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Budget 2021-22: Towards
sustainable growth
By all accounts, the federal budget 2021-22
is a bold and realistic step towards speeding
up the process of sustainable economic development through a more efficient and balanced use of available resources. The third
budget of the PTI government is expansionary, growth-oriented and adopts an inclusive
approach to the development needs of all
sectors of the economy.
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Economics

Budget: Reforms
reversed?
Shahid Hussain

The new budget has something for everybody. It appears the government has
attempted to please everybody with its spending spree by ditching reforms
which were hurting it politically. The budget also aims to woo voters, with a
Rs900 billion Federal Public Sector Development Programme (PSDP) for the
next fiscal year, which is 38pc higher than the last year’s Rs650 billion.
The budget shows the government has shifted gears to growth after
getting some fiscal space following “harsh” reforms for almost three years,
which started hurting it badly. It was because of the reforms, which were
good for the national economy but bad for the people, the government lost
almost all by-polls after the general elections. In the situation, the government had no option but to revise its policies to please all sectors ahead of
polls in 2023, but it could damage the country in the long run, as fiscal indicators could worsen again.
It is obvious that the government aims to win the next election at all
costs. It will spend a hefty amount now and may tighten its belts again after
winning the election. The government has ditched its contractionary fiscal
policy it pursued for the last three years; increased funds for development
projects; offered significant tax incentives and relief to businesses and announced schemes to support the common people. It announced a Rs900
billion Federal Public Sector Development Programme (PSDP) for the next
fiscal year, which is 38pc higher than the last year’s programme of Rs650
billion. The volume of the National Development Programme, which includes the PSDP and the provinces’ development share, will be Rs2,135b,
which is 33pc higher than the last year’s allocation of Rs1,324b. According
to the budget document, of the Rs900b PSDP, Rs265b are for transport
and communications, Rs103b for energy, Rs99b for water resources,
Rs40.93b for housing and physical planning, Rs28b for health, Rs5.12b
for education and training, Rs37b for the Higher Education Commission,
Rs15.26b for environment, Rs5.13b for manpower and employment,
Rs74b for Sustainable Development Goals, Rs54b for merged districts of
Khyber Pakhtunkhwa, Rs45b for special areas (Azad Jammu and Kashmir,
Gilgit-Baltistan), Rs34b for less developed areas (North and South
Balochistan Packages, Sindh Development Plan and GB Development
Plan), Rs5.7b for governance, Rs29.3b for science and information technology, Rs15.5b for the production sector (industries, food and agriculture)
and Rs37.4b for other requirements.
Besides increasing subsidies and incentives for big business, manufacturing, corporate market and agriculture sectors, the government proposed a 24pc hike in revenues, including Rs506b in additional measures.
“The stabilisation phase is now over, and the budget 2021-22 will focus on
inclusive and sustainable growth, fostering growth with investment,” Finance Minister Shaukat Tarin said in his speech. The additional revenues
of Rs506b are based on Rs264b worth of policy measures and Rs242b of
administrative measures. The budget more than doubles (226pc) subsidy
allocations and significantly hikes surcharges and levies on oil and gas,
including a 36pc increase in petroleum levy. It also allows a 10pc increase
in salaries (ad hoc allowance) and pensions at an additional cost of
Rs160b and promises universal health coverage through the Sehat Card.
The government’s revenue plan is based on massive reliance on indi-
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rect taxation, mostly outside the divisible pool sources that keep the federation financially floating. Over Rs115b alone will be additional revenue
on account of gas infrastructure development cess that would increase by
a massive 767pc to Rs130b next year against just Rs15b this year. Over
Rs160bn is targeted to flow from petroleum levy on oil projects which
means petroleum prices would go up in the next fiscal year. The target for
petroleum levy is Rs610b for next year, up 35pc from the current year’s
Rs450b that would touch Rs500b by June 30, 2021. Another 260pc increase is expected in natural gas development surcharge to Rs36b next
year, compared to just Rs10b this year.
The budget projects the next year’s fiscal deficit at 6.3pc of GDP
(Rs3.42tr). The revenue target for the next year is set at Rs5.829tr, compared to Rs4.691tr this year, showing an overall increase of Rs1.138tr
(24pc). About Rs635b would accrue automatically on account of 8.2pc inflation and a 4.8pc GDP growth rate.
The budget entails major concessions to the manufacturing sector, including automobile, textiles, pharmaceutical industry, mobile phone and
information technology, and even small and medium enterprises (SMEs)
through reduction in import duties on raw material and lower general sales.
A major favour has also been given to the stock market through reduction
in capital gain tax from 15pc to 12.5pc, while a series of withholding taxes
have been removed, including those on banking transactions, stock exchange transactions, margin financing, air-travel services, debit and credit
card-based international transactions and mineral exploration.
The amount of subsidies for the next year has been targeted at
Rs682b, almost 226pc higher than the current year’s Rs209b, which was
later revised to Rs430b. The federal expenditures are budgeted at
Rs8.487tr against revised estimates of Rs7.34tr for the current year, showing an increase of 15pc. Non-tax revenues are projected to be higher by
22pc to Rs2.079tr, compared to Rs1.7tr this year. Of the total FBR revenue
of Rs5.829tr, the share of indirect taxes is estimated at Rs3.647tr next year
against Rs2.9tr this year, up by 26pc, while growth in direct taxes is less
than 22pc at Rs2.18tr against Rs1.789tr this year. The provincial share in
federal taxes would increase form Rs2.7tr this year to Rs3.4tr next year,
up by about Rs707b or 25pc, but about Rs570b would be retained by the
federal government as provincial cash surplus to contain the federal deficit
that would otherwise go beyond 7.1pc of GDP.
The current expenditure of the federal government would be around
Rs7.5tr next year, up 14pc over the current year’s Rs6.56tr. The interest
payments are projected at Rs3.06tr, compared to Rs2.85tr this year, with
an increase of 7pc. The pension bill, excluding the latest 10pc increase, is
estimated at Rs480b. The running of the entire civil government would cost
Rs479bn, down from Rs487b this year.
Undoubtedly, some internal and external factors have allowed the government to reverse its contractionary policies. However, it will have to renegotiate terms with the International Monetary Fund (IMF). The success or
failure of the budget will also depend on the government’s ability to raise
estimated tax revenues. The ambitious target would become even more
difficult to achieve if the pandemic recurred.
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Budget 2021-22: Towards
sustainable growth
Nasim Ahmed

By all accounts, the federal budget 2021-22 is a bold and
realistic step towards speeding up the process of sustainable economic development through a more efficient and
balanced use of available resources. The third budget of
the PTI government is expansionary, growth-oriented and
adopts an inclusive approach to the development needs of
all sectors of the economy.
Clearly, the stabilization phase is over and the economy
is now in an upswing mode. To this end, the government
has increased subsidies as well as incentives for big business, manufacturing, corporate market and agriculture sectors. As Finance Minister Shaukat Tarin put it: “The
stabilisation phase is now over, and the budget 2021-22
will focus on inclusive and sustainable growth, fostering
growth with investment.” The minister said the government
had given an economic programme in the budget which addressed the needs of all segments of society, from agriculture to the industry and from services to the social sector,
from labour to farmer to women to students, homeless, government servants, youths and the poor households.
To this end, the Public Sector Development Programme (PSDP) is projected at Rs900b next year against Rs650b this year which has now been
cut by another Rs20b. To stimulate growth, the next year’s budget provides
major concessions to the manufacturing sector, including automobile, textiles, the pharmaceutical industry, mobile phone and information technology, and even small and medium enterprises (SMEs) through a reduction
in import duties on raw material and lower general sales. The minister also
announced relief measures on setting up of cold storages for agriculture
products and tax exemptions on Covid-related medical equipment, etc, for
another six months. The finance minister also promised a minimum wage
of Rs20,000 per month for private workers, an increase of 20pc.
The stock market will be perked up through a reduction in capital gain
tax from 15pc to 12.5pc, while a series of withholding taxes have been removed, including those on banking transactions, stock exchange transactions, margin financing, air-travel services, debit and credit card-based
international transactions and mineral exploration.
The amount of subsidies for the next year has been targeted at
Rs682b, almost 226pc higher than the current year’s Rs209b, which was
later revised to Rs430b. But this is mostly on account of payments to independent power producers and tariff differential subsidies. Of this, about
327pc increase has been projected for the power sector to Rs596b next
year against Rs139.5b this year.
The budget envisages a substantial rise in revenue by as much as
24 percent, including Rs506b worth of additional measures. The additional revenues of Rs506b are based on Rs264b worth of policy measures and Rs242b of administrative measures. The budget has more than
doubled subsidy allocations (226pc) but at the same time raised surcharges and levies on oil and gas, including a 36pc increase in petroleum
levy. The government has also announced a 10pc increase in salaries
and pensions at an additional cost of Rs160b. An additional revenue of
Rs160b is projected to flow from petroleum levy on oil projects, which
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means petroleum prices would go up in the next fiscal year. The target
for petroleum levy is Rs610b for the next year, up 35pc from the current
year’s Rs450b, that would now touch Rs500b by June 30, 2021. It implies
a substantial hike in petroleum prices. Another 260pc increase is expected in natural gas development surcharge to Rs36b next year, compared to just Rs10b this year. But, as experts have pointed out, the
government’s revenue generation plan rests on weak ground, as it is
based on massive reliance on indirect form of taxation.
A cut in administrative expenditure was widely expected but it has
not come about. The federal expenditures are budgeted at Rs8.487tr
for the next year against Rs7.34tr of revised estimates for the current
year, showing an increase of 15pc. The current expenditure of the federal government would be around Rs7.5tr next year, up 14pc over the
current year’s Rs6.56tr. The interest payments are projected at Rs3.06tr,
compared to Rs2.85tr this year, an increase of 7pc. The pension bill, excluding the latest 10pc increase, is estimated at Rs480b, of which
Rs260b goes to the military pensioners. The running of the entire civil
government would cost Rs479b, down from Rs487b this year, while defence expenditure would go up to Rs1.37tr against Rs1.29tr this year,
showing an increase of just 5.8pc.
Thankfully, no new taxes have been imposed on the salaried class. The
tax compliance costs would be reduced, putting an end to profile updation
every year despite submission of entire data as part of tax returns. The
hallmark of the taxation side is reintroduction of the self-assessment
scheme that was previously introduced by the Musharraf government.
What is there in the new budget for the common man? The finance
minister admitted that the decades-old trickledown theory had not helped
the poor and, therefore, the PTI government adopted the bottom-up approach to improve the economic lot of over 5 million low-income households in the next year. For the purpose, the government will provide
Rs500,000 interest-free business loan to every household, Rs250,000 interest-free farming loan and Rs200,000 interest-free loan for tractors and
machineries and Rs2m worth of low-interest loan for house building. Universal health coverage is to be ensured through the Sehat Card.
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Climate change

Environment:
A battle for survival
Nasim Ahmed

The World Environment Day observed on June 5 focused
attention on the need to save the world from the climate
catastrophe looming ahead.
Rapid urbanisation, industrialisation and motorisation
around the world have led to economic growth but in the
process humanity has paid a high price in terms of environmental degradation. The biggest challenge that we
face today is climate change which is resulting in increasing droughts, floods, natural disasters, sudden rainfalls,
excessive temperatures and reduced biodiversity.
In recent years, environmentalists have written extensively on the issue of melting of the Himalayan glaciers.
Some time back, the World Bank made an assessment of
how South Asia may be affected by global warming. The
WB report underlined the danger of floods that might result from the melting of the Himalayan glaciers that feed
water to the rivers flowing into South Asia as well as China
and Afghanistan.
The media recently carried reports about the breakup of a glacier in the
Himalayas, causing a deadly flash flood that smashed through a hydroelectric power plant and destroyed homes in Uttarakhand, a mountainous
northern state in India. The government rushed disaster response teams
but it was too late. A second power plant was also damaged. The glaciers
are melting due to global warming and pose a serious threat to South Asian
states. A joint regional response to the threat must be formulated at the
earliest to avert a bigger tragedy in the coming years.
An emergent issue is that of growing air pollution which has reached
critical levels in many parts of the world, including Pakistan. The suspended particles, in either solid or liquid forms, are the major factors behind
deteriorating air quality indices. PM2.5 refers to particles which have a diameter of less than 2.5 microns (one millionth of a meter), whereas PM10
refers to particles that have a diameter of less than 10 microns. 2016 saw
the deaths of 4.1 million people across the world due to PM2.5. Outdoor
air pollution results in premature deaths of 30 people per 100,000. The
economic costs of air pollution stand at $410 million, and the social implications of indoor air pollution result in 25 deaths per 100,000 people,
mostly women. Furthermore, the reduction of average life expectancy by
2.7 years due to air pollution is one of the major social issues that we face.
The climate summit convened by President Joe Biden recently
brought together 40 world leaders in a bid to secure new commitments
to lower greenhouse gas emissions and step up efforts to help the developing world tackle the climate crisis. The US, responsible for a major
part of toxic gaseous emissions, has a major role to play in controlling
environmental pollution.
The Biden administration has now committed to reducing US GHG
emissions by 50-52% by 2030, compared to 2005 levels — an ambitious
pledge indeed. On the other hand, Japan has agreed to a seemingly underwhelming 46-50% cut below 2013 levels by 2030. Three governments
and nine companies also built on work done by the Environmental Defense
Fund, announcing the LEAF Coalition to mobilize at least $1 billion this
year for large-scale forest protection and sustainable development de-
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signed to benefit Indigenous peoples and forest communities. Given the
enormity of climate calamity, it is incumbent on all governments to introduce measures which lead to the reduction of CO2 emissions.
Among other issues, new evidence has surfaced showing that air
quality in Pakistan will deteriorate further unless targeted short and longterm strategies are developed and implemented. Pakistan needs to increase its capacity to accurately measure air quality indices. In this
connection, rapid improvement in institutional and technical capacity of
air quality management and monitoring organisations is of prime importance. The Pakistan Clean Air Programme (PCAP) is a major initiative
designed to improve air quality nationwide. The programme involves a
critical review of the current problems and proposes various mitigation
measures to improve air quality.
The country at present does not have a comprehensive nationwide air
quality monitoring programme. The lack of a nation-wide AQM network
means that spatial and temporal trends of air pollution are difficult to access. However, independent actors have put up their own monitoring
equipment and the data is fed into their websites for public use.
Switching to mass transit, adoption of electric vehicles and use of renewable energy are the pathways to a cleaner and fresh-air Pakistan. The
objective of the PTI government’s Ten Billion Tree Tsunami Programme is
to make Pakistan greener and improve air quality. In the span of two years,
the billionth tree was recently planted by the PM in the Makhniyal Forest,
Khyber Pakhtunkhwa, to coincide with World Environment Day 2021. The
government has also developed a National Electric Vehicle policy that
recognises the need to shift from fossil fuels to clean energy sources. Additionally, the Ministry of Climate Change launched the Green Economic
Stimulus during the pandemic to promote environmental activities and generate employment for those who were severely impacted due to lockdowns
and closure of businesses. Needless to emphasise, through better air quality, Pakistan will not only be able to fulfil its commitment to reducing greenhouse gas emissions under the Paris Agreement but also improve overall
health of its people through reduced cases of respiratory ailments.
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Jobs

Labour market crisis
Muhammad Hassan

The coronavirus has left over 100 million workers out of jobs in the
world. It is obvious that people of poor countries have been hit
hard by lockdown restrictions and Pakistan is no exception, where
thousands of jobs had been lost even before the onset of the pandemic as a consequence of economic policies of the government.
According to the Asian Development Bank (ADB), between 1.5
million and 2.3 million jobs could have been lost in Pakistan in the
wake of the coronavirus pandemic last year, when the authorities
imposed strict lockdown restrictions which resulted in an economic
downturn in the country. It maintained that the employment
prospects of the region’s 660 million young people were severely
challenged. It also urged governments to constructively engage
their young citizens in policy and social dialogue and adopt “urgent, large-scale, and targeted interventions.”
“Prioritizing youth employment and maximizing youth productivity in the recovery process will improve Asia and the Pacific’s
future prospects for inclusive and sustainable growth, demographic transition and social stability,” said the 2020 report, adding
that job losses among the region’s youth was likely to continue
throughout the year and “could result in youth unemployment rates doubling.” With a negative economic growth rate in 2020, the report claimed
that young Pakistanis were likely to lose about 1.5 million jobs. The country’s unemployment rate that stood at 8.9pc in 2019 rose between 17.3
and 21.5pc in 2020.
A new assessment by the International Labour Organisation (ILO)
shows the labour market crisis created by the pandemic is far from over,
and employment growth will be insufficient to make up for the losses suffered until at least 2023. Global unemployment is expected to stand at 205
million in 2022, surpassing the level of 187 million in 2019. It corresponds
to an unemployment rate of 5.7pc. Excluding the Covid-19 crisis period,
such a rate was last seen in 2013. The ILO’s World Employment and Social Outlook: Trends 2021 projects that the global crisis-induced “jobs gap”
will reach 75 million in 2021, before falling to 23 million in 2022. The related
gap in working-hours, which includes the jobs gap and those on reduced
hours, amounts to the equivalent of 100 million full-time jobs in 2021 and
26 million full-time jobs in 2022. The shortfall in employment and working
hours comes on top of persistently high pre-crisis levels of unemployment,
labour underutilisation and poor working conditions.
The worst affected regions in the first half of 2021 have been Latin
America and the Caribbean, and Europe and Central Asia. In both, estimated working-hour losses exceeded 8pc in the first quarter and 6pc in
the second quarter, compared to global working-hour losses of 4.8pc and
4.4pc in the first and second quarter, respectively. The pandemic has
pushed over 100 million more workers into poverty. “Covid-19 has not just
been a public health crisis, it's also been an employment and human crisis," ILO chief Guy Ryder said. "Without a deliberate effort to accelerate
the creation of decent jobs, and support the most vulnerable members of
society and the recovery of the hardest-hit economic sectors, the lingering
effects of the pandemic could be with us for years in the form of lost human
and economic potential, and higher poverty and inequality," he warned.
And while global employment is expected to recover more quickly in
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the second half of 2021, provided the overall pandemic situation does not
worsen, the ILO warned that the recovery would be highly uneven. This, it
said, was due to inequitable access to Covid-19 vaccines. So far, more
than 75pc of all the jabs have gone to just 10 countries. The limited capacity of most developing and emerging economies to support strong fiscal
stimulus measures will also take its toll, the ILO said, warning that the quality of newly created jobs will likely deteriorate in those countries. The fall
in employment and hours worked has meanwhile translated into a sharp
drop in labour income and a rise in poverty. Compared to 2019, 108 million
more workers around the world were categorised as poor or extremely
poor, meaning they and their families live on less than $3.20 per person
per day.
The report highlighted how the Covid-19 crisis had worsened pre-existing inequalities by hitting vulnerable workers harder. For many of the
two billion people who work in the informal sector, where social protections
are generally lacking, pandemic-related work disruptions have had catastrophic consequences for family incomes and livelihoods. The crisis has
also disproportionately hit women, who have fallen out of the labour market
at a greater rate than men, even as they have taken on more of the additional burden of caring for out-of-school children and others. Youth employment, meanwhile, fell 8.7pc last year, more than double the 3.7pc for
older workers.
According to a report by the Lahore School of Economics, the net job
losses in Pakistan were estimated at 0.7 million in 2020 as the country’s
gross domestic product (GDP) growth became negative in the wake of
lockdowns. The loss of jobs and livelihood was mainly found in the informal
sector, where 0.6 million people lost employment, whereas in the formal
economy, only 0.1 million people lost their livelihoods.
The performance of any government in the world is assessed by its
ability to create jobs and check inflation. The PTI government has failed
on both fronts. It can blame the pandemic for the lost jobs but it has no excuse for high prices of food. It has failed miserably to check profiteers and
hoarders. It will have to put in more serious efforts to check inflation.
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Pandemic

Growing food fears
Muhammad Ali

The number of people facing food insecurity in Pakistan is increasing. A recent survey shows 16.4 out of every 100 households reported moderate to severe food insecurity. It not only
belies the government’s tall claims of economic recovery but also
identifies a serious food crisis, which is worsening with the passage of every year.
According to the Pakistan Social and Living Standards Measurement, Balochistan witnessed the highest level of moderate or
severe food insecurity at 29.84pc, followed by Sindh 18.45pc,
Punjab 15.16pc and Khyber Pakhtunkhwa 12.75pc. It is shocking
to note that Punjab, the food basket of the country, lags behind
Khyber Pakhtunkhwa. On the other hand, the PTI government in
Khyber Pakhtunkhwa should be lauded for decreasing food insecurity in the province.
The official survey was conducted in 2019-20, when the country had not been locked down to prevent the spread of the Covid19 pandemic, otherwise, the findings could have been grimmer.
The number of food insecure people is slightly higher than the 15.9pc a
year before. The survey not only reflects the impacts of job losses, income
reduction and IMF-dictated economic policies on the lives of the poor, but
also the effects of climate change on agriculture and different food security
levels in different regions.
It is a matter of concern that almost 30pc of Balochistan’s population is
facing food insecurity. The situation might have worsened after lockdown
restrictions in the province. The survey, conducted by the Pakistan Bureau
of Statistics (PBS), covered 176,790 households across rural and urban
communities for collecting information on a range of social sector issues
— education, health and food insecurity by facilities and services. The
highest level of moderate or severe food insecurity was recorded at 48.8pc
in Barkhan and the lowest at 4.59pc in Gwadar, Balochistan. In Sindh, the
highest level was recorded at 34.04pc in Kashmore and the lowest at
7.66pc in Khairpur. In Punjab, the highest level of moderate or severe food
insecurity was noted at 28.81pc in Kasur and the lowest at 4.18pc in
Okara. In Khyber Pakhtunkhwa, the highest level stood at 32.43pc in Tank
and the lowest at 3.94pc in Shangla.
Undoubtedly, rising prices of food are the biggest challenge for the people and the government. Pakistan had to import wheat and sugar last year
to check their prices. However, global food prices are also rising. They extended their rally to the highest in almost a decade, according to the United
Nations, heightening concerns over bulging grocery bills as economies
struggle to exit the Covid-19 crisis. A United Nations gauge of world food
costs climbed for a 12th straight month in May, its longest stretch in a
decade. The continued advance risks accelerating broader inflation, complicating central banks efforts to provide more stimulus. Drought in key
Brazilian growing regions is crippling crops from corn to coffee, and vegetable oil production growth has slowed in Southeast Asia. That’s boosting
costs for livestock producers and risks further straining global grain stockpiles that have been depleted by soaring Chinese demand.
The surge has stirred memories of 2008 and 2011, when price spikes
led to food riots in more than 30 nations. According to the UN’s Food and
Agriculture Organisation, the prolonged gains across the staple commodi-
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ties are trickling through to store shelves, with countries from Kenya to
Mexico reporting higher food costs. The pain could be particularly pronounced in some of the poorest import-dependent nations, which have
limited purchasing power and social safety nets as they grapple with the
pandemic, it said.
The UN’s index is treading at its highest since September 2011, with
May’s gain of 4.8pc being the biggest in more than 10 years. All five components of the index rose during the month, with the advance led by pricier
vegetable oils, grain and sugar. The world’s hunger problem has already
reached its worst in years as the pandemic exacerbates food inequalities,
compounding extreme weather and political conflicts. There were other elements that exacerbated skyrocketing food costs a decade ago. For example, oil prices neared $150 a barrel — double current levels — and
there was a wave of trade restrictions by major grain shippers. Costs for
rice, one of the world’s food staples, have remained relatively subdued
during the current agricultural price surge. Gains in the past year have
been fueled by China’s “unpredictably huge” purchases of foreign grain,
and world reserves could hold relatively flat in the coming season. Summer
weather across the Northern Hemisphere will be crucial to determine if US
and European harvests can make up for crop shortfalls elsewhere.
It is clear that Pakistan has to upgrade its agriculture sector to meet
the growing needs of its people. The Pakistan Social and Living Standards
Measurement survey shows that intermittent periods of drought and heavy
rains over several years have not only pushed up poverty levels in various
regions of the country but also have increased the number of people facing
food insecurity. Food insecurity is not only about food shortages in the market but also signifies lack of sufficient money to buy food.
We have substantial evidence that food insecurity hits women and children harder than their adult male relatives. People living in poorer districts
and areas also face greater food insecurity for longer periods than others.
Pakistan will not only have to improve its economic growth and agricultural
performance to provide jobs to its people and enable them to buy nutritious
food but also bridge the widening regional economic and development
gap, which has increased inequalities in the access to basic needs of life.
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Politics

Imran Khan’s fight
against mafias
Muhammad Zain

Prime Minister Imran Khan blames mafias in the country for obstructing and
creating trouble for his government. Undoubtedly, a number of mafias operate in Pakistan but it is also a fact that the Pakistan Tehreek-i-Insaf (PTI)
government is losing its battle with them.
In today’s Pakistan, a mafia exists in almost every field and profession.
We have political, media, land, lawyer, doctor, bureaucracy, hoarder, dollar,
trader, transport, student, NGO and religious mafias. They can take the
country hostage for their vested interests. A recent flour and sugar crisis
was a typical example of the working of mafias. It involved some industrialists, bureaucrats, politicians, transport owners and the media. The media
created undue panic among the public. The crisis existed but the media
portrayed it as if Pakistan was facing acute famine. Some news channels
reported roti prices had reached Rs70 a loaf in some parts of the country,
which was absolutely wrong. The panic, created by mafias, brought the
government to its knees. However, it cannot be absolved of delayed action
to control the situation. It should have acted when wheat and flour supplies
had started decreasing in the market.
Recently, public and goods transporter owners’ strike forced the government to withdraw an increase in traffic fines and toll on highways and
motorways. Instead of promising to abide by traffic laws, transport owners
and workers resorted to countrywide protests, which created shortages of
fuel and food in different parts of the country. The government had to kneel
down before them.
A few years ago, hundreds of lawyers had stormed the Punjab Institute
of Cardiology (PIC) in Lahore to settle scores with doctors, resulting in the
death of at least three patients. The patients had died due to the discontinuation of treatment after the lawyers attacked the country’s largest cardiac
hospital. The lawyers also vandalised life-saving equipment and allegedly
removed ventilators of patients. Hospitals are not attacked even during a
war. The attack was a show of strength by one of the biggest mafias of Pakistan. Physical attacks on judges, policemen and litigants by lawyers occur
routinely. The custodians of law have become more powerful than the law.
In February this year, hundreds of lawyers ransacked the chamber of Islamabad High Court (IHC) Chief Justice Athar Minallah during a protest
against demolition of their illegal chambers at the Islamabad district courts.
Earlier, young doctors and paramedics had held the government and
patients hostage with their strike, which would start on petty issues and last
for months. Thousands of patients were deprived of treatment of even minor
operations, consultation, diagnosis and injuries on a daily basis.
In its Panama case judgment, the Supreme Court of Pakistan had compared the Sharifs and their government to the Sicilian mafia. The court decided to initiate contempt proceedings against the then PML-N Senator
Nehal Hashmi for threatening judges and members of the joint investigation
team probing Sharif family’s business dealings abroad. In a video clip,
which went viral on social media, Hashmi had said, “Those carrying out investigations against Prime Minister Nawaz Sharif and his family members
would not be able to live in Pakistan. Listen! You ask the son of Nawaz
Sharif to submit details of bank accounts. Who are you to ask him about
his account details? We are workers of Nawaz Sharif, those who have
made the Sharif family accountable (earlier) and (those) doing so (now) will
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not be spared... we will make an example of them. You are in service today
and will retire tomorrow. We, the Pakistani nation, will make it difficult for
you and your family to live in this country, like you are making it difficult for
an honourable and conscientious Prime Minister Nawaz Sharif.”
Most critics say the PML-N is still the biggest mafia of the country and
it has deep roots in all segments of society and national institutions. Though
defeated in the last election, it still controls the bureaucracy, other national
institutions and major businesses. The media is still its biggest partner and
weapon. Leading media houses and their so-called analysts and anchors
create rumours to malign Prime Minister Imran Khan and his government.
They twist his statements and slips of the tongue to defame the government. They are creating an impression that the PTI government has failed
on all fronts. However, the fact is that they are mourning their own loss of
billions of rupees of advertisement every year, which the Sharifs provided
to them for their personal image-building at the cost of the national exchequer.
The international media and its affiliates in Pakistan have launched a
smear campaign against the country and its institutions. It is clear that a
section of the Pakistani media is toeing the line of the international media,
which is controlled by the international establishment. Some media groups
take pride in ridiculing national institutions, courts and defending former
Prime Minister Nawaz Sharif. They created an impression that Nawaz
Sharif would die if he was not allowed to proceed abroad for treatment. It
is clear that a section of the media is advancing the agenda of international
forces to weaken the country. They are also trying to create political instability with rumours of deals of the Sharifs with the establishment and ouster
of the PTI government.
Then, there is the NGO mafia, which receives money from abroad in
the name of highlighting rights issues. They only highlight issues which their
foreign masters like. Atrocities against Muslims in occupied Kashmir, Palestine and other parts of the world do not bother them.
Prime Minister Imran Khan is right when he says he is fighting mafias in
Pakistan. However, he has failed to provide relief to the people in his three
years in office. Rates of all essentials, food, electricity and gas have doubled. Bad governance and inefficiency have been the main traits of his government. He should have come to power with better preparedness when
he already knew he had to face mafias.
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Economic uncertainties
Shahid Hussain

Challenges persist for Pakistan despite some improvement in fiscal indicators. External and public finance issues will become serious as the country aims to achieve a higher growth rate to meet the needs of its people,
who need jobs and relief from high prices.
According to the State Bank of Pakistan, three areas merit continuing
vigilance by policymakers. “First is the burden of debt servicing. Despite a
relative improvement in revenue generation, the bulk of interest payments
during H1-FY21 was financed via the issuance of new debt. Second, while
national CPI inflation declined during H1-FY21 on a yoy basis and stayed
within the SBP’s projection for the full year, the prices of food items remain
vulnerable to supply-side pressures in recent months. Third, with the domestic economic activity recovering and global commodity prices rising,
import pressures are resurfacing. Moreover, these pressures have been
accentuated by the domestic supply-side challenges for major agricultural
commodities – cotton, sugar and wheat – which necessitated their imports,” the central bank said its second quarterly report on the State of
Pakistan’s Economy for fiscal year 2020-21.
The report also dedicates a special section on the domestic LNG market, which discusses challenges in the planning, purchasing, and supply
of the imported commodity, and contextualizes the challenges within the
current regulatory and operational framework. Going forward, the government’s decision to allow greater involvement of the private sector in LNG
import has the potential to address many of these issues, and ultimately
enhance the share of the relatively cheaper fuel in the economy’s energy
mix, it hoped.
The report highlights the strengthening of the economic recovery during
the second quarter of the outgoing fiscal year. It was evident from the growing pace of industrial activity, the promising output of major Kharif crops
(with the exception of cotton), and a pick-up in the services sector during
the period. The large-scale manufacturing (LSM) grew by 7.6pc during H1FY21, with its growth in the second quarter accelerating to 10.4pc, the
highest quarterly LSM growth since Q4-FY07. Construction-allied and food
processing industries generated much of the momentum in industrial activity. The construction industry benefited from the favorable policy environment, which included the government’s fiscal incentives under the
construction support package, the Naya Pakistan Housing Scheme, as
well as financial measures from the State Bank of Pakistan.
Most of the major Kharif crops performed better than last year and the
improvement was attributed mainly to increases in their areas under cultivation. The government’s support package for Rabi crops, comprising subsidies on key inputs, and an increase in the support price for wheat, are
likely to bolster the overall crop sector growth. As the economic momentum
picked up and the country successfully navigated the second wave of
Covid-19 without resorting to strict mobility restrictions, firms’ demand for
credit nearly doubled on a yoy basis during H1-FY21.
In the external sector, the current account posted a surplus of US$ 1.1
billion during H1-FY21, driven by record-high workers’ remittances and reductions in the services and primary income deficits. With the current account in surplus and sufficient external financing available, the SBP’s FX
reserves increased by US$ 1.3 billion and its net forward liabilities also reduced by US$ 1.2 billion during H1-FY21. Moreover, the rupee appreciated
by 5.1pc against the US Dollar during the period. Meanwhile, the newly
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launched Roshan Digital Accounts were eagerly received by overseas
Pakistanis, as inflows into the accounts crossed the US$ 1.0 billion mark
in April. On the fiscal side, tax collection was higher compared to last year,
while non-interest expenditures declined, resulting in a primary surplus for
H1-FY21.
According to the central bank, overall national CPI inflation fell to 8.6pc
during H1-FY21, from 11.1pc in the same period last year. “The outcome
largely reflected the weakening in core inflation across both urban and
rural areas, which was enabled by the presence of spare capacity in the
economy, a reduction in energy prices and a relatively stable exchange
rate during the period,” the report said.
However, economic uncertainties from the pandemic and political challenges to keeping the reform agenda on track pose risks, Fitch Ratings
said in its latest report. “External debt repayments will remain high, at about
$8 billion-10 billion per annum over the next few years. The government
interest burden as a share of revenue is high, at a Fitch-estimated 38.7pc
in FY21, and the narrow revenue base remains a challenge for fiscal sustainability,” it noted.
The World Bank has also revised the growth forecast for Pakistan’s
economy to 1.3pc for the outgoing fiscal year compared to 0.8pc projected
in January, considering an increase in remittance inflows. However, it is
still much lower than the government’s claim of 3.8pc. “The forecast for
Pakistan has been revised up on improving remittance inflows and a rebound in confidence, but the economy is expected to grow by only 1.3pc
in fiscal year 2020/21, reflecting contracting investment, fiscal consolidation, and depressed activity amid recurring Covid-19 flare-ups,” the World
Bank said in its flagship report on global economic prospects. “Recoveries
in Pakistan face new headwinds from a recent rise in Covid-19 cases accompanied by rising restrictions to stamp out the new surge. Mobility
around places of work and retail has again dropped below pre-pandemic
levels,” said the World Bank. Growth in Pakistan will gradually return to
2pc in next fiscal year and 3.4pc in FY2023, according to the World Bank.
Pakistan’s economic performance is impressive but it will have to sustain
it for decades to provide real relief to its people. The current account and
higher commodity prices are serious challenges. It will also face a serious
crisis if remittances drop. Pakistan will have to increase its exports and agriculture produce substantially to provide succor to the common people.
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PM Imran Khan out
of the woods?
Raza Khan

The coalition government of Pakistan, led by the Pakistan Tehreek-e-Insaf
(PTI) and spearheaded by Prime Minister Imran Khan, is facing many challenges and until recently it seemed that it would not be able to complete
its five-year constitutional tenure. However, PM Khan remains defiant and
has recently made a big claim that his party would also form the next government.
The biggest threat to the PTI government after the failure of the umbrella opposition alliance, Pakistan Democratic Movement (PDM), is to
keep unity in its ranks. A large group of disgruntled members of parliament
emerged in the leadership of former confidante of Imran Khan, Jehangir
Khan Tareen. The group, which comprised Members of National and Punjab Assembly, according to different claims and estimates, numbers 30.
As the federal and Punjab governments of the PTI have razor-thin majorities; therefore, it has been feared that in case the group slipped from the
treasury benches, the governments would come down like a house of
cards. The group, whose members have their personal and certain constituency-specific issues, came together when Jehangir Tareen, a non-MP,
was prosecuted against by authorities and courts for his alleged involvement in a sugar price-hike scam. As the sugar price, a staple commodity,
has been rising without control of the PTI government, the latter put the
blame on the “sugar mafia” whose member is allegedly Tareen. PM Imran
Khan has been in the eye of the storm for not taking decisive steps against
the sugar mafia because of his former close aide’s involvement. Feeling
the pressure from the media, the opposition and arguably his own conscience, PM Imran Khan took a firm stand and even made public the sugar
commission report, formed to investigate the uncontrollable price of sugar.
At the moment, the Jehangir Khan Tareen (JKT) group has become
relatively inactive after certain meetings with PM Imran Khan and his close
confidantes. Whether the JKT group poses any threat to the government
would become apparent during the budget session of the parliament in the
current month. In case the JKT group does not support the treasury
benches to pass the national budget, Imran Khan’s government would be
in the soup. Nevertheless, there are certain legal angles of the situation.
In case the JKT group refuses to support the government during the
budget session, the relevant clauses of the Political Parties Act would
come to play their role. According to one such clause of the law, in an event
a Member of National or Provincial Assembly defies the party and does
not vote and support their party, they would stand disqualified. The fears
of losing membership of the legislative assembly must be very much on
the minds of the members of the JKT group. Moreover, in case the members of the group tender resignations, the PTI government still could not
be dislodged because then the situation would depend upon the number
of MPs present and voting. All opposition groups can come together and
may garner a majority but keeping in view the last nine months of the existence of the PDM and the internal strife in its leadership and parties, one
is not optimistic about the opposition’s chances of dislodging the PTI governments in the Centre and Punjab. In Punjab and the Centre, the PTI may
have razor-thin majorities but in the Khyber Pakhtunkhwa province the
party has a two-third majority. Therefore, in no constitutional way the KP
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government could be brought down.
Another very important aspect of the situation is that if there are disgruntled MPs within the treasury, there are far more discontented and resentful members within the opposition parties. So, there are ample
chances that a forward bloc may emerge in the opposition ranks and they
may join ranks with the government, because the government is in a far
more advantageous position to provide perks and privileges, like ministerial slots and development funds, for their constituencies and electorate.
Thus, despite the opposition and many among the people who wish to
bring down the PTI government, they could not see their dreams easily realized.
It seems that PM Khan is well aware of the situation and, therefore, he
has become more confident and his claims of winning another term reflect
the confidence. However, winning another term sounds very unrealistic,
keeping in view the performance of the government in the last three years.
Yes, in case the government improves its policymaking and implementation in the rest of its tenure and that too should have instant indicators,
then the PTI could hope of winning the next election. Here, it is important
to note that PM Imran Khan, after the emergence of the JKT group, had
sensed something fishy and according to insiders decided to dissolve the
National Assembly and call fresh elections. He felt that some forces within
the government were creating hurdles for his government and its agenda
of accountability. Consequently, when some strong guarantees and assurances were given from the powers-that-be, he decided against dissolving
the National Assembly. Constitutionally, the Prime Minister has the powers
to dissolve the National Assembly whenever he deems appropriate.
However, in no way the PTI government and PM Imran Khan are out
of the woods and they would face tough challenges in the coming weeks
and months. However, the confidence which PM Khan has started demonstrating and his body language also exudes is because of deep rifts within
the opposition ranks. The opposition is not at all clear whether to bring
down the PTI government. In case the PTI government is brought down,
the main opposition parties, Pakistan Muslim League-Nawaz (PML-N) and
Pakistan People’s Party (PPP), could not win elections singlehandedly.
The PML-N may be better placed to win the election but for this it would
have to win a sizable number of National Assembly seats in Sindh, KP and
Balochistan provinces. Unfortunately, other than its political forte, Punjab,
the PML-N may not be able to win even a handful of seats in the rest of
the three provinces. The three provinces together have nearly half of the
parliamentary strength of the National Assembly. The only way the opposition parties could win the next election is by contesting them as an alliance but the polarized political landscape of Pakistan and the history of
animosity between the PPP and the PML-N and other small parties suggest that they could not do so. In case they contest elections as a united
front, its political advantage would go to the PTI, because in the eyes of
the general public almost all opposition parties, which remained in the government in the past, except the currently ruling PTI, have been involved in
extensive financial corruption due to which the country and the people
have suffered colossally.
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Uplift

Development in
small cities
Raza Khan

Finally, sanity has started prevailing in the echelons of power in Islamabad
and provinces, as they are coming up with important urban development
projects. In this connection, the Punjab government has decided to develop 154 small cities in the province. Whereas, Khyber Pakhtunkhwa (KP)
has come up with a project, with the financial assistance of the Asian Development Bank (ADP), to uplift its key cities under the Khyber
Pakhtunkhwa Cities Improvement Project (KPCIP). The projects in Punjab
and KP, if properly managed, could go a long way in bringing about a sea
change in the lifestyles of the residents of the provinces. The reason is
that presently most of the people in the two provinces as well as in Sindh
are either living in cities or at least not in rural areas. In other words, most
of the people in the three of four provinces of Pakistan are residents of big
cities or semi-urban small cities or towns.
If most of the people in the country are no more living in agriculturebased rural areas, it has become important to concentrate on the development of non-rural regions and localities. In Pakistan, the focus has either
been on the uplift of rural areas, especially improving the agro-based economy and its related sectors, or on big cities, especially federal and provincial capitals. Therefore, we have seen projects, like Orange Line Train in
Lahore and Metro Bus in Lahore, Multan, Rawalpindi and Bus Rapid Transit in Peshawar. Thus, a refocusing policy on the development of relatively
small cities and towns has been exigently needed. It is important to note
that when KP and Punjab have come up with projects for small or semiurban areas, Sindh and Balochistan have failed to do it so far. It may be
due to the fact that presently in the Centre, Punjab and KP, there are governments of the Pakistan Tehreek-e-Insaf (PTI) while Sindh is ruled by the
Pakistan People’s Party (PPP) and Balochistan by a coalition government,
spearheaded by the Balochistan Awami Party (BAP). Balochistan has serious financial and capacity issues to come up with projects for urban development, while Sindh has not been interested in them. The
disinterestedness on part of the Sindh government is due to the fact that
the ruling PPP has its political strongholds in the rural areas of the province
as it failed to win significant support from urban centers, like Karachi, Hyderabad and Sukkur, in the last decade. Thus, development of cities and
towns in Sindh is not a priority of the PPP, purely for political reasons. However, it should not have been so, as said earlier, development of small
cities and peri-urban areas has been the demand of the time, at least for
a decade.
Insofar as the project of uplifting 154 small cities and town of Punjab is
concerned, the provincial local government department has decided to
launch the preparation of master plans for 154 urban local governments,
other than metropolitan cities, where the local governments were legally
bound to prepare a master plan for their area under the law. Once the
plans are thrashed out, they would be presented to the respective district
planning and design committees for deliberation and notification as mandated in the Punjab Land Use Rules 2020. A concept note and PC-1 of
the projects would soon be submitted to the planning and development
department for inclusion in the Annual Development Plan schemes and
allocation of funds. Importantly, it has been agreed upon that master plans
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of 154 towns/cities would be prepared through consultancy by registered
town planning firms by the Pakistan Council of Architects and Town Planners (PCATP) within a period of one year. The follow-up, monitoring and
implementation of the plans will be ensured in year 3 by the relevant
provincial departments and authorities, specifically Project Management
Unit. This is the right way to come up with and execute the policy and if it
is handed over to provincial government departments to execute through
contracts, then it would not be desirably implemented.
As the project is for the uplift of small and sizable cities and towns of
Punjab, its five major cities — Lahore, Gujranwala, Faisalabad, Rawalpindi
and Multan—have not been included in the list as they already have master plans for their land use and zoning for residential, commercial, agriculture and industrial activities. Significantly, the Punjab government did not
have any policy or plans for most of the cities and towns numbering 154
out of the total 159 in the province. Unfortunately, the provincial governments in the past did not pay any attention to this side of development,
having disastrous consequences for these areas, the province and the
country as a whole, resulting in only horizontal growth there. The Pakistan
Muslim League-Nawaz (PML-N), which has had at least four provincial
governments in the last two decades in Punjab, shall be held responsible
for the negative policy regarding development of semi-urban and periurban areas of the province.
As far as the urban development project in KP is concerned, the proposed Khyber Pakhtunkhwa Cities Improvement project will help the
provincial and city governments to improve the livability of cities by making
physical investments in water, sanitation, solid waste disposal infrastructure, and green urban space. Secondly, by providing institutional support
to improve service delivery and the performance of municipal companies,
the project will benefit about 11 million people in the five districts (By 2035,
the urban population in the districts is projected to increase to around 11
million) and will support the government’s development priorities. It is important to note that there are no big cities in KP, including Peshawar, the
provincial capital. Therefore, all cities included in the projects, apart from
Peshawar, could be considered small cities. Urban development in KP has
been really important, because the province lacks pure urban areas which
could result in economic growth there and improve the life standard and
lifestyles of the residents.
If the present PTI-led coalition governments of Punjab and KP or any
future government is able to develop small cities and towns in the
provinces, it would result in vertical growth and control horizontal development, protect green areas and unbridled increasing land costs, make
site development zones for residential, commercial, industrial and agriculture activities, high-rise structures, low-cost apartment projects amid generation of economic activities. Hopefully, the PPP government in Sindh will
set aside its vested political interest in the largest interest of Sindhis and
Pakistan and would come up with its own plans of cities and town development. Last but not the least, Balochistan has serious financial and capacity issues. Therefore, for it the federal government must develop plans
for urbanization as there is no urban infrastructure in the province.
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Pakistan on the path
to prosperity
Husnain Shahid

Pakistan is growing steadily despite facing the pandemic and other challenges. It is a great achievement of the government of Prime Minister Imran
Khan that Pakistan has contained economic and human losses at a time
when the region faced the worst crisis.
International financial institutions have also recognised Pakistan’s economic recovery after it faced the worst recession of its history last year. Fitch
Ratings has affirmed Pakistan's long-term foreign-currency issuer default
rating (IDR) at 'B-' with a Stable Outlook. In its report, it said Pakistan's 'B-'
rating reflected weak public finances, external finance vulnerabilities, and
low governance indicator scores. The authorities have made progress in addressing external and public finance challenges over the past few years, despite the headwinds from the Covid-19 pandemic. However, economic
uncertainties from the pandemic and political challenges to keeping the reform agenda on track pose risks. A decline in external vulnerabilities has
been facilitated by adherence to a market-determined exchange-rate regime,
which has served as a shock absorber during the pandemic. Progress towards institutionalising this framework, if sustained, should limit mediumterm risks by keeping current account deficits contained and reducing
foreign-exchange (FX) reserve pressures.
The report said external inflows have supported an appreciation of the
Pakistan rupee against the US dollar and a further rebuilding of FX reserves.
Fitch forecasts that official FX reserves (excluding gold) will reach $17.4 billion (3.2 months of current external payments) by the end of the fiscal year
to June 2021 (FY21) from $13.3 billion at FYE20. “Under our baseline, reserves are expected to rise to $22.3 billion by FYE22, including a planned
$2.8 billion boost from the IMF's special drawing rights allocation,” it noted.
It projected Pakistan's current account deficit to narrow to 0.5pc of GDP
in FY21, from 1.7pc in FY20, due to a surge in remittance inflows, import
compression, and low average oil prices. Remittance growth averaged
nearly 30pc yoy in FY21, reflecting a shift from informal to formal remittance
channels and an underlying increase in transfers from non-resident Pakistanis. Export growth, which is the key to medium-term external sustainability,
has also picked up, but from low levels. It forecast a widening of the current
account deficit to 1.9pc of GDP in FY22 as the recovery in domestic demand
and higher oil prices push imports higher.
External debt repayments will remain high, at about $8-10 billion per
annum over the next few years. Participation in the G-20's Debt Service Suspension Initiative (DSSI) has reduced near-term pressures by postponing
$3.7 billion in payments previously scheduled between May 2020 and December 2021 to over a five- to six-year period. The international rating
agency says public finances remain a key weakness for the sovereign. “We
project the general government fiscal deficit will narrow slightly to 7.5pc of
GDP in FY21, from 8.1pc in FY20, as revenue growth has been resilient due
to tax administration improvements and the growth rebound. We forecast a
further narrowing to 6.6pc of GDP on improving revenue and declining expenditure. We project Pakistan's debt-to-GDP ratio to decline to 83.7pc in
FY21, from 87.2pc in FY20, as a result of rupee appreciation against the US
dollar and high nominal GDP growth,” it noted.
The rating agency also backed the government’s 3.9pc GDP growth in
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FY21. “Pakistan's economy appears so far to have weathered the pandemic
shock well relative to peers. Provisional data indicated GDP growth of 3.9pc
in FY21, from a contraction of 0.5pc in FY20. We forecast GDP growth will
stabilise at 4pc in FY22, supported by a continued strengthening of domestic
consumption and resilient manufacturing and construction activity.”
The agency notes that inflationary pressures have re-emerged with the
CPI reaching 11.1pc yoy in April, but expects inflation to moderate to an average of 8.3pc over FY22, from an average of 9pc in FY21, as the temporary
rise in food prices subsides, and the rise in oil prices moderates.
JP Morgan, a leading financial services company, has also put its weight
behind Pakistan's economy. In its report, it said there have been positive developments in recent months including the $6-billion International Monetary
Fund (IMF) package, a narrowing current account deficit, recovery in the
rupee, in addition to GDP growth in the outgoing fiscal year. However, challenges remain for Pakistan including risks surrounding "current account deterioration; elevated risks of frequent Covid-19 waves, largely negative real
yields; and political pressure to stimulate growth, which would presumably
require a reappraisal of IMF program targets''. "Preliminary estimates for
FY21 growth point to a sharp rebound from the Covid-19 shock; and the fiscal deficit should continue to shrink in GDP terms. We also expected the
economy to continue to grow by around 4pc in the next fiscal year.”
Forbes, a leading American business magazine, has also lauded the government's efforts to tackle pandemic and stabilise Pakistan's economy, saying that the government has been successful in reviving its economy through
prudent policies which is expected to grow at 4pc. “Successful management
to tackle the pandemic and the success of the IMF programme, as evidenced
by the 4pc GDP growth, is a testament to Pakistan's growth potential and
good investment opportunities,” the magazine noted. It said when countries,
like the United States and India have had difficulties in dealing with the pandemic, Pakistan has succeeded in reviving its economy.
India’s economy contracted 7.3pc in 2020-21, its worst recession since
independence as coronavirus lockdowns put millions out of work. Official
data shows its economy grew by 1.6pc between January and March — the
fourth fiscal quarter — after exiting its first “technical recession” since 1947
following two successive quarters of contraction. About 230 million Indians
fell into poverty due to the pandemic last year, according to a study by Bangalore’s Azim Premji University, which defined the poor as those living on
less than 375 Indian rupees ($5) a day. India’s vicious second wave, which
has killed 160,000 people in eight weeks, prompted further lockdowns and
saw 7.3m people lose their jobs in April alone, according to the Centre for
Monitoring the Indian Economy.
Undoubtedly, Pakistan’s smart lockdown policy has worked and it has
escaped with minimum human and economic losses, as compared to its
archrival. However, the biggest challenge for the PTI government will be high
inflation. According to the State Bank of Pakistan, overall national CPI inflation fell to 8.6pc during H1-FY21, from 11.1pc in the same period last year.
In its latest report, it warns the prices of food items remain vulnerable to supply-side pressures. It is obvious that the economic recovery will be meaningless without providing relief to the common people from high prices.
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The controversy over
NFC award
Muhammad Asim Nisar

One of the key challenges faced by the federal
government is resource constraint, resulting from
low tax collection. In recent months, a lot of debate
has taken place on the subject and some economists have pointed to the NFC award as one of
the reasons for the lack of enough development
funds at the disposal of the federal government.
But, according to experts, this is not the case.
They say that instead of blaming the award for
the federal government’s growing fiscal trouble
and public debt, we should look at the failure of
successive governments since 2009 to increase
the country’s tax-to-GDP ratio as envisaged in
the award for growing the size of the national financial cake. The 7th award had envisaged that
the tax-to-GDP ratio would be raised by one per
cent every year from less than 9pc to 14pc over
its five-year life and the federal government
would curtail its non-development spending by
abolishing ministries and departments that were
to be devolved to the provinces after the passage
of the 18th amendment to the constitution.
However, the essential task could not be accomplished, with the result
that Pakistan’s tax-to-GDP ratio hovered between 10pc and 13pc during
2011-2018.
It is a sorry fact that Pakistan’s tax-to-GDP ratio is one of the lowest in
the world. By comparison, India collects taxes at around 20pc of its GDP.
Bangladesh, Maldives and Nepal also fare much better than Pakistan. It
means that it is not the NFC award but low tax collection that is responsible
for the increasing pressure on federal finances and worsening macroeconomic imbalances, particularly the skyrocketing budget deficit.
It is relevant to point out here that the increase in the combined provincial share from the federal divisible tax pool under the 7th NFC award is
only around 1pc of GDP, depending upon the actual tax collection in a
given year. The NFC award made significant changes in the way the country’s taxes are shared by the federation and provinces as it cut collection
charges from 5pc to 1pc, allocated 1pc of the pool money to Khyber
Pakhtunkhwa to make up for the losses on account of the war on terror,
and raised the provincial share from 50pc (including 2.75pc in compensation for the abolition of octroi taxes) to 57.5pc. Additionally, the GST (general sales tax) on services was transferred to the provinces and its
contribution excluded from the pool.
The PTI government’s Finance Minister Shaukat Tarin, in a TV interview in May 2020, had said that it was not possible to devolve new responsibilities to provinces without increasing their share from the federal
divisible pool. At the time of the finalisation of the award, it was noticed
that the existing size of the tax revenue would not be enough for the Centre
and the provinces. To recall, Tarin had then headed the NFC commission
in his capacity as the country’s finance minister.
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At the time of finalising the award, it was decided to raise the tax from
8.8pc to 19pc by 2019, to generate sufficient financial resources for the
Centre and the provinces. It was also agreed that the loss-making stateowned enterprises would be made profitable and devolved ministries abolished by the Centre.
However, the federal government and the provinces failed to implement
the award in letter and spirit.
The upshot of the whole debate is that the tax-to-GDP ratio would have
to be increased to 18-20pc to solve the financial problems facing the country. In the meantime, the PTI government has reduced its expenditure and
urged provinces to cut back on their expenditure but the latter are unlikely
to respond positively to the suggestion, especially Sindh, which is in the
habit of locking horns with the Centre on every issue.
Some dissenting voices have also been heard from Punjab that the
province will not agree to cut expenditure to help Islamabad contain its fiscal deficit. The argument advanced is that Punjab does not have room for
austerity in the next two years if the incumbent government plans to win
the next elections. The PTI will face dire political consequences if it does
not start spending money from next year.
What is the way out of the dilemma? For one thing, the federal government should abolish all devolved ministries and thus reduce the expenditure it is at present incurring. There are other ways to cut federal expenses,
like reducing the size of the cabinet and launching an austerity drive all
across the board. The provinces too should follow suit and eliminate all
inessential expenditures.
Another way is to increase tax collection, both at the federal and provincial levels. Needless to say, if corruption is eliminated, tax collection can
be raised by 50 percent, which will be enough to meet the development
needs of the Centre and the provinces.
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Economics

Pakistan’s ailing
cotton economy
Muhammad Asim Nisar

Pakistan’s cotton economy has been on the decline for the last many years.
Pakistan missed the cotton production target in 2019-20. The situation is not
different in the current 2020-21 season. According to a report, cotton production
in Pakistan witnessed a massive decline of about 35% to 5.57 million bales by
the end of January 2021, the lowest in 30 years.
The reasons for the decline in cotton production are many and varied.
These include a creeping shrinkage in the cotton cultivation area, denial of reasonable returns to farmers, use of poor seeds and pesticides, coupled with
harsh weather and pest attacks.
In cotton production, the most important factor is the quality of seeds.
Mostly, BT cotton is cultivated across the country, which is based on outdated
first-generation BT technology against which insects have developed resistance. According to a 2019-20 report from the Punjab Agricultural Extension
Department, more than 80% area of Multan, Vehari and Bahawalpur districts
were infected with pink bollworm. For the last three years, the attack of pink
bollworm, along with mealy bug has increased.
According to the Pakistan Cotton Ginners Association, cotton production
fell by 20.26 per cent to 8.303 million bales till Jan 15 this season against
10.456 million bales in the same period last year. In its fortnightly report, the
PCGA said that the production of cotton bales went down by 2.119 million in
the current season. According to the PCGA figures, Punjab suffered cotton
production losses by up to 22.99%, followed by Sindh with 16.09%.
Punjab produced 4.859 million bales against last year’s 6.325 million bales,
showing a shortfall of 1.454 million bales. Sindh produced 3.467 million bales
against last year’s 4.139 million bales, with a shortfall of 0.665 million bales.
Till January 15, ginning factories produced 8.22 million bales during the current
season. The textile sector and exporters purchased 7.34 million bales and
55,984 bales, respectively. A total of 232 factories remained functional in Sindh
and Punjab.
In Punjab, only two districts, Layyah 35.4% and Mianwali 100%, showed
an increase in production. The rest of the districts reported a shortfall in production, which include Multan 12.2%, Lodhran 72.28%, Khanewal 50.78%,
Muzaffargarh 0.30%, Dera Ghazi Khan 47.5%, Rajanpur 75.4%, Vehari
48.85%, Sahiwal 31.89%, Pakpattan 81.18%, Okara 100%, Toba Tek Singh
25.7%, Faisalabad 27.54%, Jhang 16.56%, Bhakkar 100%, Rahimyar Khan
90.57%, Bahawalpur 75.18 % and Bahawalnagar 35.85%. In Sindh, only
Naushero Feroz district increased the crop size to 15.17%. The rest recorded
a decline in production.
Growers and ginners blame the government policies for the crop failure
and unabated decline in the under-cultivation area and production. Cotton is a
major cash crop but growers do not get the incentives and facilities they expect
from the government. An unfavourable combination of circumstances has
forced the growers to divert to other crops.
Pakistan has been short of more than six million bales from the target in
2019-20, which is equal to a financial loss of $6 billion. The area under cultivation has fallen by 12% in the last five years. During 2019-20, an area of 2.5
million hectares was cultivated against the target of 2.9 million hectares, with
the hope of production of 12.72 million bales in the coming season.
The farmers are replacing the area under cotton cultivation with sugarcane
and rice for better returns, especially in Punjab, which contributes 65% of the
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total cotton area. The government is providing support to farmers involved in
the production of wheat (Rs 19.3 billion), rice (Rs 11.4 billion), and sugarcane
(Rs 4 billion) but the cotton crop is neglected.
There are 95 sugar mills functional in the country and 40 are owned by
politicians. In order to meet the demands of the increasing number of sugar
mills in Punjab, sugarcane cultivation is being promoted despite the heavy
water requirement compared to cotton, which needs less irrigation. Due to excessive production of sugarcane in Punjab’s cotton zone, high relative humidity
is created, which is the main culprit that promotes pest attacks on the cotton
crop in the region. Pakistan is the 5th largest cotton producer in the world and
cotton products account for more than 50 per cent of the foreign exchange
earnings of the country. Pakistan used to export 2-2.5 million bales but now
the country depends upon imports. As Pakistan’s “silver plant”, cotton is the
lifeline of the textile sector, which has 55 to 60pc contribution in overall exports
of the country. It is time to pay attention to the problems of the ailing cotton
economy. Some agricultural scientists are said to be working on ways to control
pests and diseases.
The Centre of Excellence in Molecular Biology (CEMB), Punjab University
in Lahore, has gained approval for double and triple gene BT cotton for commercial use. The modified CLCV (cotton leaf crumple virus) resistant variety
will also be available to farmers soon. Research on techniques against pink
worm infestation is also under way.
As per media reports, the government has decided to give subsidies to the
cotton growers. It also intends to implement the Seed Act, which will not only
increase the cultivation area through crop zoning to stop farmers from switching
to other crops, but also make it more profitable for farmers. A programme has
been initiate jointly by the Cotton Research Institute, Chinese Academy of Agricultural Sciences, Cotton Research Institute Multan, Ayub Agricultural Research Institute, and Pakistani universities to cross varieties from China and
Pakistan cotton as well as American cotton for a combination of desirable qualities, such as a high yield, quality fiber, resistance to pests, and resilience under
diverse weather conditions.
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Education

High achievers’ ordeal
Rasheed Ali
Faleha Farhad* is really worried about her academic and professional future
these days, and so are her parents. Enthusiastically supported and pursued
by her parents, the 18-year-old had been planning and making efforts in the
sole direction of getting an admission to a public sector medical college for
the last two years, after she got exceptionally good marks in her secondary
school certificate (SSC) examinations. She was offered a 100% scholarship
for her two-year class, F.Sc. Pre-Medical, by a famous private school/college
system of Lahore, bringing a great financial relief to her parents.
The proud parents would tell almost every relative and family friend
that their daughter had secured more than 97% marks in her matriculation
examination and that she was going to become a doctor in future. An obedient and intelligent Faleha had also made up her mind, and she made an
all-out effort to make her parents’ dream come true. In all her monthly and
term exams in first year, she performed very well, and reassured her parents every time that she was well on her target.
However, things stopped moving smoothly with the abrupt outbreak of
the novel coronavirus pandemic in the country, like almost all parts of the
world, in March 2020. A rigorous test session was under way for first and
second year students at her college those days, and the Inter board authorities had announced conducting F.Sc. first year exams after two
months, in May 2020.
After months of closure of all campuses, and uncertainty and confusion
prevailing all around about the exact date of resumption of academic activities, the federal education ministry announced that students of various
classes, including first year, had been promoted to the next classes. The
news brought great joy to a large majority of students, but not for Faleha
and others, who had been burning the midnight oil to achieve their targets.
She believed merit suffered the most when all students were promoted to
the next classes without exams. She also believed that the act was going
to impact her future plans as well, though she was not clear “how”.
Second year classes also remained disturbed throughout the year.
Though her college administration had made sufficient arrangements for
completion of their course through on-campus and online classes, yet
there were a number of educational institutions in the public and private
sector, which failed to accomplish their tasks. Faleha and her group members, almost all target-oriented, dedicated and hard working students,
knew it well that the situation was good for them at all. When a decision
about conduct of exams would be made by the education authorities, the
state of the majority student groups would be taken into account. There
was total chaos and confusion among all students, those completing their
syllabus by going an extra mile, and also those not attending even online
classes to know what was written in their textbooks.
The campuses remained closed most of the time amidst the second
and third waves of the COVID-19 pandemic hitting the country. Various
announcements were made by the National Command Operation Centre
(NCOC) in May 2020 about opening of campuses and conduct of exams.
The NCOC is a federal government body, formed especially to make a
strategy to deal with the deadly virus and make crucial decisions about
various sectors from time to time. Faleha’s college administration’s decision to conduct pre-board exams in the first week of June 2020 created a
hope among serious students that the exercise would follow board exams.
However, the hope proved short-lived when in the middle of the first
pre-board paper of Urdu compulsory in Faleha’s college, the NCOC decided that Matric and F.Sc. students would be tested only for science (elective) subjects this year. The announcement made by Federal Education
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Minister Shafqat Mahmood on June 2, 2021 reached every school and college within minutes through electronic and social media that board exams
would be held only for elective subjects. Even the Urdu paper in progress
in Faleha’s class was stopped midway, as a majority of students had refused to continue the paper after the announcement. Again, confusion and
uncertainty gripped students, not believing anything, what was going to
happen about their exams now.
The state of uncertainty among the students was not without a reason.
The date for the conduct of their exams had been changed many times during the past three, four months, sometimes officially and sometimes by social media rumour-mongers. According to the latest announcement, made
by the education minister himself, board exams for students of matriculation
and Intermediate would be held after July 10, only for elective subjects.
The minister also accommodated the majority of students with the announcement that the syllabus had been reduced by 40 per cent, though
the facility failed to impress Faleha Farhad and students like her, who had
completed the entire syllabus and were ready for a full-fledged examination. The minister told the media that the overall curriculum and nature of
assessments had been modified keeping the challenges in mind. The minister explained, "The marks percentage taken by students in elective subjects will also be proportionately allocated to subjects in which exams are
not being conducted."
Prof. Tahir Mahmood Shaikh* admits that reservations of students, like
Faleha, about the nature of assessments designed for the current year are
genuine. A biology teacher at a government college in Lahore, Prof. Shaikh
tells Cutting Edge that the exams would create more problems for a majority of students instead of facilitating them. As the marks percentage secured by students in the elective subjects would be proportionately
allocated to subjects in which exams are not being held, even a single
mark would count a lot. For example, if a student gets 80 out of 85 marks,
which are generally considered good marks, when the percentage would
be allocated proportionately to compulsory subjects and also to first year
exams, it would lower the student's percentage beyond their imagination.
The second major objection the F.Sc. part-II students are raising is a
change in the syllabus and methodology for the MDCAT (Medical & Dental
College Admission Test). Earlier, the PMDC (Pakistan Medical and Dental
Council) had been conducting the test for students’ admission to medical
and dental colleges in Punjab. However, it was dissolved last year in April
and reconstituted as the Pakistan Medical Commission (PMC), which
would conduct the test for admission to public sector medical and dental
colleges this year. But the new body has changed the test scheme, by increasing percentage marks of some subjects and decreasing others.
Under the new division of marks, announced by the PMC, biology
marks have been reduced from 80 to 68, physics and chemistry marks increased from 40 to 56, and a new test titled ‘Logical Reasoning’ has been
made part of the test carrying 10 marks. Faleha wonders what is the logic
of changing the marks division this year when the students are already
facing uncertainty and confusion about their exams and admission to professional colleges. She believes that continuing the previous MDCAT system for at least one more year would provide much-needed relief to the
F.Sc. pre-medical students, who are hard-pressed by confusion and uncertainty prevailing all around in the education sector.

Medical & Dental College Admission Test *. Names partially changed to
protect privacy
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Controlling the media
Faheem Amir

There should be no doubt that the Pakistani media is facing many grave
threats and problems in the PTI government. The government is taking
pains to curtail the media's freedom through threats, financial restrictions
and hard laws. On the other hand, the media is fighting hard to survive and
maintain its freedom in the testing time.
History tells us that not only autocratic civil-military regimes have tried
to control, intimidate, pressurize, harass and manage the media by enacting
draconian press laws but also terrorists, extremists and militants, like the
TTP etc., have used violence against it for stopping it to perform its professional duties.
The Press and Publication Ordinance (PPO), 1962, Newspaper Employees (Conditions of Services) Act, 1973, Press Council Ordinance, 2002,
Press, Newspaper, News Agencies and Books Registration (PNNBR) Ordinance, 2002, Defamation Ordinance, 2002 and Pakistan Electronic Media
Regulatory Authority Ordinance, 2002 etc, have been used by autocratic
regimes to enchain the media.
In short, it can be asserted that over the last seven decades, journalists
have suffered fines, faced imprisonment, tolerated torture and disappearances. Even many journalists have been assassinated.
According to the UNESCO observatory, journalists Muhammad Bilal
Khan, Ali Sher Rajpar and Malik Amanullah Khan were killed in 2019. Another journalist, Mureed Abbas, was gunned down in July 2019. While, five
journalists, Noorul Hassan, Sohail Khan, Abid Hussain, Zeeshan Ashraf
Butt and Anjum Munir Raja, were killed in 2018, Haroon Khan, Baksheesh
Elahi, Taimur Abbas and Muhammad Jan in 2017, Mehmood Khan, Shehzad Ahmed, Khurram Zaki and Muhammad Umar in 2016, Hafeezur
Rehman, Zaman Mehsud, Aftab Alam and Arshad Ali Jaffari in 2015, Ashraf
Yusuf, Khalid Khan, Waqas Aziz Khan and Zakir Ali (aka Shan Odhor) in
2014, Ayub Khan Khattak, Haji Abdul Razzak Baloch, Ahmed Ali Joiya,
Mehmood Jan Afridi, Malik Mumtaz, Imran Shaikh, Mohammad Iqbal and
Saif-ur-Rehman in 2013. Saqib Khan, Rehmatullah Abid, Mushtaq Khand,
Abdul Khaliq (aka Abdul Haq Baloch), Abdul Qadir Hajizai, Abdul Razaq
Gul, Aurengzeb Tunio, Tariq Kamal, Murtaza Razvi, and Mukarram Khan
Aatif were killed in 2012, Faisal Qureshi, Munir Shakar, Nasrullah Afridi,
Abdost Rind and Ilyas Nizzar in 2011 and Ashiq Ali Mangi, Ghulam Rasool
Birhamani, Ejazul Haq, Faiz Mohammad Khan Sasoli, Muhammad Khan
Sasoli, Abdul Wahab, Altaf Chandio, Pervez Khan, Abdul Hameed Hayatan
(aka Lala Hameed Baloch), Mujeebur Rehman Saddiqui and Misri Khan
Orakzai were killed in 2010. In short, 59 journalists have sacrificed their
lives while performing their duties since 2010 in Pakistan.
Sadly, not a single assailant or perpetrator has been arrested. Due to
the precarious situation, it has been declared that Pakistan is the most dangerous country in the world for journalists. According to RSF's 2021 World
Press Freedom Index, Pakistan is ranked 145th out of 180 countries.
However, everything is subject to change. New inventions in the realm
of communication have brought about new changes in journalism as well.
The number of private TV channels has increased in Pakistan. New modes
of social media, like Google, YouTube, WhatsApp, Twitter, Instagram, Facebook, etc., have expanded the scope for freedom of expression significantly.
In consequence, the state is also trying to crush freedom of expression by
introducing the proposed Pakistan Media Development Authority (PMDA)
Ordinance 2021.
The PMDA has the following characteristics: “This will be a new statutory
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institution established to regulate films, electronic, print and digital media
in Pakistan in the age of metadata, digital and social media, and internetbased content and advertisements,” the proposal reads.
After the introduction of the PMDA, all previous laws for media control
and regulation will likely be abolished. The PMDA can without notice order
the seizure of equipment at a television station or the sealing of a media
outlet’s premises. Without issuing a “show-cause notice'' and affording an
opportunity of hearing, the PMDA can stop any person, print media, electronic media or digital media service operator from operating. It can put a
person in prison for three years. A person can be fined extending to Rs25m.
The federal government would establish a tribunal to hear appeals. The
Supreme Court could only question the legality of any step taken under the
ordinance. Along with licences, there will also be NOCs to be renewed periodically.
All the points clearly show that the PMDA, a draconian law, will be used
to silence all critical voices from the media, including print and social media.
Media organisations have unanimously rejected the proposed legislation.
They have called it unconstitutional and an extension of Gen Ayub Khan’s
infamous Press and Publications Ordinance 1963. “It has no place in a
democratically elected dispensation,” reads their joint statement. If the
PMDA is enacted, it will be a sheer violation of the constitution and democracy. The government should also know that it cannot erase all critical
voices from the media because there are many brave journalists, who are
ready to sacrifice everything for upholding the truth and performing their
noble duties.
A local magazine states: “When any state hounds its citizens to the wall,
it should expect at least some of them to lash out in desperation, sooner or
later, to defend their rights. In other words, when free speech is gagged,
one important safety valve in democracy is closed to pent-up emotional
and political pressure. The nature of conflict also tends to acquire a personal tone in which the oppressed is not scared of naming the oppressor
and discrediting the state institution which is represented. This is what is
happening now with state institutions and their leaders in the hybrid system
increasingly being exposed in the public imagination. Angry media
spokespersons talk openly about culpable state organs and are quick to
name names”.
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Kashmir: Surviving COVID-19
under the military boot
Umar Lateef Misgar

In April and May, as India experienced a massive surge in coronavirus cases
due to the Indian government’s criminal mismanagement of the COVID-19 response, the news from Indian-administered Kashmir was disturbing. The
highly militarised region, which had already suffered a debilitating lockdown
before the pandemic started, was struggling.
Reported infections and deaths were breaking grim records each day as
Kashmir’s healthcare system was overwhelmed by thousands of new cases.
The public health response was crippled by inadequate equipment and staffing
of medical facilities.
Hospitals in the region have an intensive care capacity of 450 units for a
population of 12.5 million – or one ICU bed for every 27,000 residents. In one
district in northern Kashmir which is home to 400,000 people, there are six
ventilators available that could not be used during the surge of patients, as
there was an acute shortage of trained medical staff. In Kashmir, one doctor
is employed for every 3,866 people, way below the average for India of 1 to
2,000. By contrast, the region has no shortage of military infrastructure and
personnel. Known as the world’s most intensely militarised zone, it hosts one
Indian soldier for every 14 residents.
Kashmir also lost people due to the shortage of oxygen – something the
government continues to deny. During the surge, one just had to open social
media to see the shocking scale of shortages of oxygen, hospital beds and
medicines. The desperate pleas of people trying to save their loved ones were
heart-breaking. Yet the government continued to insist that everything was
under control. Worse still, it was New Delhi’s triumphalist projections of normalcy in Kashmir taking precedence over people’s health that helped trigger
the coronavirus surge in the region. In early April, when the second wave of
coronavirus was already under way, the Indian authorities in Kashmir organised crowded cultural festivals and encouraged unregulated tourism from India
and elsewhere.
With no proper testing or quarantine regime in place, more lethal variants
of the virus slid into Kashmir. According to local doctors, these new variants
were more transmissible and intensified the severity of the disease. Consequently, by early May, Kashmir recorded a 700-percent increase in the number
of active coronavirus cases. A lockdown was swiftly announced but, in a militarised space such as Kashmir, it resembled more of a siege, with roads and
intersections blocked by barbed wire, armoured vehicles and paramilitary personnel. Doctors, paramedics and journalists reported being assaulted at these
roadblocks.
This was the third lockdown Kashmiris had to suffer through in the past
two years. The first one, which started in August 2019, after New Delhi revoked
the region’s special status against the will of its people, lasted six months. A
curfew was imposed, internet and mobile phone access were cut off, businesses were forced to close, schools and universities suspended classes, and
life came to a complete halt under the full control of the Indian army. Shortly
after some of these restrictions started to be relaxed, COVID-19 hit the country
and another lockdown was imposed.
These three lockdowns have devastated the local economy. In just the
past year, according to estimates by business groups, Kashmir’s economy
has lost about $5.5b. Another $2.4b was lost during the 2019 lockdown, which
eroded the Kashmiri people’s economic resilience and their ability to cope with
the subsequent COVID-19 lockdowns.

18

A social support culture of local non-governmental organisations and volunteers, however, remains robust and was able to mobilise to provide medical
and economic assistance to people. They had to work in a rather hostile environment where Indian authorities created various barriers to stem their efforts. For example, in early May the local government issued an order banning
the supply of medical oxygen to NGOs, which made the work of volunteers
trying to help patients who could not breathe extremely difficult.
Keeping people well-informed about the pandemic was also a major challenge in Kashmir. This was because Kashmiri doctors were banned from
speaking to the media and people had to rely solely on information issued by
the local authorities, whose reliability in some cases was questionable. On top
of that, internet shutdowns in some areas of Kashmir continued during the
coronavirus surge, hindering access for some Kashmiris and Kashmiri medical
professionals to up-to-date information on COVID-19-related research.
Having no internet access also prevented some Kashmiris from registering
in the national vaccination system. Lack of access to the online portal is one
of several problems that have plagued the vaccination campaign in Kashmir,
the massive shortage of vaccines being another one.
As of mid-May, 2.8 million jabs had been administered in the region, but a
great number of those did not go to civilians. Priority was given to security
forces and the police, most of whom had received two doses by then.
Many in Kashmir also worried about the thousands of Kashmiri political
prisoners held in Indian jails in horrendous conditions. As the pandemic ripped
through state prisons with increased intensity, the Indian government did not
announce any plans to release political detainees. Due to censorship, it is hard
to estimate how many prisoners have been infected by the virus, but some
tragic cases have already surfaced. In early May, 78-year-old Ashraf Sehrai,
a popular political leader, died in prison. His family maintains that he was ill
with COVID-19 for some time and was denied proper medical care.
For those Kashmiris who survived the COVID-19 surge and the latest lockdown, the future, however, also looks bleak. Having learned nothing from the
superspreader events it allowed in the spring, the Indian government now
plans to conduct the annual Amarnath Yatra pilgrimage from June to August.
The event draws more than half a million Hindu pilgrims to ecologically fragile,
remote areas in Kashmir.

June 16-30, 2021

Islamophobia

A terrorist attack in Canada and
the politicians who primed it
Andrew Mitrovica

Not surprisingly, it took him a while. Almost two days after a family on an evening
walk in London, Ontario was mowed down like a set of bowling pins while waiting at an intersection by a terrorist driving a pick-up truck intent on killing Muslims, Canada’s former prime minister, Stephen Harper, briefly emerged from his
agreeable life running a lucrative consultancy business to say something about
the “tragedy”.
I suspect Harper’s tardiness in penning his obligatory tweet condemning
“cruel acts of racial and faith based hatred” was likely the product, in part, of his
vulgar record while prime minister as the accelerant-in-chief of fomenting suspicion and animus towards Muslims he was duty-bound to have, instead, welcomed and celebrated as loyal, devoted Canadians.
Once a rank politician, always a rank politician. Given his documented history of stoking Islamophobia – with the enthusiastic approval of his many confederates within Canada’s sprawling right-wing-media-industrial complex –
Harper likely paused to ponder the public relations risks or rewards of denouncing this nation’s latest heinous act of Islamophobia. So, true to his calculating
nature, Harper waited before sharing his typically soulless, exculpatory tweet
with his equally ardent and unrepentant followers.
Indeed, Harper refused to even acknowledge that the massacred four and
the critically injured boy were Muslims who followed the teachings of Islam –
the premeditated victims of a young, white, assassin who, somewhere, at some
time, was radicalised by someone or something. Harper ended his perfunctory,
unconvincing expression of sympathy for the grieving families with the suggestion that the murders were unfathomable. Clearly, Harper has not only forgotten
his noxious past but has been so busy making lots of money crisscrossing the
globe leveraging the rarified contacts he made while prime minister to have noticed the epidemic of enmity directed at Canadian Muslims. He also, incredibly,
neglected to recall the mass murder of six worshippers during evening prayers
at a Quebec City mosque in January 2017 by another young, white, radicalised
assassin.
Since Harper has apparently buried his history of pitting “old-stock” Christian-Canadians against Muslim-Canadians and his steadfast admirers in the
fourth estate will, no doubt, deem it unbecoming at this “difficult time” to remind
audiences of their man’s contemptible, divisive modus operandi, I am going to
because decency and the jarring moment demand it. I will begin with Harper’s
studied use of the combustible phrase “old-stock Canadians” at a leaders’ debate during the 2015 election campaign.
Harper, a bureaucrat as spontaneous as Rip Van Winkle, invoked the term
allegedly to defend his petty government’s callous decision to deny health care
to unsuccessful refugee claimants, insisting the move was supported by new
immigrants and “old-stock Canadians” alike. Despite subsequently denying that
the phrase was malicious or insulting, Harper’s cynical, parochial intentions were
plain: appeal to his largely white, Christian base while feeding a stubborn, malevolent undercurrent that only “old-stock Canadians” were bonafide Canadians.
Not done stoking ethnic discord, Harper later dispensed with the calibrated code and vowed to ban public servants from wearing hijabs and set
up a tip line so presumably “old-stock Canadians” could snitch to the federal
police on “new” but not true Canadians for their “barbaric cultural practices,”
including, but not limited to, arranged marriages. The obsequious cabinet
ministers tasked by Harper with realising the sinister, blatantly intolerant
edicts explained that the proposed hijab ban and Stasi-like snitch line were
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intended to “protect Canadian values.”
Sure they were. That a prime minister would sully the office he held and
shame the country he led by relying on and exploiting the sectarian tactics and
rhetoric usually associated with segregationists in America’s Deep South in a
futile bid to keep his job is the foul measure of the man who some Conservatives
reportedly want to lead the faltering party again. But Harper’s profane antipathy
towards Canadian Muslims was evident to the National Council of Canadian
Muslims (NCCM) and anyone else even remotely paying attention in 2014. At
the time, the leading non-profit group which has, for decades, advocated on behalf of Canadian Muslims wrote to Harper to chastise him for inviting on an official delegation travelling to Israel a rabbi who had “introduced, defended and
praised… two of the most recognised and vitriolic anti-Muslim activists of our
time”, Pam Geller and Robert Spencer, at an event in Toronto in late 2013.
Harper’s response was swift and incendiary. The prime minister’s then director of communications called the NCCM, in effect, a hive of Hamas-supporting terrorists. “We will not take seriously criticism from an organisation with
documented ties to a terrorist organisation such as Hamas,” Jason MacDonald
said on the now-defunct Conservative Party propaganda network, Sun TV. After
Harper and MacDonald refused to apologise for or retract their calumny, the
NCCM sued both for defamation.
In 2017, the NCCM prevailed, winning a resounding and historic legal victory
that required the prime minister’s former chief spokesperson to disavow publicly
his defamatory remarks against the council and, by extension, all of its patriotic
staff and members. Still, Harper’s de rigueur admonition on Tuesday that
“Canada is a place of tolerance and pluralism” must be considered in the indelible context of his government’s ugly, venomous attack on the loyalty of Canadian Muslims and the raw, devastating residue of a family’s destruction possibly
by an “old-stock” Canadian who had hatred ingrained in his hollow soul.
In any event, in his waning days as prime minister, Harper appears to have
exacted his cheap revenge on the NCCM for their brave decision to confront
two powerful bullies in court. At the eleventh hour, citing its imaginary “adversarial tone,” the Royal Canadian Mounted Police pulled its support for a booklet
produced by the NCCM and another Canadian Muslim association aimed at
preventing the radicalisation of teenagers into Kalashnikov-wielding or pick-uptruck-driving terrorists.
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UK police are making Muslim
mental health a terrorism flag
Hilary Aked

The perception and representation of Muslims as a “suspect community” when it comes to national security and
counterterrorism in the United Kingdom is well-established. But a more recent turn within these operations towards mental health is creating new, dangerous practices.
Last month, Medact released a report in which it exposed a mental health project run by UK counterterrorism police called “Vulnerability Support Hubs”. Despite
the name, these hubs are not about care. Instead, they
enable police to surveil, manage perceived risk, and access confidential health information more easily.
The hubs were established in 2016 because police
noticed that approximately half of the people reported
to its counter-extremism programme, Prevent, appeared
to have a mental health condition. Racialised groups,
especially Muslims, are also referred at a grossly disproportionate rate. As a pre-crime programme, referrals
to Prevent are made on the basis of suspicion and speculation alone. Yet police refuse to see these statistics
for what they almost certainly reflect: widespread Islamophobia which associates Muslims with terrorism, combined with a longstanding stigma that portrays people with mental health
problems as dangerous.
Instead, police interpreted these statistics as supporting evidence of a
presumed – but never robustly evidenced – link between poor mental
health and terrorism. Not just anyone with poor mental health is suspect,
however. Muslims with mental health problems, in particular, fall under the
scrutiny of this programme. This means that these so-called “Vulnerability
Support Hubs” – which operated in near-total secrecy for five years – may
be harming people with genuine mental health conditions, and criminalising, or rendering suspect, poor mental health among Muslims. This happens because, at the hubs, people who have been referred to Prevent and
are suspected of having a mental health condition are assessed by NHS
mental health professionals embedded within counterterrorism units.
These assessments often appear to happen alongside police or Prevent
officers: security personnel whose presence alone may impact clinical diagnosis and the therapeutic encounter.
On top of this, the hubs provide a vehicle through which counterterrorism police can influence mental healthcare providers who are already treating patients. Risk assessments are a standard part of psychiatrists’ duties,
but Prevent’s pre-crime approach brings vague and racialised factors into
play. For example, one case study in the report details how police sought
to “secure admission and prevent discharge” of a man experiencing psychosis who had previously been receiving home treatment, on the basis
of “unacceptable unknowns”. In two other cases, police listed conversion
to Islam as a relevant concern.
A perhaps even more disturbing possibility is that these “Vulnerability
Support Hubs” may be pathologising Muslim political agency and dissent.
Many of the people assessed by the hubs do not have diagnosable mental
illnesses and are therefore deemed “unsuitable for mainstream services”.
But the hubs operate with such broad definitions of “mental health”, “com-
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plex needs” and “behavioural and emotional difficulties” that – in contrast
to mainstream mental health services – their thresholds are extremely low.
This becomes worrying when considering the potential for medicine to be
misused as a tool for social control. In the Soviet Union, political dissidents
were labelled as suffering from “sluggish schizophrenia” and often incarcerated for long periods. Such systematic abuse of psychiatry was the reason codes of ethics were developed for the profession.
Documents obtained via Freedom of Information requests on which we
based our report suggest that mental health practitioners may be engaging
in what is effectively “deradicalisation” – a practice well beyond their healthcare remit. Especially given the dubious scientific validity and efficacy of
such concepts and practices, the Royal College of Psychiatrists’ warning
that so-called radicalisation is “not a mental illness” should be heeded. The
hubs raise a host of other serious ethical concerns that epitomise wider
problems with the Prevent policy in healthcare and beyond.
They pose questions about potential coercion and the apparent use of medicine as a security device to enforce cooperation with the police deradicalisation
scheme Channel. They highlight the neoliberal state’s withdrawal from adequately funding mental healthcare at the very same time that invasive surveillance is stepped up. They underline just how deeply racism is institutionalised,
why we should not be surprised that racialised minorities distrust healthcare
services, and why racialised health inequalities will only deepen with time –
unless policies like Prevent and the hostile environment are dismantled.
Despite the lack of an independent evaluation, “Vulnerability Support
Hubs” are currently being rolled out nationwide under what police call “Project Cicero”. Having previously only operated in England and Wales, they
were recently introduced in Scotland too. Since the UK is a leading exporter of innovations in the field of counterextremism, the hubs may well
augur a troubling direction for counterterrorism policing and pre-crime
policing across the world.
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Conflict

US and NATO: Manufacturing
a new cold war?
Marwan Bishara

The North Atlantic Treaty Organization is trying to find its way back to
“normalcy” after four years of drama under the fitful leadership of former US President Donald Trump.
This will prove a challenging task. NATO seems to have lost its
mojo after Trump deformed its strategic vision and values and cast
doubt over its shared destiny, albeit rhetorically.
But the advent of the trans-atlanticist Joe Biden is breathing life
and vitality into the pact, as the US president tries to assure European
allies of his administration’s seriousness in rebuilding trust and restoring harmony. This is not the first time the alliance is recovering after
an internal crisis. In fact, during the past few decades, there has been
an eerie perception of some sort of a NATO crisis or another: a “profound crisis”, a “deepening crisis”, a “fundamental crisis”, a “general
crisis”, an “unprecedented crisis” and even – a “real crisis”.
But NATO has always recovered. Even before the end of the Cold
War, NATO had its share of rift and discord whether over the Suez crisis, the Vietnam War, the Cuban Missile Crisis, and the presence of
authoritarian regimes within its ranks. Still, fear of the Soviet Union
during the Cold War helped unite its members regardless of their discord.
The greater the threat perception, the deeper the unity. When the Eastern
Bloc collapsed in 1989, the alliance which was created to keep the Soviets
out, the Germans down and the Americans in Western Europe, lost its raison d’être. Disagreement within NATO persisted, shifting to enlargement
towards the East and the ward and various military deployments in the
greater Middle East.
In 2001, 24 hours after the 9/11 attacks on New York and Washington,
NATO invoked Article 5, the cornerstone of its collective defence, for the
first time in its history. But fighting asymmetrical wars outside its long-defined area of operation, notably in Afghanistan, proved a thankless endeavour and a source of tension. Over the past 30 years, NATO still
managed to keep its unity, going through a number of cosmetic and structural surgeries to restore its vitality. It even almost doubled its membership
from 16 to 30 members.
The alliance has repeatedly overcome internal discord through adaptation and compromise. It will do so again on June 14 in Brussels, hoping
to enhance its appearance and performance in an ever more competitive
world. Biden’s high popularity in Europe in comparison to Trump will certainly help. NATO will once again rely on the fact that there is more that
unites its members than divides them.
That, in one’s opinion, is first and foremost protecting their common
economic and financial interests. With a population of almost a billion people and half of the world’s gross domestic product (GDP), NATO has decidedly been the military arm of a privileged club of Western capitalist
democracies. Today, the alliance faces two major strategic challenges, rising China and resurging Russia, which pose cyber-, space, and geopolitical threats, including in “the Global South”, where Beijing and to some
degree Moscow are expanding. All other issues that have been raised in
public, such as climate change, human security, and development, etc are
window dressing. This is not because they are not important – they most
certainly are – but rather because they are more G7 than NATO material.
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But since the Trump psychological rupture, some Europeans are said
to be wary of being overdependent on the US for their security, as they
were over the past seven decades. NATO’s junior members have been
especially traumatised by the erratic president’s behaviour, while the more
senior continental members, like France and Germany, have been wary
but also savvy in their reactions. They are exploiting the American debacle
to call for a greater European security autonomy and a more equal partnership with the US. They have also embraced a more nuanced, less dramatic view of the challenges posed by Russia and China than the Biden
administration has. They would rather avoid Cold War rhetoric and emphasise engagement over confrontation with Russia and Beijing.
And they have a point. Russia, as former President Barack Obama put
it, is today no more than “a regional power” whose bellicose actions are
an expression of weakness rather than strength. It is better to contain Russia through political and economic engagement than alienate it through
strategic confrontation. And while rising China presents a whole new
geopolitical puzzle, it is no Soviet Union. Despite its enormous economic
power and strategic ambition, it espouses no alternative vision for the
world. And since joining the World Trade Organization in 2001, Beijing has
integrated its economy into the Western-led world economic system and
enjoys tremendous windfall from its trade with the West.
The Europeans see China as an economic competitor or at worst, a
rival, and are content with a multipolar world. But Washington looks at
China through a different lens. It reckons China is determined to become
an Asian hegemon and insists on containing its rise before it becomes the
world’s leading power. America wants to remain the world’s undisputed
superpower. This means the Biden administration will have to charm and
bully its divided but prosperous European partners into getting behind it.
In fact, some of the pressure is already bearing fruit as Europeans are increasingly distancing themselves from China, especially in the technology
and investment fields, and the UK has demonstratively deployed an aircraft
carrier to the South China Sea.
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Development

The poverty of
‘economic growth’
Peter Metcalf

There is a village in the rainforests of Southeast Asia that I have visited
on and off for over 40 years, doing long-term anthropological research.
As the decades have ticked by, I have witnessed a process of extraordinary economic growth that has completely reshaped the village.
On the face of it, that might sound like a good thing. After all, we’re
told that growth is good. We’re told that more income lifts people out of
poverty and improves their lives. This narrative is drilled into us by development institutions like the World Bank, and echoed by media outlets
around the world. But what I have witnessed calls this simplistic story
into question. The village is in Sarawak, which is on the Malaysian side
of the island of Borneo, the third-largest island in world, larger than
France or Texas. When I first visited Sarawak in the 1970s, the Indigenous communities living there had virtually no money, but they lived well.
Now they have money, and can barely feed themselves. They have
been impoverished even as incomes rise. It is a story of brutal destitution that is completely obscured by the GDP growth statistics.
In the 1970s, Borneo had the most extensive rainforests outside
Brazil and central Africa, brimming with life and biodiversity. People who
lived in communities in and around the forests had little money, but they
controlled their own abundant food supply. They grew their own local varieties of rice, supplemented with game from the surrounding rainforest
and fish from the river. They had a balanced diet, and were impressively
fit and healthy. The village I regularly visited comprised about 350 people
all living under one roof, in a traditional longhouse that was typical of
central Borneo at the time. An open verandah ran along the side of the
house facing the river, while the other side consisted of a row of family
apartments. Their farms were some hours away by canoe, along small
streams that led into the hills. During the season of cutting and planting,
and again during the harvest, everyone was busy at the farms and the
longhouse was empty. At other times, it was bustling and full of life. There
was a powerful sense of shared history and tradition, including elaborate
seasonal festivals and feasts. No one went hungry in the longhouse.
Starting in the 1980s, everything changed. Borneo’s forests were
destroyed at a rate unprecedented in human history. Ruthless timber
barons, fuelled by capital from West Malaysia, Hong Kong and Japan,
and aided and abetted by crooked politicians who sold off timber licenses to the highest bidder, tore through the forests of Sarawak and
stashed their fortunes in luxury apartments in London. Indigenous communities resisted the destruction of the rainforest, but they were brutally
suppressed. In addition to the police and army, the timber companies
hired goons to intimidate anyone trying to obstruct the roads. I heard
rumours of violence, but very little news got out because the government tightly controlled the access of outsiders, especially foreign journalists. It’s disturbing to think how easily and thoroughly this news
blackout worked.
After the forest was cut, something happened that had never happened before: the forest floor dried out. Then it caught fire. The government blamed slash-and-burn agriculturalists, but that was absurd. In all
the hundreds of years that this technique had been used in Borneo, the
forest had never burned before. Now every year during the dry season
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from March till October thick clouds of smoke spread downwind as far
as Thailand. It is devastating to watch. And the contribution to global
warming is incalculable.
What the fires accomplished was that they cleared the land for plantation agriculture. Malaysia and Indonesia between them account for 85
percent of the world’s production of palm oil, which is used in cosmetics
and processed foods. The great majority of that product is grown on the
ashes of the Borneo rainforest, and the very same companies that did
the cutting now own the largest palm oil estates. With the forests gone
and the rivers polluted, the only way for the longhouse people I knew in
Sarawak to make a living is by working for meagre wages on the palm
oil plantations.
A whole generation of young men had grown accustomed to life in
the lumber camps. After the timber was worked out in one area, they
moved on with the camps – if given the chance. The ones that weren’t
hung around in the longhouse, idle and disoriented. Many went off to
the cities on the coast, where they live in squatter settlements and comprise a new lumpen proletariat. For the longhouse people, food sovereignty and economic independence has been traded for a cash
dependency that they cannot now escape. Their resource base has
been destroyed, the farming skills of their grandparents are forgotten,
and their invaluable stocks of seed rice – every family once had its own
unique varieties – have long since been consumed. The longhouse has
turned into a labour barracks, built at no expense to the employers.
The astonishing thing is that all this is smugly reported as development, as “growth”, but this glossy narrative hides a much darker reality.
The World Bank reports that poverty has been reduced. But rising incomes don’t come anywhere close to compensating for the livelihoods
that the longhouse people have lost. Nothing can compensate for the
loss of food sovereignty and economic independence, and of course the
loss of the rainforest. The whole narrative of poverty reduction is a charade.
All of this makes me wonder about economic development elsewhere. Media outlets love to report how growth in China has lifted hundreds of millions out of poverty. But the reality is more complex. The
sociologist Sarah Swider has described what she calls the “new precariat” of China. Migrants moving into the cities from rural areas have
very limited choices. Workers are housed in overcrowded dormitories.
They work long hours and have very little contact with the outside world.
Others survive as day labourers in informal street markets, and they are
powerless against any abuse. Migrant workers have no rights because
their legal residence is back in the countryside.
GDP figures tell us nothing about the costs of growth. And, as in Borneo, the real beneficiaries of China’s growth have been the corporations
and elites who leech the labour of the new precariat. Simplistic stories
of GDP growth blind us to the extraordinary social and ecological destruction that growth so often entails. We urgently need to abandon this
metric and pay attention instead to what is happening in the real world
– who is winning and who is losing, what is gained and what is lost. Too
much is being destroyed, too fast.

June 16-30, 2021

Your View
Serving humanity

After Ghotki crash
This refers to the Ghotki train accident in which over 60 lives have been lost

In order to serve humanity and to help people suffering from dis-

so far. After every major rail accident, I send an email to 27 most senior offi-

abilities due to neuromuscular disorders, an interdisciplinary field,

cials of the railway, explaining why train accidents will keep happening and

involving neuroscience, psychology, engineering, physiology, math-

what is necessary to prevent them. One must appreciate the steadfastness

ematics, computer science and clinical rehabilitation, has evolved.

of the Pakistan Railways. Spread over many years, not a single email has

Commonly referred to as brain computer interface (BCI), mind ma-

ever been responded to.

chine interface (MMI) or brain machine interface, this field of knowl-

More people died in the Ghotki train accident than all the deaths put to-

edge has grabbed considerable attraction throughout the globe

gether in all the railway accidents that occurred in the United Kingdom in

over the last few years. BCI is an interface technique used to con-

the last 20 years. Only in the last four months, the Pakistan Railways had

trol hardware devices through brain activity without peripheral

64 accidents; nine times more than what Turkey had in the last 21 years.

nerves and muscles. The BCI research is aimed at providing peo-

What makes the Pakistan Railways so inefficient and unsafe? The answer

ple having complete or partial paralysis or those suffering from neu-

is simple. It is still operated with outdated and worn-out equipment and

romuscular disorders, such as brain stroke and spinal cord injury,

tracks, while its management system chugs along with 18th century colonial

an opportunity to lead a normal life once again.

and bureaucratic processes. Other than Afghanistan, Pakistan Railways is

For both voluntary and involuntary human actions, brain initially

perhaps the only railway in the world that does not have even a rudimentary

generates several synchronised electrical signals. These signals

occupational health and safety management system, which is a require-

are termed electroencephalographic (EEG) signals. The EEG sig-

ment globally, even if you operate a 10-person company. A documented

nals consist of stationary pulses of variable lengths, which are sep-

health and safety system is a legal requirement in the UK if you employ five

arated by much sharper disruptions or pulses of short duration.

or more people. It is a system that sets out an organisation’s approach and

Significant power is contained in signals with frequencies below

commitment together with the arrangements that have been put in place for

1Hz, whereas very low power is available in spectral components

managing health and safety of people and equipment. It is a unique docu-

of frequencies above 30Hz. EEG signals are collected by placing

ment that defines ‘who’, ‘what’, ‘when’ and ‘how’ of eliminating or managing

two or more electrodes on the human scalp.

hazards and potential risks in an organisation. The first thing that our politi-

The signals are moderately correlated to different levels and are

cians do after an accident is to blame each other. The next thing they do is

due to the physical proximity of electrodes. These correlations re-

to blame the linemen, the signalmen, the train drivers, the electricians, the

veal a simultaneous neuron activity. Various emotional and behav-

tracks, the passengers and even the pressure-cookers (remember that?).

ioural states of the subject correspond to different spectral

No one is willing to acknowledge that we have an archaic top management

components and correlations. A group of researchers at the De-

that ought to have been crushing stones rather than managing trains.To re-

partment of Physics, University of Karachi, is engaged in under-

tain the same ‘leadership’ and to insist on not developing a railway safety

standing different functions of brain and mechanism of the

system is to guarantee unending accidents and continued loss of life.

non-muscular channel of communication between the human brain
and computer systems.

Naeem Sadiq
Karachi

To accomplish this, a state-of-the-art BCI research laboratory is
functional at the University of Karachi. On the basis of self-support
and individual help from people who are active members of an old
society of the Department of Physics alumni, called the Karachi

Karachi’s parking mafia

Physics Society (KPS), an MDX NeuroPro32 EEG recording device

The parking mafia has been there in Karachi for long, but in recent

was bought some eight years ago. The device is capable of gather-

years it has really taken the city in the grip of a suffocating stranglehold.

ing braining signals 19 Ag/AgCl electrodes. Spatial and spectral

The influential people of various localities, especially around markets

analysis is then performed to understand the electrodynamics of

and shopping malls spread across the city, ‘fix’ the parking rates and

the brain. The BCI laboratory has recently established close collab-

hire individuals to collect it from those coming to park their vehicles. This

oration with researchers from many technologically-advanced

money goes straight into their pockets instead of going to any govern-

countries, including the United States, Austria, Turkey and

ment agency. Even at places officially marked for charged parking, the

Malaysia. Many research students are engaged and completing in-

exact amount is not fixed by the Karachi Metropolitan Corporation, leav-

teresting projects. Two PhD and more than six MS theses have al-

ing this mafia to charge at will in exchange of shoddy parking services.

ready been produced. The laboratory deserves all the support it

The authorities concerned should take notice of this issue, fix the park-

can get from the government and its various organisations for the

ing fee, and improve the parking facilities, especially at busy places.

advancement and effective utilisation of the existing facility.
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Something mysteriously wiped out about
90 percent of sharks 19 million years ago

NASA will be heading back to Venus
for the first time in decades

Carolyn Gramling

Lisa Grossman

About 19 million years ago,
something terrible happened to
sharks. Fossils gleaned from
sediments in the Pacific Ocean
reveal a previously unknown
and dramatic shark extinction
event, during which populations
of the predators abruptly
dropped by up to 90 percent, researchers report in the Science. And scientists
don’t know what might have caused the die-off. “It’s a great mystery,” says Elizabeth Sibert, a paleobiologist and oceanographer at Yale University. “Sharks
have been around for 400 million years. They’ve been through hell and back.
And yet this event wiped out (up to) 90 percent of them.” Sharks suffered losses
of 30 to 40 percent in the aftermath of the asteroid strike that killed off all nonbird
dinosaurs 66 million years ago. But after that, sharks enjoyed about 45 million
years of peaceful ocean dominance, sailing through even large climate disruptions such as the Paleocene-Eocene Thermal Maximum — an episode about
56 million years ago marked by a sudden spike in global carbon dioxide and
soaring temperatures — without much trouble. Now, clues found in the fine red
clay sediments beneath two vast regions of Pacific add a new, surprising chapter
to sharks’ story. Sibert and Leah Rubin, then an undergraduate student at the
College of the Atlantic in Bar Harbor, Maine, sifted through fish teeth and shark
scales buried in sediment cores collected during previous research expeditions
to the North and South Pacific oceans. “The project came out of a desire to better understand the natural background variability of these fossils,” Sibert says.
Sharks’ bodies are made of mostly cartilage, which doesn’t tend to fossilize. But
their skin is covered in tiny scales, or dermal denticles, each about the width of
a human hair follicle. These scales make for an excellent record of past shark
abundance: Like shark teeth, the scales are made of the mineral bioapatite,
which is readily preserved in sediments. “And we will find several hundred more
denticles compared to a tooth,” Sibert says.

Earth’s evil twin, here we
come. NASA’s next two missions, named DAVINCI+
and VERITAS, are heading
to Venus, administrator Bill
Nelson announced at a
news conference.
“These two sister missions
both aim to understand how Venus became an inferno-like world capable of melting lead at the surface,” Nelson said. “We hope these
missions will further our understanding of how Earth evolved and why
it’s currently habitable, when others in our solar system are not.” The
missions were selected from four finalists, two headed to Venus, one
to Jupiter’s volcanic moon Io, and one to Neptune’s largest moon Triton. The two Venus missions had applied and been rejected in earlier
spacecraft selection rounds. Venus is almost the same size as Earth,
but it seems to have had a different history. Although there’s evidence
that it was once covered in oceans and could have been habitable,
today it’s a scorched hellscape with clouds of sulfuric acid. No spacecraft has lasted more than two hours on its surface. And no NASA mission has visited in more than 30 years.
One of the newly selected missions, DAVINCI+, will be the first in
decades to send a probe into the planet’s thick, hot atmosphere. The
spacecraft will be a ball about a meter in diameter that will sink through
Venus’ atmosphere over the course of about an hour, taking measurements of how the content of the planet’s atmosphere changes from
top to bottom. The probe will also take some of the highest-resolution
photos of the Venusian surface yet on its way down. Those observations will help scientists figure out how Venus’ water has changed over
time, its volcanic activity now and in the past, and the planet’s past
potential for habitability.
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Health

Lung health: The poor suffer most
Alan Mozes
The health of your lungs may have a lot to do with
the size of your bank account, a new, large study
indicates.
The finding follows a six-decade look at lung disease risk among more than 215,000 American children and adults. In general, poorer Americans
continue to have worse lung health than their
wealthier peers. In some cases, the gap between
rich and poor is widening. "We examined long-term
trends in socioeconomic inequalities in Americans'
lung health," explained study lead author Dr. Adam
Gaffney. "Specifically, we looked at the prevalence
of lung symptoms like shortness of breath, lung disease diagnoses like asthma or COPD (chronic obstructive pulmonary disease) and lung volumes."
(The latter refers to the amount of air retained in
the lungs during different phases of breathing.) The
bottom line: "Differences in lung health between
rich and poor Americans have persisted over the
last six decades, and, in some instances, actually
gotten bigger," said Gaffney, an assistant professor
in medicine at Harvard Medical School and a pulmonary and critical care specialist at the Cambridge Health Alliance in Boston.

Investigators pored over survey data amassed by
the U.S. Centers for Disease Control between
1959 and 2018. Participants ranged in age from 6
to 74. The surveys asked about smoking habits
and lung health. Lung function testing was also
carried out. After matching responses to income
and educational background, the study team concluded that while wide disparities in lung health existed in the 1960s, by certain measures gaps in
risk have expanded.
One stark example: smoking. Gaffney and his colleagues note that smoking behavior actually bore lit-

tle connection to income level prior to the 1980s. But
the team found a markedly changed landscape over
time, with the richest Americans the main beneficiaries: Their smoking rate plummeted from about 63%
in 1971-1975 to just 34% by 2018. By contrast, during the same time frame smoking rates basically held
steady at 56% to 58% among the bottom fifth by income. Following a similar trend, wheezing risk fell
among those with bigger pocketbooks and greater
educational achievement starting in the late 1980s,
while poor Americans saw little change.
By other yardsticks, in the early 1970s about 45% of
the poorest Americans reported shortness of breath
when exerting themselves. Today that figure hits
about 48%. But only 26% of the wealthiest Americans said the same back then, and today that figure
holds at just 28%. And while asthma risk among children has risen regardless of income, it has gone up
more dramatically among the poor. Today just 7% of
the nation's wealthiest kids struggle with the breathing disorder, compared with nearly 15% of the country's poorest children. Among adults, a longstanding
wealth gap in terms of COPD risk and lung volume
health has also gotten worse, the team observed.

Potential blood sugar test uses sweat, not blood
Denise Mann
A new quick and painless sensor that measures
blood sugar in human sweat may mean far fewer
finger pricks for the millions of people who live with
diabetes.
Monitoring blood sugar to make sure it remains in
the target range is the cornerstone of diabetes
management, but the pain and inconvenience of
daily finger pricks can be a deterrent for many. The
investigational, touch-based test measures blood
sugar in sweat and applies a personalized algorithm that correlates it with glucose in blood. It's
more than 95% accurate at predicting blood glucose levels before and after meals, according to a
new proof-of-concept study.
The new sweat test isn't ready for prime time yet
as large-scale studies are still needed to validate
the approach, but diabetes experts not involved in
the new study are cautiously optimistic. "No-prick
glucose testing has been a holy grail of sorts in diabetes, and hopefully one day someone will cross
the finish line," said Dr. John Buse, director of the
Diabetes Center at the University of North Carolina
at Chapel Hill. "These data suggest that there is
hope." The search for an alternative to finger-prick
testing to improve diabetes control and quality of
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life for people with this disease has been ongoing,
and sweat has many merits. Fingers contain many
sweat glands and produce a high amount of
sweat, but sweat has lower levels of glucose than
blood. What's more, readings may vary with other
skin characteristics, resulting in inaccurate blood
sugar measurements.
The new sensor includes a sweat-absorbing
polyvinyl alcohol hydrogel that sits on a flexible
plastic strip. You place your finger on the sensor
for one minute and the hydrogel absorbs tiny

amounts of sweat and undergoes a reaction that
results in a small electrical current detected by a
hand-held device. To make sure that the reading
is accurate, researchers also measured volunteers' blood sugar with a standard finger-prick test
and developed a personalized mathematical formula that could translate each person's sweat glucose to their blood glucose levels. To calibrate the
device, a person with diabetes would need a finger
prick just once or twice per month.
"Such fast and simple touch-based blood-free fingertip sweat glucose assay holds considerable
promise for improved patient compliance and enhanced diabetes management," concluded the researchers led by Joseph Wang, a professor of
nanoengineering at University of California, San
Diego. Their findings were published recently in
the journal ACS Sensors. "I think this is exciting
technology and hope that the team will be able to
take it to the finish line," Buse said, but many questions remain. Researchers would need to explore
the interference of things like soap from handwashing, lotions, dirt and food residue on blood
sugar readings from sweat, and then there is the
question of cost and complexity, he said.
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Film

In the Heights

Fast & Furious 9

Helen O'Hara

Joshua Rothkopf

Before there was Hamilton, Lin-Manuel Miranda
won a Tony for In the
Heights, the 2008 Broadway musical set in his
home
neighbourhood.
While fans will recognise
the rhythm of his hip-hop
style, this is a looser, simpler affair than his later historical epic, but one brimming with the same
energy and lust for life. These characters aren’t trying to change countries or win wars, but their struggles — to make a living, find love or establish a place in the world — are no less life-and-death for the
individuals involved.
There’s simultaneously a lot of plot here and relatively little that seems
out of the ordinary. Our hero, and narrator, is Anthony Ramos’ Usnavi, a
corner-shop owner saving up to return to the Dominican Republic and
reopen his father’s old beach bar, as his neighbourhood gentrifies and
old businesses are driven out. He’s crushing on Vanessa (Melissa Barrera), who can’t wait to move downtown and start her own dress shop.
Meanwhile the prodigious Nina (Leslie Grace) is back in town from Stanford. She left as a golden girl, straight-A student and hope of her family
and friends. But Nina is finding college life tougher than she anticipated
and returns with a secret, causing conflict with her dad (Jimmy Smits)
but bringing her closer to her once and perhaps future love, Benny
(Corey Hawkins).

The Conjuring

Dream Horse

Hanna Flint

Ian Freer

The Conjuring: The Devil Made
Me Do It might be the eighth instalment in James Wan’s horror
franchise but it’s only the fourth
outing for Patrick Wilson and
Vera Farmiga as the Warrens,
the OG paranormal investigators whose case files have provided much of the inspiration for the demonic
stories being told. It’s good to have them back in action, for as much as
these sinister tales have relied on various claims of paranormal activity, from
haunted houses and dolls to demon nuns, the ghost-hunting duo prove once
again why they are very much the series’ beating heart. Wan and co-writer
David Leslie Johnson-McGoldrick refuse to ease you in gently, pulling out
all the paranormal stops, from jump scares to contorting bodies and inanimate objects flying all over the place, as Lorraine and Ed aid the exorcism
of 11-year-old David Glatzel (Julian Hilliard). This opening sequence runs
the gamut of horror-movie references, borrowing visuals from The Exorcist,
Psycho and The Shining, but the franchise certainly has its own horror signature which continues with each subsequent demonic encounter. Director
Michael Chaves (The Curse of La Llorona) slowly builds fear through closeups shot with a wide-angle lens, heightened sound mixing and the wielding
of light and darkness before an aggressive crescendo of horror makes you
want to cower in your seat. But this is a supernatural game of two halves,
as the story veers away from the haunted-house trope and leans into detective territory and Satanic cult worship to eye-rolling effect.
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For a series that, at least for
a while, used to be about
nitro-injected street cred and
grease-monkey car culture,
the Fast & Furious movies
really only have two gears.
You’ve got fast and you’ve
got furious. Stunts have gotten bigger, glossier and faker, but even at their worst, they’ve always been
speedy, dangerously so. And just as crucially, every utterance about family
out of Vin Diesel’s mouth has a ponderous solemnity to it. That’s the furious
part. Over 20 years, the plots have detoured into globe-hopping spy nonsense — and these muscle cars have definitely hopped, sometimes with
their own parachutes — yet the white-hot melodrama has skyrocketed in
tandem.Director Justin Lin, who perfected the formula with 2011’s deliriously dumb Fast Five, is back in charge after sitting out two laps, during
which the production grappled with the untimely death of co-star Paul
Walker and some intra-actor bitchiness. Lin’s Fast & Furious 9 feels like a
rejuvenation. That’s not just the fumes talking. (It’s a thrill to be back in front
of something big and loud.) The film is a return to principles, and if it goes
off the rails into pure silliness — almost irredeemably at one point — there’s
at least an ethos to it. We begin in flashback: It’s 1989, and a horrifying
raceway crash is about to take the life of a stock car driver. His two teenage
sons watch from the pit. One is the young man who, thousands of pull-ups
later, will become Diesel’s growly Dominic Toretto. But there’s also a
younger brother, Jakob, who may have caused the accident.

Dream Horse fits snugly into
a certain type of modern Brit
flick. In previous incarnations,
a plucky band of no-hopers
have won the day by stripping
(The Full Monty), playing in a
brass band (Brassed Off),
forming a male synchronisedswimming team (Swimming With Men) and singing sea shanties (Fisherman’s Friends). Euros Lyn’s film is the formula as advertised, but this time
centres on a syndicate that raises a thoroughbred horse to become a champion. It may be based on a true story — it has already been retold in a documentary, Dark Horse — but it’s the stuff of fairy tale, broadly but winningly
told. Set in the depressed Welsh mining town of Cefn Fforest, it centres on
Jan Vokes (Toni Collette), a woman pulling down two jobs— a check-out
worker at the Co-op and a bartender — to make ends meet. With husband
Brian (Owen Teale) incapacitated with arthritis and her children having flown
the nest, Jan becomes interested in raising a racehorse which could be financially fruitful and fill a hole in her disenchanted life. Buying a brood mare,
Jan and Brian, with the help of tax advisor Howard (Damian Lewis), start a
syndicate that gives screenwriter Neil McKay the perfect opportunity to create a gang of one-note comedy relief (Karl Johnson’s old drunk, Siân
Phillips’ widow). When a foal is born, the villagers optimistically christen the
horse Dream Alliance and enlist a trainer (Nicholas Farrell), and suddenly
the humdrum town has a glimmer of hope.
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Vaxxers

The Mission House

Sarah Gilbert

Carys Davies

This is the story of a race - not against
other vaccines or other scientists, but
against a deadly and devastating
virus.
On 1 January 2020, Sarah Gilbert,
Professor of Vaccinology at Oxford
University, read an article about four
people in China with a strange pneumonia. Within two weeks, she and her
team had designed a vaccine against
a pathogen that no one had ever seen
before. Less than 12 months later,
vaccination was rolled out across the
world to save millions of lives from
Covid-19. In Vaxxers, we hear directly
from Professor Gilbert and her colleague Dr Catherine Green as they
reveal the inside story of making the Oxford AstraZeneca vaccine and
the cutting-edge science and sheer hard work behind it.
This is their story of fighting a pandemic as ordinary people in extraordinary circumstances. Sarah and Cath share the heart-stopping moments in the eye of the storm; they separate fact from fiction; they
explain how they made a highly effective vaccine in record time with the
eyes of the world watching; and they give us hope for the future. Vaxxers
invites us into the lab to find out how science will save us from this pandemic, and how we can prepare for the inevitable next one.

Fleeing the dark undercurrents of contemporary
life in Britain, Hilary Byrd takes refuge in Ooty, a
hill station in South India. There he finds solace in
life's simple pleasures, travelling by rickshaw
around the small town with his driver Jamshed and
staying in a mission house beside the local presbytery where the Padre and his adoptive daughter
Priscilla have taken Hilary under their wing.
The Padre is concerned for Priscilla's future, and
as Hilary's friendship with the young woman
grows, he begins to wonder whether his purpose
lies in this new relationship. But religious tensions are brewing and the
mission house may not be the safe haven it seems. The Mission House
boldly and imaginatively explores post-colonial ideas in a world fractured
between faith and non-belief, young and old, imperial past and nationalistic
present. Tenderly subversive and meticulously crafted, it is a deeply
human fable of the wonders and terrors of connection in a modern world.

Just Kids
Patti smith
A prelude to fame, Just Kids recounts
the friendship of two young artists--Patti
Smith and Robert Mapplethorpe whose passion fueled their lifelong pursuit of art.
In 1967, a chance meeting between two
young people led to a romance and a
lifelong friendship that would carry each
to international success never dreamed
of. The backdrop is Brooklyn, Chelsea
Hotel, Max's Kansas City, Scribner's
Bookstore, Coney Island, Warhol's Factory and the whole city resplendent.
Among their friends, literary lights, musicians and artists such as Harry Smith,
Bobby Neuwirth, Allen Ginsberg, Sandy Daley, Sam Shepherd, William
Burroughs, etc. It was a heightened time politically and culturally; the art
and music worlds exploding and colliding. In the midst of all this two kids
made a pact to always care for one another. Scrappy, romantic, committed
to making art, they prodded and provided each other with faith and confidence during the hungry years--the days of cous-cous and lettuce soup.
Just Kids begins as a love story and ends as an elegy. Beautifully written,
this is a profound portrait of two young artists, often hungry, sated only by
art and experience. And an unforgettable portrait of New York, her rich and
poor, hustlers and hellions, those who made it and those whose memory
lingers near.
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Mrs Mohr Goes Missing
Maryla Szymiczkowa
If Wes Anderson wrote feisty, female-led mysteries
set in Poland, this is what he might write! Cracow,
1893. Desperate to relieve her boredom and improve her social standing, Zofia Turbotynska decides to organise a charity raffle. In a bid to recruit
the patronage of elderly aristocratic ladies, she visits Helcel House, a retirement home run by nuns.
But when two of the residents are found dead, Zofia
discovers that her real talents lie in solving mysteries. Inspired by Agatha Christie and filled with period character and zesty charm, series opener Mrs Mohr Goes Missing
vividly recreates life in turn-of-the-century Poland, confronting a range of
issues from class prejudice to women's rights, and proves that everyone
is capable of finding their passion in life, however unlikely that passion
may seem.

Beautiful World, Where Are You
Sally Rooney
The new novel from the author of Normal People.
Alice, a novelist, meets Felix, who works in a distribution warehouse, and asks him if he'd like to
travel to Rome with her. In Dublin, her best friend
Eileen is getting over a break-up, and slips back
into flirting with Simon, a man she has known since
childhood. Alice, Felix, Eileen and Simon are still
young - but life is catching up with them. They desire each other, they delude each other, they get
together, they break apart. They worry about their
friendships and the world they live in. Are they
standing in the last lighted room before the darkness, bearing witness to
something? Will they find a way to believe in a beautiful world?
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