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Cutting Edge is an independent English weekly magazine being pub-
lished from Lahore. Its founding editor, Dr Niloufer Mahdi, belonged to
one of the top industrialist families of Pakistan —- Packages Group. She
was the daughter of Syed Wajid Ali and granddaughter of Syed Maratib
Ali. In a short span of time it has gained popularity and built loyal reader-
ship throughout the country. With the contributions by renowned journal-
ists and literary figures and diversity of issues/topics touched by our
magazine, we can confidently claim that it has set not only new trends in
local journalism, but has emerged as the most read and credible maga-
zine for men, women, students and opinion leaders from different
spheres of life. It also circulated in all Foreign Embassies, Libraries, Hos-
pitals, 5 star Hotels and Government/ Private Departments. Its website,
weeklycuttingedge.com, is a premier online source for the analysis of
current affairs, providing authoritative insight into, and opinion on, na-
tional and international news, business, finance, science and technology,
as well as an overview of cultural trends. We have commenced its publi-
cation, with an aim to bring the best to our readers; similarly, we intend
to offer the best in terms of advertising and promotional impact for our
valuable advertisers. The 24-page Cutting Edge is divided among differ-
ent sections, and we have proportionally divided the space in each sec-
tion for carrying advertisers’ message for the utmost impact.
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The rupee dropped to a 10-month low against the US dollar in August. Pak-
istan also faces a balance of payment crisis as its imports are increasing at
a rapid pace than its exports, which will put more pressure on the Pakistani
currency and lead to higher inflation.

The weakening rupee will further push up the prices of food, essentials
and almost everything. In July, the country saw double-digit increases in
the cost of basic kitchen goods, gasoline, and electricity, though the infla-
tion rate dropped to 8.4pc. Despite significant increases in costs of goods
that impact every household, it was the lowest inflation rate in nine
months, according to the Pakistan Bureau of Statistics. A 33pc hike was
recorded in mustard oil costs, a 32.9pc increase in vegetable ghee prices,
and a 31.7pc surge in cooking oil rates, affecting every family negatively.
In July, the PBS had recorded a 21.7pc hike in power costs and a 16.4pc
increase in gasoline prices compared to the same month the previous
year. The price hike comes after the rupee’s worst drop in two months,
with the currency closing at Rs163.67 to the dollar on August 2. The rupee
was trading at Rs153.36 to the dollar on May 3, a loss of Rs10.31 or 6.7pc
in only two months.

The fall in the value of the rupee will raise the cost of all imported goods,
including wheat, sugar, cooking oil, crude oil, and industrial raw materials.
The Wholesale Price Index (WPI), which measures wholesale market prices,
increased by 17.3pc in July compared to the same month a year earlier. In
four to six months, retail market prices usually approach wholesale pricing
levels, suggesting that prices will stay high in the foreseeable future.

According to the State Bank of Pakistan, inflation fell from 11.1pc (y/y) in
April to 9.7pc in June. “For the first time since January, food prices fell on a
month-on-month basis in June. The headline inflation should begin to dissi-
pate more visibly in the second half of the year when the February electricity
tariff increase drops out of the base, converging to the 5-7pc target range
over the medium term. The key risk that could lower inflation is resurgence
in the pandemic domestically and globally,” it said in a recent report. The
government has set an average inflation goal of 8.5pc for the current fiscal
year, implying that year-on-year inflation in the fiscal year will likely stay in
double digits.

According to the Asian Development Bank, inflation is higher in Pakistan
as compared to the other countries of South Asia. It raised its inflation fore-
cast for South Asia in 2021 from 5.5pc to 5.8pc, mainly reflecting a higher
forecast for India, but unchanged at 5.1pc in 2022. The international financial
institution said inflation in Pakistan averaged 8.8pc in the first 11 months
(July to May) of FY2021 on rising global commodity prices, especially for
food and crude oil. Indian consumer price inflation rose to 6.3pc year on
year in May as both food and fuel inflation outpaced expectations.

The ADB has raised the inflation forecast for India in FY2021 by 0.3 per-
centage points to 5.5pc while keeping the forecast for FY2022 at 4.8pc. Else-
where in the sub-region, inflation in Bangladesh averaged 5.6pc in the first
11 months of FY2021 as lackluster domestic demand slowed nonfood infla-
tion early on. Bhutan suffered inflation at 8.2pc in the first 9 months of
FY2021 as food prices jumped. Average consumer price inflation in Maldives
was 0.3pc in the first four months of 2021 and is likely to fall in the rest of
the year following the government’s reinstatement in May of water and elec-

tricity subsidies and its plan to cut internet service prices.
As the rupee continues to fall, prices of daily-use items are increasing.

The government jacked up the price of petrol by Rs1.71 per litre from August
1. Petrol is now available at Rs119.80 per litre. The price of kerosene oil was
also increased by Rs0.35 per litre to Rs87.49 per litre. On July 15, the gov-
ernment had increased the price of petrol by Rs5.40 per litre and that of
HSD by Rs2.54 per litre. The prices of kerosene and LDO were also raised
by Rs1.39 and Rs1.27, respectively. Earlier, the government had increased
the prices of all petroleum products by up to 4.7pc at the beginning of July.

The Pakistani currency is under immense pressure from rising imports
and Covid-19-related expenditure. The country’s current account recorded
a deficit of $1.85 billion in the fiscal year 2020-21, despite remaining surplus
for the first 11 months of the previous fiscal year. The State Bank of Pakistan
(SBP) said the deficit in June had reached $1.644b, the highest monthly
deficit in FY21. The government was expecting FY21 to end up with a sur-
plus but a large deficit in June proved it wrong. However, the SBP said the
moderate increase in the current account deficit was sustainable. “Our cur-
rent account deficit is fully funded which means we are seeing enough
sources and the current account deficit is overfinanced because of it. Our
prediction is that our reserves will increase in this fiscal year. There had been
three warning signs in the past whenever the country's current account
deficit had skyrocketed — when the CAD was increasing very fast, when
the exchange rate remained unchanged and the SBP's reserves were
falling. The three warning signs are not present during the current increase
which is why the SBP is confident that the moderate increase in our current
account deficit will be sustainable,” the SBP governor explained.

On the other hand, some experts fear the balance of payment crisis will
worsen in the coming months. According to former finance minister Dr Hafiz
A Pasha, Pakistan’s external debt and obligations-related repayment would
be estimated at around $40 billion over the next three years, which would
pose a serious challenge to the national economy. He projected the current
account deficit at $10 to $12 billion for the current fiscal year. If the deficit
continues to widen, it will not only put pressure on the economy but also the
rupee, which is weakening by the day. It will further push up prices in the
country, making the lives of people more miserable.

Economics

Shahid Hussain

A gathering storm?
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Afghanistan is in the midst of a raging
civil war. With the Ashraf Ghani govern-
ment not willing to hold peace talks, the
Taliban are carrying on with their offen-
sive and capturing one provincial capital
after the other. The situation is worsening
with each passing day, with more blood-
shed expected ahead.

Needless to say, a negotiated settle-
ment is the only way out of the Afghan
imbroglio. In this context, Foreign Minis-
ter Shah Mehmood Qureshi once again
reiterated a few days ago that Pakistan
would play its effective role in the Afghan
peace process, and underlined that
“peace in the neighbouring country is a
shared responsibility and the interna-
tional community cannot shy away from
it.” “We won’t let some harsh statements
block our desire to attain peace and sta-
bility,” he told a press conference in Is-
lamabad recently.

Pakistan has also expressed its concern over forces within and outside
Afghanistan, which don't want to see peace and stability returning to the
country. India is playing the role of a spoiler. In this backdrop, Pakistan has
urged all parties to refrain from a useless blame game and said that it was
open to all discussions that could lead to a path to peace in the war-torn
country. Qureshi has also invited the Afghan foreign minister in writing to
visit Islamabad to raise the issues that he has in mind so that “as neigh-
bours, we can discuss and resolve them.”

Pakistan’s security is inextricably linked to stability in Afghanistan. In
the past it has paid a heavy price in terms of lives lost and social and eco-
nomic consequences. For over four decades, Pakistan has borne the fall-
out of war, foreign military interventions and conflict in Afghanistan.
Pakistan has suffered close to 80,000 casualties during this period. More
turmoil in Afghanistan would mean that the country will have to face a new
array of internal and regional challenges flowing from across its western
border. As the situation is unfolding, Pakistan will be faced with a serious
threat to its stability, if civil war intensifies in Afghanistan and spills over
into its border areas. A new influx of refugees will put an unbearable bur-
den on Pakistan’s economy. Pakistan seeks to meet the emerging situation
by fencing much of the border, sealing illegal crossing points, increasing
border posts, strengthening the capacity of the Frontier Corps, enhancing
technical surveillance and stationing regular troops there.

Some quarters find it easy to hold Pakistan responsible for the failures
of the Kabul regime. But this is far from the truth. The real issue is the melt-
down of the government in Kabul and the disarray of the Afghan National
Defence Forces, which are unable to halt the advance of the Taliban. In
the given circumstances, the only way out is to accelerate the peace
process in Afghanistan. It is Pakistan’s oft-repeated stand that all energies
should now be focused on finding an inclusive, broad-based and compre-

hensive political settlement through a process that is wholly Afghan-led
and Afghan owned.

It is agreed on all hands that it is for the Afghans to decide about their
future. Pakistan has consistently been advocating that there is no military
solution to the conflict and a “negotiated political situation” is the only way
forward, something that the international community also supports.

From the beginning, Pakistan has played the role of a peacemaker. It
is relevant to mention here that Pakistan played an instrumental role in
bringing the Taliban to the negotiating table in 2019. Pakistan also facili-
tated the conclusion of the US-Taliban peace agreement in Doha in Feb-
ruary 2020. Pakistan helped convene intra-Afghan negotiations in
September 2020 and in December 2020, Pakistan contributed to the rules
of procedure agreed between the parties. At the same time, Pakistan has
joined the troika — US, Russia, China — to facilitate the intra-Afghan talks
and the Doha process.

In its latest statement, the Foreign Office has said that Pakistan does
not support a military solution to the Afghan conflict, adding that it would
result in a lot of bloodshed. The statement added: “Our objectives in
Afghanistan are in sync with what the US and the international community
is saying.” It may be pointed out here that Pakistan pressed for an “orderly
withdrawal” of US forces from  Afghanistan so that there is no vacuum cre-
ated within Afghanistan, because a vacuum will be exploited by terrorist
outfits active in various parts of the country.

Experts agree that it is not yet too late to douse the fires of conflict in
Afghanistan, provided all the big powers as well as the neighbouring coun-
tries put in a determined effort to hammer out a peace settlement that ac-
commodates all elements of Afghan society. While the Doha talks go on,
it will be a good idea to make the warring groups agree on a ceasefire and
station a UN peacekeeping force to enforce and monitor it.

Nasim Ahmed

Afghan conflict: 
No end in sight

War
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Climate change a threat
we can no longer ignore

The recent wildfires in the US, British Columbia, Turkey and
Greece have come as incontrovertible proof of how the cli-
mate calamity is affecting the lives and livelihood of tens of
millions across the globe.

According to various international studies, South Asia is
also facing a catastrophic challenge of climate change
which threatens to slow the region’s economic growth, de-
press standards of living, increase the threat of devastation
and death, and possibly even aggravate intraregional con-
flict. Some analysts call climate change a “catalyst for con-
flict.”

Climate change is a worldwide phenomenon but South
Asia is particularly vulnerable because of the prevailing low
standards of living, the continuing importance of agriculture
for employment and the peculiar weather system created
by the Himalayas and the warm, moist waters of the Indian
Ocean.

It is estimated that the total climate change cost in South Asia will in-
crease over time and would be excessively high in the long term. Resul-
tantly, South Asia could lose an equivalent 10.8 per cent of its annual gross
domestic product (GDP) by 2050, which will progressively increase to 8.8
per cent in later years.

If emergency action is not taken to slow or reverse climate change, the
global economy could lose 2.6 per cent per year by 2100. Scientific re-
search has found a causal link between South Asia’s brown cloud and the
increased intensity of cyclones in the northern Indian Ocean region.

The recent hurricane near the coast of Madras and the Arabian Sea
are warning signals we cannot ignore. Warmer seas will generate more
and larger storms with severe adverse impact on economic growth. Higher
temperatures eventually reduce yields of desirable crops while encourag-
ing weed and pest infestation.

The likelihood of short-run crop failures and long-run production de-
clines pose a serious threat to food security. Climate change can affect en-
ergy generation too – especially hydropower and thermal – and demand.
Cyclones and floods damage infrastructure. The coastal fisheries, forests,
salt, minerals, export processing, harbours and airports on the coastal
zones are all now seriously endangered.

Experts say that climate change will increase the costs of production
of such essentials as water, electricity and land for all domestic goods for
exports like garments. Livelihoods will become more precarious especially
in coastal areas and industries like farming. Water, energy, and food sup-
plies will become more uncertain, leading to an increase in hunger in the
world.

Another dimension of climate change is in the health sector. Deaths
from dengue and malaria and other water-borne diseases are likely to rise
during the monsoon months and extreme weather may force migration as
people move to safer, more secure areas of their country. South Asia, like
other regions, suffers from greenhouse emissions into the atmosphere
from everywhere around the planet. The huge increase in air pollution

across the subcontinent over the last 60 years has created a huge brown
cloud of particulate matter over the region. Lahore and Delhi are prime ex-
amples of the phenomenon.

India is already the world’s third largest producer of greenhouse gases,
and its carbon emissions are expected to more than triple within the next
twenty years. Warmer seas will generate more and larger storms. The
storms, combined with higher sea levels and shallow marine topography,
will increase the destructiveness of storm surges. Countries like Maldives,
Sri Lanka and Bangladesh are likely to be the most seriously affected.

It may be recalled here that the fifth report by the UN’s Intergovernmen-
tal Panel on Climate Change concluded that continued emission of green-
house gases will cause further warming and long-lasting changes in all
components of the climate system, increasing the likelihood of severe, per-
vasive and irreversible impacts.

There has to be an inter-governmental response to this global chal-
lenge. All sectors of the economy must be prepared to withstand climate
pressure. In agriculture, for example, new technologies such as rice culti-
vation systems with more efficient water and nutrient use should be pro-
moted. Altering planting times, using resistant varieties, and diversifying
crops can also help.

Countries around the world need to look at better management of re-
sources and services. Better coastal zone management, efforts to protect
river banks from erosion and building climate-proof roads, bridges and
other infrastructure are needed. In the water sector, groundwater should
be protected. Better water management and use of recycled water can
also help. Better living conditions, better emergency responses, and better
surveillance and monitoring of diseases are other remedial measures.

There is a need for increased international cooperation to share re-
sources and knowledge to meet the threat of climate change. More efficient
regional economic diversification can create entirely new patterns and sup-
porting infrastructure to tackle the emerging challenge. We can cushion
the impacts of climate change by identifying the risks and vulnerabilities of
different sectors and putting in place mitigation measures well in time.
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The Pakistan Tehreek-i-Insaf (PTI) government claims to have put the
country on the right track in its three years in power and hopes people
would soon start getting relief from rising prices. However, the opposition
sees worsening of all economic and social indicators and warns the re-
maining term of the government would be even tougher.

According to the government, it has stabilised the economy after inher-
iting the worst internal and external crises and managed the biggest global
COVID-19 threat by successfully balancing lives and livelihoods in the
country. It is a fact that despite internal and external challenges, economic
indicators suggest that the country is moving forward now. Pakistan’s eco-
nomic performance has been appreciated by international organisations,
including the World Bank, International Monetary Fund (IMF), Asian De-
velopment Bank, Moody’s and Fitch, while Pakistan’s stock market was
recognised as the best performing market by Bloomberg.

Pakistan’s current account deficit decreased to a 10-year low in
FY2020-21. According to the State Bank of Pakistan, higher exports and
remittances offset hefty import payments. The deficit reduced by 58pc to
$1.9 billion in July-June FY2021, from $4.4 billion a year ago. The current
account gap represented 0.6pc of gross domestic product in FY2021, the
smallest share since FY2012. The SBP’s figures show exports of goods
had risen to $25.630 billion in FY2021, from $22.536 billion a year ago.
But at the same time, imports also increased to $53.785 billion from
$43.645 billion. Remittances from Pakistani workers abroad jumped 27pc
to $29.4 billion. "Pakistan’s external position is at its strongest in many
years. The SBP’s foreign exchange reserves rose by $5.2 billion in FY2021
to over $17 billion, a 4.5 year high," it added.

Several benefits were offered to the business community while no new
taxes were imposed in the current year budget despite the fact that the
government needed extra funds to tackle the pandemic and challenges
created by it. Huge incentives were offered to enhance exports and en-
courage investments. The government also took drastic measures to cur-
tail its expenditure by reducing the budgets of the President’s House and
Prime Minister’s House.

Pakistan is also among few countries which tackled the coronavirus
pandemic successfully – a strategy appreciated by global leaders, includ-
ing philanthropist Bill Gates. A relief package of Rs1,240 billion was an-
nounced, including cash transfer, to support vulnerable communities. The
timely decisions by the government helped mitigate huge losses. The gov-
ernment’s policies on electric vehicles and mobile manufacturing are two
significant steps, which will generate jobs and boost the economy. To mit-
igate the suffering of the vulnerable segments of society during the pan-
demic, the government launched the Ehsaas programme, the country’s
biggest ever social safety net, under which Rs145 billion were distributed
among 12 million daily wagers. The programme has been enhanced to
reach 16 million people. Pakistan also played a pivotal role in intra-Afghan
dialogue. Pakistan’s relationship with China is evolving into a strong eco-
nomic partnership as the second phase of the China Pakistan Economic
Corridor (CPEC) has started. On the diplomatic front, a dramatic shift can
be seen from isolation to effective representation after the PTI government
took over in August 2018. Despite India’s attempt to isolate Pakistan at re-
gional and international forums, Prime Minister Imran Khan raised the
Kashmir dispute at the United Nations General Assembly (UNGA) and

other platforms.
On the other hand, the main opposition parties claim the PTI government

has damaged the country beyond repair. They are trying to create instability
and unrest in the country through rallies and rumours. When the opposition
failed to put pressure on the government through agitation and its alliance
broke up, it started creating rumours and arranged talk shows that Prime
Minister Imran Khan could announce general elections anytime. It is a fact
that the government is under no pressure from any quarter to hold snap polls
and the rumours only aim to create political instability in the country. Even if
elections are held, the opposition is not in a position to win, as the Pakistan
Peoples’ Party (PPP) cannot bag many seats from other provinces, except
Sindh, while the Pakistan Muslim League-Nawaz (PML-N) faces serious rifts
and it will be difficult for it trounce the PTI in its stronghold, Punjab. Analysts
predict the PTI will form the next government in the Centre, Punjab and Khy-
ber Pakhtunkhwa, while the PPP would retain Sindh.

It is a fact that the three years of the PTI government have been the
hardest for the people of the country. Prices of food, especially wheat flour,
sugar and cooking oil, have gone beyond the reach of the common man.
The government is increasing the prices of petroleum products almost
every fortnight. Power and gas tariff have also been revised upward. The
rupee depreciated by over 33pc against the dollar, which increased the
prices of everything. The dollar has started rising again after the rupee
made some gains in the past few months. The dollar rose by almost Rs10
in a few weeks, which will further increase prices.

Undoubtedly, the three years have been a difficult period for the people.
The government believes it has performed best in difficult circumstances
while the opposition claims the PTI rule has been a total disaster for the
country and it failed on all fronts. It is a fact that the government’s perform-
ance has been below par so far. It failed to stabilise prices and provide
jobs to people. According to the government’s own estimate, at least 10
million more people are expected to slip below the poverty line as a con-
sequence of the pandemic.

It is a fact that people are not happy with the government, though eco-
nomic indicators have improved. However, the opposition parties cannot
blame the PTI for the poor state of affairs, because they are responsible
for it. They have remained in power for decades but failed to address Pak-
istan’s chronic problems.

Politics

Muhammad Hassan

PTI’s three years
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Pakistan is facing a severe groundwater crisis in the absence of a reliable
system for measuring extractions and their impact on the resource base. In-
ternational institutions and experts have warned that the rising population
and effects of climate change will worsen the crisis and badly affect Pak-
istan’s people and economy.

The water crisis is worsening in Pakistan with every passing day. It is de-
spite the fact that the country has immense resources. Of the total 145 mil-
lion acre foot (MAF) water that flows annually through Pakistan, up to only
14MAF can now be stored by its two reservoirs. Experts say Pakistan is
throwing 21 MAF water into the sea every year which can fill three reservoirs
of the size of the Mangla Dam. The level of underground water is also con-
tinuously dropping in Pakistan. According to estimates, the underground
water plunges in Islamabad by one metre, in Lahore a half metre and in
Balochistan six metres every year.

In a report, the World Bank noted that groundwater is the most poorly
understood water resource in Pakistan, a country in which matters of water
resources are hotly debated on a regular basis. "The Indus Basin ground-
water aquifer in Pakistan holds in storage at least eighty times the volume
of freshwater held in the country’s three biggest dams. In the 1960s, large-
scale extraction from this underground storage began and has expanded to
become an essential input to agriculture and the backbone of domestic water
provision," it said. Highlighting that more than 70pc of Pakistan's drinking
water comes from groundwater, with most rural households accessing water
through handpumps, motorised pumps, and manually from wells, the report
notes, "Most of the major cities in Pakistan rely on groundwater for domestic
supplies, as do 90pc of rural households in Punjab and Sindh."

It reminds Pakistan of the grim reality of soaring demand and decreasing
supplies of water for agriculture, energy and food production, healthy
ecosystems and human survival itself. The International Monetary Fund
(IMF) has placed Pakistan in third position in the context of the looming water
crisis. It is despite the fact that no country in the world has more glaciers
than Pakistan but it still ranks as the 14th most water stressed country. The
Pakistan Council Research in Water Resources (PCRWR) has warned that
Pakistan may run out of water by 2025.

Today, some 2.2 billion people lack safe drinking water and 4.2 billion
people live without access to adequate sanitation, says a United Nations re-
port which calls for reducing both impacts and drivers of climate change and
major shifts in the way we use and reuse the Earth's limited water resources.
The new global report calls, among others, for concrete efforts to address
rising water stress and improve the efficiency of water use in agriculture and
industry, and it outlines actions in three areas: first, enabling people to adapt
to the impacts of climate change; second, improving the resilience of liveli-
hoods; and, third, reducing the drivers of climate change.

The World Water Development Report reveals that water use has in-
creased six-fold over the past century and is rising by about one per cent a
year. However, it is estimated that climate change, along with the increasing
frequency and intensity of extreme events, storms, floods and droughts, will
aggravate the situation in countries already currently experiencing “water
stress” and generate similar problems in areas that have not been severely
affected. Furthermore, the report highlights the fact that poor water man-
agement tends to exacerbate the impacts of climate change, not only on

water resources but on society as a whole. By limiting global heating to 1.5
degrees Celsius, the world will be in a much better position to manage and
solve the water crisis.

According to UNESCO, four billion people worldwide are forced to con-
tend with water scarcity and without sustainable access to water, the world
will be unable to achieve goals, such as quality education or the develop-
ment of more prosperous, fairer societies. It calls on countries to make more
concrete commitments to address the challenge, and warns that climate
change would affect the availability, quality and quantity of water needed for
basic human needs, thus undermining the enjoyment of the basic rights to
safe drinking water and sanitation for billions of people.

Such a deterioration of the situation would only hinder achievement of
Sustainable Development Goal 6 (SDG6), which is part of the 2030 Agenda
for Sustainable Development, according to which access to safe drinking
water and sanitation must be guaranteed for all within 10 years. This will be
a considerable challenge: 2.2 billion people currently do not have access to
safely managed drinking water, and 4.2 billion, or 55pc of the world's popu-
lation, are without safely managed sanitation. UNESCO said the critical need
to substantially improve access to clean water for drinking and hygiene for
billions of the world's people has been further thrown into stark relief by the
current deadly outbreak of COVID-19. International estimates say water
scarcity is particularly acute in Asia as rapid population growth, industrial de-
velopment and urbanisation heighten the water crisis in the largest and most
populous continent. Home to 4.5 billion people, the Asian population uses
around 65pc of the world’s water supply. Agriculture accounts for the largest
use of water, followed by industrial and municipal uses. According to research
by the International Institute for Applied Systems Analysis’ (IIASA) Water Pro-
gram, water scarcity will increase by 74-86pc in Asia, with about 40pc of the
continent’s population facing severe water scarcity by 2050.

In Pakistan, the per capita availability of water has dipped below the min-
imum level of 1,000 cubic metres per year. At least a 14.2pc increase in
water availability is required to meet the needs of Pakistan's ballooning pop-
ulation by 2025. Over 27 million Pakistanis lack access to potable water and
almost 70pc water is unfit for human consumption. According to estimates,
over 80pc of the population of the rural areas is getting contaminated water.
Almost 250,000 children under the age of five die every year of waterborne
disease, costing the economy around $1.3 billion. Four-fifths of all diseases
in Pakistan, such as cholera, diarrhea, typhoid and hepatitis, are caused by
contaminated water.

Experts say the country gets 84pc water in the monsoon season and
arrangements should be made to store it. One big dam should be built every
10 years. On the other hand, Pakistan’s capacity to store water has reduced
by 12pc due to silting in the dams. Some experts claim Pakistan still has
sufficient water for its needs but it will have to use the precious resource ju-
diciously to save future generations from crisis.

Crisis

Muhammad Ali

Water woes

August 16-30, 2021
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Muhammad Zain

PML-N narratives 
losing steam?

Back-to-back defeats of the Pakistan Muslim League-Nawaz in Azad
Kashmir elections and Sialkot by-polls have laid bare its internal differ-
ences. There were also rumours of the resignation of PML-N President
Shehbaz Sharif over the narrative of former Prime Minister Nawaz Sharif
and his daughter, Maryam Nawaz. Senior party leaders are expressing
reservations about each other in talk shows. The situation is ideal for the
ruling Pakistan Tehreek-i-Insaf, though it also faces infighting.

The infighting in the PML-N has divided it between two groups, one
siding with Shehbaz Sharif and the other backing Nawaz Sharif and his
daughter. In fact, the difference of opinion existed between them long ago
but it has sharpened now. Shehbaz Sharif is known for his reconciliation
policy towards national institutions while Nawaz Sharif and his daughter
target them. The narratives look different but their prime aim is the same.
They want maximum relief for themselves and each other. However, the
“contrasting narratives” have failed to bring them much relief. Shehbaz
Sharif faces serious cases of corruption and money laundering, though he
has been released on bail. His release on bail triggered rumours of his
narrative working but it fizzled out when he was not allowed to leave the
country, though he made a serious attempt to flee overnight.

It is clear that Nawaz Sharif and his group in Pakistan, led by Maryam
Nawaz, want to move forward with its narrative, to attack national institu-
tions to get maximum relief in corruption and money laundering cases. On
the other hand, the Shehbaz Sharif faction aims at reconciliation and dia-
logue, and focuses on winning the 2023 general elections. Some analysts
fear the party may disintegrate if Nawaz Sharif continues his narrative.
Sources in the party told a news channel that senior leaders want Nawaz
Sharif to give a free hand to Shehbaz to hold dialogue with institutions.
There are also differences in the two groups over the return of the Pakistan
People’s Party (PPP) to the Pakistan Democratic Movement (PDM) fold.
It is said Shehbaz Sharif is annoyed at the rigid stance adopted by Maryam
Nawaz and former Prime Minister Shahid Khaqan Abbasi over the issue.
It is believed that Shehbaz Sharif wanted to go to London to convince his
elder brother to take a final decision as to who will lead the party, who
would be the next prime minister, if the party wins the elections and what
narrative would be adopted in the situation. Shehbaz wants Maryam to
stop her narrative against the establishment, keep quiet and stay away
from political activities. If Shehbaz gets a free hand, then he may hold di-
alogue with other opposition parties, otherwise he may leave politics, it
was rumoured.

According to analysts, the differences between the two groups have in-
tensified after the release of Shehbaz. His supporters believe that Maryam
does not understand practical politics, and Shehbaz must be allowed to
lead the party and settle issues with institutions. Talking to a news channel,
Maryam also admitted that there was a difference of opinion in the party
over the narrative. However, she said she was following the narrative of
Nawaz Sharif which would prevail. She said she was never against talks
with institutions, but she doesn’t believe in coming to power through a deal.

The party will have to take urgent decisions to save it from splitting.

The PML-N has already held many meetings after its defeat in Azad Kash-
mir and Sialkot elections. Some senior members are worried about the
party’s future, especially its performance in the next election. They point
out that the PPP is creating space for itself in the political field by getting
closer to powerful quarters. They are also worried about the fact that the
PPP is planning to increase its influence outside Sindh and setting sights
on forming a government in the Centre, while the PML-N, which enjoys
huge support in the largest province of Pakistan, is heading into a blind
alley. They also fear that if the situation does not change in the coming
months, many electables of the party will join other parties to secure their
political future.

The defeat in the Azad Kashmir polls was not as shocking as was in
the Sialkot by-polls. The PTI clinched the PP-38, Sialkot IV, seat by de-
feating the PML-N, by a fair margin. The PTI candidate bagged 60,588
votes whereas the PML-N polled 53,571 votes. It is a significant develop-
ment in all respects. It was a PML-N stronghold and a safe seat for the
party and its candidate whose family has dominated politics in the area.
The party had defeated the PTI in National Assembly by-elections in Daska
a few months ago.

The Daska win has given new hopes to the PTI to win local elections
in Punjab next year and general elections in 2023. As happened in Daska,
the ruling party can make a political alliance with the Pakistan Muslim
League-Q (PML-Q) to win local elections in Punjab. On the other hand,
the defeat shows the PML-N’s “different” narratives are losing steam and
the party may not be able to win more than a few dozen seats in the next
election. It is clear that no narrative has worked for the Sharifs and they
have been left with the only option to hand over the party leadership to
genuine workers and quit politics. It is the only way to save the party from
disintegration.
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Rising current account deficit and inflation are the biggest challenges
for the policymakers of the country. The government believes seasonal
factors are behind the hike in the current account deficit, which in-
creased significantly in the last two months of the previous fiscal year.
The government claims inflation has dropped in the country, while the
common people believe prices have only decreased on paper.

Besides the current account deficit and inflation, increasing poverty
and unemployment are also serious issues. According to the State Bank
of Pakistan, the country made a lot of import-related payments in June
since the budget was expiring. Besides, there were some new imports
— for example, vaccines imported to fight the pandemic — the impact
of which was not present last year. Food import payments have been
high in the last fiscal year. The government imported flour and wheat to
reduce the prices of the products in the country. “For a country like Pak-
istan, which is considered to be an emerging market, a moderate
amount of current account deficit is appropriate, especially if the country
wants to keep the economic growth rate between three and four per
cent,” SBP Governor Reza Baqir said, adding they believed a current
account deficit that was 2-3pc of the GDP was sustainable.

He said that remittances had increased by a record 25pc and the
SBP believed they would remain "resilient". The central bank has kept
the policy rate at 7pc for more than a year to support the economy during
the pandemic. “The results of the consistent monetary policy, as well as
measures taken by the SBP, are in front of the nation in the form of
3.94pc economic growth. Inflation, which was nearly 9.7pc in April, has
reduced and the number for June is 8.9pc. Even now inflation is high.
There is a need to reduce it further. There has also been a bit of reduc-
tion in headline inflation and core inflation," the governor claimed.

According to the SBP, Pakistan’s current account deficit is fully
funded which means it has enough sources to meet its growing needs.
There have been three warning signs in the past whenever the country's
current account deficit skyrocketed — when the CAD was increasing
very fast, when the exchange rate remained unchanged and the SBP's
reserves were falling. "I want to tell you all that all three warning signs
are not present during the current increase which is why the SBP has
confidence that the moderate increase in our current account deficit will
be sustainable,” the SBP governor argued.

However, international financial institutions see weak public finances,
external finance vulnerabilities, low governance indicators, economic
uncertainties from the pandemic and political challenges as big issues
for Pakistan. According to Fitch Ratings, a decline in external vulnera-
bilities has been facilitated by adherence to a market-determined ex-
change-rate regime, which has served as a shock absorber during the
pandemic. Progress towards institutionalising this framework, if sus-
tained, should limit medium-term risks by keeping current account
deficits contained and reducing foreign-exchange (FX) reserve pres-
sures. External inflows have supported an appreciation of the Pakistan
rupee against the US dollar and a further rebuilding of FX reserves. “We
forecast a widening of the current account deficit to 1.9pc of GDP in
FY22 as the recovery in domestic demand and higher oil prices push

imports higher,” the rating agency said in its report on Pakistan.
The agency expects inflation to moderate to an average of 8.3pc over

FY22, from an average of 9.0pc in FY21, as the temporary rise in food
prices subsides, and the rise in oil prices moderates. “Risks remain that
inflationary pressures could prove more persistent, particularly given a
negative real policy rate, which could prompt a higher degree of tight-
ening by the SBP,” it added. External debt repayments will remain high,
at about $8 billion-10 billion per annum over the next few years. Public
finances remain a key weakness for the sovereign. “We project the gen-
eral government fiscal deficit will narrow slightly to 7.5pc of GDP in
FY21, from 8.1pc in FY20, as revenue growth has been resilient due to
tax administration improvements and the growth rebound. We forecast
a further narrowing to 6.6pc of GDP on improving revenue and declining
expenditure. The government interest burden as a share of revenue is
high, at a Fitch-estimated 38.7pc in FY21, and the narrow revenue base
remains a challenge for fiscal sustainability,” the rating agency noted.

Experts say budgetary estimates are highly fragile and the budget
deficit may exceed 8 to 8.5pc GDP, equivalent to Rs4.5 trillion. Over 8.5
million people are unemployed in Pakistan, the highest number in the
country’s history. The population below the poverty line stands at 38pc.
According to some experts, the government also fudges figures on in-
flation, as actual prices are much higher than rates calculated by the
Pakistan Bureau of Statistics (PBS). The government claims prices are
coming down, while the ground reality is different from it. The govern-
ment adopted a contractionary policy, which improved fiscal indicators.
The indicators have started worsening as it relaxed the policy and im-
ports increased. As the indicators improved or deteriorated, they could
not provide relief to the common man. Prices of food have skyrocketed
during the PTI government. Wheat flour, cooking oil and sugar have
gone out of the reach of people. They cannot be pacified with improving
fiscal indicators or fudged data of the Pakistan Bureau of Statistics. They
need real relief from high prices. All governments in the world are judged
by their efforts to create jobs for people and bring down inflation. The
present government is a huge failure on the two fronts.

Economics
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The situation in Afghanistan is becoming dangerous with each passing day
as the Taliban are trying to capture more territory, while the government
forces are trying to repel their attacks, resulting in large-scale bloodshed
as a peace process in not making any headway. By the start of August,
deadly fighting was taking place between the Taliban and Afghan National
Security Forces (ANSF) for the control of key southern provinces of Kan-
dahar, Helmand and western province of Herat. Reportedly, hundreds of
fighters from both sides along with scores of civilians have been killed.

Importantly, the Taliban, since May 2021, when the US and NATO
started withdrawing the remaining of their forces from Afghanistan, have
launched a multipronged full-blooded offensive against the ANSF, but they
have changed their strategy. Previously, they desisted from taking control
of the 34 provincial capitals of Afghanistan and kept on capturing as many
district headquarters as possible. However, now with full-fledged attacks
on provincial capitals in Helmand, Kandahar and Heart, the Taliban want
to control all provincial capitals. On August 6, the Taliban were able to cap-
ture Nimroz province.

It may be part of a strategy of the Taliban leadership that unless they
have territory in the form of provinces they won’t be able to negotiate with
the Afghan government from a position of strength. At the moment, the
United States and other important regional players, except Pakistan and
Iran, are also trying to influence events in Afghanistan. The US and re-
gional powers’ struggle to influence the outcome of the civil war in
Afghanistan would be decisive in prolonging or limiting the conflict and cri-
sis in Afghanistan. Which power will be able to influence the events and
their outcomes in Afghanistan would depend upon two factors. The one is
the interest of the particular global or regional power and its interaction
with the prevailing situation on the ground in Afghanistan.

In this connection, the US still seems to be the most important player
in Afghanistan despite having pulled all of its ground troops from the coun-
try after nearly 20 years of a commanding presence there. The significance
of the US role in Afghanistan can be ascertained from the fact that despite
having no more air force stationed in Afghanistan, recently it launched air
strikes on the advancing Afghan insurgents in order to prevent them from
capturing key states. Although it has not been reported clearly from where
the US conducted the air strikes, yet it has the capacity to launch it from
the Persian Gulf and the Arabian Sea from its aircraft carriers anchored
there. Although the air attacks by the US have not come in a large number
so far, yet their number and frequency would depend upon the rapidly
changing situation in the Afghan war theatre. However, despite having the
capacity to launch air attacks on the Taliban, the US may not conduct re-
peated air attacks on Taliban positions considering it futile to stop advanc-
ing them when the ANSF forces are surrendering without much resistance.
Nevertheless, Washington has unequivocally made it clear that a Taliban
control and government in Afghanistan would not be acceptable to it. Only
the Taliban as part of a broad-based government could be welcomed to
the power corridors in Kabul.

In the unfolding situation, some theories are also making the rounds
that Washington had deliberately started withdrawing its troops from
Afghanistan and that too with a brisk pace. According to one such con-
tention, the US wanted to compound the conflict and crisis in Afghanistan.

The foremost reason is to tell the world that it has been the US forces’
presence along with their NATO allies that maintained somewhat stability
in Afghanistan and prevented the Taliban from overrunning the country.
Afghanistan’s war has been the longest of America’s history and its forces
could not trounce the Taliban despite having more than 100,000 troops,
including its NATO and other allies, at one point in time. Thus, the US has
to justify its Afghan war of exactly 20 years, costing a mind-boggling $3
trillion, not only to its own public but also to the international community.
The second important reason, which certain analysts are pointing out for
the US strategy to deliberately compound the crisis in Afghanistan, is that
regional players, particularly China and Russia, could be sucked into the
Afghan conflict theatre. There are said to be two reasons for the strategy.
If China is able to successfully replace America and fill the power vacuum
in Afghanistan, it would be a win-win situation for Washington. However, it
is important to understand that China would not have a military presence
in Afghanistan but could act as a mediator among parties to the conflict.

Washington knows that Beijing, for its own reason, also cannot assume
an off-hand approach in the Afghan conflict as it fears that its separatist Is-
lamist movement militants of East Turkistan Islamic Movement (ETIM) are
present in hundreds in Afghanistan and have been getting support from Al-
Qaeda and the Taliban. The ETIM has been fighting for a separate Islamic
state in the Xinjiang region of Western China. Recently, the Taliban political
office head, Abdul Ghani Biradar, visited Beijing and held meetings with the
Chinese foreign minister and other officials. According to sources, the Chi-
nese authorities conveyed to the Taliban leadership that it would not tolerate
the presence of ETIM militants and elements in Taliban-controlled territories
of Afghanistan. It is important to note that the recent terrorist attack on Chi-
nese engineers working on infrastructure projects in Dasu on the Karakoram
Highway, which killed nine of them, was made by ETIM militants with the
help of the Tehreek-e-Taliban Pakistan (TTP). Both ETIM and TTP militants
had mostly relocated to Afghanistan after the Pakistan military forces con-
ducted large-scale operations against them and their foreign and domestic
affiliates in the aftermath of the December 16, 2014, terrorist attack on a Pe-
shawar school, in which 140 schoolchildren were ruthlessly massacred, re-
sulting in a countrywide uproar to launch a decisive action against militants
and terrorists. After their infiltration into Afghanistan, the Afghanistan Na-
tional Directorate of Security (NDS), its key intelligence agency, established
links with ETIM and TTP militants and brought them together to use them
for terrorist attacks in Pakistan. The ETIM could only contribute to the strat-
egy of attacks in Pakistan, if it aimed at Chinese workers and interests.

As India is another important regional player trying to influence the out-
come of events in Afghanistan, it has used its strong links with the President
Ghani government and the NDS to create problems for its arch-rival, Pak-
istan, and regional nemesis, China. The Afghan Taliban have also provided
support to the ETIM and the TTP in Afghanistan. Now Delhi and the Afghan
government want to exploit the situation by using the two groups to create
problems, primarily for Pakistan and also for China. It is important to note
that in the situation, the US would only like to justify its two-decade-long war
in Afghanistan but at the same time also wants that stability return to the war-
devoured country as instability and conflict may again result in safe havens
for Al-Qaeda and its global militant-terrorist outfits in Afghanistan.

Opinion

Raza Khan

US and regional players’
interest in Afghanistan
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The political situation in the country is undergoing a phase of relative sta-
bility after the presentation of the third financial budget by the Pakistan
Tehreek-e-Insaf (PTI) government in June. It was widely feared that the
PTI government of Prime Minister Imran Khan would not be able to pass
its third financial year budget in the parliament but the government man-
aged it with relative ease from both the National Assembly and Senate.
The current relative stability phase in Pakistan is due to several factors,
which are important to dilate upon to understand the future of the govern-
ment and also of the country. However, it is largely due to deep division
and vested-interest-driven stances of the opposition parties.

The foremost reason for the current political stability in Pakistan is that
the government has been able to pass its third budget for the financial year
2021-22 and it is now safe at least for a year. While the opposition parties,
including the Pakistan Muslim League-Nawaz, Pakistan Peoples Party
(PPP), Jamiat-e-Ulema-e-Islam (JUI-F), Awami National Party (ANP) and
others, have been threatening to bring a no-confidence motion against PM
Imran Khan, but they could not do so. It is despite the fact that the PTI-led
coalition government has a razor-thin majority in the National Assembly
and any concerted effort by the opposition parties could have an outside
chance to bring down the government. However, why the opposition has
not been able to do so is again a very important question to be asked and
it needs to be analyzed.

The foremost reason for the opposition’s failure to give a hard time to
the present PTI government is both inter-parties distrust and intra party
power struggle. Insofar as inter-parties distrust among the opposition
groups is concerned, the largest of the opposition parties, the PML-N, along
with the JUI-F, is making an all-out effort to bring down the PTI government.
The fundamental cause is that both parties though have a presence in the
National Assembly and provincial assemblies and in case of the PML-N,
its presence is sizable, yet they do not have any share in the national or
provincial government. For the reason, it is in the interest of both PML-N
and JUI-F to bring down the government to pave the way for new elections.

The PML-N and the JUI-F think that they have a large public following
and as the people are also extremely fed up with the present government’s
policies due to an uncontrollable price hike in the country, they would have
bright chances to win elections and form governments in the Centre and
provinces. The PML-N and the JUI-F are quite realistic in their assess-
ment. However, the other important opposition parties, the PPP and the
ANP, are not in agreement with the assessment of the PML-N and the JUI-
FP. It is not any ideological or strategic plan in the minds of the parties but
a pure lust for power for their disagreement with the PML-N and the PPP.
Pakistani politics arguably has never been driven by any ideology, princi-
ple, public or social interest but pure self- and party vested interest.

The PPP has its government in Sindh and it is not ready to compromise
on its interest. Importantly, the ANP, which claims to be an ideological party
and takes pride in standing for principles in historical context, has no justi-
fication for it. The party leadership allegedly used to receive funds from the
erstwhile Soviet Union during the Cold War era but when the financial sup-
port disappeared at the fag-end of the Soviet Union in 1989, the ANP came
out of the then PPP government of Prime Minister Benazir Bhutto and
joined an ideologically antipodal PML-N, because the latter had the support

of the establishment. So the ANP believed the PML-N could be a better
partner to serve the interest of its leadership. Right now the ANP, largely
unknown, has two ministers in the Balochistan government, led by the
Balochistan Awami Party (BAP), a PTI’s ally. So somehow the ANP is part
of the present power structure. Now both PPP and ANP do not want to give
up the perks and privileges of power which in the case of the PPP span an
entire provincial government. The PPP and the ANP are also reluctant to
join the PML-N and the JUI-F whole-heartedly to bring down the PTI-led
coalition government, because they know their respective electoral
strength. In case of the PPP, it only has its strength in rural Sindh, where-
from it has been winning most of its parliamentary seats and on the basis
of which it has been forming the government in the province. In Punjab,
having the largest number (139 out of 272) National Assembly seats, in the
last several elections the party has been able to win just a couple of seats.
In another important province, Khyber Pakhtunkhwa, which is not far behind
in the number of seats of the National Assembly from Sindh, the PPP has
faced a similar political fate in the last two national elections. So unless the
PPP is able to cultivate a real constituency in Punjab and KP, which under
the Sindh-centric current party leadership would not be able to form a gov-
ernment on the national level. Even the last time when the PPP had formed
the government in the country in 2008, it had bagged sympathy votes be-
cause of the assassination of the party head and prime ministerial candi-
date, Benazir Bhutto, in a suicide attack during an electoral rally on
December 27, 2007. In 2008, the PPP had formed the government with a
lot of difficulty along with the ANP as a coalition partner. The party’s situation
is well known to its leadership and it would not like to relinquish the Sindh
government by resigning or asking for fresh elections in the country.

The ANP also knows that it does not have any significant political con-
stituency left in KP, once its political bastion, due to challenges from the
PTI of Imran Khan. The ANP leadership is itself to blame for its sorry state
in the province as the leadership strategy regarding the party and large-
scale corruption during its rule in KP (2008-2013) created an impression
among its followers and the general public that the party was not there to
serve people but to fill the personal coffers of its leaders. So, the ANP and
the PPP are not as enthusiastic as are the PML-N and the JUI-F about
new elections. However, for the ANP there is also no silver lining as the
performance of the second PTI government in KP is quite good.

Besides the inter-party disagreements among the opposition parties,
there is important intra-party schism and chasms due to which they have
not been able to give a hard time to the PTI government and create cracks
in the coalition despite a razor-thin majority. The PML-N also faces serious
rifts as the party founder and self-exiled former Prime Minister Nawaz
Sharif and his daughter, Maryam Nawaz, who is vice president of the party,
have taken a tough line against national institutions, while the party pres-
ident and Leader of the Opposition in the National Assembly, Shehbaz
Sharif, has constantly been talking of dialogue with national institutions.
There are two clear narratives within the PML-N which are almost irrecon-
cilable apparently. In the situation, there is relative stability in the country.
However, it does not mean that it is akin to general or sustainable political
stability. The role of the opposition in any political set-up is crucial but it is
itself facing disagreements and chaos.

Politics

Relative political stability
and opposition’s dilemma
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High growth forecasts

International financial institutions have revised their forecasts
for Pakistan after its economic indicators improved signifi-
cantly. They have largely kept international growth projections
unchanged but upgraded Pakistan’s GDP growth for 2021 to
3.9pc from April’s forecast of 2.1pc. The new projections not
only prove the opposition wrong, which had accused the gov-
ernment of figure fudging, but also endorse the fact that the
country has been put on the path to progress and prosperity.

However, Pakistan’s economy still faces many internal and
external threats. Its major challenges are stabilisation and pro-
tection of the economy against rising global prices, current
account deficit, rising debt servicing, and continued losses of
public sector enterprises. However, signs of an economic re-
covery are quite visible. Pakistan’s exports, remittances and
tax collection have reached an all-time high in recent months. Overseas
Pakistanis remitted a record $29.4 billion during 2020-21. Data released
by the State Bank of Pakistan (SBP) showed that remittances had posted
a 27pc year-on-year growth, which was the fastest rate of expansion since
FY03. The central bank said that with inflows of around $2.7b in June (9pc
growth year-on-year) and 8pc (month-on-month), workers’ remittances
continued their unprecedented streak of above $2b for a record 13th con-
secutive month. The remittances alone helped improve the country’s ex-
ternal sector position despite challenging global economic conditions in
the past year.

Pakistan’s exports also reached an all-time high in July, as shipments
reached $2.35 billion, up 17.3pc from the corresponding month last year.
The exports of goods and services stood at $31.3 billion in the last fiscal
year. Instead of relying on traditional export-oriented sectors, including tex-
tile, leather, sports goods, surgical goods and carpets, the government is
focusing on diversifying markets and products. Exports of $2.35 billion are
not only over 17pc higher than July 2020 but also 24pc higher than the
pre-pandemic exports of $1.89 billion in July 2019. The government plans
to increase exports to over $40 billion during the current financial year.

In another significant achievement, revenue collection in July rose to
Rs413 billion, which was an increase of over 36pc from the last year’s fig-
ure. According to provisional data released by the Federal Board of Rev-
enue (FBR), the collection was 21pc more than the target set for the month.
The feat prompted Prime Minister Imran Khan to appreciate the efforts of
tax officials on Twitter. “I commend the efforts of the FBR in achieving a
record revenue collection in July. This is a reflection of the government's
policies for sustained economic growth and revival,” he wrote.

The developments have forced international financial institutions to up-
grade their projections for Pakistan. The International Monetary Fund (IMF)
revised up its projection for Pakistan's real Gross Domestic Product (GDP)
growth rate to 3.9pc. In its World Economic Outlook report 2021 (update),
the IMF said, "Projections are revised up for the Middle East and Central
Asia due to robust activity in some countries, such as Pakistan”. Earlier in
April this year, the IMF had projected Pakistan’s real GDP to grow at 1.5pc
in the year 2021 despite a higher projected rate of 3pc by the State Bank
of Pakistan (SBP).

According to the IMF, the global economy is projected to grow 6pc in
2021 and 4.9pc in 2022. Its 2021 global forecast is unchanged from the

April 2021 projections, but with offsetting revisions. Prospects for emerging
markets and developing economies have been marked down for 2021, es-
pecially for Emerging Asia. By contrast, the forecast for advanced
economies has been revised up. The revisions reflect pandemic develop-
ments and changes in policy support. “The 0.5 percentage-point upgrade
for 2022 derives largely from the forecast upgrade for advanced
economies, particularly the United States, reflecting the anticipated legis-
lation of additional fiscal support in the second half of 2021 and improved
health metrics more broadly across the group. Vaccine access has
emerged as the principal fault line along which the global recovery splits
into two blocs: those that can look forward to further normalisation of ac-
tivity later this year (almost all advanced economies) and those that will
still face resurgent infections and rising Covid-19 death tolls,” it added.

The Asian Development Bank (ADB) also estimated Pakistan’s growth
at 3.9pc in FY2021, supported by the strong industrial growth coupled with
steady remittance inflows. In its latest Asian Development Outlook 2021,
it projected 7.2pc economic growth for developing Asia this year, compared
with its 7.3pc forecast in April, as renewed Covid-19 outbreaks slow the
recovery in some economies in the region. The growth outlook for 2022 is
upgraded to 5.4per cent from 5.3pc. Projections for South Asia, Southeast
Asia, and the Pacific for 2021 are lowered as renewed outbreaks are met
with containment measures and restrictions, hampering economic activity.
South Asia’s growth outlook for fiscal year 2021 is lowered to 8.9pc from
9.5pc. The forecast for India is downgraded by 1 percentage point to 10pc.
Southeast Asia’s 2021 outlook is revised to 4pc from 4.4pc, while the pro-
jection for Pacific economies is lowered to 0.3pc from 1.4pc.

East Asia’s growth outlook for 2021 is raised to 7.5pc, from 7.4pc in April,
amid a stronger-than-expected recovery by the newly industrialised economies
of Hong Kong, China; the Republic of Korea, and Taipei, China. The sub-re-
gional growth forecast for 2022 is retained at 5.1pc. The growth outlook for
the People’s Republic of China is maintained at 8.1pc this year and 5.5pc in
2022, amid steady performances by industry, exports and services.

The State Bank of Pakistan has also set a target of 3.94pc economic
growth. However, it faces a serious threat from the fourth wave of Covid-
19, especially in its commercial hub, Karachi. High prices and unemploy-
ment are also serious challenges facing the country and its people and the
government will have to take urgent measures to bring down inflation and
provide jobs to people.
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Reforms in the power sector are long overdue
but neither the previous governments nor the
present Pakistan Tehreek-i-Insaf administration
have taken any coordinated measures in this di-
rection. In this context, Special Assistant to the
Prime Minister on Energy and Petroleum Tabish
Gauhar, in a letter addressed to Energy Minister
Hammad Azhar, has urged that strategies be
chalked out and "holistic and structural reforms"
made to address energy sector challenges.

According to media reports, the letter titled
"Beyond the Firefighting – Proposed Strategic
Work Streams In the Energy Sector", has also
been sent to Prime Minister Imran Khan, Fi-
nance Minister Shaukat Tarin, Planning, Devel-
opment and Special Initiatives Minister Asad
Umar and petroleum and power secretaries.
The letter has underlined the need for early
completion of the 1,100 kilometre-long gas
pipeline, running from the Port Qasim in Karachi to Lahore in order to en-
sure Pakistan's energy security. “In my humble opinion, this gas pipeline
project should be financed by the Rs 321 billion Gas Infrastructure Devel-
opment Cess funds already raised from the public for the purpose and not
from third party debt and equity that will add on to the gas consumer bill,"
he suggested.

Another issue raised in the letter relates to improving the demand-sup-
ply position. Needless to say, the recent supply-side challenges fully ex-
posed the "fragility" of the energy ecosystem during peak times despite
excess capacity. In this regard, experts have suggested that Pakistan
should speed up the privatisation of public-sector power plants. Also, there
is a need for a centralised power-cum-petroleum "Planning Cell" for more
accurate demand-supply forecasts based on a data-driven or econometric
modeling exercise. In this connection, voices have been raised for an in-
dependent audit of thermal IPPs that do not produce as per demand and
yet charge take-or-pay capacity payments throughout the year.

According to experts, another urgent reform relates to human resource
management and governance structure of the energy sector, including the
transfer of various regulatory functions from the Petroleum Division to the
Oil and Gas Regulatory Authority. It is agreed by all stakeholders that
Gauhar's recommendations are far-reaching and deserve serious consid-
eration.

In the meantime, to tackle the issue of a sudden increase in peak sum-
mer electricity demand, the government is seeking approval for a $400
million energy sector loan by the World Bank. A visiting WB delegation re-
cently met Minister for Energy Hammad Azhar and Minister for Planning
Asad Umar to discuss the latest situation and finalise a feasible plan for
the board approval at the earliest.

Hammad told the WB delegation that around 20pc increase in peak de-
mand for electricity had been registered this summer which was a good
omen for the energy sector and the economy. He sought the bank’s sup-
port to enhance the capacity and modernise the transmission network. The
minister also told the delegation that due to effective measures by the gov-

ernment the growth in circular debt was being curtailed to a considerable
extent. During FY21, around Rs130b was added to the circular debt which
was some Rs408b lower than in FY20.

It is relevant to mention here that the government has planned an ad-
dition of considerable capacity in the existing transmission network by the
end of FY22, for which funds have also been allocated. About Rs120b
worth of funds for the transmission network are part of the Public Sector
Development Programme. Talking to the WB delegation, the official rep-
resentatives emphasized the “importance of WB’s assistance in expansion
and modernisation of Pakistan’s electricity transmission system”.

In its recent report, the World Bank has noted a significant slowdown
in the growth of circular debt and renewed its commitment to continue
working with the government in the energy sector. While talking of energy
sector reforms, the issue of increase in consumer tariff is regularly ham-
mered by the World Bank and the International Monetary Fund. Of late,
the government has made some procedural progress by securing powers
through an amendment to the Nepra Act to impose surcharge on electricity
and filing of petitions before the power regulator to increase various con-
sumer slabs and subsidy rates.

The next tariff increase is being planned for implementation after mid-
September. In the meanwhile, however, the circular debt had been recon-
ciled at about Rs2.33 trillion as of June 30, 2021.

For the current fiscal year, the Power Division had worked out the
power sector subsidy of about Rs501b and received about Rs331b subsidy
allocations from the Finance Division in the budget. The Power Division
has reported about Rs170b shortfall on this account which has to flow to
the circular debt.

To revive the energy sector, loans are direly needed for the balance of
payments. It is hoped that given the satisfactory performance of the gov-
ernment so far, the World Bank will provide the needed assistance on time.

It is acknowledged on all hands that Pakistan has the potential of
achieving a growth rate of 6-7pc, but it depends on the implementation of
development plans so that sectoral targets are not missed.

Economics

Muhammad Asim Nisar

Energy sector reforms
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Access to home finance has always been a serious problem in Pakistan.
A middle class person cannot build a house without borrowing from banks
but loans have always been difficult to come by.

But now the situation seems to be changing. Since coming to power in
2018, the Pakistan Tehreek-i-Insaf (PTI) government has been trying to
promote the housing sector, and has set the target of building 10 million
housing units in the country. To this end, it has taken a number of initiatives
in cooperation with the State Bank of Pakistan (SBP) to make access to
house finance easier for the general public.

With this objective in view, a sum of Rs30 billion has been earmarked
for the Naya Pakistan Housing Development Authority, which will be
utilised for providing a subsidy of Rs300,000 to low-income groups. Sec-
ondly, a refinancing scheme at cheaper rates was unveiled a few months
ago by the State Bank of Pakistan.

The central bank has extended a special credit line to banks starting
at one per cent cost of capital, which are then mandated to lend to cus-
tomers at fixed rates for two windows of five-year periods, after which the
markup will be based on the variable Karachi Interbank Offer Rate plus a
spread that varies across tiers.

A fixed markup rate is important from the borrower’s point of view to
avoid an increased burden on the borrower resulting from fluctuations in
something long-term like housing. For instance, KIBOR 6M stood over
13% just at the beginning of March 2020, before coming down to around
7.5% towards the end of April. The problem becomes acute when the bank
rates go up.

An important factor is that the criteria for accessing the housing loan
have been made easy. Any first-time home-owning person holding a valid
Computerized National Identity Card (CNIC) is deemed eligible. Salary re-
quirements have been kept low along with provisions to club the income
of up to four individuals.

There are four tiers - from 0 to 3 - each with its own financing limit and
interest rate. Tier 0 is meant for microfinance banks and applicants can
borrow a maximum of Rs2 million at 5% for the first five years and 7% for

the next five years. The second slab - Tier 1 - is the only option available
exclusively for the government’s much hyped NAPHDA projects with a loan
limit of Rs2.7m and a cap on the housing unit’s price at Rs3.5m. This cat-
egory also has the cheapest markup rate at 3% and 5% for the first and
second five-year periods, respectively.

The remaining two categories - Tier 2 and 3 - set maximum loan
amounts at Rs6m and Rs10m respectively at interest rates of 5%-7% and
7%-9% with no cap on the price of unit, along with a temporary relaxation
until March 2023 i.e. that the house may not necessarily be a new con-
struction. The first three slabs prescribe that the size of the house should
not be bigger than 125 sq yds (5 Marla) or a flat up to 1,250 sq ft (or in
case of Tier 1, 850 sq ft). Tier 4 is much more lenient as it allows a maxi-
mum property size of 250 sq yd for a house or 2,000 sq ft in case of a flat.

As we know, Pakistani banks have been traditionally reluctant to lend for
house building. Against this backdrop, the State Bank of Pakistan has man-
dated that at least 5% of their lending portfolio should go to housing/real es-
tate. Media reports say that the government’s new housing strategy is
working. The entire process from request to approval takes less than two
weeks. It is said that financial institutions have become more accommodat-
ing and they have relaxed the conditions for Tier 2 and 3 by eliminating new
construction requirements and raising the financing limit for the latter.

However, this relaxation on old constructions is only until March 2023,
after which any activity in the housing finance will depend on new supply.
For that, the government is hoping its amnesty to builders will help, but
looking at the grandeur of projects currently listed with the Federal Board
of Revenue (FBR) so far, there is a reason to believe that many would be
beyond the reach of an average citizen, forget the lowest income group.

Property prices are already on the rise, having gone up by over 7pc
over the last 12 months to Rs13,745 per sq ft in Karachi, according to Za-
meen’s index. The picture will be much clearer when the tier-wise appli-
cations and disbursements data are released to see if the scheme is
creating its intended impact or not. The situation needs to be closely mon-
itored to arrive at a rational decision.

Muhammad Asim Nisar

Economics

Home loan financing
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Education

Rasheed Ali

Lofty promises for 
KP schools

It had sounded good to education lovers when the Khyber-Pakhtunkhwa
provincial government announced allocating special funds for the construction,
rehabilitation and upgradation of more than 2,100 schools in the 2021-22
budget. The stated purpose of the special allocation was increasing enrolment
capacity in public sector schools by 120,000 students.

However, the hollowness of the claim was exposed when the Supreme
Court (SC) took exception to non-construction of schools that had been dam-
aged during an earthquake on October 8, 2005, killing more than 80,000 peo-
ple and leaving about 4 million others homeless.

Chief Justice Gulzar Ahmed questioned the utilisation of billions of rupees,
allocated for the reconstruction of schools after the deadly earthquake in 2005,
while hearing an appeal of a primary school teacher of Mansehra, who was
forcibly retired. The apex court issued a notice to the KP chief secretary over
non-construction of collapsed schools despite the passage of some 16 years
after the natural calamity had hit the region.

The Pakistan Tehreek-e-Insaf (PTI), which has been ruling the province
for at least 8-9 years, has always given education top priority apparently. The
party chairman, Prime Minister Imran Khan, is himself a highly educated per-
son, and he has also placed education on top of his political agenda. How
come he, and his party, absolve themselves of their responsibility of rebuilding
damaged school buildings and blame the previous governments for the enmity
towards upcoming generations?

The budget documents of FY2021-22 also disclosed plans of recruiting
20,000 teachers and 3,000 school leaders for elementary and secondary ed-
ucation. But a sheer negation of its plans came to the fore during the apex
court proceedings when the applicant informed the bench that she was a Mas-
ter’s degree holder but the KP Education Department had removed her from
service after the collapse of the school building where she was teaching, in-
stead of giving her an opportunity to continue teacher in some other school.
She informed the court that the KP service tribunal had converted the removal
of her service into a forced retirement when she submitted an application for
reinstatement. Similarly, the high court also upheld the decision of the service
tribunal.

Earlier, in April this year, Minister for Elementary and Secondary Education
Shahram Khan Tarakai had admitted in the provincial assembly that thou-
sands of teacher posts were vacant in government schools. He had an-
nounced recruiting 27,000 more teachers before the start of the new academic
session in August 2021. The promised month has arrived, but it seems the
Education Department may take a “few” more months to complete the recruit-
ment process. Earlier, the provincial government had made 25,000 ad hoc
appointments to overcome the shortage of teachers in government schools.
Their 3-year contract came to an end in 2017, after which they staged protests,
first in Peshawar and then outside Prime Minister Imran Khan’s residence in
Bani Gala for their regularisation. The issue still lingers on, thanks to the party’s
“education-loving” policies.

Coming to the budgetary allocations again, the government has promised
the provision of equipment to 97 IT labs, construct 276 science laboratories
and recruit 4,300 teachers in the newly merged districts of Khyber-
Pakhtunkhwa. A fund of Rs. 4.5 billion has also been allocated for the provi-
sion of furniture to schools in the province.

Though the latest information and data is not available, research reports
issued by Alif Ailaan almost three years back said the educational infrastruc-
ture in KP was facing wear and tear after years of neglect. More than half of
all schools in the erstwhile Federally Administered Tribal Areas (FATA) lack
water and power. According to the Independent Monitoring Unit (IMU) report
of the KP government on schools, 55% of schools did not have electricity,
while 51% of schools lack drinking water.

Around 30% did not have any toilets and a further 18% lacked boundary
walls — crucial given the security situation in the region. Over 27% of schools
in the merged districts had been closed. Around 32% of all closed schools
were girls schools, while 23% were boys schools.

The report noted that of the 14,877 teachers on paper in the 5,889 schools
and seminaries in ex-FATA, some 2,618 teachers were found absent during
the official survey. Of those, 1,243 were not authorised to be absent while 719
had sanctioned leave. A further 596 were deputed elsewhere. The report
showed that with 508,937 students enrolled in these schools, their overall stu-
dent attendance was just 62%.

It would not be out of place to note down here that of the approximately
7.1 million children between the age of 5 and 16 in KP, around 2.5 million chil-
dren are out of school. The ratio of out-of-school girls is 68%, and 32% boys
are not getting an education. The female literacy rate stands at 38%.

The budgetary allocations have also been made this financial year for the
repair of college buildings and the provision of basic facilities to them. An ad-
ministrative budget of Rs. 1 billion has been allocated for the provision of fur-
niture and petty repair works in colleges. The construction of 40 new colleges
will be completed and 30 existing colleges would be granted the status of pre-
mier college wherein all facilities of the modern era would be provided to the
students.Over Rs. 230 million has been allocated for the students of the newly
merged districts as educational scholarships, while a Skill Development Fund
will also be set up for the promotion of technical and vocational education in
the province. For special children education, the KP government announced
establishing a Centre of Excellence with Autism, district Rehmat-ul-lil-Alameen
stipends for physically challenged students, and model institutes for street
children at Dera Ismael Khan, Abbottabad, Swat and Peshawar and a school
for children with hearing and speaking difficulties in Mardan.

The new financial year has already started, but it is yet to be seen how far
the promises made with the students and parents are materialised or the lofty
promises remain unfulfilled once again?
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Extremism

Faheem Amir

Desecration of a 
Hindu temple

The latest case of the shameful desecration of
a Hindu temple in Bhong village of Rahim Yar
Khan, Punjab, has raised serious questions
about the protection of rights of minorities in
Pakistan. It also highlights the inability of law en-
forcements agencies to act timely to protect
worship places of minorities, which maligned
Pakistan’s image abroad.

The shameful and tragic incident occurred
when a mob vandalised the temple after a nine-
year-old Hindu boy was granted bail by a local
court. The boy was accused of blasphemy, be-
cause he allegedly urinated in a local seminary.
Some elders of the Hindu community tried to
solve the issue by tendering an apology to the
madrassah administration. But, their efforts
failed and some extremists instigated the peo-
ple to vandalise the temple.

A video clip that has gone viral on social
media clearly shows hundreds of charged peo-
ple vandalising the temple. The fanatic crowd can be seen smashing the
temple’s glass doors, lights, windows and ceiling fans with sticks and rods.
The idols, kept in glass cases, were also damaged by the mob. They also
blocked the Sukkur-Multan Motorway for many hours. Shops in the area
were also forcibly closed by them.

Luckily, no one was injured or killed from the Hindu community. How-
ever, the violent incident has sent a ripple of fear among the members of
the community, who are already living under insecurity. Prime Minister
Imran Khan and the National Assembly condemned the incident. In its
unanimously passed resolution on August 6, the National Assembly
termed the attack “a conspiracy to damage the soft image of the country”.

The Supreme Court of Pakistan also took suo motu notice of the inci-
dent at the request of Pakistan Hindu Council chairperson Dr Ramesh
Kumar and ordered Punjab police chief Inam Ghani and the chief secretary
to arrest the culprits involved in the attack. During the hearing, the apex
court ordered the government to recover money for the repair and restora-
tion of the temple from the accused. The apex court also criticised the po-
lice and district administration for their failure to act timely. Pakistan Chief
Justice Gulzar Ahmed said that if the administration – commissioner,
deputy commissioner, and the district police officer – could not perform
their duties, they should be removed from their posts. The CJP said police
officials did nothing while the temple was being razed and added that the
incident had tarnished Pakistan's image across the world. He wondered
what would have been the reaction of Muslims had a mosque been de-
molished in a similar fashion. He said what the Hindu community would
have felt when their temple was being demolished. The court ordered the
government to set up peace committees to promote interfaith harmony in
the area and stop such incidents from happening again.

Police registered three cases against the miscreants and arrested 52
persons, including the main accused. The temple has been completely re-

stored to its original shape and handed over back to the community. A
boundary wall is also being constructed around the temple.

The case clearly shows that society has become radicalised and a few
fanatics can ignite religious hatred and violence among the people. Due
to the pressure of extremists, the police registered a case against the
Hindu boy under the blasphemy law on July 24. The Chief Justice also
criticised the police for registering a case against an eight-year-old boy
and arresting him for alleged blasphemy. “Does an eight-year-old child
know the difference between a Hindu and a Muslim,” the CJP asked. He
also ordered the Punjab IG to dismiss the SHO responsible for arresting
the child over alleged blasphemy.

Unfortunately, the religious parties have not condemned the incident
and chose to keep quiet. Top leaders of the Milli Yakjehti Council (MYC) —
an alliance of 22 religious and political parties and organisations — have
categorically refused to condemn the vandalism and desecration of the tem-
ple, saying they were unaware of the details of the incident. “There is a
Muslim family living in front of a temple in Hyderabad. The area also housed
some Hindu families and they filed a complaint to the authorities that sac-
rificing a cow in front of the temple should not be allowed,” the newly elected
president Sahibzada Abul Khair Zubair said. “We do not deny the rights
given to minorities in Islamic laws and the laws of the country, but denying
the rights to the majority community too is not fair,” he added.

No doubt, the constitution of Pakistan ensures the protection of rights
of minorities under Articles 20 and 25. However, practically, the rights of
the minorities have never been protected in the true sense. Attacks on
temples in Karak and Bhong, objections to the construction of a temple in
Islamabad, forced conversions of underage Hindu girls in Sindh and bomb
attacks on churches clearly show that the minorities are not being treated
fairly. The state should take every pain to ensure the safety of all the peo-
ple, including its minorities, by discouraging extremism and promoting tol-
erance in society.
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It has been observed that the focus on social media has evolved globally.
Previously, we used social media to communicate with people; but as the
communication networks developed, we were also able to connect with
brands for shopping. Online stores, social commerce and e-commerce
have become more familiar to us now.

Have you ever purchased household items, health and beauty products
or any other item through the internet? Maybe, you've used the online plat-
forms to sell an old phone or laptop? If your answer is yes, you are en-
gaged with some e-commerce platform. The growth of e-commerce in
Pakistan was shared in the fourth meeting of the National E-commerce
Council (NECC). It has been informed by the Ministry of Commerce that
Pakistan’s e-commerce market size has posted a growth of over 35 per
cent in the first quarter of the fiscal year 2020-1 to Rs 96 billion, compared
to Rs 71b over the corresponding period.

Traditional commerce is buying and selling goods at a geographical lo-
cation, of which the goods can be some physical products or services.
Customers can go to the store to choose and purchase the goods or con-
tact the store to deliver them. E-commerce is buying and selling through
the internet. This form is also known as electronic commerce or internet
commerce, where goods, similar to traditional commerce, can be physical
products or services. However, customers will not directly choose but se-
lect goods through photos or product descriptions provided by the seller.
After that, the goods will be shipped to the buyer/s or some other way, de-
pending on the type of products and/or services.

Social commerce is similar to e-commerce. However, it is buying and
selling on networking websites through the use of online media and user
contributions. The rapid growth of the internet in Pakistan has led to a
change in the ways and means people buy and sell goods and services.
From social media to websites, they are continually looking for the cheap-
est and easiest place to buy things or services.

While living in the world of online buying and selling, you must have
come across the terms social commerce and e-commerce in daily life, but
do you know what they mean and how they differ from each other? E-com-
merce is an acronym that stands for "electronic commerce.'' It is a process
by which businesses and consumers sell and buy goods and services
through an electronic platform. It may be added that every business and
social medium has its own set of advantages and disadvantages while
many businesses run in several categories at the same time.

There are four different types of e-commerce business models. If you're
beginning an e-commerce venture, you'll almost surely fall into one of
these four categories.

Business to consumer (B2C) marketing refers to the methods and tech-
niques used by a corporation to promote its goods and services to individ-
ual consumers, such as developing, promoting, and distributing products
for customers to use in their daily lives. Business-to-business (B2B) mar-
keting, as the term implies, is the marketing of goods or services to other
companies and organizations. It differs from B2C marketing, which is fo-
cused on customers, in many ways. A consumer-to-business model, also
known as C2B, is a form of commerce in which a customer or end-user

sells a product or service to a company. The C2B (consumer-to-business)
model, in contrast to the more common business-to-consumer model, en-
ables companies to gain value from consumers. Customer to customer
(C2C) refers to a retail system in which one customer buys products from
another customer through the use of a third-party enterprise or website.
C2C businesses are a category of business models that occurred as a re-
sult of the development of e-commerce technologies.

Social commerce, in general, refers to the act of selling goods directly
via social media sites like Facebook, Instagram, WhatsApp and Twitter.
The overwhelming amount of Facebook buy and sell communities makes
it evident that online social interaction and online shopping are a perfect
match.

Social commerce platforms help to browse things, click, choose and
order them. The customer experience is made easier by social media
shops, which eliminates complexity from the process of purchasing has-
sles. It allows customers to quickly pick products and complete the check-
out process in just a few taps, without having to think up and enter accurate
search queries to explain one’s needs. Presently, social apps that allow
for social commerce include Instagram, Facebook, and Pinterest.

Visual satisfaction plays a huge role in purchasing a product and we've
been conditioned to receive immediate satisfaction from visual experi-
ences as a result of our social media dependence. Social media under-
stands the customer's tastes and gives a good track to social commerce.
We can see that social commerce is leading the future of shopping and
we can’t deny the fact that Gen Y will, undoubtedly, be the most significant
factor in the growth of social commerce around the world.

Social commerce is a subset of electronic commerce that involves so-
cial media and online media that supports social interaction whereas, e-
commerce means buying and selling goods, products, or services over the
internet. This is the difference between e-commerce and social commerce.
Experts believe that social commerce is leading the future of e-commerce.
Brands and retailers will use social media features to create engaging,
shareable, and immersive advertisements that help new product releases
go viral. Group-buying discounts and social competitions will improve the
consumers' experience more shortly.

In today’s evolving commerce world, establishing a long-term strategy
is essential. One should do this step-by-step and do not be limited to one
type of commerce. That is, “don’t put all your eggs in one basket.”

(The writer is a Lahore-based freelance contributor)

Social media

Huma Mir

E-commerce vs social
commerce
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As the Afghan government and the Taliban continue their struggle
over who will control Kabul, they ignore the fact that they will not
wield any legitimacy unless the Afghan people grants it to them. The
Afghan people are the sole sovereign over the country and as such,
the power is in their hands.

The current Afghan administration and the Taliban should re-
member that, unlike in the Middle Ages, today, holding political power
does not mean being a ruler but rather being a servant to the people.
When it comes to all matters of the country, including war and peace,
governance, resource exploitation, the final word belongs to the peo-
ple. During the past year, the talks between the Afghan government
and the Taliban have stalled, as the civilian casualties have mounted,
hundreds of thousands have been displaced, infrastructure has been
destroyed, the economy has been suffering, and food production and
supply have been disrupted by hostilities. This has put the lives of
millions of citizens in serious jeopardy. This must stop now.

The Afghan people can clearly see that the government and the
Taliban share a sense of indifference to the life, property and well-
being of civilians. They demand that the warring sides prove their
devotion to faith and patriotism by putting their trust in Allah Almighty and
choosing peace over violence, the national interest over narrow individual
and party interests. They demand that both sides acknowledge the inalien-
able right of the Afghan people to determine their own destiny.

By now, the United States, NATO, the international community, the peo-
ple of Afghanistan, and the warring parties have realised that there is no
military solution to the conflict. The continuation of war and relying on mili-
tary means will only result in more bloodshed and violence. An immediate
ceasefire should rank first among all priorities.

Without a political solution, peace-building, and reconciliation, the coun-
try will continue to suffer from economic underdevelopment, dysfunctional
political infrastructure, factionalism, lawlessness, and rampant corruption.
After the signing of the Doha Agreement between the US and the Taliban,
the Afghan people were hoping for speedy positive developments. After a
year of non-substantive meetings between the government and the Taliban,
the talks for an intra-Afghan peace agreement have stalled. It is evident
that without third party mediation, the negotiating parties are unable to
break the deadlock, overcome their differences, and move the peace
process forward.

This was to be expected. The 25 years of animosity between warring
factions, the losses each side has sustained, and the investment each side
has made in military victory rather than in peace can produce no other out-
come. No conflict of this severity has ever been resolved without the medi-
ation of a neutral third party anywhere in the world.

One of the main sticking points is that the Taliban wants an interim au-
thority to replace the government of President Ashraf Ghani and the imme-
diate release of several thousand incarcerated Taliban combatants. The
president and government officials, on the other hand, are concerned that
such an unconstitutional change could trigger the collapse of the state and
the dismantling of the Afghan security forces. Disagreement on the way
forward has resulted in a deadlock.

This is where the Peace Mediation Team (PMT) can come in and lead

the way out of this impasse. The PMT has arrived at a holistic approach to
negotiations after extensive research and consultation with highly qualified
conflict resolution experts, powerful tribal leaders, influential religious schol-
ars, sources close to the Taliban movement, women and youth organisa-
tions, and human rights activists.

The PMT would like to advise the government of Afghanistan that it
should be prepared to make sacrifices for the national interests and put
an end to the devastating war that is causing senseless loss of life and
misery. The PMT would like to warn the Taliban movement that a collapse
of the Afghan state will have dire consequences for Afghan citizens, and
will inevitably result in chaos and economic ruin. If the Taliban returns to
power by brute force rather than a peace process, it will likely face inter-
national isolation.

The members of the PMT are credible individuals with significant influ-
ence and reach who can convince the government of Afghanistan and the
Taliban movement that the sensible way out of the current crisis is through
a peace process owned and led by Afghans. The PMT believes the agree-
ment between the US and the Taliban signed on February 29, 2020, has
created a window of opportunity for peace in Afghanistan following decades
of military coups, Soviet occupation, civil strife, rigid rule by the Taliban, and
the US’s “war on terrorism”. The Peace Agreement has also generated re-
gional and international consensus to end the war through negotiations.

The PMT sees the regional and international support of the peace
process for resolving the war in Afghanistan as essential. It hails the role
the state of Qatar has played in the negotiation of the US-Taliban agree-
ment and is grateful to Emir Sheikh Tamim bin Hamad Al Thani for facil-
itating the talks. It also calls on Pakistan to use its diplomatic influence
over the Taliban movement to convince it to approach the peace talks in
good faith.

Only with the help of regional and international actors, and with a true
commitment to peace from the warring sides, can the current crisis be re-
solved and the stability and prosperity of Afghanistan secured.

Taj Ayubi

Conflict

Afghanistan: Peace 
demands sacrifice
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After revoking Articles 370 and 35-A of the constitution, which ensured the
state limited autonomy and territorial sovereignty, the Indian government
put Kashmir under an intense military siege. It deployed tens of thousands
of troops to the state, started arresting anyone daring who voiced their dis-
sent, imposed curfews, shut down the internet and phone lines. This suf-
focating military siege and communications blackout lasted so long that
Kashmiris could not comprehend when it ended – if it ever did – and the
COVID-19 lockdowns began.

Of course, the erosion of Kashmir’s territorial sovereignty and the rights
of its Indigenous residents did not start with the revocation of Articles 370
and 35-A. Indeed, no Indian government has ever fully honoured the con-
stitutional promises made to the Kashmiris under the auspices of the UN.
Over the years, while paying lip service to the constitution, they gradually
eroded the already limited autonomy of Kashmir and the rights of Kash-
miris through presidential decrees, statutes, and legal verdicts.

In this context, what happened two years ago in Kashmir was nothing
but the completion of a decades-old Indian settler-colonial project to
“legally” annexe the state. Now, with no constitutional impediments, the
Indian state is free to impose outright settler-colonial policies on long-suf-
fering Kashmiris with impunity and erase their identities.

And Prime Minister Narendra Modi’s Hindu nationalist BJP government has
no intention to waste any time. In the last two years, India’s settler colonialism
in Kashmir has been on steroids. After revoking the constitutional clause that
forbade non-natives from permanently settling, buying land and holding local
government jobs in Kashmir, Modi’s government swiftly introduced a fast-track
process through which non-local Indians who fit certain nominal criteria can
obtain domicile status in the state. Furthermore, it ordered local bureaucrats to
complete such applications in just 15 days and announced that those causing
any delays to the process would face monetary fines.

As a result, a large number of non-native Hindu Indian citizens obtained
residency in the predominantly Muslim region in a short period of time.
Many Kashmiris rightfully perceive this policy as an effort to alter the de-
mographic makeup of the state, and decry it as “demographic terrorism”.
Today, while there is still a salaried class of native Kashmiris, almost all
top positions in the state’s bureaucracy are filled by non-local Indians. The
situation is the same in the police force and the judiciary.

The erstwhile state of Indian-administered Kashmir, bifurcated and de-
moted to a union territory since August 5, 2019, is now being governed by
an unelected “governor”. Manoj Sinha is a former BJP minister and a mem-
ber of the Rashtriya Swayamsevak Sangh (RSS), a far-right Hindu nation-
alist organisation – with strong ties to the BJP – that aims to create an
ethnic Hindu-majority state in India. With an army of non-local bureaucrats,
police officers, judges and other officials at his service, Sinha is governing
the region with no meaningful input from its native population.

Historically, one of the Indian state’s primary policies in Kashmir has
been to cultivate a cadre of Kashmiri client politicians inherently loyal to it.
Since the late 1940’s the Kashmiri political firmament has been replete
with such characters who work to ensure Indian hegemony by weaponising
electoral politics and exploiting people’s need for basic governance. The
complete removal of Kashmir autonomy in 2019 appeared to have left
these client politicians with no real purpose or role. To remain relevant,

they formed a rag-tag front to announce their commitment to helping Kash-
mir regain its autonomy and statehood – but mostly failed to convince the
local population of their “noble” intentions.

Recently, Modi summoned these same characters to New Delhi to once
again use them as pawns in his efforts to create the illusion of a new “de-
mocratic process” in Kashmir. This was done mainly to appease interna-
tional anxieties around the dire situation unfolding in the Valley. The Modi
government has been under intense international pressure, especially from
the United States, to restore democratic processes and rights in Kashmir.
By talking to Kashmiri politicians who claim to represent the population,
the Indian state hoped to create the impression that it is still committed to
upholding democratic principles. But this does not mean the BJP trusts
Kashmir’s old collaborator-politician class. The Indian government is al-
ready working on new delimitation laws that will transform Kashmir’s Mus-
lim majority into a tiny political minority within the rubric of Indian electoral
politics. This will further obscure India’s colonial policies in Kashmir from
the international community’s view and likely result in the emergence of a
new Kashmiri client politician class that may forge stronger ties with the
Hindu-nationalists of the BJP.

On top of triggering a demographic shift and ending any semblance of
democracy in Kashmir, the Indian state also took unprecedented steps to
silence Kashmiri voices in the last two years. Today, journalism has been
reduced to a government PR exercise in Kashmir. Even basic reporting of
facts is being perceived and handled by the Indian state as a threat to the
country’s national security. A draconian media policy introduced in June
2020 gave unelected bureaucrats the power to decide what is false news
or incitement and to de-empanel (deny official recognition and access to)
journalists and media outlets. Moreover, it allowed them to prevent “non-
compliant” outlets from obtaining government advertisements – a major
source of funding for many newspapers.

Censorship and surveillance have been rife in Kashmir for decades
but, since August 2019, it is fully institutionalised and legalised. Journalists
are routinely being incarcerated, beaten, humiliated and harassed for
merely doing their jobs. Recently some have even been booked under ter-
ror charges after being accused of incitement, sympathising with the re-
sistance movement and spreading “fake news”.

Opinion

Ather Zia

Kashmiris in India 
are still suffering
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Samuel Bashfield

On August 3, Al Jazeera published an extensive investigation into the de-
velopment of a military facility on North Agaléga island, which is part of the
island nation of Mauritius. It revealed that Indian workers are laying the
groundwork for what is expected to be an Indian naval military facility.

Although both the Mauritian and Indian governments are denying it, doc-
uments and witness accounts Al Jazeera has obtained indicate the con-
struction of various infrastructure purposed for military activities, especially
surveillance. India asserts that these new facilities are part of its Security
and Growth for All in the Region (SAGAR) policy, which aims to increase
maritime cooperation between countries in the region. Mauritius, for its part,
has indicated that its coast guard personnel will use the new facilities.

But it is clear that the Indian investment of $250m in developing an air-
field, port, and communications hub on this remote island is not aimed at
helping Mauritius develop its capacity to police its territorial waters. North
and South Agaléga islands, which are home to approximately 300 ethnically
Creole Agaléens, are located in the strategically important southwestern part
of the Indian Ocean. The area is currently a blind spot for the Indian Navy
and by building a military facility in it, New Delhi hopes to expand its maritime
domain awareness.

The most important new infrastructure on the atoll is a 3,000-metre run-
way, and considerable apron for aircraft. Under construction also are sizable
jetty facilities in deeper water, and what looks like barracks and fields which
could be used by military personnel. The outpost at Agaléga will be useful to
support the operation of India’s fleet of Boeing P-8I maritime surveillance air-
craft. The US-made P-8, based on the Boeing 737 passenger aircraft, is a
cutting-edge maritime patrol aircraft, tasked with anti-submarine warfare, anti-
surface warfare, and intelligence, surveillance and reconnaissance missions.

While these aircraft have an anti-shipping and submarine strike function,
their peace-time utility is derived from the sophisticated sensors, command
and control systems, radars, and intelligence-gathering equipment utilised
on routine missions.

The vastness of the Indian Ocean means that P-8s and other maritime
surveillance aircraft require airfields and refuelling facilities at staging points,
which is where facilities like those on North Agaléga island come in.

And Agaléga is not the only Indian Ocean island modified for P-8 use.
For instance, military facilities on India’s Andaman and Nicobar Islands in
the northeastern Indian Ocean, at the junction of the Bay of Bengal and the
Andaman Sea, were also enhanced to better support India’s patrol aircraft
missions.

In peace time, effective maritime domain awareness helps establish in-
ternational partnerships with like-minded militaries and also acts as a deter-
rent to both state and non-state adversaries, by signalling reach and an
intention to safeguard interests in a selected area. By better understanding
existing and incoming maritime threats, a government can better plan and
respond.

In times of conflict, knowing the location of enemy ships and submarines,
without being detected in the process, creates a significant advantage. While
India may publicly justify its effort and expense to build maritime domain
awareness in the Indian Ocean with combating piracy, developing search
and rescue capabilities or even providing small states with capacity-building

assistance, China’s naval forays into this region is the true motivator for its
expanding naval presence.

The Indian Ocean is now increasingly contested. Despite its Diego Gar-
cia base, the United States no longer enjoys predominance in this increas-
ingly multipolar region – in which no one power wields hegemonic influence.

In recent years, China has increased naval deployments into the Indian
Ocean, developed what some analysts call a “string of pearls” – a network
of military and commercial facilities along the Indian Ocean littorals, effec-
tively encircling India – and even established its first overseas naval base in
Djibouti.

Given China’s recent Indian Ocean deployments, its vast military mod-
ernisation programme, its recent conduct on the India-China Himalayan bor-
der, and its demonstration of coercive statecraft on the international stage
in general, India is logically eager to inhibit Chinese naval presence in the
Indian Ocean.

As a result, India – in coordination with the United States, Australia and
even France – is undertaking efforts to surveil the Indian Ocean to directly
deter and limit China’s ability to operate in this region. The southwestern
part of the ocean, in particular, is of increasing strategic importance due to
economically vital shipping routes passing through the Mozambique Chan-
nel and around southern Africa, which China also uses for its energy im-
ports.

In this sense, the facilities at Agaléga would enable India to keep an eye
on this part of the ocean and will constitute a key staging post in the Indian
maritime domain awareness network. It is important insofar as it will enable
Indian eyes in the sky across the southwest Indian Ocean, which policymak-
ers in Delhi hope will restrain Chinese encroachment.

Time will tell exactly how India will make use of these facilities on Agaléga
once completed later this year. Project specifics are still being tightly held
by both the Indian and Mauritian governments. Whether or not China is de-
terred by India’s surveillance efforts, Agaléga is now a pawn in this new era
of major power competition across the Indian Ocean and indeed the wider
Indo-Pacific region.

Opinion

Why is India building a military
base on Agaléga island?
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Islamophobia

Andrew Mitrovica

Trudeau’s test

In the jaundiced judgement of a succession of Canadian governments,
“Muslim” is just another six-letter word for “guilty”.

If you question the truth of that blunt indictment, then let me introduce
Hassan Diab. Since 2008, the Lebanese-born Canadian academic, hus-
band and father of four has had to endure – with the complicity of Conser-
vative and Liberal governments that were duty-bound to defend the
67-year-old Muslim’s rights and interests – a bizarre, sinister ordeal that
would swallow others whole into a pit of despair and resignation.

Still, for 13 years, Diab has indeed endured – sustained by a family’s
love, a lawyer’s steadfast defence of his innocence and the support of fel-
low Canadians who know that he is a victim of not only a blatant injustice,
but the twisted contrivances and connivance of powerful French and Cana-
dian officials and malevolent “interest groups” intent on collecting another
Muslim scalp in the perpetual “war on terror”.

How and when Diab’s long, surreal odyssey from sociology professor
to accused terrorist ends is a tangible test of whether Prime Minister Justin
Trudeau is serious about confronting Islamophobia however and wherever
it manifests itself or if he will continue to spout pleasant-sounding bromides
while another Muslim-Canadian’s life is rendered cheap and disposable.

Mr Prime Minister, one-day “summits” to combat Islamophobia will not
do. And there is no doubt that Trudeau has the power to end Diab’s earthly
hell – now. Trudeau has the power to right the litany of wrongs visited on
Diab and end the grievous pain, uncertainty and turmoil he, his wife and
children have weathered with remarkable grace and patience. Trudeau
has the power finally to put the fate of a persecuted Muslim Canadian
ahead of the egregious misconduct of French prosecutors and the blinding
animus of religious zealots more interested in exacting revenge than
achieving justice.

Diab’s state-sanctioned, transatlantic crucifixion began in 2008. At the
behest of French authorities, Canada’s ever compliant federal police, the
RCMP, arrested Diab in connection with a lethal bombing outside a Paris
synagogue in 1980.

Based largely on flimsy conjecture, Diab was jailed in Canada – his
adopted home – for three months and released only on condition that he
and his partner pay the $2,800 monthly cost for the GPS device monitoring
his whereabouts 24/7. “I don’t think (Diab) would have been detained (in
2008) had he been anything but a Muslim Canadian,” retired lawyer and
Board member of the British Columbia Civil Liberties Association, Paul
Tetrault, told the Toronto Star. Tetrault is, of course, right.

Later, that indignity would be compounded by the revelation that Diab’s
arrest was predicated on a lie. At the time, French officials – whose laser-
beam-like interest in Diab had been ignited in 1999 by secret “intelligence”
of murky provenance – insisted that they could not recover usable finger-
prints from a Paris hotel registry believed to have been completed by the
bomber. Years later, a French magistrate admitted that a usable print had,
in fact, been retrieved. Turns out, Diab was not a match.

Meanwhile, French prosecutors sought Diab’s extradition not to face
charges, mind you, but to be the chief suspect of a myopic inquiry con-
ducted by the same reckless bureaucrats who withheld potentially (and ul-
timately) exculpatory evidence.

For six years, Diab fought to stave off extradition being argued on
France’s behalf in an Ontario court by Government of Canada lawyers who
worked hard to hand-deliver a vulnerable Muslim Canadian to mollify Paris.
In the midst of his lonely, financially and emotionally draining struggle to

remain free and in Canada, Diab was booted from his job as a lecturer at
Carleton University in Ottawa – a sorry act of cowardice and capitulation
by administrators swayed by a due process-allergic Jewish advocacy
group whose crowing leader wanted Diab out to protect, apparently, the
young. “The last place in the world where this man (Diab) belongs is a uni-
versity classroom, in front of impressionable students.”

Back in court, Justice Robert Maranger dismissed the so-called “intel-
ligence” the French relied on to train their crosshairs on Diab as “argument,
speculation and analysis, and not evidence”.

The only “evidence” entered to tie Diab indirectly to the bombing was
handwriting “analysis” of a few words the suspected bomber allegedly
wrote on that hotel register. Two “experts” insisted that the handwriting
samples were a match. One fatal problem: some of the handwriting sam-
ples the experts compared against the hotel register belonged not to Diab,
but to his ex-wife. Frantic, the French promptly ditched their once unim-
peachable specialists and submitted another report claiming to confirm the
“findings” of the discredited earlier reports. Five other experts testified that
all of the so-called “forensic analysis” was bunk and any objective review
would exclude, not incriminate, Diab as a suspect.

Despite ruling that the handwriting “analysis” was “very problematic”
and the case – such that it was – against Diab was “weak … (with) suspect
conclusions” that, taken together, made “the prospects of conviction in the
context of a fair trial seem unlikely”, Justice Maranger reluctantly agreed
to Diab’s extradition, citing Canada’s poorly conceived extradition laws.

So, when the Supreme Court of Canada refused, inexplicably, to hear
his appeal, Diab was shipped to France in 2014 – one more expendable
Muslim Canadian sacrificed to burnish the “tough on terror” credentials of
craven politicians who instantly considered Diab a “terrorist”, not a citizen
worthy of protection.

Diab spent three years and two months in a maximum-security prison
– much of that time in solitary confinement – without charge, while French
investigative magistrates probed the bombing.

By 2017, four French anti-terror magistrates had issued, collectively,
eight separate orders to release Diab from custody. They dismissed the
handwriting analysis as worthless and established that Diab had likely
been studying and writing exams in Lebanon during the dates the bomber
was thought to be in Paris. One magistrate wrote his findings “cast serious
doubt” on the prosecutor’s brief against Diab.
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The quality of higher education in Pakistan has deteriorated during the last decade,

pulling down the ranking of Pakistani universities internationally. In spite of vigorous

agenda and investments by the government, none of the top 10 universities ranked by

the Higher Education Commission (HEC) in 2015 were placed amongst the top 500

universities in the global ranking of 2016.

Only two Pakistani universities managed to grab a position among the top 500 in the

QS international ranking of 2018-19. Ironically, the HEC stopped ranking universities

after 2015, leaving most of the students of higher education with no credible informa-

tion for their academic future. Some major functions of the HEC include developing

policies and guidelines for higher education institutions (HEIs), evaluating their per-

formance, supporting their linkages with industry for research, providing funding to

public-sector HEIs, and facilitating the development of educational programmes in line

with the needs of the employment market. Unfortunately, it has failed time and again.

For instance, the quality assurance agency (QAA) within the HEC was established to

promote, enhance and assure the quality of higher education across HEIs. But, the

credibility of assessment, verification and validation of quality provisions by QAA led

the HEC to stop ranking the HEIs at all.

The demand for higher education in Pakistan resulted in the mushroom growth of

higher education and degree-awarding institutions during the last couple of decades.

With a consistent rise in tuition fees and other related charges, higher education be-

came a profitable venture, with private-sector institutions expanding their infrastructure

and providing facilities to the students to attract and maximise enrolments. Public-sec-

tor institutions also took advantage of this to strengthen their income source. But, the

HEIs did not introduce new policies in line with the emerging market trends and kept

relying on the declining support of the government for major areas of improvement.

The rationale for increasing the number of PhD researchers in a knowledge-based

economy is to develop capacity for research and development in higher education sys-

tems. Scale and quality of research and supporting infrastructure foster demand for an

industry-academia relationship, with the technology-absorption capacity of the indus-

tries and research output in the universities matching each other.

The HEIs, instead of creating demand for PhDs in the industrial sector, cultivated

means to drain the potential of research scholars by providing them non-research-

based career options. Foreign-funded PhD programmes were not encouraged mainly

because many Pakistani scholars either preferred not to return or found interest in

management positions rather than contributing to the scholarly work. Globally, higher

education systems are transforming education for sustainable development concepts

to meet post-Covid challenges and improve future prospects, whereas the institutions

at our end, like HEC, QAA, the National Academy for Higher Education, and the Office

of Research, Innovation and Commercialisation, are focused on strengthening the pre-

vailing system which has no logical relationship with the prevalent economic needs.

There is no doubt that the future of nations rests with the potential of skilled and edu-

cated youth. The HEC, as a legitimate body, is consuming a bulk of public funds to

support the HEIs which are unable to align higher education with the present economic

needs. Public-sector HEIs proclaim decreasing funding support of the government as

the only reason for their low performance and deviation from their mandated roles.

Widespread mismanagement, corrupt practices and injudicious use of resources in the

HEIs should be reviewed in the larger public interest.

Nadeem Hassan

Islamabad

Low-quality higher education
Globalisation, a term familiar to many but having distinct

meaning for everyone, pushed the nations to trade faster,

deeper and cheaper. Overcoming traditional, political,

economic and geographical boundaries, it has expanded

itself and touched the peak point.

It changed people’s life and nations’ economy. At its very

beginning, its sole aim was to reduce the wealth inequali-

ties, especially in the developed countries, such as the

United States, but its outcome was totally opposite; the

wealth inequalities actually increased. The multinational

companies have capitalised on globalisation by expand-

ing rapidly outside their home markets owing to which

benefits have not been shared equally. Its assumed ad-

vantages were misdirected. For example, world debt-to-

GDP ratio increased and reached the highest level for the

first time after the Napoleonic Wars.

The global financial crisis too was the result of such mis-

management. Before the Covid outbreak, it was predicted

by many that globalisation would lead to economic growth

and it is the only way towards development. Perhaps the

socio-economic world shook us with the pandemic. From

smart phones to food, today’s globalised trading system has

grown to rely on long and complex supply chains. But the

pandemic has played havoc. It has posed major and newer

challenges. It has shaken the foundations of labour-intensive

industries, such as garments. About 43 million people only in

Asia used to work in the clothing industry. During the pan-

demic, the industry has so far lost $2.5 trillion.

Similarly, it has shaken globalisation and further exposed

the frailties of the global world order. The globalised world

did not witness a collaborative strategy to confront the

pandemic. There is no common response for Covid,

which is a common enemy of the world community. The

world seems to be moving towards collaborations based

on values. This is beginning to happen, albeit slowly. On

the other hand, internationally, the power that propelled

the world to its highest level of globalisation ever, the US,

is backing away from its role as the global policeman and

trade champion, which is a clear evidence that globalisa-

tion is taking a nosedive.

It is a fact that globalisation never really helped anyone

but a handful of large corporations and countries. Hence,

it is the right time for the developing states to reboot the

system, build local capacity and promote local production

to create more resilient societies with localised economy

because the post-Covid world is likely to be a far more

fractious and regionalised one.

Muhammad Saifullah

Shikarpur

End of globalization?
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A hammerhead shark baby boom near
Florida hints at a historic nursery

Polar bears sometimes bludgeon walruses
to death with stones or ice

Lesley Evans Ogden Gloria Dickie
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It seems like an unlikely
place for a nursery of
endangered hammer-
head sharks, but a
recreational hot spot
just off the coast of
Miami may host a
school of these pre-
cious babies. If con-
firmed, the nursery would be the first ever identified in U.S. Atlantic
waters for this iconic shark species.
Finding an endangered shark nursery in a vast ocean is like finding a
needle in a haystack. While scientists have used satellites to track mi-
grations of adult great hammerheads (Sphyrna mokarran), where the
sharks breed and give birth and where babies grow up is still “a bit of a
mystery,” says shark scientist Catherine Macdonald of the University of
Miami. Macdonald investigates where and how sharks can thrive in areas
that are heavily impacted by humans. One of those areas is Florida’s
Biscayne Bay, a popular spot for fishing and boating that is polluted by
urban runoff. There, she and colleagues regularly survey shark abun-
dance and diversity using a catch-and-release system: Sharks that get
hooked on baited lines are reeled in, documented, tagged and put back
into the water. Discovering a potential hammerhead shark nursery was
an accident. The team got its first inkling of something special in June
2018, when researchers caught a juvenile great hammerhead — an in-
teresting anomaly. In a decade of surveying, the team had never cap-
tured a hammerhead in these waters, says David Shiffman, a marine
biologist at Arizona State University who is based in Washington, D.C.
Several months later, the team caught another young hammerhead.
Over the next year and a half, “we kept catching them every few months,”
Macdonald says. 

Walruses, weighing as much
as 1,300 kilograms with
huge tusks and nearly im-
penetrable skulls, are almost
impossible for a hungry polar
bear to kill. But new research
suggests that some polar
bears have invented a work-
around — bashing walruses on the head with a block of stone or ice.
For more than 200 years, Inuit in Greenland and the eastern Canadian
Arctic have told stories of polar bears using such tools to aid in killing
walruses. Yet explorers, naturalists and writers often dismissed such
accounts, relegating them to myth along with tales about shape-shifting
bears. The persistence of these reports, including one report from an
Inuk hunter in the late 1990s, coupled with photos of a male polar bear
named GoGo at a Japanese zoo using tools to obtain suspended meat
compelled Ian Stirling and colleagues to investigate further. “It’s been
my general observation that if an experienced Inuit hunter tells you that
he’s seen something, it’s worth listening to and very likely to be correct,”
says Stirling, one of the world’s leading polar bear biologists. The re-
searchers reviewed historical, secondhand observations of tool use in
polar bears reported by Inuit hunters to explorers and naturalists as well
as recent observations by Inuit hunters and non-Inuit researchers and
documented observations of GoGo and brown bears — polar bears’
closest relatives — using tools in captivity to access food. This review
suggests that tool use in wild polar bears, though infrequent, does occur
in the case of hunting walruses because of their large size, the re-
searchers report. “Really, the only species you would want to bonk on
the head with a piece of ice would be a walrus,” says Andrew Derocher,
director of the Polar Bear Science Lab at the University of Alberta in Ed-
monton, Canada, who wasn’t involved with the new study. 
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Most people probably have more early childhood memories than they are
fully aware of, and retrieving those early experiences is easier to prompt
than previously thought, according to Carole Peterson, MD, of Memorial Uni-
versity of Newfoundland in St. John's, Canada.
Most people have more memories from their preschool years than is widely
believed, says Peterson, who has been studying childhood amnesia — the
total or relative lack of early memory — for more than 20 years. "We had
this model that there was one memory that essentially is the beginning, the
watershed, the boundary, and that's the start of your event memory," ex-
plains Peterson. But most people likely have more childhood memories than
they are currently recalling and could go back even further, says Peterson,
who recently wrote a review of research into early memory.
When people are asked to recall more memories, they often start self-cueing
and are able retrieve even earlier events. In fact, Peterson's research has
shown that a person's earliest memories — confirmed by parents — often
occurred a year earlier than reported, so at an average of 2-and-a-half years
of age, rather than 3-and-a-half.
Mental error with inaccurate perceptions of time is called the telescope effect
and happens when people recall the timing of an event differently than when
it actually happened, Peterson explains. "People develop a life story that
gives their life meaning," says Peterson. "It's who they are, what they are.
Their early events go into that life story." If memories play an important role

in our sense of self, then understanding memory is important, too, she adds.
Besides helping to construct a life narrative, memories — especially early
ones — can be helpful when criminal investigation is necessary.
Until recently, accounts from children younger than 7 were often thought to
be unreliable because it was not clear that they were able to distinguish fact
from fantasy. "Now children as young as 3 are seen as credible witnesses
in court," Peterson says.

Easing of pandemic-era restrictions on masking and social distancing may
increase the chances a vaccine-resistant strain of the coronavirus
emerges, according to a new study.
Although vaccination is the best strategy to control viral spread, we must
also change our behavior and mindset to stay ahead of vaccine-resistant
strains, according to the four authors of the report. "We have become ac-
customed to thinking of the pandemic from the point of view of epidemiol-
ogy, and advised to reduce transmission and the number of people getting
sick and the death rate,” co-author Fyodor Kondrashov, PhD, an evolution-
ary biologist at the Institute of Science and Technology in Austria, said at
a press briefing. “As the pandemic spreads across years, there will be a
new dimension to our thinking, both for policymakers and the public. And
that's the evolutionary perspective."
The coming "change of mentality" that Kondrashov foresees should reas-
sure people that masking and social distancing even after being vaccinated
is vital. "It decreases the possibility that a vaccine-resistant strain is running
around. We're not just trying to prevent the spread, but the evolution of
novel variants, which are so rare at this point that we haven't yet identified
them," he said. The researchers simulated the probability that a vaccine-
resistant strain will emerge in a population of 10 million individuals over 3
years, with vaccinations beginning after the first year. For eight scenarios,
rates of infection, recovery, death, vaccination, and mutation, and the per-
centage of individuals with resistant viral strains were factors in the model.
The model also simulated waves of low and high transmission, similar to
the effects of large-scale interventions such as lockdowns. "Every infected
individual is like a mini-bioreactor, increasing the risk that mutations will
appear that will endow the virus with the property of avoiding the immune
system primed by a vaccine," he said. Not as obvious, Rello added, is that

when most people are vaccinated, a vaccine-resistant strain has an ad-
vantage over the original strain and spreads faster.
But we can stop it, he said. "Our model shows that if at the time a vaccine
campaign is close to finishing and nonpharmacological interventions are
maintained, then there's a chance to completely remove the vaccine-re-
sistant mutations from the virus population,” he said. In scenarios where a
resistant strain became established, resistance initially emerged after
about 60% of the population had been vaccinated. That makes nonphar-
maceutical interventions such as masking and social distancing vitally im-
portant. Just under 50% of the U.S. population over the age of 12 has been
fully vaccinated, according to the CDC.
"We hope for the best, that vaccine resistance has not developed, but cau-
tion that evolution is a very powerful force, and maintaining some precau-
tions during vaccination may help to control that evolution," said
Kondrashov. 

Earliest childhood memories can go back even further

Vaccination alone won’t stop rise of resistant variants

Sofia Bening

Ricki Lewis
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Spirit Untamed
Ben Travis

There’s no horse narration
this time – the central char-
acter isn’t Spirit himself,
but adventurous teen
Lucky Prescott (Instant
Family’s Isabela Merced),
forced to move to the fron-
tier town of Miradero and
move in with her grief-
stricken father (Jake Gyllenhaal), having been brought up by her aunt (Ju-
lianne Moore) and grandfather (Joe Hart) after her mother died in a
horse-based circus act gone wrong. There, she forms a connection with a
certain bucking bronco – and with fellow plucky kids Abigail (Mckenna
Grace) and Pru (Marsai Martin), who help her curb the stallion’s wilder im-
pulses. But when a bunch of bandits (led by Walton Goggins’ Hendricks)
have their eyes set on rustling up Spirit for a quick buck, the three girls are
forced to venture out and save their four-legged friend. If it sounds like
Chloé Zhao’s The Rider for youngsters, as Lucky bonds with Spirit one
juicy apple at a time, Spirit Untamed can’t live up to that promise. Despite
its title, the film couldn’t feel tamer – the character models look cheap and
plasticky, bearing a straight-to-DVD simplicity, and the wilderness surround-
ing Miradero never actually feels wild. The animation largely lacks flair or
originality, save one sequence in which Lucky encounters a zoetrope of
her mum’s old circus act. The script, too, is sub-par – wasting its starry cast
on unsubtle dialogue (“You stay away from that horse! No horses!” Lucky’s
dad tells her), on-the-nose platitudes, and a formulaic plot.

Jungle Cruise
Helen O'Hara

Sometimes, it’s not the reboots
and remakes that make you de-
spair of Hollywood’s lack of orig-
inality. Sometimes it’s a
theoretically original film like this,
another attempt to turn a Dis-
neyland ride into a big-screen
franchise. As you watch Jaume Collet-Serra’s adventure, you’re haunted
by the unpleasant feeling that this is a supposedly fun thing that’s already
been done before. It’s only thanks to Dwayne Johnson and Emily Blunt
that the result holds the attention, and it’s a credit to them that it’s enter-
taining at all. The ride that inspired this is a slightly insipid glide past an-
imatronic animals. For the big screen we’re in the Amazon in 1916, where
Captain Frank (Johnson) is engaged to take scientist Lily (Blunt) on a
hunt for “el flor de la luna”, a mythical flower that can cure all ills. Her
brother MacGregor (Jack Whitehall, about whom the less said the better)
is along for the ride as they follow in the footsteps of conquistador Aguirre
(Edgar Ramirez). If you enjoyed Rachel Weisz’s plucky librarian in The
Mummy, you’ll love Blunt’s plucky scientist, also tottering about on a li-
brary ladder and railing against the sexist scholars who won’t grant her
the academic recognition she deserves. Johnson’s scoundrel captain,
meanwhile, may recall a certain Corellian smuggler, or a Caribbean pi-
rate. He shares a loose moral sense with both, drives a beaten-up craft
that he claims is the fastest in the sector, and is in hock to a rich local
boss (Paul Giamatti, wasted). 

The Suicide Squad
Olly Richards

The Suicide Squad is a fun-
damentally absurd idea. It
has second tier (or below)
DC supervillains, with fre-
quently dumb powers,
teaming up to do secret
government missions. Even
in a world of people flying
around in their underpants, that is ridiculous. David Ayer’s 2016 film didn’t
really respect that absurdity. It tried to bend the concept to fit the standard
superhero mould, keen to find the goodness in its bad guys and with pre-
cious little sense of humour about the whole thing. James Gunn gets it.
His take on The Suicide Squad is unashamedly silly, but crucially never
stupid, and keeps the baddies at least morally murky. Most importantly,
its primary aim is to be really, really fun. Technically this is a sequel to
Ayer's piece, but that film’s plot was such an incomprehensible mess that
it’s quite simple for Gunn to largely ignore it. The addition of “The” to the
beginning of the title seems a less than subtle instruction to consider this
the real deal and the last one just a clumsy test run. That was merely a
Suicide Squad. After a swift explanation of the concept —Amanda Waller
(Viola Davis), the head of a US black-ops outfit, recruits incarcerated vil-
lains to do dangerous missions in exchange for time off their sentences
— Gunn shows us that the Suicide Squad has significantly expanded.
Still around are Harley Quinn (Margot Robbie), Captain Boomerang (Jai
Courtney) and Waller’s right-hand man, Rick Flag (Joel Kinnaman, al-
lowed to do more than scowl this time).

Zola
Hanna Flint

In 2015, A’ziah ‘Zola’ King
fired out a 148-tweet thread
about her messy weekend in
Florida and Hollywood was
clamouring for it. “Y’all wanna
hear a story about how me
and this bitch fell out?” King’s
opening tweet declared. “It’s
kind of long, but it’s full of suspense.” At 90 minutes, the film adaptation is
a reasonable length, but co-writer and director Janicza Bravo uses much
style and intrigue to serve up an unreliable narrator for the social media age.
The sensational embellishments of #TheStory recommended itself to the
surrealist approach of Bravo, which she employed for her 2017 feature
debut Lemon and again for this fever-dream escapade exposing the darker
corners of US life. For as much as this is a black comedy designed to amuse
and titillate, it is also a damning indictment of a society that frequently leaves
women at the mercy of the whims of disreputable men. The film opens like
a romantic fantasy. Composer Mica Levi’s fluttering harp motif evokes a but-
terfly-in-your-belly feel as two women fall hard for each other after a chance
encounter. When Zola (Taylour Paige) meets Stefani (Riley Keough) at her
restaurant day job, it’s clear their relationship is a sisterly connection, forged
during an evening of stripping at a local club and sealed through Stefani’s
repeated exclamations of “sis!” as they girl-talk into the early hours. Their
language uses African-American Vernacular English that could only be ar-
ticulated by writers authentically engaged in the culture. 
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A Town Called Solace
Mary Lawson

Set in the frozen north of Canada in 1972, this
is a beautiful Booker Prize longlisted novel
about painful histories that need reckoning with
and the moments in life when we can change
for the better.Clara's sister is missing. Angry,
rebellious Rose had a row with their mother,
stormed out of the house and simply disap-
peared. Seven-year-old Clara, isolated by her
distraught parents' efforts to protect her from
the truth, is grief-stricken and bewildered. Liam
Kane, newly divorced, newly unemployed,
newly arrived in this small northern town, moves into the house next door,
a house left to him by an old woman he can barely remember, and within
hours gets a visit from the police. It seems he's suspected of a crime.At
the end of her life Elizabeth Orchard is thinking about a crime too, one
committed thirty years ago that had tragic consequences for two families
and in particular for one small child. 

The Promise
Damon Galgut

The Promise charts the crash and burn of a white
South African family, living on a farm outside Pre-
toria. The Swarts are gathering for Ma's funeral.
The younger generation, Anton and Amor, detest
everything the family stand for - not least the failed
promise to the Black woman who has worked for
them her whole life. After years of service, Salome
was promised her own house, her own land, yet
somehow, as each decade passes, that promise
remains unfulfilled. The narrator's eye shifts and
blinks: moving fluidly between characters, flying
into their dreams; deliciously lethal in its observa-
tion. And as the country moves from old deep divisions to its new so-called
fairer society, the lost promise of more than just one family hovers behind
the novel's title. In this story of a diminished family, sharp and tender emo-
tional truths hit home. Confident, deft and quietly powerful, The Promise
is literary fiction at its finest.

The Enigma of Capital
David Harvey

For three centuries the capitalist system has
shaped western society, informed its rulers,
and conditioned the lives of its people. Has the
time come to move beyond it? Using his unri-
valled knowledge of the subject, Harvey lays
bare the follies of the international financial
system, looking at the nature of capitalism,
how it works and why sometimes it doesn't. He
examines the vast flows of money that surge
round the world in daily volumes well in excess
of the sum of all its economies. He looks at the
cycles of boom and bust in the world's housing
and stock markets and shows that periodic episodes of meltdown are not
only inevitable in the capitalist system but essential to its survival. The
Enigma of Capital is a timely call-to-arms for the end of capitalism, and
makes a compelling case for a new social order that would allow us to
live within a system that could be responsible, just and humane.

Second Place
Rachel CusRachel Cusk

A woman invites a famed artist to visit the re-
mote coastal region where she lives, in the
belief that his vision will penetrate the mys-
tery of her life and landscape. Over the
course of one hot summer, his provocative
presence provides the frame for a study of fe-
male fate and male privilege, of the geome-
tries of human relationships, and of the
struggle to live morally between our internal
and external worlds. With its examination of
the possibility that art can both save and de-
stroy us, Second Place is deeply affirming of
the human soul, while grappling with its darkest demons.

China Room
Sunjeev Sahota

Mehar, a young bride in rural 1929 Punjab, is
trying to discover the identity of her new hus-
band. She and her sisters-in-law, married to
three brothers in a single ceremony, spend
their days hard at work in the family's “china
room”, sequestered from contact with the
men. When Mehar develops a theory as to
which of them is hers, a passion is ignited that
will put more than one life at risk. Spiralling
around Mehar's story is that of a young man
who in 1999 travels from England to the now-
deserted farm, its “china room” locked and barred. In enforced flight from
the traumas of his adolescence - his experiences of addiction, racism, and
estrangement from the culture of his birth - he spends a summer in painful
contemplation and recovery, finally gathering the strength to return home.

The Fortune Men

Mahmood Mattan is a fixture in Cardiff's
Tiger Bay, 1952, which bustles with Somali
and West Indian sailors, Maltese business-
men and Jewish families. He is a father,
chancer, some-time petty thief. He is many
things, in fact, but he is not a murderer. So
when a shopkeeper is brutally killed and all
eyes fall on him, Mahmood isn't too worried.
It is true that he has been getting into trouble
more often since his Welsh wife Laura left
him. But Mahmood is secure in his inno-
cence in a country where, he thinks, justice
is served. 




