Part II

John Nugent

Ian Freer

“New York!” swoons Margaret
Qualley’s Joanna during My
New York Year’s prologue.
“Isn’t that what aspiring writers
did? Live in cheap apartments
and write in cafés?” Then she
offers a little apologetic sigh. “I
know.” Joanna, inevitably, goes on to live in a cheap apartment (one without a sink) and write in cafés; writer- director Philippe Falardeau’s script,
adapting the memoir My Salinger Year by Joanna Rakoff, acknowledges
the romanticised cliché of East Coast bohemia without ever escaping it, a
continuation of a stereotype rather than a fresh take.This is a coming-ofage tale — aspiring young creative type tries to make it in the big city —
that has long come of age. Qualley’s starry-eyed naivety channels early
Greta Gerwig, while Weaver is basically a less cartoonish Meryl Streep
from The Devil Wears Prada; take Streep’s fashion tyrant, move her a few
blocks north to Manhattan’s Upper East Side, replace the Prada with a
pastel-coloured, shoulder-draped sweater, and you have Margaret. Unlike
Joanna’s dreamy literary aspirations (“I didn’t want to be ordinary,” she
coos at one point, “I wanted to be extraordinary”), this is nothing new, then.
But though it occasionally suffers from a lack of drama — Joanna climbs
New York’s literary ladder with such ease that actual struggling writers will
scoff at her, jealously — it’s not unwatchable, lifted by a sense of earnestness and empathy that both the main character and writer-director seem
to share, and by the compelling mystery of Salinger.
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Taylor Sheridan has been
one of the most reliable writers of thrillers for some time
now, punching out the likes
of Sicario, its sequel, and
Hell Or High Water. Lean,
muscular thrillers that could
have ported in from the
’70s, populated with economically sketched characters and actions that
speak louder than words. The excellent Wind River saw him transfer that
particular set of skills to the director’s chair, and as if to prove it’s no fluke,
along comes Those Who Wish Me Dead (or ‘Fire Forest’, if you want to
continue the pattern established by that previous film), an old-school humans versus the elements gripper crossed with a brutal tale of hitmen out
for blood. Almost unbearably tense at times, it’s the kind of film best seen
on a big screen, surrounded by people (full disclosure: Empire watched
the film on a small screen). In that regard, it’s timed its run to perfection.
It’s also proof positive, along with the upcoming Nobody and Freaky, that
studios (Warner Bros. in this instance) do still make mid-budget thrillers.
Let’s hope they do as well as can be, commercially, so that continues to
be the case. The economically-sketched characters, then. There’s Angelina Jolie, keeping her comeback cooking nicely, as Hannah, a fire marshal haunted by A Tragic Past and Occasional Flashbacks, who is
scheduled to spend a few months up a pole in the Montana wilderness
(and yes, that makes her Hannah Montana). Jon Bernthal as the local
cop, a survivalist worried about his pregnant wife (Medina Senghore).

The notion of what it means
to be cinematic is baked
into the terrific premise of
the A Quiet Place movies.
Built around blind monsters
who have developed such
an attuned sense of hearing
they can track victims from
even the slightest noise, John Krasinski’s films explore a world where
dialogue has to be kept to a minimum, meaning the story can only move
forward through image, sound and music. Thriving on this conceit, the
first film delivered clever, lean scares, spinning ingenuity within a confined space. This time round, the focus is broadened with diminishing
returns, but A Quiet Place Part II still manages to conjure up enough
thrills to make it worthwhile.
It gets off to a rollicking start. Spiralling back to day one of the alien subjugation, Krasinski mounts a full-on assault on the senses as the noise-seeking creatures attack the heartland of America (a baseball field, Main Street),
all heralded by that trusty signifier of post-apocalyptic doom, a barking dog.
It’s a bravura beginning, Krasinski and sound designers Ethan Van der Ryn
and Erik Aadahl getting fantastic mileage from the juxtaposition between
silence and carnage. Unlike last time, and even at a tight 97 minutes, there
are longueurs. Fast-forwarding to day 474, the action picks up just after
the events of the first film (there are some not-so-subtle reminders of that
nail and that bath).
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Worthy Fights

The Great Arab Conquests

Leon Panetta with Jim Newton

Hugh Kennedy

The inspiring and revelatory autobiography of the
defense secretary and CIA director who led the
intelligence war that killed Bin Laden, among
many important roles in a legendary career
It could be said that Leon Panetta has had two
of the most consequential careers of any American public servant in the past fifty years. His first
career, beginning as an army intelligence officer
and including a distinguished run as one of Congress’s most powerful and respected members,
lasted thirty-five years and culminated in his transformational role as
Clinton’s budget czar and White House chief of staff. He then “retired”
to establish the Panetta Institute with his wife of fifty years, Sylvia; to
serve on the Iraq Study Group; and to protect his beloved California
coastline. But in 2009, he accepted what many said was a thankless
task: returning to public office as the director of the CIA, taking it from a
state of turmoil after the Bush-era torture debates and moving it back to
the vital center of America’s war against Al Qaeda, including the campaign that led to the killing of Osama bin Laden. And then, in the wake
of bin Laden’s death, Panetta became the U.S. secretary of defense,
inheriting two troubled wars in a time of austerity and painful choices.
Like his career, Worthy Fights is a reflection of Panetta’s values. It is imbued with the frank, grounded, and often quite funny spirit of a man who
never lost touch with where he came from: his family’s walnut farm in
beautiful Carmel Valley, California. It is also a testament to a lost kind of
political leadership, which favors progress and duty to country over partisanship. Panetta is a Democrat who pushed for balanced budgets
while also expanding care for the elderly and sick; a devout Catholic
who opposes the death penalty but had to weigh every drone strike from
2009 through 2011.
Throughout his career, Panetta’s polestar has been his belief that a public servant’s real choice is between leadership or crisis. Troubles always
come about through no fault of one’s own, but most can be prevented
with courage and foresight.
As always, Panetta calls them as he sees them in Worthy Fights. Suffused with its author’s decency and stubborn common sense, the book
is an epic American success story, a great political memoir, and a revelatory view onto many of the great figures and events of our time.

A popular history of the Arab invasions that carved
out an empire from Spain to China. Today's Arab
world was created at breathtaking speed. Whereas
the Roman Empire took over 200 years to reach
its fullest extent, the Arab armies overran the whole
Middle East, North Africa and Spain within a generation. They annihilated the thousand-year-old
Persian Empire and reduced the Byzantine Empire
to little more than a city-state based around Constantinople. Within a hundred years of the
Prophet's death, Muslim armies destroyed the
Visigoth kingdom of Spain, and crossed the Pyrenees to occupy southern
France. This is the first popular English language account of this astonishing remaking of the political and religious map of the world. Hugh
Kennedy's sweeping narrative reveals how the Arab armies conquered
almost everything in their path. One of the few academic historians with a
genuine talent for storytelling, he offers a compelling mix of larger-thanlife characters, battles, treachery and the clash of civilizations.

The Disoriented

Lalani of the Distant Sea

Amin Maalouf

Erin Entrada Kelly

One night, a phone rings in Paris. Adam learns
that Mourad, once his closest friend, is dying. He
quickly throws some clothes in a suitcase and
takes the first flight out, to the homeland he fled
twenty-five years ago. Exiled in France, Adam
has been leading a peaceful life as a respected
historian, but back among the milk-white mountains of the East his past soon catches up with
him. His childhood friends have all taken different
paths in life—and some now have blood on their
hands. Loyalty, identity, and the clash of cultures
and beliefs are at the core of this long-awaited novel by the FrenchLebanese literary giant Amin Maalouf.

Life is hard on the island of Sanlagita. To the west
looms a vengeful mountain, one that threatens to
collapse and bury the village at any moment. To the
north, a dangerous fog swallows sailors who dare
to venture out, looking for a more hospitable land.
The women live in fear of the deadly mender's disease, spread by the sharp needles they use to repair the men's fishing nets. When Lalani Sarita's
mother pricks her finger and falls ill, she gives
twelve-year-old Lalani an impossible task - leave Sanlagita and find the
riches of the legendary Mount Isa, which towers on an island to the north.
But generations of men and boys have died on the same quest. How can
a timid young girl survive the epic tests of the archipelago?
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Nightfall
Shannon Messenger
The Neverseen have had their victories – but the
battle is far from over. It’s time to change tactics.
Make sacrifices. Re-examine everything. Maybe
even time for Sophie to trust her enemies. All paths
lead to Nightfall – an ominous door to an even more
ominous place – and Sophie and her friends strike
a dangerous bargain to get there. But nothing can
prepare them for what they discover. The problems
they’re facing stretch deep into their history. And
with time running out, and mistakes catching up
with them, Sophie and her allies must join forces in ways they never have
before.In this spectacular sixth book in the New York Times bestselling
Keeper of the Lost Cities series, Sophie must uncover the truth about the
Lost Cities’ insidious past, before it repeats itself and changes reality.
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