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Politics

Parliament: conduct unbecoming
Looked at from any angle and measured by any
yardstick, it was a most depressing, shameful
and ugly show: the brawl in the National Assembly during the budget session. The occasion
was the post-budget speech by the leader of the
opposition Shehbaz Sharif during which members from the treasury benches created a scene.
But the truth is that the ball was set rolling by the
opposition when it heckled and howled and created serious noise disruption all through Finance
Minister Shaukat Tarin’s budget presentation
speech a couple of days earlier.
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Economics

Between shortages and high prices
The Pakistan Tehreek-e-Insaf (PTI) government
has failed to ensure smooth supplies of essentials and price stabilisation in the first three years
of its term. Flour and sugar shortages persist
and their prices continue to rise. The situation
is feared to remain the same or worsen in the
remaining tenure of the government.
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Economics

Hollow hopes?
Shahid Hussain

The Pakistan Tehreek-i-Insaf (PTI) government has set the national
growth rate at about 5pc for the new fiscal year, while it claimed GDP
had risen by 3.9pc in the outgoing year. However, international financial
organizations dispute the statistics and project the growth rate to be less
than half of it.
The World Bank has projected a growth rate of 2pc, while it revised up
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. On the other hand, the Asian Development Bank puts
it at 4pc for the next year, though 2pc more than World Bank estimates but
still one percent less than what is budgeted.
In its report, the World Bank said Pakistan’s economy has been growing slowly over the past two decades. Annual per capita growth has averaged only 2pc, less than half of the South Asia average, partly due to
inconsistent macroeconomic policies and an under-reliance on investment
and exports to drive economic growth. Short periods of rapid consumption-fueled growth frequently led to sizable current account and fiscal
deficits that ultimately required policy tightening, resulting in recurrent
boom-bust cycles. In early FY20, following one such episode of external
and fiscal imbalances, the country entered a 39-month IMF-Extended Fund
Facility. The associated adjustment measures, including fiscal consolidation, contributed to a reduction of the imbalances over the year and improved macroeconomic stability.
However, the containment measures adopted in response to the
COVID-19 pandemic led to a severe contraction in economic activity during the final quarter of FY20. As a result, GDP growth is estimated to
have contracted by 1.5 percent in FY20. Half of the working population
saw either job or income losses, with informal and low-skilled workers
employed in elementary occupations facing the strongest loss in employment. As a result, poverty incidence is estimated to have increased in
FY20 from 4.4 to 5.4pc, using the international poverty line of $1.90 PPP
2011 per day, with more than two million people falling below this poverty
line. Moreover, 40pc of households suffered from moderate to severe
food insecurity. The government, therefore, focused on mitigating the adverse socioeconomic effects of the pandemic through a stimulus package
equivalent to approximately 2.9pc of GDP and a deferment of some of
the fiscal adjustment measures.
Over the first half of FY21, there have been signs of a fragile recovery.
With increased community mobility, private consumption has strengthened,
aided by record official remittance inflows. Investment is also estimated to
have slightly recovered, as machinery imports and cement sales both
recorded double-digit growth rates. On the production side, crop production was relatively weak in the first six months of FY21, as cotton production was adversely affected by heavy monsoon floods. Following the
phased lifting of lockdown measures from May 2020 onwards, indicators
of industrial and services activity have recovered, with “Large Scale Manufacturing” and business confidence indexes exceeding pre-COVID levels
in December 2020. As a result, the majority of the informal workers affected by the crisis are expected to have been able to return to work.
Although headline inflation fell over July-February FY21 (y-o-y), it is
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still high at 8.3pc on average, mostly on account of high food inflation.
Since July 2020, the State Bank of Pakistan (SBP) has maintained the policy rate at 7pc to support the economy. The capital adequacy ratio at endDecember 2020 remained well above the minimum regulatory
requirement, indicating banking sector resilience over the first half of the
fiscal year. Compared to a deficit of $2 billion for June-December 2019,
the current account recorded a surplus of US$1.1 billion for June-December 2020, the first half-yearly surplus in almost a decade, as strong official
remittance inflows more than offset a wider trade deficit. Both foreign direct
investment and portfolio investment inflows decreased during this period,
but the improved current account supported a balance of payments surplus. The Pakistani rupee appreciated by 5.4pc against the U.S. dollar,
from end-June 2020 to end-December 2020, and official foreign exchange
reserves increased to US$14.9 billion at end-December 2020, equivalent
to 3.3 months of imports of goods and services.
The fiscal deficit widened over the first six months of FY21 (y-o-y), as
expenditure growth outpaced an increase in revenues. In line with the recovery of economic activity, total revenues grew by 3.7pc. Over the same
period, total expenditures rose by 6.2pc, partly driven by higher interest
payments. Public debt, including guaranteed debt, reached 87.9pc of GDP
at end-December 2020, up from 86.7pc of GDP at end-December 2019.
Output growth is expected to recover gradually over the medium-term, averaging 2.2 percent over FY21-23, mostly due to contributions from private
consumption. However, sectors that employ the poorest, such as agriculture, are expected to remain weak, and therefore poverty is likely to remain
high. The baseline outlook is predicated on the absence of significant infection flare-ups that would require more extensive lockdowns.
The World Bank says major risks to the outlook include the possibility
of new waves of infections, the emergence of new vaccine-resistant
strains, and setbacks in mass vaccinations. In addition, more delays in
the implementation of critical structural reforms could lead to further fiscal
and macroeconomic imbalances. According to the IMF, as the recovery
gains strength, it will be important to accelerate the implementation of
policies and reforms needed to address some of the long-standing challenges facing the Pakistani economy. Moody’s, in its latest report, said
that Pakistan’s economy had the potential to grow at an annual rate of
4pc. Fitch Ratings awarded Pakistan 'B-' rating, which reflects 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,” it observed.
It is clear that Pakistan still faces grave challenges and the economy
will take years to recover. However, the government wants to create an
impression that it has put the country on the road to prosperity. It has taken
really harsh measures to improve the economy in three years. Now it has
relaxed its policy in a bid to win the next election. All past governments
did the same. They relaxed fiscal discipline to woo voters ahead of polls
but the country suffered in the end.
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Politics

Parliament: conduct
unbecoming
Nasim Ahmed

Looked at from any angle and measured by any yardstick, it was a most depressing, shameful and ugly show: the
brawl in the National Assembly during
the budget session.
The occasion was the post-budget
speech by the leader of the opposition
Shehbaz Sharif during which members
from the treasury benches created a
scene. But the truth is that the ball was
set rolling by the opposition when it
heckled and howled and created serious noise disruption all through Finance
Minister Shaukat Tarin’s budget presentation speech a couple of days earlier.
It seems that the ruling PTI government members had decided to reply in
kind during Shehbaz Sharif’s speech.
But the situation went out of control and
degenerated into a free-for-all, with both
sides resorting to catcalling, whistling,
abuse, standing up on the seats to
shout unspeakable slogans and using budget documents as missiles.
It was worse than a fish market scene. During the scuffles, PTI MNA
Malika Bukhari was hit in the face by a flying document thrown by an opposition member. PTI’s Ali Nawaz Awan and PML-N’s Rohail Asghar were
particularly obnoxious with their antics. The latter’s “Punjab ka culture”
comment was in bad taste and was condemned by one and all.
If the sergeants-at-arms had not intervened, the chaos could have led
to a serious physical clash and violence. The Speaker suspended the proceedings several times to control the situation but his efforts came to
naught. Seven MNAs, who indulged in open verbal and physical abuse
and reduced the NA floor into a gladiators’ arena, were suspended.
It is no use apportioning the blame. Both sides were equally guilty.
Some analysts trace the problem to the abusive and aggressive language
used by the PTI stalwarts when in the opposition, particularly during their
“container” days. But it is equally true that the opposition from day one of
the PTI government has adopted a blatantly belligerent policy. On the first
day of the new Parliament when Prime Minister Imran Khan came to address the session, the opposition created such an uproar that he had to
leave halfway.
From the statements, all of them similar in nature and thrust, made by
PML-N stalwarts it is evident that the party is not yet reconciled to the fact
that it has lost power. During the last three years, it has also become increasingly clear that both PPP and PML-N have made a conscious decision not to allow the government and the National Assembly to function in
a normal fashion.
In keeping with its manifesto promise, the PTI government has set in
motion an accountability process. But in the opposition’s eyes, it is not accountability but political witch-hunt and victimisation. That is the reason
why the opposition has refused to adhere to parliamentary norms of be-
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haviour and cooperate with the treasury in running the house as per the
rules of conduct. In the process, Parliament has been rendered dysfunctional and law making has virtually come to a stop.
All this is giving a bad name to democracy. The past record of our democratic governance is not very edifying. What is happening now has further
dented the people’s trust in the capacity of the democratic system to produce the desired results.
In the wake of the rumpus in the National Assembly, questions have
been raised as to what hope there can be for law and order or civilised behaviour in a country whose lawmakers themselves cannot behave in a lawful and civilized manner.
We must not forget the lessons of history. We have seen the derailment
of democracy several times in the past. If the politicians don’t learn to behave and continue to make a mockery of democracy, intervention by extraparliamentary forces is not beyond the realm of possibility.
What is the way out of the impasse? In this connection, a greater responsibility rests on the government. The opposition parties are playing
the role of spoilsport because they have nothing to lose if the system collapses. So, the government must go out of its way to create conditions for
the smooth working of the system. In the face of provocations by the opposition, it must act with wisdom and maturity. The government must go
an extra mile to accommodate the opposition. Such a policy will not only
foil the conspiracy of some political groups to bring the system down but
also earn the ruling party respect of the people.
In this context, it will be a good idea if the Prime Minister extends a hand
of friendship to the opposition and agrees to sit down with the heads of various parties to discuss how parliamentary affairs can be run smoothly in the
greater national interest. Such a gesture will not only add to his stature but
also go a long way in improving the political climate in the country.
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Economics

Gaps in social sector
Nasim Ahmed

The results of the Pakistan Social and Living Standards Measurement (PSLM) survey 2019-20, conducted by the Pakistan Bureau of Statistics (PBS),
pinpoint serious gaps in the social sector. The study
covered 176,790 households in the country for collecting information on facilities and services, like education, health and food insecurity.
The survey on education showed that the population of 10 years and older, who have ever attended
school, at the national level was 60pc in 2019-20,
compared to 62pc in 2014-15. Islamabad was at the
top with 85pc, while Rawalpindi with 83pc, Korangi
with 82pc, Abbotabad with 77pc and Gwadar with
60pc are the top most districts in their respective
provinces. The districts which fared the poorest include Rajanpur with 40pc, Thatta with 26pc,
Mohmand with 28pc and Dera Bugti, Shaheed Sikandarabad and Sherani with 14pc.
An important finding of the survey is that 32pc
children are out of school in the country. The figure
is for the year 2019-20, but the situation is the same
now. The number of such children is higher in rural
areas (37pc) as compared to urban areas (22pc). Punjab has the lowest
number of out-of-school children (24pc) and Balochistan has the highest
(47pc).
District-wise data shows that almost two-thirds districts of Punjab have
less than 25pc out-of-school children; However, Chakwal and Narowal
have the lowest number of out-of-school children with 9pc. Rajanpur is at
bottom with 48pc. In Sindh, Karachi Central with 21pc is at top while Thatta
with 71pc is at bottom in terms of out-of-school children. In KP, Abbottabad
with 9pc is at top while Mohmand with 57pc is at bottom. In Balochistan,
Nushki with 23pc is at top while Shaheed Sikandarabad with 76pc is at
bottom.
As for the national literacy rate, the survey has revealed a dismal picture. The rate has remained stuck at 60pc in 2019-20, the same as in 201415. The literacy rate was 58pc in 2013-14. According to the report, the
literacy rate for males increased to 71pc and that for females to 49pc. Encouragingly, among the youth population, the literacy rate increased to
72pc from 71pc in 2013-14. Youth literacy is 72pc at the national level. This
proportion is higher in urban areas (84pc) than in rural areas (65pc). However, youth literacy is higher in males (79pc) than in females (65pc).
The district-wise comparison reflects an interesting pattern. In Punjab,
Rawalpindi with 82pc is at top in literacy with Rajanpur with 42pc at bottom.
In Sindh, Korangi with 84pc is at the top, while Tharparkar and Sujawal
with 29pc are at bottom. In KP, Abbottabad with 74pc is at top while
Mohmand with 26pc is at the lowest end. In Balochistan, Quetta with 64pc
is at top while Shaheed Sikandarabad with 14pc is at bottom.
The PSLM survey shows that 33pc households in the country have access to the Internet, 93pc to mobile phones and 12pc to computers. Interestingly, 45pc of the population own mobile phones with at least one
connection — 65pc male and 25pc female. Children aged 10 and above
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were found using mobile/smart phones in the 2019-20 survey. Nineteen
per cent of them use the Internet — 24pc male and 14pc female.
Regarding the availability of water, 94pc households have access to
improved sources of drinking water in 2019-20 as compared to 93pc in
2014-15. Improved sources include tap water, motor pump, hand pump,
covered wells, bottled water, filtration plants and water delivered through
tanker trucks.
Access to toilet facilities has improved, according to the survey. Now
83pc households have access to toilets, compared to 73pc in 2014-15. In
Punjab, 89pc households have toilets, followed by 84pc in KP, 76pc in
Sindh and 44pc in Balochistan.
The findings of the survey with regard to food security need to be taken
seriously. Around 16.4 per cent households in the country have reported
that they are experiencing moderate or severe food insecurity.
The percentage of insecurity is based on how households suffer due
to food shortages due to financial constraints and lack of access to nutritious food. According to the survey report, 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.
The district-wise data shows that 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.
The household survey findings can prove to be an important tool for
policy makers to plan for the future.
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Politics

A House in disorder
Muhammad Hassan

The leader of the opposition was able to complete his speech in
the National Assembly after three days of intense sloganeering
and mud-slinging. The nation saw shameful scenes created by
both government and opposition members. The way abuses and
objects were hurled and personal comments passed against each
other and rival political leaders, shows increasing intolerance and
disturbing trends in politics. It should not have happened in the
highest legislative forum of the country as it has further maligned
the image of politicians among the public.
Exchanges of harsh words between treasury and opposition
members are not unusual but nobody expected them to physically
attack each other. A female member of the government was injured when someone from the opposition benches threw a sanitizer bottle at her. The leader of the opposition delivered his
speech in the cordon of sergeants-at-arms to protect him from attacks from the treasury benches. The Speaker had to ban the entry
of seven members to run the affairs of the House smoothly. It is
not unusual for legislators to act in an unruly manner, but they
crossed all limits this time and not only brought shame to themselves but the whole nation.
The National Assembly remained a battleground for three days as the
opposition and treasury members attacked each other with budget documents and books. Speaker Asad Qaiser had to suspend the proceedings
of the House many times when the members refused to pay heed to his
appeals to stay calm. They continued sloganeering, whistling and deskthumping. Opposition members surrounded their leader, Shehbaz Sharif,
to avoid any physical contact with the treasury MNAs. MNA Ali Nawaz
Awan, who is also special assistant to the prime minister, threw a book at
the opposition benches, which came back to him. The proceedings of the
House resumed after over two dozen sergeants-at-arms made a human
wall between the treasury and opposition members and bifurcated the assembly hall into two camps. As soon as opposition leader Shehbaz Sharif
took the floor and started criticising the government for its economic policies, the treasury members again stood up and started whistling, deskthumping and chanting slogans, like chor, chor (thief, thief), daku, daku
(robber, robber) and “TT, TT”, a reference to his alleged involvement in
“telegraphic transfer” used for money laundering. During his speech, some
of the treasury members attempted to advance towards the opposition
benches, but they were stopped by the security staff. As the government
members raised slogans against the Sharif family, the opposition members
chanted slogans against Prime Minister Imran Khan, his ministers and sister. As the shouting match intensified, Parliamentary Secretary for Law
Maleeka Bokhari was hit by a flying object and received injury to her eye.
Few MNAs also complained that they had received bruises during the scuffle. However, the security staff faced the brunt of the fight as they were hit
by objects thrown by both sides at each other.
It was shocking that many senior politicians from the government and
the opposition were present in the House, but they failed to pacify the situation. The presence of federal Ministers Shah Mahmood Qureshi, Asad
Umer, Shafqat Mahmood, Fawad Chaudhry, Ali Muhammad Khan, Ali
Amin Gandapur, Murad Saeed and Shireen Mazari and Pakistan Peoples
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Party (PPP) Chairman Bilawal Bhutto Zardari could not stop the members
from both sides from hurling abuses at each other. The opposition charged
that the senior ministers had not only made an attempt to stop their protesting members, but also encouraged them to create rumpus, thus confirming
that it was an official policy of the government to not allow the opposition
leader to deliver the budget speech. Minister for Information Fawad
Chaudhry had already announced that they would not allow Shehbaz
Sharif and Bilawal Bhutto to deliver speeches without first having a “written
guarantee” that they would hear speeches of Prime Minister Imran Khan
and ministers silently.
After adjourning the proceedings, Speaker Asad Qaiser announced
that he had ordered an inquiry into the events that took place during the
assembly proceedings and “the members using unparliamentary language
will not be allowed to enter the house. “The unparliamentary attitude and
use of indecent language by the members of both opposition and treasury
members is condemnable and disappointing,” he tweeted. After three days
of clashes, both sides reached an agreement to ensure smooth proceedings of the House. Following the agreement, the opposition withdrew its
no-confidence motion against Deputy Speaker Qasim Suri. They agreed
that no individual would be targeted and insulted during speeches.
Sanity has returned to the National Assembly after efforts from both
sides. It appears that both sides had decided to adopt an aggressive
stance against each other, which led to an embarrassing situation for them.
However, the government had the responsibility to calm the situation. It
should have tolerated the rude behaviour of the opposition members to
run the affairs of the House smoothly. However, its strategy worked in the
end and the opposition had to sit with it for an agreement. It appears the
calmness may not last long as both sides thrive on allegations against
each other. The relationship between the two sides will worsen in the coming days as they are preparing for the next election. However, they should
avoid repeating the recent scenes. It only maligns the image of politicians
and democracy. It is better if both sides leave aside politics and concentrate on legislation to improve the lot of the common people.
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Displacement

Bracing for more
Afghan refugees
Muhammad Ali
Over one percent of the people of the world have been displaced
by conflict and crisis created by man. Pakistan already hosts
1.4m refugees from Afghanistan and it is feared it will have to
provide shelter to more people as fresh instability in the war-torn
country may fuel a fresh influx of refugees into its neighbours.
Attacks on security personnel have also increased in Pakistan
as the Taliban are trying to gain more territory in Afghanistan
ahead of NATO troops’ withdrawal in September. Pakistan fears
a rise in militancy and a new influx of refugees after locals are
fleeing for their lives to safe havens as fighting between the militants and government forces has intensified. It appears that
Afghanistan will become a new hotspot of displacement.
According to the UN Refugee Agency flagship Global Trends
Report, the restrictive COVID-19 pandemic did not slow forced
displacement around the world, and instead could have left thousands of refugees and asylum seekers stranded and vulnerable.
Despite COVID-related movement restrictions and pleas from
the international community for a concerted global ceasefire, displacement
continued to occur – and to grow. As a result, more than one percent of
the world’s population – or 1 in 95 people – is now forcibly displaced. This
compares with 1 in 159 in 2010.
The agency explains that while the full impact of the pandemic on wider
cross-border migration and displacement globally is not yet clear, data
shows that arrivals of new refugees and asylum-seekers were sharply
down in most regions – about 1.5 million fewer people than would have
been expected in non-COVID circumstances, reflecting how many of those
seeking international protection in 2020 became stranded. According to
UNHCR, several crises – some new, some longstanding and some resurfacing after years – forced 11.2 million people to flee in 2020, compared
to 11 million in 2019. The figure includes people displaced for the first time
as well as people displaced repeatedly, both within and beyond countries’
borders. By the end of 2020, there were 20.7 million refugees under
UNHCR’s mandate. Another 48 million people were internally displaced
(IDPs) within their own countries.
Driven mostly by crises in Ethiopia, Sudan, Sahel countries, Mozambique, Yemen, Afghanistan and Colombia, the number of internally displaced people rose by more than 2.3 million. When considering only
international displacement situations, Syria topped the list with 6.8 million
people, followed by Venezuela with 4.9 million. Afghanistan and South
Sudan came next, with 2.8 and 2.2 million respectively. Turkey continued
to host the largest number of refugees with just under 4 million, most of
whom were Syrian refugees (92pc). Colombia followed, hosting over 1.7
million displaced Venezuelans. Germany hosted the third-largest population – almost 1.5 million, with Syrian refugees and asylum-seekers as the
largest group (44pc). Pakistan and Uganda completed the top-5 hosting
countries, with about 1.4 million each.
The COVID-19 crisis also hit the forcibly displaced hard, who faced increased food and economic insecurity as well as challenges to access
health and protection services. At the peak of the last year, over 160 countries had closed their borders, with 99 States making no exception for people seeking protection. According to UNHCR, the dynamics of poverty,
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food insecurity, climate change, conflict and displacement are increasingly
interconnected and mutually reinforcing, driving more and more people to
search for safety and security.
Girls and boys under the age of 18 account for 42 percent of all forcibly
displaced. They are particularly vulnerable, especially when crises continue for years. New UNHCR estimates show that almost one million children were born as refugees between 2018 and 2020. Many of them may
remain refugees for years to come. The agency emphasized that over the
course of 2020, some 3.2 million internally displaced and just 251,000
refugees returned to their homes –a 40 and 21 percent drop, respectively,
compared to 2019. Another 33,800 refugees were naturalized by their
countries of asylum. Refugee resettlement registered a drastic plunge with
just 34,400 refugees resettled, the lowest level in 20 years – a consequence of a reduced number of resettlement places and COVID-19. The
UN Refugee Agency reminded that 2020 was the ninth year of uninterrupted rise in forced displacement worldwide. There are twice as many
forcibly displaced people than in 2011 when the total was just under 40
million.
The number of displaced persons shows that the political crisis is increasing in the world. It is a matter of great concern that among 82m people globally displaced, 42pc are under 18. The children have been robbed
of their childhood and basic rights such as health and education. New developments in Afghanistan show Pakistan will have to receive a large number of refugees in the coming weeks and months. It is the responsibility of
the global powers to find a more suitable solution to all conflicts in the
world, especially the Afghan conflict, which has claimed millions of lives
and left millions of people homeless. It is a great failure of the world leaders
that they could not resolve the Afghan crisis even after decades-long war.
As crises in other parts of the world have started subsiding with a new administration in the US, it is increasing in Afghanistan with the announcement of the pullout. It will badly affect Pakistan. It is feared Pakistan will
have to provide shelter to millions of more refugees, while it already hosts
1.4 million Afghan people and a new influx of displaced people would put
an extra burden on its limited resources and security apparatus.
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Legislation

Politics on election reforms
Muhammad Zain

It appears the government and the opposition are playing politics on election reforms. The government aims to bring new laws to ensure “fairness
and transparency” in next polls, even though it has to adopt any means
and bulldoze the opposition. On the other hand, the opposition is opposing
the reforms, without understanding the fact they are necessary for the future of democracy in Pakistan.
The Election Commission of Pakistan (ECP) has also jumped into the
fray by objecting to the reforms. It adopted an unusual way to express its
reservations about the government move, by publicising its objections to
the bill through a press release. Its attitude shows that it is also involved
in politics, like the government and the opposition. However, its press release and objections to the bill prove it has become a truly independent
and autonomous institution, which will benefit the nation in the long run.
The commission has raised objections to 45 out of the total 72 proposed
amendments. A document sent to the government detailing reasons for
the objections finds 15 amendments repugnant to the Constitution and five
inconsistent with the Act itself. A total of 17 amendments have been opposed by the commission on administrative grounds. It says an amendment to Section 17 and Section 221, seeking “delimitation on the basis of
voters instead of the population” is among the changes it found to be in
contravention of the constitutional provisions. It points out that the amendment is in conflict with Article 51(5), which provides for allocation of seats
on the basis of the population. “It requires delimitation on the basis of the
population,” it informed the government.
The ECP also objected to the proposed omission of 11 Sections of
Chapter-IV (Sections 24, 26, 28, 29, 30, 31, 32, 33, 34, 36, and 44) relating
to preparation and revision of electoral rolls, finding it in conflict with the
Articles 219(a) and 222(c) of the Constitution. “The Article 219(a) requires
periodical revision of electoral rolls. The Article 222 guarantees that no law
shall have the effect of taking away or abridging any of the powers of the
Commissioner or the Election Commission. “The omission of the sections
will, in fact, take away the power of the Commission of preparation and revision of electoral rolls and hand over the function to the Nadra, which will
be against Article 222,” it argued. The commission also opposed a proposed amendment to Section 25, which aims to empower the Nadra to
register a fresh NIC holder as voter, on the plea that registration of voters
is an exclusive power of the ECP under the Article 219 of the Constitution.
It also assailed a proposed amendment to Section 43, empowering the
Nadra to remove the name of a deceased voter from electoral rolls on the
similar ground. It also found fault with an amendment to Section 104(4)
and (5), providing for submission of a fresh list by parties in the event of a
vacancy, as the Article 224(6) of the Constitution requires the provision of
additional names only after the previous party list has been exhausted.
The commission also found a proposed amendment to Section 122, seeking an open ballot for the Senate election to be inconsistent with the Constitution. It says a committee has already been constituted to propose a
mechanism to implement the Supreme Court’s opinion on a presidential
reference. “The matter will be addressed once the detailed opinion is issued,” it argued.
The commission has expressed reservations about an amendment to
Section 202, seeking 10,000 members of a party instead of 2,000 for enlistment with the ECP, saying that regional parties will find it impossible to
increase their membership to the proposed strength of 10,000 members.
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It also opposed an amendment to Section 231, seeking to add an explanation to set the scrutiny date as the critical or cut-off date for the purposes
of assessing the qualification or disqualification, observing that it is in conflict with the Article 62 and 63 of the Constitution, which provide pre-qualification of a candidate and post-disqualification of a lawmaker. “A statutory
provision cannot regulate constitutional provisions,” it observed.
The commission also opposed an amendment to Section 9 to decrease the time for it to declare a poll void from 60 days to 30 days. “The
Commission may order for inquiry if it deems fit and summon any record
it need be, which may require multiple adjournments. The decreased period of 30 days will practically render holding of an inquiry impossible,” it
notes. It opposed an amendment to Section 273 prescribing a three-year
jail term for a delinquent official on the grounds that Section 188 of the
Elections Act 2017 already provides for a penalty of two-and-a-half years
to the official concerned for an offence under Section 172(2). “Two penalties for one offence cannot be provided and it is against the Article 13 of
the Constitution,” it observed. An amendment to Section 17 binding the
ECP to complete the delimitation of constituencies at least four months
before the issuance of the election programme has also been opposed
on the grounds that extraordinary circumstances may occur. The ECP
has also opposed the amendments seeking to provide for challenging
delimitation before the Supreme Court, placement of details of polling
staff on the ECP website, appointment of polling staff from other constituencies, restricting ECP’s power to change a polling station not later
than 72 hours before elections, increasing the number of election agents
from one to five and the provision of a soft copy of electoral rolls on USB
to the returning officer. All the objections show that they are not serious
and the ECP could have resolved them with the government amicably,
instead of taking them to the public.
However, the ECP’s objections infuriated the government. It said it
was the prerogative of only parliament and political parties, not the ECP,
to decide how general elections should be conducted. Addressing a
press conference, Information Minister Fawad Chaudhry said, “Being a
supreme national institution, it is the sole right of the parliament to enact
laws on holding of elections. The ECP is not authorised to question laws
passed by the parliament. It has to implement all laws passed by the parliament, while matters related to laws contradicting the Constitution will
be decided by the Supreme Court.” He is right. The ECP cannot decide
whether a law is against the Constitution or not, as it is the prerogative
of the Supreme Court. The court will strike down amendments if they
contravene the Constitution.
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Between shortages
and high prices
Shahid Hussain

The Pakistan Tehreek-e-Insaf (PTI) government has failed to ensure
smooth supplies of essentials and price stabilisation in the first three years
of its term. Flour and sugar shortages persist and their prices continue to
rise. The situation is feared to remain the same or worsen in the remaining
tenure of the government.
The government allowed the export of wheat and sugar, for which it
even provided subsidies to the millers and exporters, but then had to import them when the country faced shortages and their prices increased
substantially. According to media reports, the mishandling of the crisis cost
the country over $520 million in imports and over Rs100 billion losses to
the national exchequer and consumers had to bear the brunt by paying
50pc higher prices in 2020. Besides, fluctuations in supplies and prices of
vegetables persisted through the year. According to the Pakistan Bureau
of Statistics (PBS), wheat flour was available at an average price of
Rs45/kg in December 2019. Its rates increased to Rs67 by December 24,
2020, a hike of Rs22 or nearly 50pc. The better quality wheat flour cost
even more, in the range of Rs80 to Rs85/kg in the open market. Sugar
was available at Rs71 per kg in December 2019, but its prices jumped by
over 26pc to Rs90/kg in December 2020.
Despite massive imports of wheat and new crops of the current season,
consumers are facing severe price shocks in flour rates all over the country. In Punjab, 20 kg flour bag prices reached Rs1,030 from Rs860 after a
halt in supplies of subsidised wheat to the flour mills. Flour mill owners in
Sindh also followed suit. The price of new wheat in Sindh has soared to
Rs5,500 per 100 kg in the open market which was Rs4,800-5,000 when it
started arriving in mid-March. As a result, flour millers have increased the
rate of flour No.2.5 to 61.50, up by Rs7 per kg. The Sindh government has
raised the wheat procurement price to Rs2,000 per 40 kg, up from
Rs1,400, which translates to Rs5,000 per 100 kg bag. In Punjab, the procurement rate for the growers is Rs4,500 per 100 kg bag.
The government remains in a state of denial over the shortages and
high prices and claims the media is twisting the facts to malign its image.
However, the common people are facing the toughest time of their lives in
terms of rising living costs fuelled by record-high food inflation. In the absence of an effective price checking mechanism at provincial and city government levels, prices of daily-use items fluctuate on a daily basis. The
prices remained on the higher side mainly because of currency devaluation. Inflation has risen to the highest level. Though the government claims
it has come out of the economic crisis, yet all indicators paint a bleak picture for the common people. The prices of essentials will continue to rise
as the government blatantly passes on the costs of its own inefficiency,
power theft and line losses to consumers.
There are some indicators that the economy is heading to a positive
direction, but the common people have suffered badly in the process. The
government does not hesitate from overburdening the people with price
hikes. People are worse off in the PTI government. They have been forced
to miss the past Pakistan Muslim League-Nawaz (PML-N) government despite its alleged corruption and ills.
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Prices and unemployment have reached their highest level in Pakistan.
The situation has worsened in the aftermath of the coronavirus pandemic
and if latest projections by international financial institutions are any guide,
there will be no respite for people in years to come. Though prices are expected to come down in the next few years, yet the unemployment rate
will continue to rise in the foreseeable future. Undoubtedly, Pakistan performed impressively to contain human losses during the pandemic, but
lockdowns and measures to contain the virus have affected its fragile economy badly. All advanced and regional countries, which had better
economies, are recovering fast, but Pakistan lags far behind, though it had
made structural adjustments before the onset of the pandemic.
Rising prices and unemployment are the biggest issues of Pakistanis
and there is no immediate relief for them. Inflation in Pakistan could be
10.2pc on an annualised basis, which by 2025 is expected to remain
around 8.6pc and the unemployment rate, which till this fiscal year was
4.5pc, may further jump to 5.1pc. The IMF projected an over 13.3pc increase in unemployment in Pakistan in a year. Earlier, the World Bank also
saw an “anaemic” economic outlook of Pakistan. Its economic outlook remains fragile for at least two years, as the pandemic compounded the
country’s miseries. In a report, the World Bank forecast an increase in current account deficit, budget deficit and public debt. While domestic economic activity is expected to recover, as lockdown measures are lifted,
with a gradual decline in active Covid-19 cases, Pakistan’s near-term economic prospects are subdued, the report said. The economic growth in
Pakistan is projected to remain below potential, compared to over 4pc annual average in three years to fiscal year 2018-19. Given anaemic growth
projections in the near term, poverty is expected to worsen. Poverty has
increased by 33pc in India and the situation is not different in Pakistan, it
noted.
It is a fact that past governments failed to make structural changes and
improve governance but the PTI government cannot continue to blame
them after completing almost three years of its tenure. Consequences of
all blunders, mismanagement and inaction of the past governments lie on
the table of Prime Minister Imran Khan and he has no option of failure.
The government aims to introduce more reforms in the next few months.
It means there is no prospect of relief for the people anytime soon and
they will continue to suffer in the years to come.
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The Afghan mess and
its impact on Pakistan
Raza Khan

The situation in Afghanistan is getting worse with each passing day as the
Taliban and Afghan National Security Forces are engaged in fierce fighting,
resulting in hundreds of deaths as the remaining around 4,500 US troops
are making a swift exit from the war-devastated country to complete their
withdrawal by September. The Taliban are making gains, while the Afghan
National Security Forces (ANSF) are also giving a hard time to them.
In the rapidly deteriorating situation of Afghanistan, serious concerns
have emerged for Pakistan. In case the Taliban are able to run over the entire country after the foreign forces’ withdrawal, they would establish their
rule. However, in this situation stability would be a pipedream. On the other
hand, if the fighting continues between the Afghan national forces and the
Taliban, the crisis would result in more and more refugees, who would head
towards Pakistan, which is already under an unbearable burden of millions
of registered and unregistered Afghan people. Then, as has been the case
in the past, facing instability in Afghanistan, the Afghan intelligence and security establishment would carry out large-scale terrorist attacks in Pakistan.
So, in any scenario in Afghanistan, whether the Taliban ultimately dominate
or the Afghan forces come out triumphant, the repercussions for
Afghanistan and then for Pakistan would be monumentally consequential.
There is a very important aspect of the crisis and conflict in Afghanistan.
The Afghan government of President Ashraf Ghani cannot be considered
the true representative of all Afghans. The Taliban have a huge following
among Afghans and that has been the main reason that they could not be
defeated by the foreign forces, whose number at one point in time in 2010
had reached around 100,000, backed by more than 300, 000 ANSF personnel. But at the same time, it is important to note that the Taliban’s claim
of being the only representative group of Afghans is equally fallacious. Both
Ashraf Ghani and the Taliban leadership realise that they singlehandedly
cannot bring peace and stability to Afghanistan. This has been the assessment of the United States and even now Pakistan, which has been backing
the Taliban wholeheartedly. Therefore, as a lasting solution to almost 40
years of seemingly interminable conflict in Afghanistan, the only plausible
and workable solution is that the main power holders in Afghanistan shall
come together and agree to a power-sharing arrangement in the shape of
a broad-based government.
The conflict in Afghanistan is another important dimension that is the
ethnic mix of the country’s population. While the country is dominated by
Pashtuns, whether President Ashraf Ghani or the Taliban, as they are entirely ethnically Pashtuns, there are important and large minorities, including
Tajiks, Uzbeks, Hazaras, Turkmen and even Balochs. As the Taliban have
been fighting all other ethnic groups as well as non-Taliban Pashtuns, their
rivals also have serious schisms. Therefore, there is no easy way out of
the Afghan imbroglio.
A very important and serious development regarding Afghanistan has
been the vivid change in Pakistan’s policy towards it. Pakistan has always
been considered the most important neighbour of Afghanistan, particularly
since the dismemberment of the erstwhile Soviet Union, which was a gigantic northern neighbour of Afghanistan. Islamabad has also been considered the crucial factor in the stability and instability in Afghanistan. While
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Pakistan has been making its efforts to bring peace and stability to
Afghanistan, it has always wanted that peace and stability must be from its
perspective and under its guidance. In other words, Pakistan wanted peace
and stability in Afghanistan on its own terms, so that the latter may not become a security threat to the former because Islamabad also has a big and
critical rival in the shape of India. To keep history in perspective, it was
Afghanistan that started animosity with Pakistan by refusing to recognize it
at the floor of the UN in September 1947. Moreover, since the 1980s, Pakistan not only wanted Afghanistan not to become a security threat to it but
also to become a strategic depth for it vis-à-vis India. Pakistan has, over
the decades, learnt an important lesson that Afghanistan is such a place
which instead of becoming a strategic depth could become a strategic
quagmire for it. This seems to have really happened. While Pakistani strategists once wanted to have open borders with Afghanistan, sanity started
prevailing among policy circles in Islamabad and after paying a great cost
of lives and economic devastation, they came to the conclusion that such
an open border policy, if continued, would wreak further havoc. The policy
of open borders in pursuance of Pakistan’s strategic depth policy in
Afghanistan resulted in incalculable damage to the country. Ultimately, it
was decided that the strategic depth policy would be abandoned and consequently it started fencing the 2,640km-long Afghanistan border. Fortunately, the fencing has been completed after years of heroics, hard work
and heavy losses of lives of Pakistani soldiers. The fencing has always
been needed, not only because the ill-effects of the Afghanistan situation
have inflicted colossal losses of men and material on Pakistan, but also
that Kabul has never recognized the Durand Line as an international border
between the two countries.
Prime Minister Imran Khan rightly said recently that if the Taliban captured
entire Afghanistan by force of arms, it would lead to massive bloodletting.
This is a completely correct analysis of the situation. Therefore, he called
upon the US to first have a political settlement of the Afghanistan issue before
leaving the country. However, it is too late for the Americans to revisit their
stated line of action in Afghanistan. It is important to note that unlike the general perception around the world as well as in Afghanistan and Pakistan in
particular, the Afghan Taliban are no more dependent upon Pakistan to fall
in line with whatever Islamabad tells them. It is because most of the Taliban
leadership is no longer in Pakistan, rather they have relocated or have been
moved by Washington to Qatar, where they have a “political” office. From the
Qatar base, the Taliban have been negotiating with the Americans, resulting
in the 2020 agreement between the two sides. Since September last, the Taliban have been engaged in talks with the Afghan government from Qatar.
So, Pakistan has little control over the Taliban now. Moreover, while the Taliban have been asking Pakistan to put its weight behind reviving Emirat-eIslami Afghanistan (EIA), the official Afghan state during the rule of the Taliban
between 1996 and 2001, but Pakistan has unequivocally refused it. It has
created a lot of anger among the Taliban against their benefactors in Pakistan. Thus, once back in power against expectations, the Taliban would not
toe the line of Pakistan. Pakistan knows it quite well, therefore, expectations
from the Taliban are not high in Islamabad.
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US military bases
in Pakistan
Raza Khan

Of late, Pakistan has taken a very important policy decision regarding
its relations with the United States of America in the unfolding situation
in Afghanistan that it would not provide military bases to Washington
to ensure its presence in the region. The US reportedly has requested
Pakistan to provide bases to it on its soil, so that after the complete
withdrawal of the US forces from Afghanistan, Washington could play
its “stabilising” role in Afghanistan and the entire region. On its part,
Pakistan Prime Minister Imran Khan has unequivocally stated that there
is no question of giving any base to the US military in Pakistan.
Pakistan’s argument against giving the US military bases on its soil
can be deciphered from the words of PM Imran Khan during his interview to an American media outlet aired on June 21. PM Imran Khan
during the interview said that as the US and its allies could not defeat
the Taliban in Afghanistan despite remaining on Afghan soil for two
decades, then what was the point of giving them (US troops) bases in
Pakistan? Moreover, providing military bases to Washington in Pakistan
would result in large-scale terrorist attacks by the Afghan Taliban and
their allies on its soil. It would exactly be the case because the American military presence in Pakistan would be considered as Islamabad’s
betrayal with the Taliban after almost two-and-a-half decades of support
to the militants. As the Taliban have the potential to get a lion’s share
in any future government in Afghanistan, Pakistan would ill-afford to
provide bases to Americans, against whom the Taliban have fought for
over two decades.
More importantly and disturbingly for Pakistan, American military
bases on its soil in the unfolding situation in the region would not be
liked at all by Islamabad’s closest ally, China. Then, Iran would also
not like any American military presence in its neighbourhood. Iran
fears that any military presence of the US in the region is aimed at fomenting unrest on its territory, particularly the Sunni-dominant SistanBalochistan province of Iran on its border with Pakistan. Iran has
accused the American intelligence agencies of nurturing the anti-Iran
Jandullah group. However, it is also a fact that Kulbhshan Jadhav was
caught in Pakistani Balochistan as he entered from contiguous Iranian
territory. Russia, with whom the US has been engaged in a kind of a
propaganda war since 2013 after Moscow’s capturing of Crimea and
posing a threat to the US-Western ally, would also not like Pakistan to
give military bases which the US might use against it. Ukraine historically has the strongest claim to disputed Crimea. So, none of Pakistani
neighbours, except India, would like US bases established in Pakistan.
On its part, Delhi would like American bases on Pakistani soil so that
its rival regional power, China, could be countered, the Taliban may
be prevented from completely overrunning Afghanistan and problems
are created for Pakistan.
In the 1950s, when the US established its military bases in Peshawar at the Badaber Airbase, American reconnaissance aircraft
would spy on the erstwhile Soviet Union. It was revealed when a US
spy plane was shot down over the Soviet airspace in 1959 and its pilot,
John Powers, was captured by Soviet forces after he safely ejected the
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shot plane. Powers told the Soviet military authorities that he had flown
from the US-controlled airbase in Peshawar, Pakistan. After that the
then Soviet leader, Khurushev, while at the height of the Cold War decided to blow up Peshawar. However, after a US threat, it stopped attacking the city. These are the lessons which Pakistan has learnt over
the years. Therefore, PM Imran Khan has rightly refused to give military
bases to the US on its soil.
It is also important to note that the US may want a military presence
in Pakistan, to keep a vigilant eye on Chinese infrastructure development and even military activities. The US already has a strong presence in the South China Sea and the Sea of Japan which are
considered backwaters by the Chinese. So any presence of the US in
the West and South of China in Pakistan would be of great value to
Washington efforts to keep a keen eye on China. As Beijing has been
investing heavily in Pakistan, mostly in infrastructure development
projects of around $70 billion under the China-Pakistan Economic Corridor (CPEC), Pakistan would be naïve to allow China’s strategic competitor, the US, any military presence on its soil. In the circumstances,
Pakistan’s refusal to provide military bases on its soil to the US is a
logical decision.
However, on its part, Washington, being the superpower and the
only real great power of the contemporary era, has every right to demand from Pakistan to cooperate with it militarily. As a great power, the
US would definitely want to pursue its global interests, whether it is to
keep a check on the economic and military activities of China or the
nuclear programme of Iran, or to give a strong message to the Russians
of its presence in its nearby region. The US has been a key player in
the South Asian region for the last 80 years and it has fought the
longest war of its history in Afghanistan, which is going to end in September. On its part, Pakistan may be absolutely right that military bases
to US forces would earn Islamabad the wrath of the Afghan Taliban and
their Pakistani sympathisers. However, on its part, Washington is logically justified in demanding bases on Pakistani soil to stop Afghanistan
from descending into total chaos. The Afghan Taliban have been demanding of Washington that no meaningful talks could be held with the
Americans without a commitment of withdrawal of all troops from
Afghanistan. The Taliban remained steadfast and uncompromising in
the demand, compelling former US President Donald Trump to give in,
paving the way for the US-Taliban agreement of February 2020, under
which Washington had to withdraw all its forces from Afghanistan by
May. However, new US President Joe Biden, making a slight change
in the agreement, extended the pullout date to September.
The post-US withdrawal period would change the dynamics of USPakistan relations. In order to better serve the interest of both countries
it is advisable that they change the focus of their relations from
Afghanistan. Moreover, if the Americans really and critically need bases
in Pakistan, the latter should consider it after diplomatic engagements
with China, Iran and Russia. Islamabad should only focus its national
interests without trying to appease any country.
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Agriculture transformation
Husnain Shahid

The National Assembly was informed recently by Finance Minister
Shaukat Tarin that Pakistan has become a net importer of food, at a time
when its prices are unprecedentedly high in the world in the wake of pandemic shocks. Pakistan is importing wheat, sugar and 70pc of pulses,
which is a matter of serious concern. The government has improved the
economy but no significant progress is possible without upgrading the
agriculture sector. It is the only way to provide edibles to the common
people at low prices.
It is a fact that agriculture was ignored by successive governments in
the past. The result is that Pakistan faces shortages and high prices of
foodstuffs. Wheat and sugar have been in short supplies and their prices
are abnormally high for years now. The government has been importing
them to check their prices, which costs it dearly. The situation cannot be
allowed to continue as it will pose serious threats to Pakistan’s food security and economy.
Pakistan’s food import bill grew by 53.98pc to $7.550 billion year-onyear during the 11 months of the outgoing fiscal year, mainly due to sugar,
wheat, palm oil and pulses imports. According to the Pakistan Bureau of
Statistics (PBS), the share of food items in the total import bill reached
15.08pc this year, compared to 12pc last year, making the country dependent on imports to ensure food security. The edible import bill of all products
posted growth in value and quantity during the period under review, a clear
indication of shortages in domestic production. Within the food group import,
the major contribution came from wheat, sugar, edible oil, spices, tea and
pulses. The edible oil import witnessed a substantial increase during the
period under review in quantity, value and per value terms. The import of
palm oil recorded a growth of 40.61pc in value in the period to $2.397b from
$1.704b over the corresponding months of last year. Pakistan imported
3.612 million tonnes of wheat worth $983.326m in nine months of the outgoing fiscal. Similarly, the import of sugar stood at 280,772 tonnes in the
period as against 6,210 tonnes in the corresponding period last year, an increase of 4,421pc. The import bill of pulses, dried fruits, milk and other food
products also witnessed a massive growth during the period under review.
To stem the tide, the government has announced a two-tier intervention
strategy to transform the agriculture sector to boost its growth. According
to the Economic Survey of Pakistan 2020-21, shrinking arable land, climate
change, water shortages and labour shift from rural to urban areas are
main constraints to the growth of the sector. The government has approved
an action plan with a specific timeline for interventions, yield gaps and particular sectoral issues in a two-tier strategy to be implemented both by the
federation and federating units. To achieve the targets of cotton revival,
olive deepening, and genetic improvement in livestock, first generation interventions aim at bridging yield gaps, suggesting revisiting the criteria for
induction, performance, evaluation and cancellation of seed companies,
delineating separate requirements for local seed producers and importers
with mandatory local seed production by the latter.
It also includes a system for consumer traceability for seed authenticity
as well as certified seed track and traceability. The plan entails digital subsidy mechanism (Kisan card) for inputs, an emphasis on mechanisation
and water efficiency, revamping extension services, and restructuring research institutes. It set a Rs1.5 trillion farm credit disbursement target for
the new fiscal, 23.5pc higher than the outgoing year’s Rs1.215tr. The ini-
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tiatives for promoting farm financing include loan repayment relief to
dampen Covid-19 effects, crop loan insurance, a livestock insurance
scheme for borrowers, regulatory space for innovative financing, an ecredit scheme in Punjab, and a credit guarantee scheme for small and marginalised farmers.
The government aims to go for crop zoning, land consolidation, organic
farming, adaptation and self-discovery with second generation interventions, which include horizontal expansion, seeking international cooperation in technology transfer, developing value chains of various farm and
livestock products, setting up clusters of fruit and vegetables packaging
and processing industries. Focusing the persistent cotton crop failure, the
survey notes biotic stresses of white-fly and pink bollworm, abiotic stresses
like climate change, heat stresses and extreme rainfalls, poor agricultural
practices, unnecessary use of pesticides, higher costs of inputs, lack of
early generation seed as the factors contributing to the white lint decline.
It quotes experts as suggesting cotton zoning with fixing minimum indicative or intervention prices, and timely issuance of subsidies as indispensable to revive the crop and exploring avenues for cotton growing in
Balochistan and Khyber Pakhtunkhwa where pest pressure is low and cotton yields are reportedly higher than traditional areas of Punjab and Sindh.
The government has set aside Rs12 billion for the agriculture sector for
the new fiscal year. Over Rs1 billion has been allocated for tackling the locust threat while another Rs2 billion has been set aside to enhance the
output of crops such as rice, wheat, cotton, sugarcane and pulses. Over
Rs1 billion will be utilised to increase commercial sowing of olive. Besides,
the government will use Rs3 billion for the overhaul and improvement of
waterways. The federal government has also announced the National Agriculture Emergency Programme that envisages integration of information
technology solutions and the agriculture sector. The government has
launched interest-free loans for farmers. Under the scheme, a loan of
Rs150,000 can be secured to produce one crop while Rs200,000 can be
borrowed to purchase tractors or other agricultural machinery.
It is hoped the new initiatives will boost the agriculture sector. However,
the water crisis is worsening in the country. Recently, Punjab and Sindh
accused each other of water theft. The country will have to address the
issue for sustainable agriculture growth.
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Job creation is the
need of the hour
Muhammad Asim Nisar

Unemployment is one of the most serious problems facing all developed and developing countries. The situation
has worsened since the coronavirus pandemic struck.
According to various surveys, at present there are over
300 million people around the world who are jobless.
Apart from the economic aspect, joblessness intensifies social and political unrest, leads to crime and
youth radicalisation and contributes to brain drain. All
over the world, governments try to create more job opportunities but they don’t always succeed, leading to
social unrest and violent protests. Given the rapid pace
of population growth, unemployment has been rising in
equal measure. In a country like Pakistan, with a large
youth population, unemployment means wastage of
precious human resources.
In view of this, experts suggest ways and means to adopt sustainable
job creation strategies.
They put emphasis on self-sustaining activities that could generate their
own income, improve the standard of living, provide employment opportunities and also generate tax revenue for the government. As a general rule,
Small and Medium Enterprise (SME) account for 95% of businesses and
generate 65% or more employment openings. Job creation strategies aim
to stimulate economic growth and ensure that there is money circulation
within the economy to generate income earning activities.
Some people erroneously think that it is the duty of the government
only to provide jobs to people. This is the responsibility of all stakeholders
in the economy. Alongside the government, the industrialists, investors,
businesses and capitalists also help the economy to move to meet the
needs of the people.
Experts agree that the biggest vehicle for creating large numbers of
jobs is the small and medium industries sector. The setting up of small industries requires less capital and most of them are labour-intensive, that
is, they employ more people. Human capital is needed for a rapidly evolving global economy. Governments should initiate public policy measures
to create an enabling environment. Appropriate ecosystems for private investment, for small businesses and enterprises are a fundamental requirement to move forward.
Skill development and vocational training is another area which needs
our attention. Self-employment should be promoted and for this purpose
the government should launch a countrywide skill development programme.
The provision of training using MOOCS and other online methods is very
cheap and affordable. Providing people with free useful resources will develop public interest and create a knowledge economy. Tips for farmers,
agriculture, dairy farms, technologists, businesses and unemployed will not
only pass on knowledge but may also create new economic opportunities.
Instead of searching for jobs, people may invest their time in newly developed skills and become self-employed. They may run their own businesses
and also create opportunities for others at the same time. Various types of
certifications or courses should be mandatory in virtually every profession,
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including security, gas engineering, plumbing and electrical works. This
generates jobs in all sectors by providing well-trained manpower.
Agro-industry is another great idea that has not yet been fully explored.
Pakistan is an agricultural country and various agrarian products can be
used as raw material to set up different industries. In many developed
countries, the hospitality sector is considered a big job creator. Anyone
dealing with food must obtain a certificate of food hygiene and safety by
attending a training course and having their enterprise assessed. The law
requires them to understand their food safety responsibilities. This enables
them to minimise contamination when handling food products and help
their establishment uphold a suitable safety system. There is a strong inspection and monitoring system which regulates quality standards. The
monitoring system not only generates jobs for thousands of trainers and
food safety experts but also improves the quality of food consumed by the
general public.
Similar processes can be introduced to inspect water, meat, milk and
other routine products, not by the typical government employees but third
party SMEs that would be less prone to corruption and may work more efficiently. Setting up standards, policies and introducing compliance mechanisms will improve the quality of life in every sector. It generates jobs by
employing staff for the implementation of these policies and for the ones
in charge of the processes. In the UK, every single vehicle, out of 40 million, must go through a paid road worthiness test every year. This ensures
that all vehicles are in good condition and also meet the environmental
standards. The process generates a revenue of 1.6 billion pounds every
year, improves road safety, provides business to 23,500 garages, employment to 65,000 testers around the country and generates valuable tax income for the government.
Launching infrastructure projects is another cost-effective way to increase jobs by building roads, bridges, and investing in public works. According to an estimate, every $1 billion spent on public works created
about 20,000 jobs. Public works are labour-intensive and they can be geographically dispersed to serve all parts of the country. It is the responsibility of the PTI government to take necessary action in various fields to
create jobs for the maximum number of people.
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SBP report: the nexus between
rising inflation and policy rate
Muhammad Asim Nisar

The State Bank of Pakistan recently released its second
quarterly report on the state of the economy in Pakistan. The
report devotes a whole chapter to fiscal policy and public
debt. According to the SBP, the primary balance recorded a
higher surplus during H1-FY21. The primary budget means
the budget excluding the debt intake and debt servicing, and
the surplus in the primary balance means the government
has collected more revenue than it consumed.
It may be added here that the primary budget had
recorded a surplus last year also, yet the federal budget had
an overall deficit of 8.1% of the GDP. The budget deficit in
the first half of FY21 has been 2.5%. A deficit in the overall
budget despite a surplus in the primary budget means that
the deficit occurred only due to markup payments. There
was no debt repayment in FY 21, because the allocation for
domestic and foreign debt repayment was zero, and the
huge deficit existed because of the markup payments.
The coronavirus pandemic created problems for all countries. Many countries reported high deficits during 2020. The UK recorded
a deficit of 2.6% during 2019, and 16.9% in 2020. Canada had a deficit of
1.5% during 2019, which increased to 16% in 2020. The extraordinarily
large deficits in developed and developing countries occurred due to epidemic-related spending. Most countries offered relief packages to ease
the hardship of their people. The UK and Canada spent 18% and 19% of
their GDPs respectively on Covid relief. The relief package announced by
the government of Pakistan was about 2.6% of GDP, as compared to 8.1%
of the deficit.
It is necessary to mention here that the existing social spending programmes, like BISP, and pending government liabilities were also factored
in the Covid relief packages. The surplus primary budget achieved during
the pandemic indicates a reduction in real government spending. But the
budget showed a deficit because of the markup payments.
Figures show that even the meager funds allocated for the Covid relief
package could not be fully utilised. The Covid-related spending other than
the Ehsaas programme during the 10 months of the current fiscal year is
said to be only 27% of the funds allocated for the purpose. This is what
has led to the primary surplus; but it was more than offset by high markup
payments, resulting in a huge overall deficit.
According to experts, the government’s high markup payments have
been due to the choice of policy rate. Countries having much higher debts
are consuming much less on the markup payments. For example, the public debt in the United States exceeded 129% of their GDP in 2020. For this
huge amount of debt, the markup payments constitute about 1% of their
GDP. In Pakistan, the debt-to-GDP ratio is less than 100%, yet the markup
payments exceeded 8% of GDP.
The policy rate is the culprit here. In the US, the policy rate was
2.5%, and after the pandemic the rate was reduced to 0.25%. With this
policy rate, the US needs to pay $2.5 billion per year on a borrowing of
$1,000 billion, while for the same amount of debt Pakistan would need
to pay $70 billion, i.e. the cost of borrowing in Pakistan is 28 multiples
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of the cost in the US.
According to the SBP report, the government expenditures grew by 5%
during the first half of FY21. This was due to the markup spending. The
non-markup spending, including development, defence, pensions and running of the civil government, declined during the period compared to last
year. The defence spending shrank by 8.1% and the development expenditures by 3.4% during the period. But all these reductions were offset by
the huge increase in markup payments which made the overall spending
grow by 5%. The markup payments during the same period grew by 15%,
offsetting all the gains of reduced spending.
It should be a matter of concern that markup payments have grown
rapidly and no attempt has been made to contain them. In the name of fiscal consolidation, the short-term treasury bills were replaced with longerterm Pakistan Investment Bonds (PIBs). Most of this conversion took place
at a time when the policy rate was very high. About Rs8,000 billion of shortterm debt was replaced with longer term debt during March-June 2019,
the time when the policy rate was 12.25%. This conversion into longer
term debt ensured that the markup will not decline in the future even if the
policy rate goes down. Therefore, despite the fall of policy rate to 7% after
the pandemic, markup payments are not going down.
Another problem is the repayment of debt borrowed from the SBP. This
repayment was made by borrowing from commercial banks. If the government owes a debt borrowed from the SBP, as the custodian of the SBP,
the government takes the entire markup paid on the debt. Therefore, the
debt borrowed from the SBP is practically an interest-free loan. Replacing
it with the debt borrowed from commercial banks will divert the markup
payment from the government treasury to the coffers of commercial banks.
The objective of high policy rate and returning money to the SBP was
to keep a check on inflation, but the objective could not be achieved. Inflation during the first half of FY 21 has been 7.3%, a level higher than the
inherited inflation. Despite recognising inflation to be a supply side issue,
the SBP did not reduce policy rate to allow growth and a fall in inflation.
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Education

Education really top
priority of Sindh?
Rasheed Ali
On June 15, 2021, Sindh Chief Minister Syed Murad Ali Shah presented the
provincial budget for financial year 2021-22 and delivered his ninth consecutive budget speech. Like all his previous speeches, he declared education the
topmost priority of the Pakistan People’s Party government while announcing
“enhanced” allocations for the sector.
TOPMOST priority! Every year. Very interesting. It would also be very interesting to share the fact with the readers that the “most forward looking political party” of the country with the Oxford educated leadership ever, has been
ruling the province for the last over 40 years, excluding not more than seven,
eight years when it had to remain powerless. But still 52% of children – 58%
girls (Unicef report) in the age group of 5 to 16 years, are out of school; out of
total 49,103 schools, 5,922 are without basic facilities like toilets, drinking
water, electricity or boundary walls, while 37,705 have only one of these facilities (report presented in Sindh cabinet last year); around 70% of schools are
without science teachers and laboratories; 4,364 schools in interior Sindh are
without shelter while 10,516 are working in a single room; 18,660 schools
have only one teacher, while 12,136 are without any teachers, and the list of
such failings and deprivations goes on.
But we return to the original topic, and have a look at the allocations, made
by the PPP Sindh government for the education sector for financial year 202122. Reading out his speech in the assembly, the chief minister said that the
highest percentage of resources had been diverted towards education in
2021-22. “It will see an increase of 13.5% over the allocation of the financial
year 2020-21. So, for the next financial year, we propose to enhance the
budget for education to Rs. 277.5 billion, from the previous Rs. 244.5 billion.”
In the outgoing fiscal year, the annual development programme allocation
for the education sector was Rs. 21.1 billion, which comprised school and college education, universities, empowerment for persons with disabilities, and
skill development. And in 2021-22, the government earmarked Rs. 26 billion
for the sector, the minister announced. According to the proposed allocations
for 2021-22, the budget for the school education and literacy department has
been increased to Rs. 222.102 billion.The school education and literacy department has been allocated Rs. 14 billion for 117 ongoing schemes and 186
new schemes. Most schemes are for upgrading existing government schools
from primary to secondary levels, rehabilitating and improving schools, providing furniture, basic and missing facilities, construction and reconstruction
of existing dangerous school buildings.
Perhaps the allocations would also help open schools which had been
closed last year for lack of either teachers or students. The provincial school
education secretary told the Sindh High Court on March 10, 2021, that 6,866
public schools across the province had been closed due to lack of teachers,
while 7,974 were closed for a low number of students attending them. Isn’t it
surprising that more than 6.2 million children in the province, and a majority
of those living in interior Sindh, are out of school, but the government was
forced to close “costly newly built” school buildings for lack of students.
And what about those school buildings? For what purposes the buildings
are used when no students come to attend them?
The opposition leader in Sindh Assembly, Haleem Adil Shaikh, disclosed
in February 2021 that the school buildings in interior Sindh had been turned
into cattle pens. He said the provincial government had constructed school
buildings with millions of rupees, but those were being used as cattle pens by
influential people. He claimed that 70% of schools in interior Sindh had been
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closed and the buildings were being used as cattle pens. Millions of rupees,
allocated in the budget, are provided for the assembly members’ proposed
educational schemes, who first make money in the process of construction of
buildings through their relatives and friends, and then convert the buildings
into their autaqs (guest houses) or cattle pens when students do not attend
them for lack of teachers and other facilities there.
According to a report, at least 30 primary girls and boys schools were inoperative and 10 school buildings turned into Autaqs (guest houses) in Dadu
district of Sindh. The education secretary also informed the SHC that posts of
32,510 primary schoolteachers and 14,039 junior elementary school teachers
had been vacant in different districts of the province.
The chief minister announced Rs. 1 billion as “grant-in-aid’ for education
management organisations (EMOs) for handing over the management of various schools to them. That clearly shows the provincial government’s intentions of gradually handing over schools to private parties, though “Article 25A
of the Constitution of the Islamic Republic of Pakistan, 1973, provides for free
education to all children of aged five to sixteen as a fundamental right and its
provision is a responsibility of the State.”
However, the chief minister declared the Sindh Education Foundation a
major arm of the government for public-private partnership in the education
sector, which currently holds a portfolio of around 475,000 students in 1,800
schools and centres across the province. The foundation will be functionalising
around 500-800 viable government school buildings under its public-private
partnership model, the CM announced.
According to the budget speech, the government allocated Rs. 6.6b for
the purchase of furniture and fixtures, Rs. 6.1b for new activities with the help
of international donor agencies and Rs. 2.3b for free textbooks, amongst other
expenditures. And God knows what fraction of those huge funds would be
used for the real head, for which the amounts have been allocated.
For FY 2021-22, the budget for college education in Sindh has been increased by 11.8% to Rs. 22.8b. An allocation of Rs. 4b has been proposed in
the annual development programme 2021-22 for 43 ongoing and 64 new
schemes. A sum of Rs. 100 million has been allocated for Bakhtawar Cadet
College for Girls in Shaheed Benazirabad, being described as the first institution of its kind in Pakistan. Interestingly, the institute is named after a Bhutto
family daughter, and the city is named after her mother, Benazir Bhutto. Besides, Rs. 292.55m has been earmarked for seven cadet colleges in Sindh.
The chief minister also announced five new public colleges. “We have kept
Rs. 1 billion of the endowment fund in the next fiscal year 2021-22,” he said.
Rs. 120m has also been allocated for the Sindhi Adabi Board, Jamshoro.
There is also a grant for IBA Community Colleges and allocations also increased by 50% from Rs. 80m to Rs. 120m. Some 17 new degree colleges
will also be established in districts of Hyderabad, Jamshoro, Sukkur, Shikarpur,
Jacobabad, Sanghar, Umerkot and three districts of Karachi division — Korangi, Malir and West.
According to the budget proposals, the grant for public sector universities
has been increased from Rs. 11.07b of the outgoing year to Rs. 13.314bn for
the upcoming financial year. Also, Rs. 416.516m has been allocated for the
Sindh Higher Education Commission for FY 2021-22. An amount of Rs. 1.2b
has been allocated for scholarships to students securing A1 grade in SSC
and HSSC in the educational boards of Sindh, which must be appreciated by
all, if implemented on merit.
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Opinion

Rising social crime
Faheem Amir

Pakistani society has, unfortunately, become an immoral and intolerant
society. Corruption, exploitation, human rights abuse, violence, hunger,
poverty, rape, child molestation, ignorance, and other social evils have
increased many times. No one can dare challenge the ruling elite, including politicians, religious leaders, bureaucracy, judiciary, businesspeople,
feudal lords, pirs and madrassa teachers for their bad, unethical practices and policies.
Lawmakers, who are supposed to represent the people of Pakistan,
acted shamelessly in the National Assembly on June 15. The entire
world watched that the Pakistani parliamentarians, including MNAs, ministers, state ministers, ministerial committee heads and heads of parliamentary committees, hurled insults at each other. Sheikh Rohail Asghar,
a PML-N MNA from Lahore, declared “using abusive language the culture of Punjab”. It is very tragic and unfortunate because Punjab is the
land of Sufi saints, like Baba Farid, Shah Hussain, Waris Shah, Bulleh
Shah, Sultan Bahu and Mian Muhammad Bakhsh. All the saints
preached love and brotherhood in their teachings. Therefore, the culture
of Punjab is brotherhood, love, respect and fraternity, not abusive language, hatred and violence.
In another case, Dr Firdous Ashiq Awan, Special Assistant to the Punjab Chief Minister, slapped PPP MNA Qadir Khan Mandokhail on the set
of a private TV show without any regret. She lost her temper when the
PPP leader mentioned her comments on a train tragedy in Sindh's Ghotki
district and her alleged corruption as a minister in the PPP government.
The PTI leadership has not taken any action against her. Rather, it was
reported that Prime Minister Imran Khan praised her violent action against
the PPP leader. It is a very bad gesture as it encourages hatred, insulting
attitude and abusive language in the party and society.
On the other hand, another case of seminary abuse has shaken entire
society. A 70-year-old cleric and JUI leader Mufti Azizur Rehman’s video
went viral on the Internet, in which he is molesting and abusing a seminary
student. "If justice is not provided, I will commit suicide," said the victim in
the viral video. The video sparked outrage among the people of Pakistan.
Under the pressure of social media and the people, the police have registered a case and arrested the JUI leader. He has also confessed the crime.
The cleric, in his confessional statement, said, "The video of molestation
is of me; I made a mistake and I'm embarrassed about it." He further stated
that the "student videotaped the occurrence out of my knowledge," adding,
"When I found out (about the video) I told him not to disseminate it. He
made the video viral despite the fact I had warned him about it. After it
went viral, my sons called him out and threatened him (of consequences),"
the cleric added. Shockingly, before the police statement, the cleric had
made entirely different pretexts for his crime while putting his hand on the
holy Quran in a video.
The complainant’s shocking statement about the cleric in the FIR reveals the grave crimes and sins which are being committed in madrassas
by so-called teachers and fake preachers of Islam. It also exposes the
helplessness of poor seminary students, who are exploited by their evil
teachers. According to the report, the victim was banned from taking
exams for three years after being accused of cheating by the cleric. When
the youth asked the cleric to reconsider the penalty, he told him to "make
him happy" first. The helpless and poor student had no other option left
other than to make the cleric happy. Mufti Azizur Rehman molested the
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victim for three years on the false promise that “he would soon remove the
ban and even ensure that he passed the exams”. The cleric continued the
exploitation without any fear of Allah and the madrassa management.
After his original three-year penalty had passed, the victim approached
the administration. Despite investigating his claims, the administration accused him of lying because the cleric was a "respected and pious man”.
The cleric started threatening the victim when he found out about the complaint. After it, the victim started recording their interactions to collect irrefutable proof. The superintendent, Asadullah Farooq, of the madrassa
stated: “We have fired the cleric after the video went viral. Mufti Rehman
and his sons have been asked to leave immediately and the madrassa is
not responsible for any of their evil crimes”. However, no legal action was
taken against the Mufti by the madrassa administration. The Mufti and his
family remained in the madrassa without any fear. The administration did
not inform the police about the cleric’s evil and criminal act. It is a criminal
negligence committed by the madrassa administration. It means the management is also involved in the crime. It also shows the utter failure of the
institution. The madrassa failed to fulfill its responsibility of protecting its
students.
Moreover, the JUI has suspended the membership of Mufti Rehman.
Unfortunately, no prominent religious leader has yet condemned the evil
act. Prominent clerics do not have time to issue a fatwa or call for justice
against any act which suits their political and economic goals. A local
newspaper writes: “Everyone knows the rape culture exists but then again,
these cases are very scarcely discussed, let alone tried. Call it a perk of
the untouchable status our clerics enjoy; where questioning their authority
is instantaneously tantamount to a grave sin, the horrors of paedophilia
have become a part and parcel of the madrassa culture, where most victims do not have the confidence to defy their spiritual guide. After all,
haven’t we all been raised with the notion that following teachers leads to
great success?”
According to Sahil, an NGO, around eight children were abused every
day in 2020, an increase of 4pc from the previous year. The state has failed
to control child rape. The Kasur child pornography mafia is still at large.
The criminals involved in the Balochistan University scandal have not yet
been arrested. The state should take stern action against paedophiles, if
it wants to create a healthy society. The print, electronic and social media
should be used to create awareness and educate people, including parents, children and teachers.
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Environment

Climate colonialism and
the EU’s Green Deal
Myriam Douo

Since the beginning of the year, the Amazon Rainforest, our largest tropical forest full of ecosystems essential to global climate regulation networks, has had 430,000 acres cleared and burned to supply the logging
industry and clear land for livestock breeding. Between August 2019 and
July 2020, another 2.7 million acres were destroyed. Much of the wood
and meat produced in Brazil from this deforestation ends up in Global
North markets.
In Southeast Asia, deforestation linked to the palm oil industry also
continues. Between 2018 and 2020, almost 500,000 acres of rainforest
were cleared in just three countries: Indonesia, Malaysia and Papua New
Guinea, leading to Indigenous communities losing their land. The demand
for palm oil from top food brands in the Global North remains high, despite
their commitments to reduce use.
Meanwhile, the push for greener sources of energy, particularly in the
Global North, is driving the demand for metals like nickel, cobalt and
lithium. Labourers in mining communities working to extract these metals
face dangerous and degrading working conditions. In the Democratic Republic of the Congo (DRC), the use of child labour in cobalt mines is widespread, putting the lives of children at risk, damaging their health and
depriving them of education. In Bolivia, Chile and Argentina, lithium mining
uses large quantities of water, accelerating desertification and polluting
underground waters and rivers, putting the health of local communities at
risk.
According to data gathered by London-based NGO Business and
Human Rights Resource Centre, there have been 304 complaints of
human rights violations by 115 companies mining these minerals. Although the end of colonialism was declared decades ago, its last effects
in the form of these extractive industries are clear. The system of Indigenous land takeovers, resource extraction, labour exploitation and wealth
transfer set up by European colonialists continues to operate and dispossess people in the Global South.
It is against the backdrop of this neo-colonial reality that the European
Union announced its Green Deal at the end of 2019. Underpinned by an
apolitical narrative that humans have already changed the Earth’s climate
and degraded the majority of its ecosystems, so action needs to be taken,
the Green Deal completely ignores the fact that the Global North was the
main driver of climate change and environmental degradation across the
world.
European governments and corporations not only damaged and destroyed the environment on the continent and exploited local marginalised
communities, but have been engaged in the same exact behaviour and
worse, on all other continents. The natural world in Africa, Asia and Latin
America has been destroyed through the capitalist economic systems deployed by the Global North which normalised, expanded and strengthened
hyper-extraction through overproduction and over-consumption.
The European Green Deal does not outline how it will reconcile and
repair the losses and damages EU countries have caused to ecosystems
and communities outside of Europe. Nor does it acknowledge how these
damages force people in the Global South to migrate to Europe’s shores,
where they experience pushbacks, must offer a solution. The European
Green Deal also ignores the environmental impact of Europe’s drive for
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renewable energy and electric mobility on other parts of the world, where
resources for this economic shift will have to be extracted. It also does
not pay attention to how climate change and environmental degradation
have disproportionately affected its own marginalised communities and
the poor and destitute in the Global South.
In other words, in the pursuit of making the EU the first climate-neutral
region in the world by 2050, Brussels is falling back on its old ways and
deploying what we call climate colonialism. The EU’s apolitical narrative
on climate change – ignoring the impact of colonialism and capitalism and
heavily influenced by the very corporations who profit from them – could
result in climate action that is not only non-impactful but, worse, could be
unsustainable and damaging for marginalised communities on the continent as well as the Global South.
It relies on tech solutions and silver-bullet ideas, promising to lead a
“green, sustainable” economy with electric vehicles, solar panels, wind
turbines and other exciting renewable innovations. But the question is,
who will this be sustainable for?
In order not to fall into climate colonialism, the European Green Deal
needs a clear plan to eradicate harmful extractive models, recognise its
historical responsibility in the climate crisis, and provide accountability for
the damage EU companies cause in the Global South. Working within the
same system that causes injustice will only reproduce injustice. We at
Equinox have put forward a number of important recommendations that
could help steer the Green Deal away from its capitalistic, colonial foundation and towards new holistic, intersectional approaches that put social
and racial justice at its core.
Among these recommendations are a clear commitment to racial justice, integrated policies linking the EU’s Anti-Racist Action Plan to the
Green Deal, institutional reform, and a new relationship with civil society.
Only by acknowledging that it is perpetuating colonial capitalism, and
committing to ending this approach, can the EU’s Green Deal be truly effective in addressing climate change. For far too long, European governments and companies have wreaked havoc across the world. It is time for
justice, accountability and a complete overhaul of economic systems. Our
collective survival depends on it.
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Islamophobia

Why is Austria coming after
the Muslim Brotherhood?
John Esposito, Farid Hafez

In late May, the Austrian government published the addresses of more than
620 mosques and Muslim associations in Austria. According to the integration ministry, its purpose was “to fight political ideologies, not religion”.
This was the latest in a series of moves the Austrian government has
made to fight “political Islam”, which it has identified as one of the main
threats the country faces. In the process, the Austrian authorities have
started targeting the real and imagined Muslim Brotherhood. Despite various expert analyses claiming the organisation does not pose a terror
threat, its long non-militant history, and conclusions by other Western governments that it does not merit a terror designation, the Austrian government perceives it as a national security threat.
But clamping down on or criminalising the Brotherhood would not make
the country any safer. This became especially obvious when the secret
service was not able to prevent the murderous attack on November 2,
2020 due to its preoccupation with an investigation into alleged members
of the Brotherhood.
The Muslim Brotherhood was established in 1928 by Hasan al-Banna,
a school teacher in Egypt, as a religious revivalist movement, emphasising
education and social services. Al-Banna advocated for establishing a more
Islamically-oriented government and society and challenging colonial rule.
By the 1940s, the Brotherhood had more than a million members in Egypt.
In the 1950s and 1960s the movement influenced the establishment of
other Islamic movements and eventually political parties in Muslim-majority
countries such as Sudan, Egypt, Morocco, Syria, and others.
In the late 1960s and early 1970s, after some members, namely Sayyid
Qutb, had started preaching armed resistance against the brutal crackdown on dissent launched by Egyptian President Gamal Abdel Nasser,
the Muslim Brotherhood officially renounced violence. In the following
decades, it engaged in the political process in Egypt, fielding candidates
in parliamentary elections. In the Gulf, Brotherhood members were welcomed and lived freely, and in states like Bahrain and Kuwait even established branches. In European countries, exiled members of the
Brotherhood started engaging locally as well as on a pan-European level,
but never set up an organisation formally controlled by the Brotherhood
leadership in Egypt. Hence, some institutions are influenced by founding
members, but have not become official affiliates. The Arab Spring of 2011
opened up the political scene in a number of Arab countries, allowing the
Muslim Brotherhood to compete in free elections. In Tunisia, the Brotherhood-affiliated Ennahdha Party, and in Egypt, the Freedom and Justice
Party (FJP) became governing forces.
The toppling of authoritarian regimes and the calls for greater political
freedom, which the Muslim Brotherhood was involved in, alarmed some
Gulf monarchies, who started perceiving it as a threat and took action to
stop the pro-democracy wave sweeping through the region. The United
Arab Emirates and Saudi Arabia banned the Brotherhood on their territory
and supported counter-revolutionary forces in Egypt and elsewhere, which
led to the coup against democratically elected President Mohamed Morsi
of the FJP. While running an anti-Brotherhood campaign in the Middle
East, the UAE and Saudi Arabia, joined by Egypt under General Abdel
Fattah el-Sisi, also started lobbying Western countries to ban the organisation, which until then had not been considered a threat in the West.
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They insisted that the Brotherhood is a terrorist organisation, despite
the fact that terror groups like ISIS have publicly called the organisation
and its leaders apostates. A year after the coup against the Brotherhood
in Egypt, British Prime Minister David Cameron asked Sir John Jenkins,
the British ambassador to Saudi Arabia, to lead a government review of
the organisation to assess its beliefs, especially its stance towards extremism and violence. This report was intended to inform British government
policy towards the Brotherhood. Published in 2015, the report concluded
that while the Brotherhood has pursued non-violent incremental political
change, it might still be willing to use violence in pursuit of its goals. Jenkins’ conclusions were harshly criticised by Britain’s Foreign Affairs Select
Committee, especially its failure to consider the coup against Morsi and
the violent crackdown on the organisation. Despite significant pressures
from the Saudi and Emirati governments, the report did not lead to any
ban or terror designation of the Brotherhood in the UK.
Lobbying efforts against the organisation were also made in Washington, where in 2015 Senator Ted Cruz and Representative Mario DiazBalart introduced a bill to designate the Muslim Brotherhood a terrorist
organisation. The legislation did not pass in Congress, but the issue came
up again during the Trump presidency. According to Daniel Benjamin, former counterterrorism coordinator at the State Department, the administration looked into it in 2017 and 2018 but concluded that there was no basis
for such a designation. CIA experts were also against it, arguing that such
a designation “may fuel extremism”, while civil rights organisations, like
the American Civil Liberties Union, feared that such a move “could result
in government attacks on American Muslim civil society”.
After reviews of the Muslim Brotherhood were launched in the US and
the UK in the mid-2010s, Austria also followed suit, with the Austrian Integration Fund and the Federal Office for the Protection of the Constitution and Fight against Terrorism commissioning a report from Lorenzo
Vidino, Director of the Program on Extremism at George Washington University, who is known for his conspiratorial views of Islamist organisations. It concluded that “Brotherhood promotes a narrative that, through
its use of victimhood and justification of violence, creates a fertile environment for radicalisation.”
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Palestine’s forgotten oil
and gas resources
Mahmoud Elkhafif

After Israel’s latest military operation, and the ensuing
massive devastation in Gaza, the international community has pledged hundreds of millions of dollars to help
with the reconstruction of the Strip. However, a lasting
end to conflict between Israel and Palestine will not be
possible without long-term investment in Palestine’s
economic and human development, running into billions
of dollars per year.
An overlooked means of generating these revenues
would be to allocate Palestine its fair share of benefits
of oil and natural gas reserves in the occupied territories
and the Eastern Mediterranean, which are currently
being exploited only by Israel.
A recent study by the United Nations Conference on
Trade and Development (UNCTAD) points out that new
discoveries of natural gas in the Levant Basin are in the
range of 122 trillion cubic feet, while recoverable oil is
estimated at 1.7 billion barrels. These reserves offer an
opportunity to distribute and share about $524bn among
the different parties in the region. The Israeli military occupation of Palestinian territories since 1967 and the
blockade of the Gaza Strip since 2007 have prevented the Palestinian people from exercising any control over their own fossil fuel resources, denying
them much-needed fiscal and export revenues and leaving the Palestinian
economy on the verge of collapse.
The economic costs inflicted on the Palestinian people under occupation are well documented: tight restrictions on the movement of people and
goods; the confiscation and destruction of property and assets; loss of
land, water and other natural resources; a fragmented domestic market
and separation from neighbouring and international markets; and the expansion of Israeli settlements that are illegal under international law.
The Palestinian people also exercise only limited control over their fiscal
space and policy. Per the stipulations of the Paris Protocol on Economic Relations, Israel controls Palestinian monetary policy, borders and trade. It also
collects customs duties, VAT and income taxes on Palestinians employed
in Israel which it then disburses to the Palestinian government. UNCTAD
estimates that, under occupation, the Palestinian people have lost $47.7b
in fiscal revenues over the 2007-2017 period, including revenues leaked to
Israel and accrued interest. In comparison, the Palestinian government’s
development spending over the same period was approximately $4.5b.
The prolonged closure and recurrent military operations in Gaza have
left more than half the territory’s population living below the poverty line
and cost $16.7b in lost GDP annually. This figure does not account for the
huge opportunity cost of preventing the Palestinian people from using their
natural gas field off the shores of Gaza.
The 1995 Israeli-Palestinian Interim Agreement on the West Bank and
Gaza Strip, known as the Oslo II Accord, gave the Palestinian Authority
(PA) maritime jurisdiction over its waters up to 20 nautical miles from the
coast. The PA signed a 25-year contract for gas exploration with the British
Gas Group in 1999, and a large gas field, Gaza Marine, was discovered
at 17 to 21 nautical miles off the coast of Gaza the same year. However,
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despite initial discussions between the Israeli government, the PA and
British Gas on the sale of gas from this field and the provision of muchneeded revenue to the occupied Palestinian territories, the Palestinians
have not realised any benefits.
Since the blockade of Gaza in 2007, the Israeli government has established de facto control over Gaza’s offshore natural gas reserves. The contractor, British Gas, has since been dealing with the Israeli government,
effectively bypassing the Palestinian government regarding exploration
and development rights.
Israel has also taken control of the Meged oil and natural gas field, located inside the occupied West Bank. Israel states that the field lies west
of the armistice line of 1948, yet most of the reservoir is situated beneath
the Palestinian territory occupied since 1967.
More recently, Israel has begun to develop new oil and gas finds in
the Eastern Mediterranean, solely for its own benefit. In commandeering
and exploiting Palestinian oil and gas resources, Israel is acting in violation of the letter and the spirit of the Hague Regulations, the Fourth
Geneva Convention and a body of international humanitarian and human
rights law that addresses the exploitation of common resources by an
occupying power, without regard for the interest, rights and shares of the
occupied population.
The international community has so far pledged $860m for the reconstruction of Gaza after the recent assault but, even prior to the latest military aggression, UNCTAD estimates that it would cost a minimum of
$838m per year to lift Gaza’s population out of poverty. A fair share of oil
and gas revenues would provide the Palestinians with sustainable financing to invest in long-term economic reconstruction, rehabilitation and recovery. The alternative is for these common resources to be exploited
individually and exclusively by Israel, and to become another trigger for
conflict and violence.
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Health

We cannot afford to give up
our fight against polio now
Aziz Memon

I joined Rotary’s efforts to eradicate polio more than two decades ago,
shortly after meeting a mother in Karachi, Pakistan, who was struggling to carry her 11-year-old son whose legs had withered from polio
paralysis. She told me that the virus had paralysed three of her six
children – a shocking fact given that the disease is easily preventable
with a vaccine.
This encounter underscored to me the urgency of getting to zero
cases. Back then, wild polio was paralysing more than 1,000 children
every year in my native Pakistan, and 45 countries were still recording
cases.
Today, the wild virus is still being seen in Pakistan and just one
other country – Afghanistan. Five out of six world regions are wild
polio-free. This progress is a testament to the collaboration between
health workers, governments and donors around the world, and the
coordinating efforts of the Global Polio Eradication Initiative (GPEI),
which Rotary helped found in 1988.
Getting this far in our fight against polio was not easy. The number
of cases fell in some years but increased in others as new obstacles
arose. Now, we are close to eradicating this deadly disease but we are
also facing one of our biggest challenges to date. So it is vital that the GPEI
has the global community’s support to get across the finish line.
Efforts to eradicate polio, as is the case with every health programme,
have suffered since the emergence of COVID-19. Vaccination campaigns
were rightly paused for four months last year to protect front-line workers,
and communities. As a result, tens of millions of children missed their polio
vaccination.
This compounded the challenges we were already facing. There has
been a resurgence of wild polio in Pakistan and Afghanistan in recent
years due to insecurity and parents refusing to vaccinate their children
against the disease. And there have been several outbreaks of cVDPV, a
non-wild form of polio that is harmful to under-immunised communities.
While these setbacks are disappointing, the GPEI has shown it can
make progress even when the odds are stacked against it. The initiative
already successfully ended polio in several war zones and some of the
most difficult geographies across the planet. It has also shown how the efforts to stop polio have a broad impact on public health. During the pause
in polio campaigns, the GPEI’s vast disease surveillance and front-line
workforce – including thousands of Rotary members – were key to the
COVID-19 response in almost 50 countries. They helped track and trace
the virus, improve community-level planning for the response, and distribute vital public health messaging.
The GPEI has recently focused its energy on three important areas,
which gave me confidence that it will one day be able to defeat this disease
for good while also supporting – and providing lessons for – other public
health initiatives.
First, the GPEI has made a promise to increasingly support the delivery
of essential health services to meet the needs of vulnerable communities.
Many of these communities, especially in parts of Pakistan, have grown
weary of regular visits from polio vaccinators and few other health professionals, which has negatively affected vaccine uptake. While the pro-
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gramme has in the past helped deliver other vaccines, medicines, and maternal health advice, this will become more integrated into eradication efforts to improve health more broadly.
Second, the programme has been increasing its partnerships with governments in polio-affected and high-risk countries and empowering local
leaders to support polio vaccination campaigns and engagement with families. To this end, it has been heartening to hear Pakistan Prime Minister
Imran Khan’s recent commitments to keep treating polio as a public health
priority in Pakistan. And finally, the GPEI is working to broaden the use of
innovative new tools that can help us defeat polio. These include a nextgeneration oral polio vaccine that could help more sustainably end outbreaks of cVDPV, and digital payments for polio workers, which are helping
improve the efficiency of polio vaccination campaigns and boost motivation.
All these tactics are part of the new GPEI Polio Eradication Strategy
2022-26, and they give us a lot to be hopeful for. But no matter how strong
our plan is, it will only succeed if governments and donors recommit the
political and financial resources that the GPEI needs to end polio for good.
If they don’t, polio could resurge in countries where it has previously been
eliminated and once again start paralysing tens of thousands of children
every year – an unimaginable prospect, given how far we have come.
When governments support eradication, they are not only working towards a future where no family has to live in fear of their child being paralysed by a preventable disease. They are also supporting an entire
infrastructure that can protect communities from emerging health threats,
as we saw so powerfully with COVID-19. The pandemic has stretched
countries’ resources, and some are considering reducing their support for
polio. While these are difficult times, we cannot afford to win the fight against
COVID-19 by allowing other vaccine-preventable diseases to resurge.
Pulling back on efforts to eradicate polio now risks undoing everything we
accomplished over the last three decades. Rotary made a promise to end
polio for good and it is one we intend to deliver on. Others must, too.
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Viewpoint

Super powers are
super reckless
Marwan Bishara

After the leaders of the United States and Russia concluded their summit,
President Vladimir Putin assured a Canadian journalist that such meetings
are meant to save the world from nuclear destruction, and find solutions to
the world’s economic, climate and medical problems. President Joe Biden,
for his part, told journalists that there are no secret codes to foreign policy,
that it is all about personal relationships, about human nature.
All this sounded rather comical, if not tragic, considering the two men
supposedly on a quest to save the world could not even find it in themselves
to hold a joint news conference after their three-hour chat to assure their
people, and the rest of the international community, of their noble intentions.
Biden, Putin conclude Geneva summit after hours of talks. Not only had
their first face-to-face meeting not made the world safer or better; but like
old brats, they took swipes at each other’s countries, using stale cliches
and sinister arguments.
In other words, the summit solved nothing; none of the serious challenges to global security, whether cyber or strategic. And though Biden and
Putin did agree to begin a strategic dialogue, it can hardly be considered a
reboot or a “reset”. And since this was a preview for a future US-China summit, there is certainly little to celebrate and much to contemplate as the
Biden administration hardens US positions and changes the rules of diplomatic engagement to keep its rivals in check. Biden will undoubtedly pursue
a similar strategy in his future interactions with China’s Xi Jinping in the
hope of containing Beijing before it becomes a leading global power.
Clearly, global power politics is not about leaders’ personal chemistry;
looking into each other’s eyes, soul-searching to save the world. Clearly,
the endgame of these summits is not achieving a peaceful, healthy and
clean world free of nuclear weapons. And clearly, the challenges are too
vast and indeed too complicated and consequential to global and individual
security. But the logic that guides the superpowers tackling these challenges is rather simple – it is the logic of power. Neither human rights and
democracy, nor sovereignty and international law, just power. And that applies to democratic and authoritarian regimes alike.
That is not to say, I see no difference between liberal-democratic and
totalitarian regimes, I certainly do, and have a strong preference. But when
it comes to foreign policy, certain democracies have been no less imperialistic or criminal in their foreign policy than their authoritarian counterparts.
Colonialism is one stark example. And in the case of totalitarian regimes,
some like China, have delivered more prosperity to their people, especially
poor people, than many democracies. For centuries, great powers, regardless of their colours and stripes, competed under the pretext of security, but
eventually led to greater global insecurity.
Their attempts to dominate regions and continents to deter other ambitious powers from doing the same have ruined the lives and livelihoods of
countless people around the world. And for much of the second part of the
20th century, their rivalry had turned nuclear, endangering the world with
total, Mutually Assured Destruction.
In sum, despite their claim to benevolence, enlightenment, liberty, civilisation, and even total human emancipation; despite their preaching of
democracy and human rights, or insisting on international law and an international rules-based system, global powers have led the world to the worst
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conflicts and most devastating wars. Like pyromaniac firemen, they repeatedly tried to put out fires with more fire, burning down everything they
touched.
And yet, as Biden put it, there is no secret code as to why and how they
do it – it is not rocket science. Still, despite appearances to the contrary,
theirs is no personal business but rather a dirty business. Once you shun
the enormous humbug coming out of governments, it all becomes rather
clear.
Here is my simplified version of this complicated picture. Life in a world
dominated by superpower politics is very much like life in a tough neighbourhood, where a few bullies take advantage of the absence of authority
to dominate the streets by force. That is geopolitics. They continuously accumulate arms and assets to expand their influence and surpass other
tough bullies around the block. The fancy phrase for that is “offensive realism”.
When they agree to a certain division of the neighbourhood into areas
of influence; that is “defensive realism”. Improving one’s standing to take
on potential threats using all available means is strategy. Demonising others
to justify one’s own threatening posture is propaganda. Some intimidate or
manipulate powerless neighbours, providing them with protection in return
for loyalty and support, others may use more carrots than sticks to attract
support; these are patron-client relationships that come in handy to indirectly dominate vast areas of the world.
When a bully gets super cocky, another may avoid confrontation by
nudging a third bully to step up to the challenge; that is called “passing the
buck”. For the past two decades, careful not to antagonise Washington,
Beijing has passed the buck to Moscow, leaving it to face an aggressive
post 9/11 America.
But when one bully joins another bully against an aggressive third, that
is “band-wagoning”. In that way, European powers join the US and an alienated Russia may join China, as they compete for world domination in the
21st century. Both are repeating what their predecessors did over centuries,
eyes wide open: jostling for power and influence regardless of the cost to
the world.
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Your View
Tax on benefits will harm salaried class

In defence of parliamentary system

Meeting the compelling needs of their employees, progressive organisations

The misdeeds of some individuals, both past and present, have

allow the reimbursement of expenses incurred by them on their own or family

led people to believe that the parliamentary form of government

members’ medical treatment. Such reimbursements, allowed either through the

has failed. This is untrue. This game of hide-and-seek is not new;

insurance companies or by the organisations themselves, are usually quite

the political assassination of Liaquat Ali Khan, who was the first

generous and provide huge relief to the salaried people by providing substantial

and a popular prime minister, laid the foundation of the political tur-

subsidies on overall medical expenses. Such assistance by the organisations

moil and instability wherein Ghulam Muhammad, the then finance

includes both the inpatient expenses incurred by the employees on hospitalisa-

minister in Liaquat Ali Khan’s cabinet, became the governor-gen-

tion as well as on purchase of medicines in cases of outpatient medical treat-

eral through intrigues and drawing room politics.

ment. Hospitals that possess the facilities themselves reimburse to their

There is an old saying that it is the man behind the gun who

employees both expenses sustained by them on inpatient or outpatient medical

counts. Similarly, no system is bad; it becomes good or bad in the

treatment.In cases where the hospitalisation expenses run into hundreds of

hands of the people who are behind the system and responsible

thousands or even millions of rupees, it is unrealistic to expect an employee

for its implementation and smooth functioning. When it comes to

drawing a monthly salary as low as, say, Rs22,000 to bear this cost. Hence,

our parliamentary form of government, we are following the West-

these benefits given by the employers provide a big relief to their employees

minster model, which is being practised successfully in the United

who don’t have to worry about the daunting task of arranging for the huge funds

Kingdom, Canada, Australia, New Zealand and in a lot of other

to cater to their own or the families’ medical treatment; a responsibility that basi-

countries. The Quaid-i-Azam was impressed by Westminster

cally the government should own and meet. The benefits have remained ex-

democracy and its values, and considered it suitable for Pakistan.

empted from tax since the time the companies started operating in Pakistan.

It is also enshrined in the Objectives Resolution, which was

Surprisingly, in the federal budget for 2021-22, the perquisites allowed to the

passed by the first constituent assembly and is presently a part of

employees by the companies in order to help them in meeting medical needs

the Constitution as its Article 2A. It is a legacy of the Father of the

have been taxed to their detriment. Besides, the education assistance and

Nation and should not be parted with.

meals subsidy given to the employees by their employers have also been

A great majority of our people also like the parliamentary system of

taxed. All these benefits will be taxed at the employees’ applicable rate of in-

government. They have had exposure to presidential dispensa-

come tax. Workers of industrial and commercial establishments all over Pak-

tions during the regimes of Field Marshal Ayub Khan, Gen Ziaul

istan have been able to achieve the facility of meal subsidy through persistent

Haq and Gen Pervez Musharraf, wherein they rejected the presi-

efforts over many decades of collective bargaining with their respective employ-

dential form and reverted to the parliamentary system. It is perti-

ers. When the benefits are taxed, the employees will not only suffer hardship,

nent to remember the movement of Nawabzada Nasrullah Khan

but may tend to avoid incurring expenses due to the fear of tax, and this in turn

who fought relentlessly for the restoration of parliamentary democ-

will have a calamitous effect on the health of the employees and their families.

racy under the banner of the Movement for the Restoration of

The federal government’s failure to review the budget proposals will have a dis-

Democracy (MRD). The presidential form is not an ideal form of

astrous impact on employee compensation and take-home salary.

government. We have observed its weaknesses in the United

Parvez Rahim
Karachi

States during the tenure of Donald Trump, especially when the
Capitol Hill came under attack and the army had to be called in to
restore order. The US president cannot act unilaterally like a dictator which seems to be an inbuilt desire of our rulers; there are

The Indian variant

many checks and balances on him. It is also said that a one-man

The Indian variant of Covid, called the Delta strain or B.1.617.2, can wreak havoc

rule is like a fast train that achieves a lot, but when it meets an ac-

in Pakistan if the authorities and people continue to be careless. Reports indicate

cident you are back to square one, whereas parliamentary democ-

that this variant is now 10 per cent of the total cases in the United States and

racy is an elephant which moves slowly, but every foot is a sure

might become a dominant strain in the coming weeks. Likewise, in Britain, 90pc

foot. Notwithstanding the above, our Constitution is built around

of the new cases are reportedly of the Indian variant. What is even more worrying

the parliamentary system. It forms the basic structure of the Con-

is that almost one-third of the people who died in the UK with the new strain had

stitution. It just cannot be changed on the wishful, whimsical think-

received both shots of the vaccine prior to it. With no particular restrictions on

ing and desire of a few individuals. Our pseudo-intellectuals must

travel in place, people come to Pakistan from all over, and that is where the prob-

understand that the basic structure of a written Constitution, which

lem lies. Once a virus variant makes its entry into a geographical zone, it spreads

was adopted unanimously, cannot be changed or altered easily.

rather quickly. We need to be more cautious; not less. We need to have in place

Let us change our mindset and we should learn to abide by the

strict border control.

Constitution and the law of the land.
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An ancient creature thought to be a
teeny dinosaur turns out to be a lizard

A satellite’s view of a deadly 2019 eruption
could improve volcano monitoring

Carolyn Gramling

Nikk Ogasa

A tiny creature caught in
amber 99 million years ago
isn’t the smallest dinosaur
ever found. It is actually a
lizard — albeit a really bizarre
one, researchers report.
Over the last year, scientists
have puzzled over the nature
of the strange, hummingbird-sized Oculudentavis khaungraae, a fossil
found in amber deposits in northwestern Myanmar. The fossil consists
of only a birdlike, rounded skull with a slender tapering snout and a large
number of teeth in its mouth, along with a lizardlike eye socket, deep
and conical. The birdlike features led one team of scientists to identify
the fossil as a miniature dinosaur — the smallest ever found.
But other scientists weren’t so sure. Another analysis of O.
khaungraae’s strange assemblage of features suggested it looked
rather more like a weird lizard. Now, a third team of scientists reports
the discovery of a second amber fossil that so closely resembles O.
khangraae as to belong to the same genus. And the new specimen,
dubbed O. naga, includes parts of the lower body that clearly reveal the
members of genus Oculudentavis to be lizards, say paleontologist
Arnau Bolet of the Institut Català de Paleontologia Miquel Crusafont in
Barcelona and colleagues.
The researchers used CT scans to examine both specimens. Oculudentavis’ lizardlike features include scales, teeth attached to its jawbone directly rather than in sockets (as dinosaur teeth were) and a particular
skull bone unique to squamates, or scaled reptiles. Still, the creatures
were markedly different from all other known lizards in their unusual
combination of features, such as the rounded skulls and long tapering
snouts, the researchers say — probably representing a previously unknown group of lizards.

On December 9, 2019, a
cloud of steam and volcanic
gases blasted out of New
Zealand’s Whakaari, or
White Island, volcano. Relative to eruptions at other volcanoes, the explosion was
small. But it claimed the
lives of 22 people and injured another 25, many of whom suffered severe burns.Now, using high-resolution satellite data and computer algorithms, scientists have revealed how gases released by the volcano
subtly changed before, during and after the 2019 eruption. Observing
such small changes using satellites could greatly improve volcano
monitoring and help spot early warnings of eruptions, the researchers
report in Science Advances. Volcanologists typically use instruments
on the ground to help warn of eruptions, monitoring changes in gases,
such as carbon dioxide and sulfur dioxide, that quietly seep from volcanoes between blasts. But only around 50 of the world’s volcanoes
are monitored in this way. Satellites have been used to study the
plumes of large volcanoes, but the orbiting crafts haven’t been used
to detect gases emitted by small eruptions.
Compared with large eruptions, like the blast that decapitated Washington’s Mount St. Helens in 1980, small-scale eruptions occur more
often. So they pose a greater threat to people, says volcanologist
Mike Burton of the University of Manchester in England. By chance,
the Sentinel-5 Precursor satellite flew over Whakaari about an hour
after the 2019 eruption and collected data on light reflected from the
volcano’s plume of ejected gases with its Tropospheric Monitoring
Instrument, or TROPOMI. “What we realized was that we could use
(satellites) to actually look at unprecedentedly small explosions,”
Burton says.
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Fish oil supplements may help fight depression
Robert Preidt
Fish oil supplements are often touted as good for your heart health, but a
new study finds they may also help fight depression.
"Using a combination of laboratory and patient research, our study has provided exciting new insight into how omega-3 fatty acids bring about anti-inflammatory effects that improve depression," said lead author Alessandra Borsini,
a postdoctoral neuroscientist at King's College London. Borsini said it's been
known that omega-3 polyunsaturated fatty acids have anti-depressant and antiinflammatory effects, but exactly how that happens has been unclear. "Our
study has helped shine a light on the molecular mechanisms involved in this
relationship, which can inform the development of potential new treatments for
depression using omega-3 PUFA," Borsini said in a university news release.
Previous studies have shown that people with major depression have elevated levels of inflammation, but no proven anti-inflammatory treatments
for depression exist. The patient portion of this new study included 22 people with major depression. Once a day for 12 weeks, they were given one
of two omega-3 polyunsaturated fatty acids (PUFAs) — either 3 grams of
eicosapentaenoic acid (EPA) or 1.4 grams of docosahexaenoic acid (DHA).
EPA and DHA are omega-3 PUFAs found in oily fish. Byproducts of EPA and
DHA were measured in the patients' blood before and after treatment, and
their depression symptoms were assessed. Treatment with both omega-3s
was associated with a significant improvement in depression, with an average 64% drop in symptoms for the EPA group and 71% in the DHA group.
It does not prove cause-and-effect, however. The levels of EPA and DHA
used in this study can't be achieved by eating oily fish, the researchers

noted. Senior study author Carmen Pariante, a professor of biological psychiatry, said the research has provided vital information to help shape clinical
trials of therapeutic approaches with omega-3 fatty acids. "It is important to
highlight that our research has not shown that by simply increasing omega3 fatty acids in our diets or through taking nutritional supplements we can
reduce inflammation or depression," she said. "The mechanisms behind the
associations between depression and omega-3 PUFA are complicated and
require further research and clinical trials to fully understand how they work
and inform future therapeutic approaches."

How dreams might prepare you for what's next
Elizabeth Millard
What you experience in your dreams might feel random and disjointed, but
that chaos during sleep might serve a function, according to Erin Wamsley,
PhD, an associate professor of psychology and neuroscience at Furman
University in Greenville, SC. In fact, evidence uncovered by Wamsley and
her team suggests that dreams can prepare the mind for future situations
it will encounter.
Previous research and anecdotal evidence have shown that dreams use
fragments of past experiences, Wamsley explains. While studying dreams,
her team found that the mind is using select fragments of past experiences
to prepare for a known upcoming event. "This is new evidence that dreams
reflect a memory-processing function," says Wamsley, who presented the
work at the virtual SLEEP 2021 conference. Some high performers already
use past experiences to excel in future events. For instance, Michael
Phelps, the most decorated Olympic swimmer, with 28 medals, would
"mentally rehearse" his swims for up to 2 hours a day, according to his
coach, Bob Bowman.
Using sleep to strengthen this process is an exciting prospect that scientists have been eager to figure out, says Allison Brager, PhD, director of
human performance at the U.S. Army Warrior Fitness Training Center.
Deep, rapid-eye-movement, or REM, sleep can lead to improved learning
and memory, she says. "So, hypothetically, better dreams mean better
sleep, and that equals better performance." For their research, Wamsley's
team hooked 48 students up to a polysomnography machine to measure
sleep cycles and how often they were in a deep REM sleep. The students
who took part in the study spent the night in a sleep lab.
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The students were woken up multiple times during the night and asked to
report what they were dreaming about. In the morning, they were given
their reports and asked to identify familiar features or potential sources for
particular dreams. More than half the dreams were tied to a memory the
students recalled. One-quarter of the dreams were related to specific upcoming events the students reported. And about 40% of the dreams with
a future event in them also included memories of past experiences. This
was more common the longer the students dreamed, the scientists explain.
And this was also more common later in the night, possibly because the
dreamer is closer to waking and the anticipated event is approaching,
Wamsley says.
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Nobody

Monster Hunter

Chris Hewitt

Kambole Campbell

Better Cull Saul, anyone?
For a decade or so now,
as Jimmy ‘Saul Goodman’ McGill in both
Breaking Bad and its prequel, Better Call Saul,
Bob Odenkirk has made
talking — invariably of the
fast variety — his way out
of danger into an art form. When the bullets start to fly, he’ll be found
running as fast as he can in the opposite direction.
That all changes with the rollocking ride that is Nobody, in which
Odenkirk makes a late bid for geriaction-hero status. By the end of Ilya
Naishuller’s movie, Odenkirk has racked up a body count around the
triple figure mark. He is the danger. He is the one who knocks.
That Odenkirk — with able assistance from Naishuller’s inventive staging
and the action aces of David Leitch and Chad Stahelski’s gang of cunning stunts at 87North — can cut (and shoot, and stab) the mustard is
deeply impressive. It would have been easy to turn this into a parody of
action films, and have the central joke be that Odenkirk’s formidable-assassin-turned-family-man Hutch Mansell is woefully out of shape,
wheezing his way through fight scenes. And there is a little of that, particularly in his first outing, in which he gets as good as he gives during
an intervention on public transport. Otherwise, as Hutch gets back into
the swing of things, he shows a yen for meting out punishment that
makes John Wick look about as intimidating as a branch of Wickes.

Luca

The Reason I Jump

Nick De Semlyen

Ian Freer

There is a superb character in
Luca: a deranged, bulbous,
cheerful creature from the darkest depths of the ocean, with a
mania for rotting fish-flesh and a
peculiar speech pattern. “If you
leave the mouth open, the
whale carcass go in,” this see-through abomination, Uncle Ugo (Sacha
Baron Cohen), enthuses of his favourite pastime. “It’s good. I recommend
it.” Ugo is hilarious, and eccentric, and unexpected. Unfortunately, he’s only
on screen for a fleeting few minutes, and in his absence those three qualities
are somewhat lacking. Pixar’s latest is amiable and as bright as a scoop of
gelato, easy to like in the moment. But like gelato it also feels a little disposable, short of the spectacle, emotional power and big laughs we’ve come to
expect from the studio. Where the Little Mermaid saw the tuna-y teen give
up her tail in order to be with her human love, Luca has a somewhat different
twist on the formula. In it, the titular red-eyed, slithery sea monster (voiced
by Jacob Tremblay — also, incidentally, in the upcoming reboot of the Little
Mermaid) heads to the surface, upon discovering that he takes on the appearance of a human upon becoming dry, in order to pursue his passion for
Vespas. Yes, Vespas, the Italian motorised scooter immortalised by the
poster for Roman Holiday and, to a lesser extent, Larry Crowne. What stops
the film short of greatness is a pervading generic quality. Luca and his new
pal Alberto (Jack Dylan Grazer) are obsessed by the things, chattering about
them, drawing them and even making their own DIY version.
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An adaptation of the
Japanese video-game series, Monster Hunter is
heavily inspired by videogame structure – hordes of
enemies, distinct environments impossibly conjoined to make different
levels, a final boss. The outlandish plot is grounded by the inspired pairing of Milla Jovovich and Tony Jaa, as director Paul WS Anderson focuses on their greatest strength: their physicality. It’s thrilling to see the
film so fully embrace this; their chemistry thrives because of the narrative restriction of a language barrier, leaving the two to mostly communicate through body language. Jovovich moves with action-hero grace,
Jaa is nimble and extremely charming, even with minimal dialogue. Anderson’s storytelling is spartan, limiting exposition about the world
Artemis and her squad find themselves in. This is satisfying for its first
two acts — the soldiers’ arrival and their quick dismemberment;
Jovovich and Jaa’s characters bonding — but the finale is muddled,
suddenly introducing more cannon-fodder for the battle. Still, Monster
Hunter’s leanness is mostly its greatest asset, flying through a surprising variety of set-pieces as Artemis flees from and later slays a range
of giant beasties. As for the monsters themselves, the creature design
is fun and faithful to the series, though after a time their scaly textures
feel indistinct, which is a shame considering the delightfully outlandish
costume and prop design elsewhere.

The Reason I Jump is an
object lesson in turning a
book based on a literary
conceit into riveting cinema.
Naoki Higashida’s slender
tome, written when he was
just 13, is a collection of 58
questions and answers that
convey what it feels like to be autistic. Rather than attempt a literal translation, documentarian Jerry Rothwell interprets and riffs on Higashida’s
writing, amplifying the ideas in a way that’s at once impressionistic yet
lucid. Rothwell’s solution to filming Higashida’s seemingly unfilmable
book is to channel the author’s thoughts and feelings through the real
experiences of young adults living with autism. In India, Amrit pours her
frustrations at being unable to verbally communicate with others into vibrant paintings so good that they earn her a solo-gallery show; in the
UK, Joss struggles to differentiate between the past and the present, the
events of ten years ago feeling as raw and current as contemporary
emotions; in Virginia are besties Ben and Emma, who communicate
through an alphabet board which gives them time to be more articulate;
and, finally, we meet Jestina in Sierra Leone, a superstitious country
where ASD is often branded as demonic — many children diagnosed
with it are left in the bush, such is the stigma of raising a ‘disabled’ child.
Perhaps Rothwell’s biggest achievement is providing a platform for his
subjects without condescension.
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Return to Roar

After the War

Jenny McLachlan

Tom Palmer

A series that celebrates the power of
imagination and finding the greatest
adventures in the most ordinary of
places - perfect for children aged 8, 9,
10 and upwards, and fans of Narnia,
Jumanji and How to Train Your
Dragon.
Featuring breathtaking illustrations
throughout by Ben Mantle and stunning fold-out cover artwork. Twins
Arthur and Rose can’t wait to go back
to Roar, the fantasy world they get to
through their grandad’s attic. Roar is
a land of dragons, mermaids, unicorns, ninja wizards and where anything they can imagine can be real.
But when they return there’s no time for exploring, because a message
arrives from their scarecrow enemy, Crowky. The Box would always contain the things that scared the twins most - and if Crowky gets hold of it,
Roar could be in more danger than ever. Soon they find themselves on
another thrilling adventure, accompanied by old friends and new faces
and seeing parts of Roar they'd almost forgotten. But will they get to the
box before Crowky does? And if it opens, what will they see?
Jenny McLachlan is the author of several acclaimed teen novels including Flirty Dancing, Stargazing for Beginners and Truly, Wildly, Deeply.
Before Jenny became a writer, she was Head of English in a secondary
school; she now loves visiting schools as an author and delivering funny
and inspiring talks and workshops. When Jenny isn’t thinking about stories or writing stories, she enjoys living by the seaside, cycling and running over the South Downs. The Land of Roar series is Jenny’s
middle-grade debut.

Master storyteller Tom Palmer returns with a
deeply moving and beautifully told novel of friendship and belonging, inspired by the incredible true
story of the Windermere Boys. Summer 1945. The
Second World War is finally over and Yossi, Leo
and Mordecai are among three hundred children
who arrive in the English Lake District. Having survived the horrors of the Nazi concentration camps,
they've finally reached a place of safety and peace,
where they can hopefully begin to recover. But
Yossi is haunted by thoughts of his missing father
and disturbed by terrible nightmares. As he waits desperately for news
from home, he fears that Mordecai and Leo - the closest thing to family he
has left - will move on without him. Will life by the beautiful Lake Windermere be enough to bring hope back into all their lives?

This House of Clay and Water
Faiqa Mansab
Set in Lahore, This House of Clay and
Water explores the lives of two women.
Nida, intelligent and lonely, has married
into an affluent political family and is desperately searching for meaning in her life,
while impulsive, lovely Sasha, from the ordinary middle class, willingly consorts with
rich men who can satisfy her frantic longing
for designer labels and upmarket places.
Nida and Sasha meet at the famous Data
Sahib Dargah and connect-their need to
understand why their worlds feel so alien
and empty bringing them together. On her
frequent visits to the dargah, Nida also meets the gentle, flute-playing hijra
Bhanggi, who sits under a Bargadh tree and yearns for acceptance and
affection, but is invariably shunned. A friendship-fragile, tentative and tender-develops between the two, both exiles within their own lives; but it flies
in the face of all convention and cannot be allowed. Faiqa Mansab's accomplished and dazzling debut novel explores the themes of love, betrayal
and loss in the complex, changing world of today's Pakistan.
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The Glass Castle
Jeannette Walls
Now a major motion picture starring Brie Larson,
Naomi Watts and Woody Harrelson, this is a startling
memoir of a successful journalist's journey from the
deserted and dusty mining towns of the American
Southwest, to an antique filled apartment on Park Avenue. Jeanette Walls narrates her nomadic and adventurous childhood with her dreaming, 'brilliant' but
alcoholic parents. At the age of seventeen she escapes on a Greyhound bus to New York with her
older sister; her younger siblings follow later. After
pursuing the education and civilisation her parents sought to escape,
Jeanette eventually succeeds in her quest for the 'mundane, middle class
existence' she had always craved. In her apartment, overlooked by 'a portrait
of someone else's ancestor' she recounts poignant remembered images of
star watching with her father, juxtaposed with recollections of irregular meals,
accidents and police-car chases and reveals her complex feelings of shame,
guilt, pity and pride toward her parents.

The Ratline
Philippe Sands
In this riveting real-life thriller, Philippe Sands offers
a unique account of the daily life of senior Nazi SS
Brigadeführer Otto Freiherr von Wächter and his
wife, Charlotte. Drawing on a remarkable archive
of family letters and diaries, he unveils a fascinating insight into life before and during the war, as a
fugitive on the run in the Alps and then in Rome,
and into the Cold War. Eventually the door is unlocked to a mystery that haunts Wächter's
youngest son, who continues to believe his father
was a good man - what happened to Otto Wächter while he was preparing
to travel to Argentina on the 'ratline', assisted by a Vatican bishop, and
what was the explanation for his sudden and unexpected death?
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