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Economics

Crushed hopes
Shahid Hussain

The Pakistan Tehreek-i-Insaf (PTI) government has increased drug prices
for the 11th time in its three-year tenure. Federal Minister for Interior Sheikh
Rashid says he realised medicine prices had skyrocketed only after he fell ill
recently. The rupee has plunged to all-time low against the US dollar which
further pushed up consumer prices. Electricity prices have also doubled in a
year, even for lifeline consumers. Flour and sugar are still not available at official rates, despite tall claims of the government.
Remember, it all came from a government, which had promised to bring
about a revolution in the lives of the common people. Instead, it has overburdened them and they are suffering more badly. They have been forced to
miss the past governments, which Prime Minister Imran Khan called corrupt
and inapt. The problem is that the government is not interested in solving
public problems rising prices and unemployment while it claims to have
put the country on the path to prosperity.
According to the Pakistan Bureau of Statistics (PBS), an upward swing in
consumer prices continued in November as inflation edged up to 11.5pc from
9.2pc, the highest increase noted in the past 20 months influenced by a record
hike in fuel prices. The massive rupee depreciation fuelled import-led inflation.
Inflation, measured by the Consumer Price Index (CPI), increased to its highest level in 20 months — the period when global oil prices kept rising steadily
undermining earlier gains. At the same time, prices of fresh vegetables, fruits
and meat have also registered a persistent increase in major urban and rural
centres. The average inflation during the July-November period rose to 9.32pc
on a yearly basis. As international fuel prices have started rising again, it will
trigger another wave of price-hike in the country.
The ministry of finance, in its average Monthly Economic Indicator (MEI)
report, also warned of impending risks including the concerns of the policymakers about the inflationary effects and the resulting policy response. It estimated the average monthly growth at around 5pc during the first five months
of the current fiscal year, despite inflationary pressures and consequent tightening of policies. However, it said inflation may ease out in the coming
months due to the declining commodity prices in the global market. In addition, relief may also come from continuous government efforts to soften food
prices in the local markets by following appropriate fiscal and monetary policies. “While these developments and policies may keep the monthly price
dynamics in check, the current stress on the trade balance is expected to
soften, easing exchange rate pressure and subsequently stabilising monthon-month inflation,” it observed.
People complain that past governments at least made efforts to bring
prices down, while the PTI government has surrendered before profiteers
and hoarders. The government claims its policies are aimed at providing
relief to the common man. In his recent address to highlight the achievements of his government, Prime Minister Imran Khan claimed that people
were more prosperous today than the past. It amounts to rubbing salt into
the wounds of the common people. As inflation continues to increase, the
common people have reached the conclusion that the government has no
qualms about overburdening them and leaving them at the mercy of profiteers and hoarders.
Flour prices have been continuously rising; it becomes costlier by at least
Rs2/kg every fortnight. It did not happen during past governments. They at
least took measures to stabilize prices, while the PTI government has left
people at the mercy of profiteers and hoarders. They are free to charge people at their will. Earlier, the federal cabinet allowed a hike in prices of 37 medicines being produced domestically, while allowing slight changes in prices
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of 13 others. It was the 11th time the PTI government increased drug prices.
According to the Asian Development Bank, inflation is higher in Pakistan
as compared to the other countries of South Asia. It raised its inflation forecast
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. In its latest report, the Asian Development Bank said the rural extreme poverty rate was five times higher than urban extreme poverty rate in
Pakistan. In its latest report, "Key indicators for Asia and the Pacific 2021", it
said that comparing 2020 to 2019, food inflation increased in 29 of the 41 reporting economies, of which 17 posted food inflation of five percent or higher.
The largest increases in food price inflation were observed mostly in
lower-middle income economies such as Pakistan (11.3 percentage points),
Sri Lanka (10.6 percentage points), the Kyrgyz Republic (10.3 percentage
points), and Bhutan (7.8 percentage points). The economies that reported
the largest declines in the CPI growth rates from 2019 to 2020 were Myanmar
(-5.1 percentage points); Fiji (-4.4 percentage points); Turkmenistan (-3.3
percentage points); Mongolia (-2.9 percentage points); Hong Kong, China (2.6 percentage points); and Samoa (-2.6 percentage points). The highest increases were noted in the Kyrgyz Republic (5.2 percentage points); Kiribati
(4.3 percentage points); Pakistan (3.4 percentage points); Afghanistan (3.3
percentage points); and Bhutan (2.9 percentage points).
More alarmingly, the report noted that the pandemic had pushed an estimated 75 million to 80 million more people in developing Asia into extreme
poverty as of last year, compared with what would have happened without
the pandemic. Assuming that the pandemic has increased inequality, the relative rise in extreme poverty, defined as living on less than $1.90 a day, may
be even greater. Progress has also stalled in areas such as hunger, health,
and education, where earlier achievements across the region had been significant, albeit uneven. According to the report, about 203 million people or
5.2pc of developing Asia's population lived in extreme poverty as of 2017.
Without the pandemic, that number would have declined to an estimated 2.6
percent in 2020.
According to the World Bank, Pakistan has seen a higher rate of food inflation in the region which is partly linked to global trends due to the pandemic
and partly to domestic policies. "Around 68pc of Pakistan's population is unable to afford a healthy diet leading to malnutrition and food inflation worsens
the situation. During May 2020 and May 2021, prices of food increased by
14.8pc in Pakistan,” the World Bank country director for Pakistan told a webinar.
It is a fact that the PTI government failed to ensure smooth supplies of
essentials and price stabilisation in the first three years of its term. Flour and
sugar shortages persist and their prices continue to rise. The situation is
feared to remain the same or worsen in the remaining tenure of the government. Despite massive imports of wheat and new crops, consumers are facing severe price shocks in flour rates all over the country.
In the absence of an effective price checking mechanism at provincial
and city government levels, prices of daily-use items fluctuate on a daily
basis. The prices remained on the higher side mainly because of currency
devaluation. Though the government claims it has come out of the economic
crisis, yet all indicators paint a bleak picture for the common people. The
prices of essentials will continue to rise as the government blatantly passes
on the costs of its own inefficiency to consumers.

January 1-15, 2022

Diplomacy

The OIC conclave on
Afghan humanitarian crisis
Nasim Ahmed

The extraordinary session of 57-member Organisation of Islamic Cooperation (OIC) Foreign Ministers held in Islamabad was a wellthought-out initiative by Pakistan to focus the world's attention on the
severe humanitarian crisis unfolding in Afghanistan.
UN Relief Chief Martin Griffiths, who delivered a speech on behalf
of the global body’s secretary general, gave a startling presentation
about the nightmare scenario in Afghanistan. Around 23 million people are facing hunger. Health facilities are overflowing with malnourished children, while 70 percent of teachers are not getting paid and
millions of children are out of school. According to the UN Development Programme, 97% of the Afghan population could slip below the
poverty line by June next year if urgent steps are not taken to mitigate
their sufferings.
The Foreign Office, led by Foreign Minister Shah Mahmood Qureshi,
worked hard to ensure strong participation not just from the member
states but also from the P5 countries and other relevant multilateral organisations. Pakistan has made special efforts to organise
Afghanistan’s neighbours and other regional countries to stay engaged
in a bid to stabilise the situation so that Afghanistan does not plunge
back into chaos and violence. The conference also provided Pakistan
a platform to highlight its own efforts in Afghanistan and the proactive
diplomacy that it has been pursuing since the Doha talks and later after
the Taliban takeover of Kabul on August 15.
Twenty foreign ministers, including those from Saudi Arabia,
Turkey, Iran, Jordan, Kuwait and Bangladesh, 10 deputy foreign ministers and 70 delegates attended the Islamabad conclave. The permanent members of the UN Security Council, European Union and
international financial institutions also participated in the meeting,
making it the biggest international gathering on Afghanistan since the
Taliban takeover in Kabul. The Afghan acting foreign minister was
also in attendance.
In his keynote address at the extraordinary session of the OIC Council of Foreign Ministers, Prime Minister Imran Khan called for devising
an immediate medium and long-term strategy to address the dire humanitarian situation in Afghanistan, warning that any turmoil there could
engulf the whole region. To quote him, “Any government when it cannot
pay salaries to public servants, doctors and nurses, any government is
going to collapse. But chaos suits no one. It certainly does not suit the
United States. Owing to a dearth of resources, if the Afghan government remained unable to counter terrorism, other countries may also
face its spillover impact”.
Mentioning the presence of ISIL in Afghanistan, and terror attacks
inside Pakistan from across the Afghan border, the prime minister said
the only way to handle the terror outfit was a stable Afghanistan. He
said ISIL was also capable of carrying out attacks worldwide. He emphasized that the OIC had a moral responsibility to support the suffering
Afghan people. Imran Khan also used the occasion to advise the Taliban that they should understand that the formation of an inclusive government, respect for human rights, particularly rights of women, and
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disallowing the use of Afghan soil for terrorism in other countries would
pave the way for international aid to Afghanistan.
The Prime Minister rightly warned that social and economic collapse
in Afghanistan would lead to a mass exodus of refugees which would
be unbearable for Pakistan and other countries in the region. He also
called for the OIC’s unified response to the issues of Kashmir and
Palestine where people were struggling for their democratic rights also
guaranteed by the United Nations.
Foreign Minister Shah Mahmood Qureshi, in his opening address at
the session, proposed a six-point strategy to address Afghanistan’s humanitarian crisis, including food security and economic revival, besides
institutional capacity-building to counter the threat of terrorism. The Foreign Minister also called for increased investment in the education and
vocational sectors of Afghanistan, either bilaterally or through the OIC
platform. He also proposed the establishment of an expert group of the
OIC and UN officials to revive the banking sector in Afghanistan that
had collapsed after the Taliban took over Kabul.
At the conclusion of the conference, Foreign Minister Shah Mahmood Qureshi and OIC Secretary-General Hissein Brahim Taha announced that the body had agreed to establish a Humanitarian Trust
Fund and a Food Security Programme to deal with the crisis in
Afghanistan. The fund will be managed by the Islamic Development
Bank and would be made operational by March next year. The humanitarian fund would channel financial assistance to be provided by the
member states to Afghanistan. Currently, because of the sanctions imposed by the US and other Western countries, there are no formal
banking channels or a financial system operating in Afghanistan.
In the absence of formal banking channels, the countries interested
in helping the people of Afghanistan are finding it difficult to do so.
The OIC meeting also appointed a senior official as a special envoy
to Afghanistan, who will coordinate with Afghan and international stakeholders to avert the looming disaster in the war-torn country. The special envoy will make sure that the decisions made at the Islamabad
conference are fully implemented.
All in all, the Islamabad conference marked a good beginning towards leveraging the power of the Muslim world to push for greater international engagement with Afghanistan and persuade other important
countries to rise above partisan political considerations and help the
people of Afghanistan in distress.
Needless to say, if the Afghan humanitarian crisis has to be averted,
the endeavours of Muslim countries alone would not be enough. Other
multilateral organizations, like the UN and influential countries, especially the United States, will need to play their role. Without further delay
the US should release $9.5 billion assets of the Afghan central bank it
froze after the Taliban takeover in Kabul. In a nutshell, the Islamabad
conference on the worsening Afghan crisis was a wake-up call to the
world conscience which must respond before it is too late. Afghanistan
can potentially become the biggest man-made crisis in modern history
if the international community does not act immediately.
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Development

Pakistan’s slow
progress towards SDGs
Nasim Ahmed

The “Sustainable Development Goals Report 2021”
is out and its main finding is that the global extreme
poverty rate rose for the first time in over 20 years.
More than 120 million people were pushed back into
extreme poverty in 2020, and an additional 101 million children fell below the minimum reading proficiency level.
A special feature of the report is that it assesses
the impact of COVID-19 on SDG implementation and
identifies areas that require urgent action. An annual
publication, the Sustainable Development Goals
(SDGs) Index tracks a country’s performance on the
17 SDGs. The report is prepared annually by the UN
Department of Economic and Social Affairs using
data and estimates in the Global SDG Indicators
Database. The Global SDG Indicators Database
contains global, regional and country data and metadata on the official SDG indicators.
The SDGs report points out that due to Covid-19
pandemic, the global poverty rate is projected to be 7% in 2030. This
means that the target on eradicating poverty will be missed. Further, the
pandemic has halted or reversed progress achieved in the health sector
and shortened life expectancy.
Regarding women’s equal participation in decision-making, the progress
is much below the target. The pandemic led to the loss of the equivalent of
255 million full-time jobs. In 2020, for every 100,000 persons, 311 were
refugees. Due to the pandemic, child labor rose to 160 million in 2020,
which represents the first increase in two decades. The report highlights
that the pandemic has been a huge setback for sustainable development.
There is a score sheet in the report which signifies a country’s position
between the worst (0) and the best (100) outcomes. Pakistan’s overall
Index score is 57.7. This score is 1.5pc higher than the country’s score in
2020. Pakistan is categorised in the East and South Asia region that comprises 21 countries including China and Singapore. Compared to 2020,
Pakistan’s performance has increased by 3pc in the region.
Significantly, Pakistan’s SDG Global Rank is 129 (out of 193) in 2021,
which marks an improvement of five ranks, as compared to 2020. India’s rank
declined by three, from 117 to 120. Talking of individual goals, Pakistan’s performance is only on track on Goal 13 (Climate Action), while progress on
other goals is either moderately improving or stagnating and worsening.
In some areas there is a discrepancy between the official figure and
the figure given in the SDGS. For example, against SDGs indicator 7.1.1,
the proportion of the population with access to electricity is reported to be
declining at 71.1pc (2018). However, Pakistan Social and Living Standards
Measurement data shows that access to electricity has increased by 3pc
between 2015 and 2020 and stands at 96pc.
Similarly, regarding the proportion of the population with access to clean
fuels and technology for cooking, the SDGs indicator has been reported
as 43.3pc (2016). But according to the latest national data sources, Pak-
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istan Social and Living Standards Measurement (PSLM), the population
with access to clean fuels and technology for cooking increased by 5.7pc
between 2015 and 2019 and stands at 47pc.
It is relevant to add here that during the pandemic period, the government took some important initiatives to keep Pakistan’s progress towards
achievement of SDGs on track. According to the Pakistan Bureau of Statistics Covid-19-specific survey (2020), over 27.31 million working people
were affected by it. Related to SDG 1 (No Poverty) and SDG 2 (Zero
Hunger) and SDG 8 on Decent Work and Economic Growth, 20.6m people
could not work during the first wave of the pandemic in 2020, while 6.7m
people said that their income has declined.
In order to cushion the impact of Covid-19 on poverty (SDG 1), hunger
(SDG 2), health (SDG 3) and SDG 8 on Decent Work and Economic
Growth, the government came up with a Rs1.24 trillion stimulus package.
Regarding the SDG indicators on health and education, Pakistan’s performance has been much below the target and further worsened during
the pandemic.
The government is trying to contain the impact of the pandemic with a
vigorous vaccination campaign linked to SDG 1, SDG 2, SDG 3 and SDG
4. As of December 1, 2021, 33pc (5.07m) of Pakistan’s eligible population
had been fully vaccinated with a total of 124.05m vaccines administered.
It is a matter of concern that Pakistan is faced with a huge shortage of
funds in its efforts to meet the SDG goals. It is estimated that for SDGs relating to education, health and physical capital (electricity, roads, and water
and sanitation), additional annual spending of about 16pc of GDP will be
required until 2030 from the public and private sectors combined to help
the SDG goals. This is a tall order which Pakistan cannot scale, given the
constraint of its resources. The UN bodies and international financial institutions must come forward to help Pakistan cover the huge financial gap
standing in the way of timely achievement of the SDGs.
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Analysis

2001— A tough year
for Pakistanis
Muhammad Hassan

Pakistan's headline inflation rose to 11.5pc in November, 2021, the highest
in 21 months. In fact, consumer prices in the country remained the highest
as compared to other regional countries. According to the government’s
own estimates, inflationary pressures would persist and people would continue to suffer in the months to come.
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 remaining
term of the government would be even tougher. According to the government, it has stabilised the economy after inheriting 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 economic performance has been appreciated by international organisations, including the World Bank, International
Monetary Fund (IMF), Asian Development Bank, Moody’s and Fitch.
Pakistan’s current account posted a deficit of $7.1 billion (5.3 percent
of GDP) in the first five months of the current fiscal year against a surplus
of $1.9 billion (1.6pc of GDP) last year. Previously, the current account
deficit was $7.2 billion (5.5 percent of GDP) during July-Nov FY2018, according to the ministry of finance. The current account deficit widened due
to the constantly growing import volume of energy and non-energy commodities, along with a rising trend in the global prices of oil, Covid-19 vaccines, food, and metals. On the other hand, remittances, which keep the
economy afloat, rose by 9.7pc to $12.9 billion in the five months. According
to the central bank, the country received $2.4 billion in November, a 0.6
percent uptick year-on-year, but fell 6.6pc compared with the previous
month. The trade gap widened 133pc to $4.9 billion in November. The State
Bank of Pakistan (SBP) said workers' remittances had continued their
strong streak of remaining above $2 billion since June 2020.
The government also offered several benefits to the business community while no new taxes were imposed in the budget despite the fact that
the country needed extra funds to tackle the pandemic and challenges created by it. Huge incentives were offered to enhance exports and encourage
investments. The government also took drastic measures to curtail its expenditure by reducing the budgets of the President’s House and Prime Minister’s House.
Pakistan is also among a few countries which tackled the coronavirus
pandemic successfully – a strategy appreciated by global leaders, including
philanthropist Bill Gates. A relief package of Rs1,240 billion was announced, including cash transfer, to support vulnerable communities. The
timely decisions by the government helped mitigate huge losses. The government’s policies on electric vehicles and mobile manufacturing are two
significant steps, which will generate jobs and boost the economy. To mitigate the suffering of the vulnerable segments of society during the pandemic, 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. Its relationship with China is evolving into a strong economic partnership as the sec-
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ond 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 regional and international forums, Prime Minister Imran Khan raised the Kashmir dispute at the United
Nations General Assembly (UNGA) and other platforms. Pakistan also successfully hosted an OIC FMs’ conference in Islamabad recently.
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 (PMLN) faces serious rifts and it will be difficult for it trounce the PTI in its stronghold, Punjab.
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 increases the prices of petroleum products almost every
fortnight. Power and gas tariffs have also been revised upward. The rupee
depreciated by over 33pc against the dollar, which increased the prices of
everything.
Undoubtedly, the three years have been a difficult period for the people.
The government believes it has performed best in the 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
performance has been below par so far. It failed to stabilise prices and provide jobs to people.
People are not happy with the government, though economic 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 Pakistan’s chronic problems.
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Environment

Climate crisis: All is not lost
Muhammad Ali

It appears mankind has harmed the environment beyond repair. Greenhouse gases in the atmosphere have reached levels where their adverse
effect is almost impossible to reverse. However, concerted efforts can still
restore some balance, though it will take decades and centuries.
Climate change is intensifying, occurring at an accelerated pace and
is already affecting every region of the planet. It is changing Earth in ways
that are unprecedented in thousands of years, and in some cases, hundreds of thousands of years. Some changes that are already playing out,
such as warming oceans and rising sea levels, are irreversible for centuries
to millennia, according to a new United Nations (UN) report. The report,
made by thousands of scientists across 195 member governments, states
that greenhouse gas emissions from human activities have caused global
warming at a rate not seen in at least the past 2,000 years. It estimated
that human-caused climate change is responsible for approximately 1.1
degrees Celsius of warming since 1850-1900, the earliest period with reliable measurements of global surface temperatures.
Alarmingly, global temperatures are expected to exceed 2 degrees Celsius of warming this century unless deep reductions in carbon dioxide and
other greenhouse gas emissions occur in the coming decades. Some
changes that are already playing out, such as warming oceans and rising
sea levels, are irreversible for centuries to millennia, according to the report,
the most comprehensive assessment from the UN’s Intergovernmental Panel
on Climate Change (IPCC) since 2013. The IPCC, established in the late
1980s, consists of thousands of scientists across 195 member governments,
who pore over the most recent published and peer-reviewed research on
global warming and compile the findings into a report on the current state of
climate. The assessment, which includes a look at the future risks and impacts of climate change, typically represents consensus within the scientific
community. More than 230 authors contributed to the latest report.
Experts say it is unequivocal that human influence has warmed the atmosphere, ocean and land. No matter what humans do going forward, the
future will be hotter than it is now. Climate scientists have warned that the
increase in average global temperatures should be limited to under 2 degrees Celsius, or 3.6 degrees Fahrenheit, in order to avoid the most devastating effects of global warming. The 2-degree benchmark was set by climate
negotiators in Copenhagen in 2009, but studies have increasingly found that
the target may already be out of reach. The IPCC has been warning of the
dangers of climate change for more than three decades, but the countries,
especially the world’s biggest economies that are responsible for the bulk
of greenhouse gas emissions, haven't done enough to address the problems. "The world listened, but it didn’t hear. The world listened, but it didn’t
act strongly enough. As a result, climate change is a problem that is here,
now. Nobody is safe. And it is getting worse faster,” a UN official said.
The new assessment links human-caused climate change with increases in extreme weather events around the world. The report also details how the increasing ocean and surface temperatures will cause myriad
physical changes in climate, including drought, heat waves, heavy rainfall
and coastal flooding, in different regions of the planet. “It is virtually certain
that hot extremes (including heat waves) have become more frequent and
more intense across most land regions since the 1950s, while cold extremes (including cold waves) have become less frequent and less severe," the authors wrote, adding that human-caused global warming is the
"main driver" of those changes. Recent events, including widespread
drought in the western US, heat waves across Europe and North America
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and devastating wildfires in Greece, Turkey and the US have highlighted
the consequences of a warming world. “The climate is behaving like an
athlete on steroids," said Erich Fischer, a climate scientist at ETH Zürich
and one of the authors of the IPCC assessment.
Some warming regions are projected to dry out, while others are poised
to get wetter. In some instances, both can happen in the same place, the
averages may not shift much, but the extremes may grow, leading to periods of drought followed by deluge. This weather whiplash wasn’t appreciated as much until recently and is yet another signal of how humans are
changing the climate. The world has already warmed 1.1 degrees Celsius
since the dawn of the industrial revolution. It is clear that humanity’s gargantuan output of greenhouse gases — currently about 2.6 million pounds
of carbon dioxide per second — is the culprit. Without the combustion of
fossil fuels, the planet would very likely be much cooler. Humans are dangerously warming the planet through activities like burning fossil fuels and
clearing lands for agriculture and urban development.
According to an earlier UN report, South Asia is among the regions adversely impacted by climate change. It noted that extreme weather events
had combined with Covid-19 pandemic, impacting millions of people across
the globe. Pakistan is ranked among top 10 countries of the world, which
were most affected by climate change in the past 20 years. It has lost 0.53pc
per unit GDP, suffered economic losses worth $3.8 billion and witnessed 152
extreme weather events from 1999 to 2018. According to international estimates, it needs between $7 billion and $14 billion per year for climate adaptation. International studies point out that losses from climate change are
compounding with the passage of time. Pakistan is likely to become the most
adversely affected country in the South Asian region, a study by the World
Climate Research Programme and the King Abdullah University of Science
and Technology says. In the next 60 to 80 years, the temperature in the northern areas of Pakistan is expected to increase by six degrees. The high temperatures will have an immediate impact on glaciers. The ice will melt rapidly
causing floods not only in villages but also in big cities. This may also lead to
extreme climatic conditions, such as heavy rainfalls and massive droughts.
While it is depressing to think that there are so many changes that are
irreversible for a long period of time, it is heartening to note that the
changes can be slowed down with rapid, strong and sustained reductions
in greenhouse gas emissions. The worsening climate crisis calls for practical steps to save the world and its population from its adverse effects.
The rich countries will have to lead from the front because they are responsible for the problem and they have the resources to mitigate it.
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Disparity

Worlds apart
Muhammad Zain

Income inequality is increasing in the world. Nearly half of the world’s population lives on less than $2.50 a day. Over 1.3 billion live in extreme
poverty — less than $1.25 a day while the combined wealth of the world's
top ten billionaires is greater than the total GDP of the 85 poorest countries on Earth. The world's three richest people have a combined net
worth of $858 billion.
Global spending on defence rose by four per cent in 2019, the largest
growth in 10 years. The increase alone in US spending from 2018 to 2019,
$53.4 billion, was almost as big as Britain’s entire defence budget. The
International Institute for Strategic Studies (IISS) said the rise was fuelled
by growing rivalries between big powers, new military technologies and
rumbling conflicts from Ukraine to Libya. Beijing’s military modernisation
programme, which includes developing new hard-to-detect hypersonic
missiles, is alarming Washington and helping drive US defence spending.
Its annual “Military Balance” report said both the US and China had increased spending by 6.6pc, to $684.6 billion and $181.1 billion respectively. Europe — driven by ongoing concerns about Russia — stepped up
by 4.2pc, but this only brought the continent’s defence spending back to
2008 levels, before the global financial crisis saw budgets slashed. Elsewhere, spending in Asia is booming — growing more than 50pc in a
decade, rising from $275 billion in 2010 to $423b in 2019 in real terms as
the continent’s economic success has allowed countries to invest more
in their militaries.
On the other hand, more than 3 billion people live on less than $2.50
a day while over 1.3 billion live in extreme poverty. Over 80pc of the world
population lives on less than $10 a day. One billion children worldwide
live in poverty. According to UNICEF, 22,000 children die each day due
to poverty. Over 805 million people worldwide do not have enough food
to eat. More than 750 million people lack adequate access to clean drinking water. Diarrhea caused by inadequate drinking water, sanitation, and
hand hygiene kills an estimated 842,000 people every year globally, or
approximately 2,300 people per day. In 2011, 165 million children under
the age 5 were stunted (reduced rate of growth and development) due to
chronic malnutrition. Oxfam estimates that it would take $60 billion annually to end extreme global poverty--that's less than 1/4 the income of the
top 100 richest billionaires.
According to a report, the combined wealth of the world's top ten billionaires is greater than the total GDP of the 85 poorest countries on
Earth. The world's richest individuals including Jeff Bezos, Bill Gates and
Mark Zuckerberg have a combined net worth of $858 billion. Meanwhile,
the 85 smallest economies in the world have a combined GDP of just
$814 billion, far behind a small handful of rich businessmen. Their cumulative wealth is even higher than the GDP of developed countries such
as Sweden and Belgium and the oil-exporting powerhouse of Saudi Arabia. If converted to GDP, the top ten billionaires' combined $858 billion
wealth would make them the 18th richest country in the world. The elite
club would be wealthier than large regional powers such as Saudi Arabia,
Turkey and Iran and Western nations including Austria, Sweden and Belgium.
On the other hand, the number of people unemployed around the
world stands at some 188 million. In addition, 165 million people don’t
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have enough paid work, and 120 million have either given up actively
searching for work or otherwise lack access to the labour market. “For
millions of ordinary people, it’s increasingly di cult to build better lives
through work,” said ILO Director-General Guy Ryder.
A UN report on the economy showed that developed countries are experiencing slow growth, and some African countries are stagnating. The
consequence is that not enough new jobs are being created to absorb
the growing labour force as it enters the market. In addition, many African
countries are experiencing a drop in real incomes and a rise in poverty.
Eradicating poverty is an important element of the UN’s 2030 Agenda for
Sustainable Development but, according to the ILO study, moderate or
extreme working poverty – de ned as earning less than the equivalent of
$3.20 per day – is expected to edge up in developing countries.
The World Social Report 2020, published by the UN Department of
Economic and Social Affairs, shows that income inequality has increased
in most developed countries, and some middle-income countries - including China, which has the world’s fastest growing economy. The challenges are underscored by UN chief António Guterres in the foreword, in
which he states that the world is confronting “the harsh realities of a
deeply unequal global landscape”, in which economic woes, inequalities
and job insecurity have led to mass protests in both developed and developing countries. The study shows that the richest one per cent of the
population are the big winners in the changing global economy, increasing
their share of income between 1990 and 2015, while at the other end of
the scale, the bottom 40pc earned less than a quarter of income in all
countries surveyed.
One of the consequences of inequality within societies, notes the report, is slower economic growth. In unequal societies, with wide disparities
in areas such as health care and education, people are more likely to remain trapped in poverty, across several generations. Between countries,
the difference in average incomes is reducing, with China and other Asian
nations driving growth in the global economy. Nevertheless, there are still
stark differences between the richest and poorest countries and regions:
the average income in North America, for example, is 16 times higher
than that of people in Sub-Saharan Africa.
As the UN’s 2020 report on the global economy showed, the climate
crisis is negatively impacting the quality of life, and vulnerable populations
are bearing the brunt of environmental degradation and extreme weather
events. Climate change, according to the World Social Report, is making
the world’s poorest countries even poorer, and could reverse progress
made in reducing inequality among countries. The UN’s 2030 Agenda for
Sustainable Development, which provides the blueprint for a better future
for people and the planet, recognizes that major challenges require internationally coordinated solutions, and contains concrete and specific targets to reduce inequality, based on income.
Income disparities and a lack of opportunities are creating a vicious
cycle of inequality, frustration and discontent among people across the
globe. Governments and international organisations have a role to play
in levelling the playing field and creating a fairer world for all. They will
have to find a solution to sharpening inequalities, otherwise disgruntlement and conflict will rise and affect all of them.
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Opinion

New Year, old
challenges
Shahid Hussain

A weak economy, political instability, bad governance and terrorism will
be Pakistan’s biggest challenges in the New Year. Though terrorism
has largely been defeated, yet recent incidents show it could overshadow other national challenges, if not tackled seriously.
According to ministers, millions of dollars have been provided to terrorists by enemies to create unrest in Pakistan. Their main target is to
fan sectarian strife in the country. As the Taliban have taken over
Afghanistan, militants opposed to them can target Pakistan, besides
creating unrest in Afghanistan. The Pakistan Tehreek-i-Insaf (PTI) government claims to have put the country on the right track in three years
in power, but rising prices and unemployment have overburdened the
common people. The opposition sees worsening of all economic and
social indicators and warns the coming months would be even tougher.
According to the government, it has stabilised the economy after inheriting the worst external crises and managed the biggest global COVID19 threat by successfully balancing lives and livelihoods.
In its recent report, the ministry of finance estimated GDP growth at
around 5pc during the first five months of the current fiscal year 202122, despite inflationary pressures and consequent tightening of policies.
However, it said inflation may ease out in the coming months due to
the declining commodity prices in the global market. In addition, relief
may also come from continuous government efforts to soften food
prices in the local markets by following appropriate fiscal and monetary
policies.
The forecast is based on observed favourable movements in macroeconomic high frequency indicators such as growth in LSM, recovery
in Pakistan's main trading partners and strong growth in imports of capital goods. The momentum in the economic dynamism observed in recent months supported economic activity in November. According to
balance of payment data, exports of goods and services increased by
around 13pc in November as compared to October. They have now settled well above the $3 billion mark and are expected to climb further in
the coming months so as to reach a new higher level. However, imports
may settle at lower levels gradually in the coming months, it predicted.
“Imports are indeed expected to react to higher domestic interest rates,
given the historically observed negative interest rate effect on import
demand.”
On the other hand, Pakistan’s current account recorded a deficit of
$7 billion in the first five months (July to November) of the current fiscal
year, mainly on account of increasing imports, the State Bank of Pakistan (SBP) data showed. At $1.91b, November saw the highest
monthly current account deficit since July 2018, when it reached $2.1b.
This was the year when the country faced a record $20b current account deficit. However, the finance ministry projected imports might settle at lower levels gradually in the coming months. Imports are indeed
expected to react to higher domestic interest rates, given the historically
observed negative interest rate effect on import demand. The government continues to implement measures to curb unnecessary imports
and to supply domestic alternatives in some markets, especially food
products. Also, the baseline scenario is based on a downward correc-
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tion of international commodity prices. The report added that on the
basis of these events, the trade deficit will stabilise in the coming
months. The expected developments in export and import activities
imply that the trade balance may gradually improve in coming months
and settle down at significantly lower levels in the second half of the
current fiscal. Assuming stable remittance inflows, the expected improvement in the trade balance will be reflected in declining current account deficits, such that these deficits remain manageable and
finance-able, the ministry hoped. Foreign exchange reserves held by
the central bank also fell by 7pc in November, indicating lower inflows.
It is clear that the economy will be the biggest issue of the country and
its people.
Terrorism has increased in Pakistan, especially in Balochistan and
Khyber Pakhtunkhwa, in recent weeks after Pakistan played a pivotal
role in intra-Afghan dialogue, which was appreciated by the world community. However, Pakistan could see a surge in terror incidents, because all anti-Taliban militants have joined hands and they can attack
Pakistan and Afghanistan. Pakistan’s relationship with China is evolving
into a strong economic partnership as the second phase of the China
Pakistan Economic Corridor (CPEC) has started.
On the other hand, critics say the mismanagement of national affairs
has increased the woes of the masses manifold. They say Pakistan’s
economy is the worst in the country’s history with foreign policy failures
from Kashmir to Saudi Arabia, democracy and human rights suffering
and unemployment at an all-time high.
It is a fact the PTI government has brought unprecedented miseries
to the common people. Inflation has hit a five-year high. Prices of vegetables, fruits and meat have posted a persistent increase in both urban
and rural areas. The government increases prices of petroleum products almost fortnightly. Power and gas tariffs have also been revised
upward. The rupee has depreciated by over 40pc against the dollar,
which skyrocketed prices of all essentials. The period was quite difficult
for the government due to an economic crisis it had inherited from the
previous regime but it cannot continue to blame the past rulers.
Critics say the PTI has been a total disaster for the country and it
failed on all fronts. It is a fact that the government’s performance has
been below par so far. It failed to stabilise prices and provide jobs to
people, which is a yardstick to assess the performance of a government
all over the world. According to the Asian Development Bank (ADB),
2.3 million young people in Pakistan have lost their jobs during the sixmonth lockdown period. According to the government’s own estimate,
at least another 10 million people are expected to slip below the poverty
line as a consequence of the coronavirus pandemic. “The Covid-19 is
expected to have a negative impact on Pakistan's economy, and the
number of people living below the poverty line may rise from the existing figure of 50 million to 60m,” the Economic Survey 2019-20 said.
Besides the economy, terrorism and governance, political instability
will also continue to haunt the country in the coming months. The government and the opposition will have to initiate talks to resolve their issues, so that the government could concentrate on public problems.
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Politics

Changing political
situation in Pakistan
Raza Khan

If the results of by-elections and local government elections are a barometer for the political situation and public opinion in the country, then some
significant trends could be observed in the political arena of Pakistan,
which need to be expounded upon as they would have strong impacts on
the next national elections, whenever they are held, as well as the performance of the governments at the federal and provincial levels.
In the recently-held first phase of local government elections in 17 out
of 35 districts of Khyber Pakhtunkhwa province, the ruling Pakistan
Tehreek-e-Insaf (PTI) has received a drubbing at the hands of the Jamiate-Ulema-e-Islam-Fazl (JUI-F). On the other hand, in Punjab province in
by-elections on one seat each of the National Assembly in Lahore and the
Punjab Assembly in Sahiwal, the Pakistan Muslim League-Nawaz (PMLN) trounced its opponents, including the ruling PTI.
It is important to note that the PTI has its coalition government in the
Centre and Punjab while it has a two-thirds majority in the KP legislative
assembly. Noticeably, in KP LG elections the PTI for the first time in eight
years lost significant electoral support. More surprisingly, it is the JUI-F
that has capitalized upon the lack of support from the people to the PTI. It
was expected that stronger and relatively secular and mainstream political
parties, like the Pakistan Muslim League-N and the Pakistan People’s
Party (PPP), would fill the political vacuum created by bad governance
and unprecedented price-hike during the rule of the PTI. It appears that
the Afghan Taliban factor has come to play a part in the political arena of
KP as has been the case in the past.
Although the PTI could not be completely trounced in KP LG elections
and it got the second highest number of slots of tehsil chairmen out of 65,
nevertheless this could be attributed to the incumbency factor. As the PTI
has had its provincial government in KP for over 13 years, it used significant
resources to win political loyalties by providing development funds, mostly
misappropriated by LG candidates, to get themselves politically entrenched.
Moreover, as the PTI provincial government would have all the control over
financial resources to be provided to the local governments, voters keeping
that in mind polled their ballot in favour of the PTI candidates. However, the
political acumen was demonstrated by a section of savvy voters. Generally,
the majority of people opted not to vote, considering the elections of no
value. In this situation, relatively bigger parties, like the PTI, PML-N, PPP,
could not win a large number of seats. A key factor in the defeat of the PTI
is widespread food and energy inflation which has hit people across the
country hard, particularly in a poor province, like KP.
The party for which the situation after the LG first phase elections in
KP is quite hopeless is obviously the PTI. But at the same time, it must be
equally dejecting for the PML-N and the PPP. The PML-N is undoubtedly
the strongest political party in Punjab, the political heartland of Pakistan.
This can be gauged from the winning streak of the party in by-elections in
the province, including for two seats in Lahore and Sahiwal. However, the
problem with the party is that it does not have any sizable vote bank in KP,
apart from Hazara division, as well in Sindh and Balochistan provinces.
This does not augur well for the political future of the PML-N as in order to
form a strong government at the federal level it would have to win at least
half of National Assembly seats from KP (60) and Sindh (65), if not from
Balochistan. At the moment, it seems that the PML-N remains very much
a Punjab party. Even the last time when the PML-N had its federal gov-
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ernment (2013-2018), it did not have its government in KP and Sindh
provinces while it could not win more than a handful of seats in KP, while
none from Sindh and Balochistan provinces. Thus, the people in KP have
rejected the anti-establishment narrative of the PML-N. The situation would
have been different if the PML-N founder and three-time prime minister,
Nawaz Sharif, had not left the country on the pretext of treatment abroad.
If the PML-N eyes winning the next national elections it would have to
change its strategy and the leadership of the party would have to concentrate equally on other provinces, like Punjab, its political bastion.
For the PPP, the result of KP's first phase LG election is disturbing,
however, the party candidate managed to get 45,000 votes for the election
of mayor of Peshawar. The winning candidate of the JUI-F got 62,000
votes, followed by around 50,000 each by the PTI and ANP candidates.
Although the PPP came fourth in the all important Peshawar mayor election, getting so many votes from the city where it was trounced in the 2018
and 2013 national elections, is a good comeback. The PPP also got sizable votes in Lahore by-elections for the National Assembly and Sahiwal
Punjab Assembly seat. Again, this must be heartening for the PPP leadership as in the 2013 and 2018 national polls the party had been wiped
out from Punjab. One key reason due to which the PPP could not create
a big vote bank in KP and Punjab provinces during the last two decades
has been the extremely poor performance of the party in Sindh, where it
has its third government on the trot. However, with each term financial corruption scandals involving the PPP ministers and leaders have increased.
In KP province in particular and Punjab in general, people believe in delivery by the government of the day. While the first-ever PTI government
in KP (2013-2018), led by Chief Minister Pervez Khattak, performed above
par, the people voted for the party in the 2018 elections again. This was
the first time a party had won the public mandate for the second time consecutively in KP. On the other hand, the PML-N, which ruled Punjab several times, and its chief minister, Mian Shehbaz Sharif, initiated and
completed many development projects, at least in Central Punjab, if not in
the northern and southern parts of the province. This is despite the fact
that Shehbaz, his family members and party leaders have been involved
in mega corruption scandals with substantial evidence. It means that the
people in Punjab tolerate corruption by the PML-N and also agree with a
very strong anti-establishment narrative of the party as long as the PMLN delivers what the people believe it delivers. The PML-N, over the last
three decades, has also developed a strong stranglehold over society in
Punjab cultivating deep bonds with influential landlords, industrialists,
traders, businesspeople and even criminal gangs. This has been a significant factor in the winning of the PML-N in the province. A similar bond has
been developed by the PPP in rural Sindh.
The political and public opinion trends that have become obvious in the
recently-held first phase of LG elections in KP and by-elections in Punjab
would have a deep impact on the electoral results of LG polls in Punjab
and Sindh provinces. Unless the PTI improves its performance in the Centre, KP and Punjab, it would be nearly all over for the party in the upcoming
elections. However, the situation is not too good for the PML-N either, apart
from Punjab, and for the PPP, other than in Sindh. In this scenario, religious groups, like the JUI-F, Jamaat-e-Islami and Tehreek-e-Labbaik Pakistan (TLP), would fill the vacuum.
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Polls

Reasons behind PTI's
defeat in KP LG elections
Raza Khan

In a not that surprising development, the ruling Pakistan Tehreek-e-Insaf
(PTI) tasted an ignominious defeat in the first round of local government
(LG) elections held in 17 districts of Khyber Pakhtunkhwa (KP). In most
of the 65 constituencies of tehsils (sub-districts) in the 17 districts, the
Jamiat-e-Ulema-e-Islam Fazl (JUI-F) retained top position, followed by
the PTI and Awami National Party (ANP), while the Pakistan Muslim
League-Nawaz (PML-N) and the Pakistan Peoples' Party (PPP) trailed
far behind.
During the first phase of LG elections in KP, in all, 12.668 million voters
— seven million males and five-and-a-half million females — were registered for the polls in 17 KP districts, including Buner, Bajaur, Swabi, Peshawar, Nowshera, Kohat, Karak, Dera Ismail Khan, Bannu, Tank, Haripur,
Khyber, Mohmand, Mardan, Charsadda, Hangu and Lakki Marwat.
Of all the district constituencies, the most important was the contest
for the slot of mayor of KP provincial capital, Peshawar. JUI-F candidate,
Zubair Ali, the son of former party Senator and district nazim, Ghulam
Ali, who is also a close relative of party head, Maulana Fazl, won by getting over 62,000 votes, followed by PTI’s Rizwan Bangash, a political
novice, who bagged 50,000 votes. Importantly, Haji Sher Rahman of the
ANP, one of the oldest political groups of KP, got 49,000 votes for the
slot, whereas Pakistan People’s Party (PPP) candidate Arbab Zarak
Khan Khalil got 45,000 votes. The political system of Pakistan and that
of KP’s local government is based on the concept what political scientists refer to as "the winner takes all." In other words, the candidate getting the largest number of votes is elected while the rest of the
candidates, who together may get more than double the votes of the top
vote getter, are left with nothing. This is the irony of our political system.
Therefore, the elected candidate is never the true representative of the
people of the constituency. Against this backdrop, the JUI-F candidate
may have won the slot of mayor of Peshawar but he is not the true representative of the people of Peshawar. So, the statement of JUI-F head
Maulana Fazlur Rehman that KP belonged to his party and is still its
bastion is very much inappropriate. Firstly, the JUI-F has got only the
largest number of tehsil chairman slots but it has, not by any means,
swept the elections. It is important to note that the JUI-F head has always dubbed the July 2018 national elections “rigged”, which the PTI
won across the country and got a two-thirds majority in KP, mostly by
defeating the JUI-F candidates, including Fazl himself. However, the
JUI-F has never stopped its elected candidates from taking oath as
Members of the National Assembly or KP Assembly or even resigned
from the legislative bodies lest giving up official perks and privileges.
Coming to the defeat of the PTI in the 17 districts in the local government elections of KP, it is a big blow to the ruling party which has its
governments in the Centre and the province. More importantly, KP has
been the forte of the PTI in the last decade and Prime Minister Imran
Khan has a large following in the province. It is now more than eight
years that the PTI has been in the saddle in KP. During the period, the
party has carried out unprecedented development projects in the
province. For instance, financially and infrastructure-wise the biggest
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project of the province, Peshawar Bus Rapid Transit (BRT), was conceived and constructed in 2017 and developed in three years. Then the
question arises: why has the PTI failed so miserably in the first phase
of the KP local government elections?
The foremost reason for the defeat is the unprecedented price-hike
in the country. Inflation, which has reached double digits in Pakistan, is
blamed generally by the masses on the sloppy governance of PM Imran
Khan. This is a quite substantial allegation and observation from the
people. KP is inhabited mostly by poor people or those having meagre
sources of income. Inflation in the province, which lacks industrialisation
and extensive agriculture as well as a strong services sector due to lack
of corporatization, has hit the people harder than in other areas of Pakistan. Whereas, the inhabitants of KP, who gave the mandate to the PTI
in the 2018 national elections, had great expectations from PM Imran
Khan and his chief minister in the province. Unfortunately, the people
could not see their expectations fulfilled in the shape of the provision of
employment and housing, as promised by the PTI before the last national elections. Instead, the government at the Centre could not control
the unabated price-hike in the country. This is despite the fact that the
price-hike in Pakistan, to a certain degree, is linked to inflation in the
world due to the impact of deadly COVID-19, which prevented businesses and industry from reaching their fullest potential.
The second most important factor, which resulted in the PTI defeat in
the first phase of LG elections in KP, is the party becoming a traditional
political outfit. The PTI had an edge over other parties by claiming to
have introduced non-family or non-hereditary politics in Pakistan, bringing a new and young leadership to the government and legislative politics. There is no doubt that the PTI has been transformed into a
traditional political party. For instance, what we have seen in the recent
LG elections in KP is that the PTI awarded tickets to close relatives of
party leaders. Rizwan Bangash, who contested for the position of mayor
of Peshawar, was a political non-entity but cousin of provincial Minister
Kamran Bangash. In DI Khan district, some PTI candidates were relatives of Federal Minister Ali Amin Gandapur. It really frustrated the young
supporters and voters of the PTI, who in a large number, did not vote for
party candidates. It is important to note that the strongest support of the
PTI comes from young men and women. While women were not at all
interested in the LG polls, young men also showed no interest in them.
The third most important reason for the defeat of the PTI is deep rifts
in the party. During the elections, a large number of tehsil candidates of
the PTI, who got party tickets, found themselves contesting against party
workers, who could not get a party ticket, vying as independent candidates. In this situation, the party vote was divided, giving an edge to the
rival candidates. Rifts in the PTI are something natural for a political entity like it which is non-traditional in orientation but becoming traditional
in the process.
The first phase of LG elections would have far-reaching consequences for the country’s politics because the province is the bastion of
the countrywide and provide-wide ruling party, the PTI.
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Economics

Rising exports:
A welcome sign
Husnain Shahid

Pakistan’s exports soared 33pc to $2.9 billion from a year earlier. It was also the
highest in the country’s history in a month, thanks to post-pandemic recoveries
in trading partners that pushed up demand for merchandise. It is an encouraging
sign for the economy and people of Pakistan, which needs dollars to mitigate its
external and internal financial woes.
Exports in the first five months from July to November 2021 reached $12.365
billion against $9.747 billion in the same period of the last fiscal, depicting a growth
of 27pc. The government was eyeing $12.2 billion worth of exports during the
period. Under a new trade policy, the government aims to take the country’s exports to $57 billion by the year 2025. The government has set a target to increase
exports to $57 billion, value-added textile and textile exports to $40 billion, leather
exports to $1.384 billion and rice exports to $3 billion. The target for food and
beverage exports has been set at $1.53 billion and for fruits and vegetables at
$1.36 billion. The government also aims to increase exports of surgical instruments to $810 million. Eighteen sectors have been added to the priority list, which
include seven traditional and 11 development sectors. A monitoring system has
also been set up for the implementation of the policy. The government has formed
the National Export Development Board under the chairmanship of Prime Minister Imran Khan. The board includes members of the private sector as well. Over
Rs44.72 billion have been allocated for the implementation of the trade policy.
On the other hand, the trade deficit continues to increase, reaching $5.107
billion in November against $1.946 billion over the corresponding month last year.
The import bill has continuously been increasing since the government decided
to open up imports for boosting economic activities after lockdowns and trade
disruptions due to the Covid-19 pandemic. In October, the import bill had reached
an all-time high of $8.01 billion from $4.12 billion over the corresponding month
of FY21, indicating an increase of over 94pc. The increase in imports, however,
has helped the FBR collect maximum revenue. State Bank of Pakistan (SBP)
Governor Dr Reza Baqir says the current account deficit will further go up for the
next two months and then start coming down gradually.
Pakistan hopes to increase exports to address its longstanding financial issues. However, it has never been able to perform according to its potential. Pakistan can increase its exports even after taking into account disruptions due to
Covid-19, according to the International Trade Centre’s latest export potential assessment for the country. More than half of the country’s exporters struggle with
domestic and foreign regulatory barriers, says Invisible Barriers to Trade — Pakistan 2020: Business Perspectives. The report, prepared in collaboration with the
World Bank Group’s country office, says market frictions such as regulatory obstacles and lack of information transparency put up to $7b of the untapped export
potential at risk — especially for small businesses looking to trade more across
borders. The report, based on a survey of 1,152 importers and exporters, identifies the toughest trade hurdles facing Pakistani businesses. Almost half of these
hurdles are homegrown, which means the government can fix many of the problems holding back exporters. The report suggests ways for the government and
the private sector to crank up competitiveness by addressing issues such as export inspections, tax refunds, and certification. It identifies the most challenging
non-tariff measures that Pakistani businesses face which include: complying with
technical requirements, lack of trade-related information and inadequate domestic
infrastructure. Women entrepreneurs also face social constraints and a general
lack of support in government agencies and other institutions.
The NTM Business Survey in Pakistan finds that 49pc of small enterprises
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and 57pc of medium-sized firms have trouble with non-tariff measures, while
54pc of large companies consider them to be burdensome. Almost half of the
challenges these firms reported stem from Pakistani rules on matters such as
export inspections, tax refunds, and export certification. These invisible barriers
to trade affect exporters and importers differently, and their impact varies across
sectors. The report finds that regulations and the procedures to comply with them
are difficult for 51pc of Pakistani exporters and 46pc of importers. Most agricultural
exporters (60pc) — especially those dealing with fresh and processed foods —
experience difficulties with these measures, as most countries have stringent
regulations in place to protect human health and the environment. In comparison,
47pc of the Pakistani companies that export manufactured goods face problems.
Conformity assessment is the top challenge with requirements like testing and
product certification are a bigger concern (41pc) than rules related to quality standards, safety, and production processes (4pc).
For Pakistani exporters complying with European rules is difficult and the accompanying conformity assessment procedures are too strict. The neighbouring
SAARC countries account for only 5pc of the problems that local exporters experience with foreign regulations. At the individual partner country level, the United
Arab Emirates and the United Kingdom are responsible for the most reported
regulations, each accounting for 8pc. German measures account for 6pc, while
Oman and the United States account for 5pc each.
Meanwhile, local regulations account for about 45pc of the troublesome
measures that exporters face. Most of these involve export inspections (31pc),
tax refunds (27pc), and export certification (10pc). Pakistani policies cause 55pc
of the problems reported by exporters of manufactured goods, and one-third of
agriculture. Large firms (52pc) face more problems with domestic export regulations than small and medium-sized businesses (45pc).
Exporters say the regulations are overly strict or compliance is difficult in just
12pc of the cases. In contrast, the procedures are the problem in 70pc of the cases
— and most of these occur in Pakistan itself. The remaining 18pc are difficult due
to both the regulation and related procedures, of which more than two-thirds occur
in the country. The most important ones are slow processes on the necessary paperwork and high fees and charges to obtain required certification or testing. Informal payments and inadequate facilities for testing and certification in Pakistan
were also frequently reported. As a way forward, the survey identifies numerous
challenges, especially regarding export-quality management and infrastructure in
the country. For instance, Pakistan should increase the capacity of local laboratories to carry out required testing and certification. Efforts need to be made to
strengthen the capacity of small and medium-sized enterprises to comply with international market access requirements. The absence of a proper warehouse and
cold storage facilities at major border points is a serious problem that must be
fixed. Trade procedures need to be streamlined and paperwork at government
and customs offices be automated to reduce the administrative burdens and costs
shouldered by Pakistani exporters. Traders need a proper portal that can provide
reliable export- and import-related information which should also guide on trade
regulations and procedures, provide facts about relevant agencies, port authorities,
and customs. Finally, Pakistani trade regulations and processes must be streamlined to facilitate exports. A policy rethink is needed on advance payment restrictions on raw material imports and processes involving the duty drawback scheme.
Export inspection processes at the customs also should be improved. The government should act upon the guidelines to improve national exports.

13

Economics

Pakistan and the IMF:
A difficult choice
Asim Nisar Chaudhry

In order to fight inflation and suppress aggregate demand, the State Bank of Pakistan (SBP) has increased the policy rate
by 1 percent (100 basis points) to 9.75
percent. This is the second increase by
the SBP within a month. On November
19, the SBP had increased the policy rate
by 1.5 percent. The aim is to ease pressures on imports and reduce the current
account deficit.
However, on the flip side, such measures increase the cost of capital and add
to the cost of production. They also push
up already high commodity prices and
compound the government’s interest payments liabilities. According to experts, the
mini-budget is likely to further curtail aggregate demand and reduce a much-needed stimulus and development
expenditure. At the same time, more emphasis on indirect taxes is dampening domestic investment, in addition to contributing to the high imported
inflation component and in turn hiking commodity prices further.
This is happening at a time when there is an urgent need to have a
loose monetary and fiscal policy for economic recovery and reducing inequality and poverty. Besides, the government has not been able to manage the international supply shock through targeted subsidies, lowering of
indirect taxes and improving governance for better functioning of markets.
We all know that poverty and inequality have increased due to the pandemic, overall economic slowdown and a severe world commodity price
shock. At this juncture, when the economy needed an aggregate demand
stimulus to create enough economic recovery to undo the impact of recession and diminishing purchasing capacities of the common people, efforts
by the State Bank of Pakistan and other authorities to dampen aggregate
demand will be counter-productive to the overall economic recovery needs.
Needless to say, the existing clutch of policies will further exacerbate costpush inflation.
What is the way out? Among other things, financial support from rich
and advanced countries, and special drawing rights (SDRs) allocations by
the International Monetary Fund (IMF) is a must for Pakistan and for other
developing countries, which are also net importers of oil and face the consequences of a fast-unfolding climate change crisis.
Right now, Pakistan is in an IMF programme, with its rigid emphasis
on difficult-to-implement conditionalities which have left policymakers in a
quandary as to how to deal with the current account deficit, and also make
necessary stimulus/development expenditures. In the given situation, the
IMF needs to consider the limits of policy tools available with policymakers
in both creating enough fiscal space for managing the negative consequences of the pandemic and international commodity supply shocks on
the economy.
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The IMF should also support Pakistan through enhanced allocation of
special drawing rights (SDRs) in safeguarding foreign exchange reserves,
allowing the country to better manage the current account deficit in a way
that essential imports for economic recovery are sustained and the economy is better insulated from imported inflation. The IMF also needs to revise its policy of reduction in subsidies which should not only be increased
but also better targeted.
It may be noted here that IMF officials talk of showing understanding
for the important need of providing a stimulus and adequately spending in
health and overall economic recovery, but at the operational level they
keep pushing policies that lead to greater austerity and hardship to the
people. The IMF should be less demanding with regard to conditionalities
that lead to an increase in taxes and utility charges.
On the basis of its past experience, the IMF should understand the limits of its policy instruments and by concrete action honour its lofty public
announcements of supporting developing countries’ stimulus and development expenditures. It is relevant to point out in this context that rich and
advanced countries also have a moral and social duty towards developing
countries, that is to provide adequate finances, and play a greater role in
changing the multilateral frameworks that better meet the developing countries’ balance of payments and climate-financing needs.
On its part, the government should redouble its efforts to collect more
revenue. The choice for Pakistan is clear. The government should formulate an economic recovery programme that reduces inequality and
poverty. This involves not overly focusing on curtailing the current account deficit, but also a policy that diminishes any chances for broadbased economic recovery at the back of higher costs of capital,
production, imported-inflation-led price shocks, and debt liabilities. We
need to adopt a more aggressive economic diplomacy for arranging
greater financial support, especially in terms of enhanced SDR allocations and climate financing and through smart curtailment of imports and
much-improved governance of markets.
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Economics

Tax reform: A far cry
Asim Nisar Chaudhry

It is an indisputable fact that
our tax system is outdated,
outmoded and grossly unfair.
It is tilted in favour of the rich
and powerful and excessively
hard on the common tax
payer. Experts have repeatedly pleaded for radical revamping and restructuring of
the entire tax system, through
low-rate, broad-based and
predictable taxes and a single
national tax agency, but to little avail.
Many times in the past tax
policy reforms have been undertaken but they proved an
exercise in futility. Various tax
reform commissions and
committees formed from time
to time signally failed to perform their tasks. In some cases, the solutions they suggested further complicated the problem. Result: our tax revenue has remained far below its
actual potential. Many well-known professionals, selected for committees
announced by the government to remove anomalies and technical issues
have failed to even remove the obvious lacunas, what to speak of suggesting a pro-growth and investment-friendly tax policy helpful in creating
jobs from agriculture to high tech knowledge-based projects.
Over the years both federal and provincial governments have done precious little to revamp the colonial-era tax institutions to generate enough
revenue needed to promote economic growth. Complex tax procedures,
growing reliance on indirect taxes, weak enforcement, inefficiencies, incompetence and corruption are responsible for low tax collection. Instead
of broadening the tax base and simplifying laws, federal and provincial
governments from time to time offer amnesties, immunities, tax-free perks
and perquisites to powerful segments of society.
In 2020, the federal government obtained a loan of US $ 400 million
for the Pakistan Raises Revenue (PRR) Project. The total cost of the PRR
Project was estimated at US $ 1.6 billion. The Punjab government also
decided to borrow US $ 304 million from the World Bank for tax reforms
and it was approved by the Planning Commission of Pakistan in September, 2020. What has happened to these initiatives nobody knows? The
past experience shows that such projects launched with borrowed money
never yield the desired results.
According to an estimate, there are over 4 million people outside the
tax net. Further, tax collection has been showing a declining trend.
According to the Pakistan Telecommunication Authority (PTA), the
total number of cellular subscribers as on October 31, 2021, was 187
million (85.33% teledensity). Out of these, 106 million are 3G/4G subscribers (48.19% penetration), 2 million basic telephony users (1.13 teledensity) and 108 million broadband subscribers (40.08% penetration).
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Not less than 100 million unique mobile users (many have more than one
SIMs) are paying advance/adjustable income tax of 10% reduced from
12.5% from July 1, 2021.
In 2015, the average tax paid by the return filer stood at Rs 23,640,
which fell to just Rs 10,914 in 2019. However, the figure crossed Rs 17,000
by tax year 2020. The paradox is that the entire taxable population and
even those having no income or income below the taxable limit are paying
advance and adjustable income tax at source as mobile users. It is estimated that if all file income tax returns, there will be a refund payable to at
least 80 million people having no income or income below taxable limits.
This is a ridiculous situation. A 75-paisa federal excise duty on a cell
call exceeding five minutes was levied in the Finance Act 2021, which is a
great injustice to the poor. It was also in violation of the Constitution of
Pakistan. Needless to emphasise, the PTI government must stop taxing
the less-privileged and downtrodden people.
Similarly, taxation on electricity bills and a number of food items and
items of daily-use by the citizens is totally unjustified. Tax credits for senior
citizens and special people that were available before the enhancement of
tax rates by the Finance Act, 2019, should be restored after the higher tax
rates were reverted soon after coming into power by the PTI government.
The government must lower the rate of taxes and allow capital formation to accelerate high and sustainable growth by investing in productive
sectors and heavily tax unproductive investment in open plots, etc. It is
possible only through a simple tax model as elaborated in various expert
committees’ reports.
All said, there is an urgent need to replace the existing tax system with
a lower, flat-rate tax system that is simple, broad-based and easy to understand and apply. Low taxes with a broad base and simple compliance
procedure alone can enable the government to collect Rs 10 trillion which
is the actual potential of our economy.
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Education

An international award
for 171 Punjab schools
Rasheed Ali

Pakistan’s education scene is mostly replete with dreadful realities: over 20
million (at least 32 per cent, or one third of) children between the ages of
five and 16 years are out of school; most public and private sector schools
face the dearth of teachers, and at least 40% of those imparting education
have never received any training; a large number of government schools
are without proper buildings, boundary walls, toilets, running water and furniture facilities, etc.
That is why the media, most of the time, paints a gloomy picture of the
sector, from primary schools to higher education institutions, as a natural
consequence. In the circumstances, a positive and good news item, if ever
received, must be welcomed as a whiff of fresh air. But, regrettably, those
sitting in the media have become so cynic and gloom-mongers that they fail
to appreciate even international-level positive news, if ever created by the
local education sector. One such story, a distinction, was missed out by the
local media recently. The news story was generated by a ceremony, held
under the auspices of the British Council Lahore, in collaboration with the
Quaid-e-Azam Academy for Educational Development (QAED) Punjab, at
a Lahore hotel from Dec 14-16, 2021.
At the ceremony, the British Council gave away the International School
Awards (ISA) to 171 public sector schools of Punjab for achieving various
targets and goals, set under the Millennium Development Goals (MDGs)
and the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) by the United Nations for
the education sector across the world. The International School Award,
under the Connecting Classrooms initiative, is a prestigious global accreditation programme, offered by the British Council, which recognises the commitment and good practices of schools in incorporating international
dimensions into their classrooms.
According to the British Council spokesperson, each school taking part
in the ISA is required to complete a minimum of seven collaborative projects with national and international partner schools. After the completion
of the approximately 12-month process, which comprises multiple stages,
starting from the action plan, implementation of the approved plan, national and international collaboration and sharing, and self-evaluation, the
evidence is submitted to the British Council for assessment. According to
the spokesperson, each project must be linked with the curriculum and
one or more Sustainable Development Goals, previously (before 2015)
Global Citizenship themes.
Realising the crucial role that effective, motivated teachers and school
leaders can play in harnessing the potential of Pakistan’s next generation,
the British Council introduced the School Leadership Programme in Pakistan. The spokesperson says the ISA is a badge of honour for schools
that brings an international dimension to teaching and learning. It helps
schools benefit from all the opportunities that international education can
offer by providing a framework to plan, evaluate and celebrate the international learning activities. The ISA is goal-based and driven by a global
network of people and projects that can support local schools’ international
activities, the official explains. The British Council ISA approach towards
school development is holistically rigorous and evidence-based. The
process of acquiring the information, students working on information acquired and the actual activity and wider dissemination of the information
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has to be well-documented, according to the spokesperson. Putting together the action plan and the portfolio of evidence encourages collaboration and critical thinking. Keeping the staff motivated and enthusiastic
through the year puts the head teacher and British Council International
School Award coordinator’s leadership skills to test, he believes. There is
little doubt that good leadership is second only to good teaching in raising
standards in schools, the official adds.
Munir Ahmad Shad, the course coordinator at the QAED Punjab, and
the focal person for the British Council’s ISA, says the role of Quaid-e-Azam
Academy for Educational Development in helping Punjab schools secure
the distinction has been crucial. Throughout the year, various refresher
courses for teachers continue, and heads as well as teachers of public sector schools are invited to stay and train at the academy in Lahore, he tells
Cutting Edge in a special talk. Mr. Shad says special courses are designed
for teachers and they are made to undergo extensive training and interactions at QAED to achieve the MDGs and SDGs. He says due to the rigorous
and comprehensive refresher courses for the teachers, the number of
schools achieving the task and goals is increasing with each passing year.
The course coordinator says that the award-winning schools are accredited for three years after completing their work within a comprehensive
framework and by exhibiting a deep understanding of the SDGs. He says
ISA acknowledges school collaboration internationally and provides a robust
framework for recognising schools.
The QAED training programme aims to give support to teachers to integrate a range of core skills into the curriculum to benefit students. During
the past year, 3,400 teachers from 1,700 schools were trained on selected
core skills to benefit more than 175,000 students in classrooms, he explains.
The focal person for the British Council’s ISA says 171 Punjab schools
were awarded at the recent ceremony. 120 schools secured the ISA intermediate level and 67 foundation level awards. In 2016, five government
schools from Punjab won the International School Award for the first time.
In 2017, 450 public school schools from Punjab participated in international
school award activities and 300 submitted the portfolio and 159 successfully
won the award. In 2018, 400 schools from Punjab attended the workshops,
206 submitted the portfolio and 157 won the International School Award. In
2019, 440 schools attended the ISA workshops, almost 200 submitted folders for assessment and 157 won ISA.
In 2020-2021, 440 schools initiated the ISA project, 378 submitted their
portfolios, 171 won full awards, 120 intermediate level awards and 67
schools secured the foundation level award.
Munir Ahmad Shad finds the British Council initiative a great opportunity
for schools of countries, like Pakistan. The ISA provides students and
schools with excellent opportunities to learn innovatively and enjoyably,
using both traditional and modern resources. It builds confidence by enabling them to collaborate with international partners and nurtures their inquisitiveness and curiosity through active learning. The QAED course
coordinator believes the initiative helps refine teachers’ social skills through
group work, student presentations and develops their critical thinking and
problem-solving skills. All these interactions prepare them to face everyday
issues and problems with confidence, now and in the future, he adds.
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Rights

Campus bullying: A prevailing
issue in Pakistan too
Dr. Fatima Khan

It was surprising for Mrs. Amjad Rehman that Amna Rehman, her daughter, was showing reluctance to go to school. It was for the second time in
the week that she was avoiding school on the pretext of a headache. The
mother knew it very well that she was fully fit and the headache was only
a lame excuse. Amna is studying at a private “English medium” school in
ninth grade in the Township area of Lahore. She was the only child among
all her four siblings who had loved going to school. But during the last two
weeks, she had gone through such an ordeal that going to school became
really fearsome for her. Two weeks back, during the first term exams,
Abida Mumtaz, one of her classmates, while sitting behind her, asked for
her help to solve the physics paper. Amna flatly refused; she could not do
so. It was cheating, and she did not believe in cheating in exams.
But, her refusal turned Abida against her. She threatened Amana of
dire consequences during the paper, and from that day onwards, she
started chasing and bullying her, along with her two other group fellows,
whenever they would get a chance. In the courtyard during a free period,
at the canteen, at the gate after school closing time, they would give her
a shove, pull away her bag, and hurl nasty words at her while passing by.
Time and again they threatened her of a “full-fledged” thrashing.
Amna is an introvert and mostly doesn’t mix up with her classmates.
Being good at studies, she didn’t feel the need to join any group of students
in her class, and she enjoys being lonely. But now, her habit has become a
curse for her. Many of classmates noted Abida’s group bullying her, but they
only “enjoyed” it instead of standing with the girl. For fear of a severe reaction
from the “mean girls group”, she didn’t tell her teacher, or her mother.
However, that day, on her mother’s insistence, she related all her ordeal, but still suggested finding some other way out, instead of asking the
class in-charge to help resolve the issue “as she would not accompany
her all the time on campus”.
Mawara Ahsan, a senior teacher at a private school system in Lahore,
is not surprised at the Amna story. She says bullying in educational institutes is common in Pakistan also, but unfortunately the issue receives little
or no attention from people concerned. She says that with the increasing
decline of parental involvement in school affairs, bullying in educational
institutions has increased significantly in the last two decades. Quoting the
findings of a survey report, published by the Academia Magazine, the
teacher says Pakistan was placed at 22nd position in a list of 25 countries
studied for a research on bullying.
The study says roughly one in six children aged 12 to 18 report being
bullied in Pakistani schools, according to data released by the non-governmental authorities in 2018. However, that number likely fell dramatically
when schools shifted to virtual learning.
An educationist, Prof. Dr. Abiodollah, regrets that a majority of parents
and a large number of teachers are unaware of the bullying concept, and
they don’t see bullying as an issue worth their attention. He defines bullying
as “unwanted, aggressive behaviour among school-age children that involves a real or perceived power imbalance. The behaviour is repeated,
or has the potential to be repeated over time. Both children, who are bullied
and who bully others, may have serious, lasting problems.”
Prof. Dr. Abiodollah, a senior teacher at Punjab University’s Institute of
Education and Research (IER), says school administrations must under-
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stand the difference between bullying and harassment. The two are often
used interchangeably, however, there are some uniquenesses. Bullying
behaviour reaches harassment when a student is not just being bullied
about being small, rather they are experiencing verbal bullying about their
size as a result of a physical disability.
The educationist says parents’ involvement and parents modelling respectful and dignified behaviour is always seen as the first line of defence
against bullying. He says parents should stay involved with their children,
supervising and monitoring their behaviour, talking to them about classes,
peers, interests and concerns, and encouraging involvement in activities
that are healthy.
Prof. Abiodollah endorses Amna Rehman’s story, saying, “Children are
often reluctant to tell their teachers if they are being targeted, but they are
more likely to tell their parents about their ordeal. So, parents should take
any report seriously, make sure the child knows it is not their fault, and ask
how they would like the parents to help them.
The IER senior teacher says parents should encourage their children
to make good friends. Children, who have even one close friend, are less
likely to be targeted. He says one reason for Amna being bullied for weeks
was not having even a single good friend in school.
It is a good omen that with the increasing use of social media, more
and more people, especially parents, are becoming aware of the menace
of bullying on campuses. In 2019, the UNESCO Member States declared
the first Thursday of November every year International Day against Violence and Bullying at School Including Cyberbullying. In the year 2021,
the day was marked on Nov 4. UNESCO Director General Audrey Azoulay
said in his message: "Although this violence is not limited to school premises, the education system has an important role to play in teaching students how to navigate safely in the digital sphere.”
Punjab Education Minister Dr Murad Raas last year promised that the
provincial government “would soon introduce new legislation for private
schools, which would cover the issues such as harassment and bullying
at schools”. However, nothing was later heard of on the issue. The minister
and his party must protect the rights of schoolchildren by enacting a law
at the earliest.
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Agriculture

Let sunflower blossom,
cut the import bill
Dr. Zaheer Ahmad Babar

The word “cash crop” is associated with the cotton crop in Pakistan, but
the concept has wider scope in the agriculture sector across the globe.
According to agronomists, any grain, legume, fruit, or other plant crop
grown not for consumption by the farmers, but specifically to be sold for
profit are included in the list of “cash crops”. Some crops grow more
densely and productively than others, meaning that they are great choices
for farmers. These crops give farmers a lot of return on their investment,
requiring relatively little land to produce big results. Local agriculturists believe oil-producing plants, sunflower, can be more profitable than any other
cash crop, including cotton, in Pakistan, for being an essential part of the
worldwide trade and food consumption today.
According to a research study conducted by Agricultural Research Institute, Tarnab, Peshawar, sunflower cultivation as a cash crop has increased many times during the last two decades. The study was
conducted to examine the trends in sunflower acreage, production and
trade patterns and to determine its potential to increase the oilseed production in the country and to identify factors and constraints for fluctuations
in sunflower acreage and production.
The study findings say the sunflower crop also attracted farmers in Pakistan for being a fast-growing crop that can be planted in between planting
seasons. It tolerates a wide variety of soil conditions and the crop brings
in high yields. With high demand for sunflower oil in Pakistan, it has become an excellent source of income for farmers, and can help support sustainable growth in communities. The crop gets ready in just three months.
With an increase in the population at a fast rate, to meet their food
needs and due to changing weather patterns, the need for changing crop
patterns has also increased manifold. Despite Pakistan being an agrarian
country, food imports increased by 82 per cent in August 2021, compared
to August last year, according to the Pakistan Bureau of Statistics.
The official data showed that ghee and cooking oil prices at home had
increased roughly by 40 per cent, year-on-year in September 2021 — palm
oil imports, the biggest component of food imports, more than doubled in
terms of dollar value in August 2021, compared to 2020. Fluctuating
around $2 billion every year, palm oil is a staple of food imports sourced
from Malaysia and Indonesia, both countries with which we have trade
agreements. In the first half of 2021, edible oil prices were at a multi-year
high, rising as much as 62 per cent. Bad weather conditions in major producing countries and increasing use of biofuels had constrained supplies.
It must set alarm bells ringing at the departments concerned that the
country’s oilseed production is declining due to falling cotton production,
which leads to a decrease in cottonseed. In the past, the federal and provincial governments had launched an oilseed promotion initiative and growers
received a subsidy of Rs.5,000 per acre for planting up to 20 acres of canola
and sunflower. The initiative resulted in some planting increases, but a significant breakthrough did not happen mainly due to competition from major
crops i.e., wheat and sugarcane, that have the benefit of support prices.
Agricultural experts say soybean production stands at a very low level
in Pakistan, and it is difficult to increase due to harsh summer conditions
and a lack of planting seed varieties in the country. In the situation, those
attached with the field would have to look for alternatives, and the best
could be sunflower in Pakistan.
However, the federal and provincial governments would have to take
special measures to make famers go for the “cash crop”. As most oilseeds
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are Rabi crops, farmers tend to opt for wheat over oilseeds. For sunflower
and soybeans, the two crops that could be produced during the Kharif season, farmers tend to view cotton, rice, corn and sugarcane as more profitable options.
Imran Nasrullah, Chief Executive Officer/ Country Lead of Cargill Pakistan, says food insecurity will worsen in Pakistan if the country keeps growing wrong crops. An MBA graduate of Imperial College London and a Fellow
of the Institute of Chartered Accountants in England, Imran says Pakistan
is among largest importers of soybean, as well as palm oil and other food
ingredients. Palm oil is one of Pakistan’s largest imports. He says Pakistan
produces approximately 0.7 million tons of oilseeds, which is split among
canola, rapeseeds, mustard seeds, sunflower, sesame, and this excludes
cottonseed. Pakistan imports 3.5 million tons of oilseeds whereas the total
requirement is 4.2 million tons. The gap is large because the population
growth and meat consumption is growing at 2 to 2.5 per cent, he says. He
believes the government will have to incentivise oilseeds production, especially sunflower, which suits the local weather conditions and soils.
Muhammad Aftab, Chief Scientist, Oilseed Research Institute, Faisalabad, says sunflower is one of the most important oilseed crops of the
world and the third most important oilseed crop after cotton, rapeseed and
mustard in Pakistan. Pakistan produces only 18 per cent of required edible
oil locally, while the rest is imported from other countries. Sunflower contributes 11pc to the local production of oil. He says the government has
launched a subsidy programme to enhance the production of sunflower in
Pakistan. Sunflower seed contains 40pc oil and is a good source of vitamins A, B and K. Sunflower oil is considered best for heart patients as it
contains 90pc unsaturated fatty acids. It contains 30pc monounsaturated
Omega-9 and 59pc polyunsaturated Omega-6. It has a short growth period
(100-120 days) and can be grown twice a year and has the ability to be
well-fitted in different crop rotations.
He called upon farmers to bring maximum land under cultivation of the
cash crop. He believes sunflower sowing locally can help the country slash
its import bill, which is about Rs300 billion per annum. He says the Agriculture Department has divided Punjab into three zones for cultivation and
better production of the sunflower crop. Growers of Dera Ghazi Khan and
Rajanpur should immediately start cultivation of sunflower (Last week of
December 2021) and complete it till January 31, while those in Bahawalpur, Rahim Yar Khan, Khanewal, Multan, Muzaffargarh, Layyah,
Lodhran, Bhakkar, Vehari and Bahawalnagar should cultivate it from 1st
to 31st of January. Similarly, farmers of Faisalabad, Mianwali, Sargodha,
Khushab, Jhang, Sahiwal, Okara, Sialkot, Gujranwala, Lahore, Mandi Bahauddin, Kasur, Sheikhupura, Nankana Sahib, Narowal, Attock,
Rawalpindi, Gujrat and Chakwal should cultivate the crop from January
15 to February 15.
The scientist says the sugarcane crushing season has started and
farmers should cultivate sunflower immediately after harvesting the crop
and complete it by mid-February at every cost. He suggests cultivating hybrid sunflower varieties, like Hi-sun-33, Hi-sun-39, T-40318, Agora-4, NKR
Mini, US-666, US-444, PAR-Sun-3, Oxen-5264, Oxen-5270, S-278, HSF360-A, Sun-7, Arvi-Sun-648 and Arvi-Sun-516, etc, because the varieties
are not only disease-resistant but also provide bumper yields. Farmers
should use 2-kilogram per acre high-quality seed which has over 90pc
growth ratio to complete the number of plants in the field.
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Violence

A day of shame
for Pakistan
Faheem Amir

Pakistan has faced many tragic incidents in its history. But
two incidents, the fall of East Pakistan and the APS
tragedy, both occurred on 16th December, have cast indelible effects on Pakistan and its people. Unfortunately,
Pakistan’s corrupt ruling elite has not learned any lesson
from the two tragedies.
All the elements, fault lines and causes, like poverty,
corruption, nepotism, feudalism, illiteracy, prejudice,
provincialism, extremism, religious fanaticism, unemployment, intolerance, loans from the IMF, World Bank and
other countries, a sense of exploitation and deprivation
among the people, lack of justice and the rule of law, etc.,
which gave birth to the two tragedies, are still prevalent in
the country. Shamelessly, our ruling elite, including politicians, bureaucrats, religious leaders and businesspeople,
are doing nothing to solve these simmering problems,
which could explode anytime with volcanic ferocity.
The current account deficit (CAD) has already hit $7 billion, or 5.3pc of
the GDP, in just five months of the current fiscal year. The PTI government
is forced to accept all hard conditions of the IMF for getting a loan to save
the collapsing economy. Resultantly, in the coming days, the people of
Pakistan would face more financial difficulties in the form of soaring prices.
Extremism and misuse of religion are also pushing the country towards
utter failure and disaster. Entire society has become radicalised by the bad
policies of our corrupt ruling elite. Last month, a most tragic incident occurred when Priyantha Kumara, 48, a Sri Lankan factory manager, was
beaten to death and his body set alight by a mob for alleged blasphemy in
Sialkot. Videos of the mob lynching can be seen on social media. They
show that the incensed crowd is dragging Kumara from his workplace,
beating him to death and then burning his body. Tragically, many people
in the crowd were taking selfies with his body.
Extremism has increased so much among the people that the mob
even did not try to hide their identity. They committed the barbaric act without feeling any guilt and fear of punishment.
The Sialkot assistant commissioner said: “Due to the renovation of the
factory building, some posters were taken off from the wall. They may have
desecrated posters. Maybe the manager was lynched because of it.” However, Sialkot Chamber of Commerce and Industry (SCCI) President Mian
Imran Akbar said a personal vendetta by labourers in the garb of an alleged religious tilt led to the heinous incident. "Studying the details of the
case, it was found that Priyantha was a thorough professional known for
his stern production standards," he said in a statement.
The vicious and barbaric killing in the name of religion shocked the entire nation. Prime Minister Imran Khan condemned the "horrific vigilante
attack" and vowed that "all those responsible will be punished with the full
severity of the law". The civil and military leaders also termed the tragic
incident “horrific,” “shameful” and “extra-judicial vigilantism”.
However, it is also a fact that many people have been killed for allegedly
committing blasphemy in Pakistan. Salman Taseer, governor of Punjab,
was shot dead by his bodyguard for speaking out against the misuse of the
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laws in 2011. Mashal Khan, a university student, was dragged out of his
university room by a crowd of hundreds of his fellow students in April 2017.
He was beaten and shot dead. Later, his body was also mutilated.
BBC News writes: “In Pakistan, it can carry a potential death sentence
for anyone who insults Islam. The country's blasphemy law prohibits disturbing a religious assembly, trespassing on burial grounds, insulting religious beliefs or intentionally destroying or defiling a place or an object of
worship. Making derogatory remarks against Islamic personages is an offense - and in 1982, a clause prescribing life imprisonment for "wilful" desecration of the Quran was added. In 1986, a separate clause was inserted
to punish blasphemy against the Prophet Muhammad (PBUH) and the
penalty recommended was "death, or imprisonment for life". In Pakistan,
even unfounded accusations can incite protests and mob violence against
alleged perpetrators. Human rights critics have long argued that minorities
are often the target of accusations.”
According to Pakistan Prime Minister Imran Khan, the horrific vigilante
attack was a day of shame for Pakistan. But some critics linked the incident
to a recent U-turn by the PTI government in its policy towards Pakistan’s
hardline Islamic group, Tehreek-e-Labbaik Pakistan (TLP). The TLP was
banned by the government and declared a militant organisation. However,
after its followers started a wave of deadly protests in Lahore in October,
killing at least six police officers, the government agreed to lift the ban on
the organisation. In one of the videos from the scene in Sialkot, two of the
instigators of the violence refer to TLP’s slogans to justify their action.
Many fear that incidents of violence over alleged blasphemy cases and
mob lynching are escalating as a result of recent policies. Last week, a
police station in Khyber Pakhtunkhwa was set on fire and police vehicles
burned after the officers refused to hand over a person accused of blasphemy to the mob.
Experts question the policy to deal with rising religious extremism in
the country. Recently, the government cut a deal with the TLP, which was
responsible for killing policemen during violent protests. The rise of the
TLP has normalised murder over blasphemy allegations. What were once
random incidents are now becoming an epidemic, they argue.
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Elections

S Korea presidential poll:
Choosing the lesser of two evils
Hyung-A Kim

South Korea’s presidential election, scheduled for March 9, 2022, appears to have become a duel to the death between Lee Jae-myung
of the ruling Democratic Party (DP) and Yoon Seok-youl of the main
opposition conservative People Power Party (PPP). Third-party candidates to the presidency, such as Sim Sang-jeung of the left-wing
Justice Party and Ahn Cheol-soo of the centrist People’s Party, do
not have nearly enough support to clinch the top role.
Yet neither Lee, nor Yoon is offering South Koreans a clear vision
for the future of the country – most importantly, they do not seem to
have concrete policy proposals to protect South Korean livelihoods
amid the ongoing COVID-19 pandemic. Instead, they are spending
most of their energy on attacking each other – the two candidates
have repeatedly accused each other of corruption and even suggested that their rival “will go to jail” after the election.
It is therefore no wonder that most South Koreans appear to be
less than enthusiastic about the election, with many stating they have
no option other than voting for the candidate they perceive as “the
lesser of two evils”. Recent polls are also painting a picture of an undecided nation frustrated with the choices on offer.
A nationwide poll conducted by the Korea Society Opinion Institute over
Dec 10-11, for example, determined that Yoon had an approval rating of 42
percent against Lee’s 40.6 percent (with the 1.4 percent difference between
the candidates being well within the poll’s +/- 3.1 percent margin of error).
Meanwhile, in a Channel A poll conducted on December 1, more than 50 percent of respondents said they disliked both Lee and Yoon. Therefore the outcome of the election is still very much up in the air. There are, however, certain
factors that can help voters decide which candidate is indeed the “lesser of
the two evils”. One factor that will likely play an important role in determining
the outcome of the election is the corruption allegations faced by both Lee
and Yoon (as well as the misdeeds of their relatives). Lee, former governor of
Gyeonggi Province, has been linked to a massive land development scandal
there. Yoon, meanwhile, is alleged to have engaged in political meddling while
serving as prosecutor-general.
Yoon proposed and Lee agreed to have a special counsel probe both allegations. But neither the ruling DP nor the opposition PPP yet took the necessary steps to start the process – the parties seem to be merely paying lip
service to the calls for independent investigations into their candidates’ conduct. While there is no certainty that these investigations will go forward before
the election, if they do, either Lee or Yoon, or both, could be forced out of the
race depending on the findings.
Possible alliances Lee and Yoon may form with third-party candidates is
another factor that can help determine the outcome of the election. Indeed, if
the race remains as tight as it is now in the new year, third-party candidates
can become kingmakers by putting their support behind Yoon or Lee. Lee
would likely seek the support of Justice Party’s Sim, and Yoon that of People’s
Party’s Ahn. But as both third-party candidates started their campaigns with
the aim of shaking the two main parties’ dominance in the election, formation
of any such alliance is less than certain. In this context, another crucial factor
in determining who will win the March election will be Yoon and Lee’s ability
to secure unity within their own respective parties. After Lee’s nomination in
October, the ruling DP’s approval rating dropped 13.9 percentage points, (from
63.3 percent to 49.4 percent) in the southwest Honam region, a historic strong-
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hold of the DP. This drop was largely due to widespread anger among supporters of former Prime Minister Lee Nak-yon, Lee’s runner-up in the nomination primaries, whose appeal against the primary result was rejected by the
DP. Although Lee Nak-yon eventually conceded defeat, Lee still needs to secure party unity. To achieve this, he will have to include Lee Nak-yon into his
campaign in some form, for he still commands vast DP support in the Honam
region, and has widespread personal appeal to centrist middle-class voters,
especially in Seoul.
As a newcomer in politics, Yoon also initially faced an uphill battle to secure
the support of all factions within his party, largely due to a months-long public
conflict between him and the party leader, Lee Jun-seok, over election preparations, with Lee signalling that he feels as if he is being sidelined in the
process. However, this conflict has been resolved, with Lee and Yoon jointly
addressing the issue. Yoon later brought in Kim Chong-in, a well-known political strategist, to lead his election committee with the apparent approval of
the party leader. Yet many analysts warn the power struggle between the party
leader and the presidential candidate can resurface in a different form in the
coming days. All in all, neither Yoon nor Lee has emerged in this race as a
skilful politician who can resolve South Korea’s many problems as president.
The biggest obstacle to their success appears to be the voters’, especially
young voters’, disillusionment with them and their parties. Indeed, despite
countless scandals and failures, the two main political parties in the country
hardly changed their approach to politics or developed inspiring new policies
that can steer the nation through numerous internal and external difficulties.
This disillusionment already led young voters to revolt in the April mayoral
elections and deliver a crushing defeat for the ruling DP. And around the same
time, the annual Korean Society Dissatisfaction Survey conducted by Seoul
National University showed that six out of 10 Koreans – more than 58 percent
of the population – are in a state of “chronic anger” primarily due to “the immorality and corruption of political parties”. With most Koreans still drowning
under household debt, and prominent politicians including presidential candidates showing no clear plan to get them back on their feet, the public’s anger
towards the political class is still as strong as ever before.
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Conflict

Russia-US escalation:
How did we get here?
Leonid Ragozin

Over the past year, tensions between Russia on one side and Ukraine and
the West on th.e other, have flared, fuelling fears of another armed conflict.
The two sides have exchanged accusations of provoking a military escalation and there has even been an ostentatious movement of troops towards the frozen theatre of war in eastern Ukraine.
Despite the hostile posturing on both sides, for now, it seems the game
of brinkmanship has ended in a stalemate. To understand why this escalation took place and how it exposes fundamental deficiencies of the US
strategy in the former Soviet space, it is important to look back at how
events unfolded over the past year.
The standoff began almost immediately after US President Joe Biden
took office in January this year. This coincided with Ukrainian President
Volodymyr Zelensky abruptly turning from the compromise-seeking dove
he had been known as into a Russia hawk. In what appeared as a coordinated effort, Biden and Zelensky attempted a more assertive policy vis-avis Russia with the goal of achieving tangible results for Kyiv, which has
been at war with Russian-backed forces in eastern Ukraine since 2014.
With Biden in office, Zelensky launched a legal attack on Putin’s Ukrainian ally, Viktor Medvedchuk, a local oligarch who presided over a key
media holding. In February, he issued a decree sanctioning Medvedchuk
and banning his TV channels, which had helped his Opposition Party –
For Life overtake Zelensky’s Servant of the People in opinion polls in December 2020.
Simultaneously, the Ukrainian leadership, aided by influential think
tanks in the US, embarked on a PR campaign for Ukraine’s membership
in NATO. Zelensky also attempted to bring the Crimean issue back in the
spotlight by issuing a decree on de-occupation of the peninsula, annexed
by Russia in 2014.
Feeling that the opposite side was trying to upset the delicate equilibrium achieved at the end of the hot phase of the war in 2015, Putin responded in March in his trademark heavy-handed manner – by deploying
a menacing military force at the Ukrainian border.
This came just two weeks after a paper was published by a NATOlinked think tank, the Atlantic Council, outlining a set of recommendations
for the Biden administration by a group of top diplomats specialising in exSoviet countries. For now, it seems that Biden is closely following its suggestions.
The document envisaged the US taking over the Ukraine peace settlement effort, previously led by France and Germany, and pressing Russia
into making concessions. Should Moscow keep showing “intransigence”,
it suggested offering Ukraine a roadmap to NATO membership. The document also called for derailing the Nord Stream 2 gas pipeline project,
which is meant to supply Russian natural gas to Germany. For Putin, this
a key project that allows him to bypass Ukraine, save billions in transit fees
and avoid political headache. For this reason, Nord Stream 2 was and remains a key element of the ongoing brinkmanship game.
The US effort to undo this project was initially championed by President
Donald Trump who was hardly known for being particularly worried about
the fate of Ukraine. He lobbied for Nord Stream 2 to be sanctioned out of
consideration for the interests of US liquified gas producers. His adminis-
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tration dressed this policy in shrill rhetoric, presenting the pipeline as a
mighty energy weapon, with which Russia would strangle the Ukrainian
economy and bring Europe to its knees.
When Biden took over from Trump, Nord Stream 2 was still far from
finished. This gave Washington and Kyiv a window of opportunity to make
gains on three fronts: force Russia into concessions in peace talks with
Ukraine; with a bit of luck – derail Nord Stream; and least plausibly – get
France and Germany on board with regards to Ukraine’s NATO membership. In the beginning, the greatest obstacle to those plans proved to be
German Chancellor Angela Merkel, who firmly supported the completion
of Nord Stream 2. But she was soon to leave her post, while the German
Greens, staunchly opposed to the project, were rapidly rising in the polls
ahead of the German legislative elections in September.
Given the importance of the project for Putin, it did not make sense that
he would make hostile moves in Ukraine during the pipeline’s construction
and certification period, not to mention full-scale invasion. The amassing
of the troops was meant to signal what would happen, should the US and
Ukraine proceed with pushing his red lines.
The Americans took advantage of Russia’s menacing moves and tried
to sell the invasion scare to the German public and political elite to get
them to halt the construction of the gas pipeline. They assumed that Putin
was bluffing and would not act if the project was cancelled, except he was
not. Of course, it was never about a full-blown invasion, which is a figment
of the American public imagination. But a limited operation with no major
land grabs, aimed at coercing Ukraine into an even more humiliating truce,
would have been very much on the cards.
The plan to outsmart Putin failed in the first round. Merkel’s government
would not halt the pipeline construction, while the Greens started losing
momentum in the election campaign. Fearing that too much pressure could
alienate Germany, Biden eventually agreed to remove the US opposition
to Nord Stream 2. But he managed to get Merkel to make a vaguely
worded promise on limiting Russian energy export capabilities – that could
possibly include shutting down Nord Stream 2 – should Russia invade
Ukraine.
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Opinion

Olympics 2028 rowing
course: Shortened for
logistics and exposure
Johnny Luk

Rowing holds a special place in the history of the modern Olympics as a
founding sport managed by the International Olympic Committee (IOC) in
1896. While bad weather postponed the first Olympic rowing race from 1896
to 1900, World Rowing was the first international sports federation to join the
modern Olympic movement, helping to legitimise the rebirth of the ancient
Greek sporting tournament. However, that tradition appears at first glance to
be shaken, with World Rowing announcing their support to shorten the
Olympic distance from 2,000 metres to 1,500 metres due to the challenging
logistics of the Los Angeles 2028 venue.
Los Angeles 2028 was initially planned in Lake Perris State Recreation
Area in Riverside County, which could have hosted the standard distance, but
it was deemed too far away. It was 80 miles from the main host city, and the
organisers were also fretting the cost of building additional infrastructure, including another athletes’ village. So instead, Long Beach is now the preferred
location, sitting at the heart of Los Angeles County, much closer to the action,
thereby making it more attractive to sponsors. It will also be more cost-efficient,
with the area also hosting handball, triathlon, open-water swimming, BMX and
water polo. Long Beach actually hosted rowing in the 1932 LA Olympics at
the full 2,000-metre distance, but construction of a bridge since has partly obstructed the first quarter of the course, so only three lanes, rather than the required eight, are available at full length. It is hard to state how massive this
change will be for rowers.
Unlike in athletics, there are no other distance categories for rowing, with
all athletes training for that one specific length. Based on the Tokyo Olympics,
a 2,000-metre race could span across seven minutes, the winning woman
singles time, to 5 minutes 24 seconds for the winning men’s Eights.
A 1,500-metre competition could result in regattas lasting nearer to four
minutes, slanting the sport to becoming more of a sprint event and disadvantaging the more aerobic, endurance-based athletes. The new 1,500-metre
distance would also make it the shortest Olympic distance ever, with the second shortest being 1,750 metres in the 1900 Paris Olympics. Historically, race
lengths did vary, and domestic regattas continue to have a range of distances
dependent on the nature of the local river, such as the historical Henley Royal
Regatta in the UK, which runs 2,112 metres, or the Oxford-Cambridge boat
race, which goes for a whopping 6,800 metres.
Ironically, the need to regulate and standardise the distance of rowing at
the elite level was why the sport body World Rowing (then called FISA) was
founded, and they settled on 2,000 metres. This has been the standard
Olympic length since 1948, with countless domestic competitions modelled
around that distance. World Rowing President Jean-Christophe Rolland himself admitted that the situation is not ideal, saying that “we know the specificity
of the effort has to be a minimum of five minutes” and insisted that this would
just be a one-off for the 2028 Olympics. While international competitions had
had to compromise in the past, including in 2006, when the course for the
Asian Games was shortened to just 1,000 metres in Doha, elite rowing completely centres around the Olympics. Indeed, funding for many national rowing
bodies is structured around “Olympic cycles”.
The annual World Championships and the three international World Cups,
currently at 2,000 metres, are all viewed as stepping stones for the Olympics.
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So, changing the distance for 2028 would lead all serious coaches and athletes post-Paris 2024 to restructure their training regime on optimising performance at the 1,500-metre distance. The aforementioned competitions are
also often pre-qualifiers for the Olympics, so it seems odd that those secondtier competitions will be at a different distance.
One takeaway could be that it points to the uneven influence of the
Olympics pulling on the sport of rowing, to the point where it can change the
Olympic distance at will to fit the needs of getting exposure and sponsorship.
World Rowing’s financial situation certainly admits it, describing their accounts
as “challenging” and “highly dependent on Olympic revenue … to generate
broadcast income”. The Olympics themselves have lost a lot of money recently due to the pandemic. In the 2020 Tokyo Olympics, with COVID-19 resulting in no spectators, ticket sale losses alone cost $800m. Sponsorship
potential, worth $200m per brand, was also limited in a purely digital format,
with Fortune reporting a loss on return of investment of at least 40 percent.
With sponsors burning their fingers in the last Olympics, they would want a
more apparent return in investment before committing again.
Perhaps the more generous conclusion might be to praise World Rowing
for its hard-headed pragmatism and reform-minded intentions in a sector often
seen as dominated by exclusive private schools (with only 12 out of 105
schools registered for British Rowing from state school institutions) and elite
universities with all the baggage of tradition.
Visibility is essential to make the sport more popular, especially if it can
feed business support to help develop the grassroots and community rowing
and break away from a cycle of community clubs struggling for serious funding. As triple Olympic Gold Medallist Andy Hodge observed, “Without proper
investment, community sport can easily be overlooked.” It also matters at the
elite level. A professional team utterly dependent on public or lottery funding
will have little incentive to market themselves to the masses, with funding instead linked to getting Olympic medals. Indeed, most Olympic rowers are paid
notoriously little even with public funding, with the British Olympic champion
Will Satch struggling to get a mortgage because his income was considered
too unreliable.
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Your View
Fighting smog

Promoting tolerance

Lahore is one of the busiest cities in Pakistan. Due to the rapidly increasing population and deforestation, the air quality and environment
of Lahore is getting worse by the day, affecting the environmental aesthetics and health of the public. Smog has become a challenge for the
residents over the last few years, causing diseases like eye irritation,
emphysema, asthma, chronic bronchitis, lung infections and even cancers. The required air quality index should be less than 100, but nowadays it is far beyond 250, indicating unhealthy environmental

Stress, a medically proven culprit to a wide range of social evils and
health issues, remains a key factor in producing an intolerant society.
Against the backdrop of a staggering economy, poor literacy rate and a
below par health system, the overall tolerance level in society has further deteriorated, and consequently the social and moral values are
perhaps at rock bottom.
While many intellectuals argue that how decently a nation behaves on
roads reflects its tolerance level, other indicators of public dealing in our

conditions in the city.
The government and all departments concerned should take appropriate action against the factories, industries and all those contributing to
the prevailing smog. Brick kilns should be designed in such a way that
their chimneys must have zig-zag shapes from the inside so that they
may not produce heavy smoke. Besides, the waste of industries
should be in compliance with the Occupational Safety and Health Administration (OSHA) standards. Strict action should be taken against
all those violating the rules and increasing pollution. Heavy fines
should be imposed on them and their licence be cancelled. Afforestation is also one of the best options to improve the air quality.
Huzaifa Fayyaz
Lahore7

daily lives are also not encouraging. Public offices, shopping malls,
banks, educational institutions and transport systems reflect a sheer
mess. Portraying a negative image of society, verbal abuses, elbowing
and grappling have become common. Social media, not an exception,
is mostly dominated by the ‘cancel culture’ and ‘demeaning behaviour’,
painting a gloomy picture of the country.
In this era of economics, the circumstances demand expediting the
need of promoting tolerance and, in turn, generate a conducive work
and business environment in the country. Parents and educational institutions must shoulder their responsibilities in improving the behaviour
of our children. The health institutions must offer psychotherapies to
improve mental health. In addition, mass campaigns to create awareness can collectively have a substantial impact in this connection.
Dr Faisal Gorchani
Dera Ghazi Khan

Exploitative employers
It is a matter of extreme disappointment that a number of employers, including some well-known multinational companies, are agitating against
the Sindh government’s laudable decision to increase the minimum

Broken roads in AJK

wage of workers to Rs25,000 per month. If one scans through the finan-

Roads in Azad Jammu and Kashmir (AJK) are mostly in a poor

cial reports of public listed companies, the remuneration paid to chief

condition. Instead of constructing new ones, the government

executive officers (CEOs) is enough to pay the minimum wage of 166

should try to mobilise resources to repair the existing roads.

persons for a year. The employers should end their resistance, and vol-

Keeping in view the high volume of traffic on certain roads,

untarily raise the minimum wage.

new link roads are needed, but only after the existing issues
Moin Mohajir

have been addressed. A proper traffic study should be con-

Karachi

ducted on a regular basis and roads should be widened accordingly.
Altaf Khan
Rawalakot

Fire incidents
Many fire incidents were reported in different areas of Karachi within a
few weeks recently, the most devastating being the one at the Cooperative Market in Saddar where around 500 shops were gutted. The

Misinterpreted judgment

shop-owners should work in cohesion with all relevant departments to

I have been allotted the post of mukhtiarkar after passing the

improve the situation inside the markets. Electricity wires are seen

relevant exam in July 2019. The successful candidates have

hanging loosely, and there are no fire-extinguishers around. Profes-

not been issued appointment letters because of a court order

sionals must conduct regular inspection of the electricity network in-

in a case that has nothing to do with us. The relevant authori-

side the markets.

ties must look into the matter.
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Khurram Zia Khan

Abdul Fattah Jan
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Hyderabad
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Vikings may have fled Greenland to escape rising seas

How a warming climate may make winter
tornadoes stronger

Freda Kreier

Ariana Remmel

In 1721, a Norwegian
missionary set sail for
Greenland in the hopes
of converting the Viking
descendants living there
to Protestantism. When
he arrived, the only
traces he found of the
Nordic society were
ruins of settlements that had been abandoned 300 years earlier. There is no
written record to explain why the Vikings left or died out. But a new simulation
of Greenland’s coastline reveals that as the ice sheet covering most of the
island started to expand around that time, sea levels rose drastically, researchers report at the American Geophysical Union’s fall meeting in New
Orleans. These shifting coastlines would have inundated grazing areas and
farmland, and could have helped bring about the end of the Nordic way of
life in Greenland, says Marisa Borreggine, a geophysicist at Harvard University. Greenland was first colonized by Vikings in 985 by a group of settlers in
14 ships led by Erik the Red, who had been banished from neighboring Iceland for manslaughter. Erik and his followers settled across southern Greenland, where they and their descendants hunted for seals, grazed livestock,
built churches and traded walrus ivory with European mainlanders.
The settlers arrived during what’s known as the Medieval Warm Period, when
conditions across Europe and Greenland were temperate for a handful of
centuries. But by 1350, the climate had started taking a turn for the worse
with the beginning of the Little Ice Age, a period of regional cooling that lasted
well into the 19th century. Researchers have long speculated that a rapidly
changing climate could have dealt a blow to Greenland’s Norse society. The
island probably became much colder in the last 100 years of Norse occupation, says paleoclimatologist Boyang Zhao at Brown University in Providence,
R.I, who was not involved in the new research.

Warmer winters
could
make
twisters
more
powerful. Though
tornadoes
can
occur in any season, the United
States logs the
greatest number
of
powerful
twisters in the warmer months from March to July. Devastating winter tornadoes like the one that killed at least 88 people across Kentucky and four
other states beginning on December 10 are less common.
But climate change could increase tornado intensity in cooler months by
many orders of magnitude beyond what was previously expected, researchers report in a poster at the American Geophysical Union’s fall
meeting. Tornadoes typically form during thunderstorms when warm,
humid airstreams get trapped beneath cooler, drier winds. As the fastmoving air currents move past each other, they create rotating vortices
that can transform into vertical, spinning twisters. Many tornadoes are
short-lived, sometimes lasting mere minutes and with a width of only 100
yards, says Jeff Trapp, an atmospheric scientist at the University of Illinois
at Urbana-Champaign. Over the last 20 years, tornado patterns have
shifted so that these severe weather events occur later in the season and
across a broader range in the United States than before, Trapp says. But
scientists have struggled to pin down a direct link between the twister
changes and human-caused climate change. Unlike hurricanes and other
severe storm systems, tornadoes happen at such a small scale that most
global climate simulations don’t include the storms, says Kevin Reed, an
atmospheric scientist at Stony Brook University in New York who was not
involved in the new research.
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Health

Omicron escapes Moderna vaccine, but COVID booster shot helps
Carolyn Crist
Moderna’s two-dose COVID-19 vaccine is less effective against the new
Omicron variant, according to a new study. The study hasn’t been peerreviewed or published in a journal.
But a booster shot of the Moderna vaccine increased antibodies that were
highly effective at blocking Omicron. “The antibodies that people make
after they get the standard two inoculations of the Moderna mRNA vaccines are 50 times less effective against Omicron than they are against
the original form of the virus,” David Montefiori, PhD, the senior study author and a virologist at Duke University Medical Center, said.
“What these results are telling us is that if Omicron becomes a dominant
variant, it’s going to become even more important that people get their
boost,” he said. Montefiori and colleagues tested antibodies in blood samples of vaccinated people against a pseudovirus, a viral particle that is not
considered a live virus, which was created in a lab to mimic the mutations
on the Omicron variant. They studied blood samples from 30 people who
had gotten two Moderna shots and found that antibodies were about 50
times less effective at stopping the Omicron variant.
The research team also studied blood samples from 17 people who had
received a Moderna booster and found that the extra shot was helpful. The
booster was about as effective at blocking the Omicron variant as it was
at blocking the Delta variant. The findings are similar to other studies of
blood samples from people who have received Pfizer’s COVID-19 vaccine.
The two-shot series was less effective against Omicron, but a third shot
helped to boost antibodies.

Based on the results, Montefiori said a new vaccine that specifically targets
the Omicron variant won’t be needed. Anthony Fauci, MD, director of the
National Institute of Allergy and Infectious Diseases, shared the same message during a White House COVID-19 briefing -- for both the Moderna and
Pfizer vaccines. “Our booster vaccine regimens work against Omicron,”
he said. “At this point, there is no need for a variant-specific booster.”
Scientists are also testing the Omicron variant against the Johnson & Johnson vaccine alone and with a Pfizer booster, NPR reported.

Low-level exposure to toxic metals affects heart health
Rosalind Stefanac
People exposed to even low levels of certain toxic metals may increase
their risk of atherosclerosis, the plaque buildup in the arteries that can cause
strokes and heart attacks.
A large study in Spain evaluated middle-aged people (97% of whom were
male) working in an auto body factory to look for impacts of toxic metals on
heart health. The results showed that exposure to toxic metals arsenic, cadmium, and titanium increased the risk of heart issues. Arsenic and cadmium
can be found in tobacco, food, and water, while titanium mostly comes from
dental and orthopedic implants, pacemaker encasings, cosmetic products,
and some foods. While previous studies have looked at how toxic metal affects the major arteries in the neck, researchers focused on hardening of
the arteries that happens before apparent symptoms. By looking at multiple
areas, the researchers felt they could “accomplish an earlier and better risk
assessment of environmental-related cardiovascular disease,” says study
co-author Maria Tellez-Plaza, MD, a senior scientist at the National Center
for Epidemiology, Instituto de Salud Carlos III in Madrid, Spain.
The results supported previous evidence linking arsenic and cadmium to
adverse events in the heart and blood vessels and added titanium as another potential risk factor. “Titanium was the interesting factor that hasn’t
been (measured) before,” says Aruni Bhatnagar, PhD, director of the
Christina Lee Brown Envirome Institute/American Heart Association Tobacco Regulation Center at the University of Louisville. “The real importance
of this work is that they were able to measure all these metals and then find
out which were more likely to be associated.”
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Researchers say further testing is needed in women and the general population to determine sources of potential toxic metal exposure. They also
note that current environmental, occupational, and food safety standards
for cadmium, arsenic, and other metals may not be enough to protect people from metal-related health risks.
Tellez-Plaza says doctors can help monitor patients’ metal concentrations
via blood and urine tests and empower them to take action to protect themselves. “One strategy is to close the windows in the house and cars if the
pollution is high outside, and walking through green areas is also beneficial,”
she says. “Finally, quitting smoking and protecting passive smokers from
secondhand smoke is fundamental.”
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Film

Spider-Man: No Way Home

The King's Man

Dan Jolin

Olly Richards

Let's go back for a moment to a
scene in Spider-Man: Far From
Home. No, not the one where J.
Jonah Jameson appears in the
very-welcome form of J.K. Simmons. (Though that is obviously
relevant.) But the scene where
Mysterio talks about there being a multiverse, spinning a story about
being a hero from another dimension. It was a tease, of course (Mysterio
was bullshitting), but while it gave a sneaky wink to the spectacularly animated Into The Spider-Verse, it also deliberately sowed a seed. One
which sprouted to entertaining effect in the recent Loki TV series, before
finally realising its full (Marvel) cinematic (Universe) potential here, in Far
From Home’s much hyped and rumour-laden sequel. Whether you've figured out what's coming, or are taken totally by surprise by some of its,
er, surprises, we're happy to report that the result is crowd-pleasing in all
the best possible ways. As you'll know from the trailers, thanks to a spellgone-sideways, No Way Home brings back almost all the villains from
the pre-MCU movies. Which, with the help of Marvel's de-aging magic,
solves the problem of how a new film would cast better than Willem Dafoe
as Spider-Man’s Green Goblin (who wisely ditches the Power Rangers
mask early on), or the mighty Alfred Molina as Spider-Man 2’s Doctor Octopus. But, in keeping with the previous Jon Watts films, the joy of seeing
them all returned is less felt in the action sequences — which occasionally become crowded and confusing with all the lightning and sand and
pumpkin bombs — than it is in the sparky, snappy dialogue.

Swan Song

The Tender Bar

Nikki Baughan

Ian Freer

Contemplating big questions of
mortality, identity and loyalty, Irish
director Benjamin Cleary’s feature
debut has sensitivity and style to
match its sweeping narrative ambition. Featuring a superb dual
performance by Mahershala Ali,
Swan Song effectively balances science-fiction sentiments and distinctly
human sentimentality to deliver an engaging study of what it truly means to
be flesh and blood in a near-future world where those things can be synthesised to seamless perfection. Or so hopes graphic designer Cameron (Ali),
who is hiding his terminal-illness diagnosis from his wife Poppy (Naomie Harris) and young son. Desperate to save them from the heartache of his death,
Cameron visits the isolated compound of pioneering cloning scientist Dr Scott
(Glenn Close), who creates a perfect, healthy version of Cameron (whom
they name Jack, also played by Ali). Cameron and Jack must spend some
time together, to make sure that Cameron’s personality has successfully
copied across before Jack leaves the compound, has his memory wiped and
lives the rest of his life believing himself to be the original Cameron — who
will die at the facility. Aside from a few intense moments of high emotion,
there’s no suggestion that this procedure will be anything other than successful; Swan Song is not focused on psychological thrills but in mining the
rich dramatic seams of self-reflection and impossible choices. It’s in the moments where Cameron and Jack are together on screen, where Cameron
must literally face up to himself, that the film has most resonance.
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A prequel is generally the
lazy option for the third
part in a franchise, cobbling together a story of
where it all began rather
than opting for the more
complex task of deciding
where it goes next. But
Matthew Vaughn’s Kingsman origin story certainly can’t be accused
of being lazy. It’s imaginative to a fault, crammed with countless ideas
— some inspired, some underworked, and quite a few that should
have been binned. It makes sense for the Kingsman series, about a
group of stiff-upper-lipped secret agents, to have its origins in a time
when upper lips were at their stiffest: the 1910s, in the lead-up to
World War I. Orlando, Duke of Oxford (Ralph Fiennes), is a war hero
who can no longer stomach war. He and his wife Emily (Alexandra
Maria Lara) are dedicated to helping victims of conflict. When Emily
is killed in crossfire in a visit to a British concentration camp in South
Africa during the Boer War, Oxford’s pacifist stance is cemented. He
vows his son will never be harmed fighting someone else’s battles.
This does not sit well with said son, Conrad (Harris Dickinson), especially when World War I dawns and he’s forbidden from doing what he
considers his duty to his country. His father tries to show him there is
another way to do your duty: by preventing war from happening. Now,
from here it all gets rather bonkers. The War, you see, is not merely
down to world leaders craving power.

George Clooney’s eighth film as
a director is the polar opposite of
his seventh. Whereas The Midnight Sky was cold, epic-in-scale
sci-fi, The Tender Bar, based on
the 2005 memoir by journalist
J.R. Moehringer, is a warm, intimate, coming-of-age story (of course there’s a voiceover). It’s a film about
daddy issues and father figures, filled with things that are rites of passage
in life — that first alcoholic drink, job interviews — but not so much in
movies these days. While it never packs a punch, it’s a well-played, welcome reminder that modern movies can be human-sized too.
To the propulsive dad-rock of Golden Earring’s ‘Radar Love’, the story
starts in 1973 as nine-year-old J.R. (Daniel Ranieri) is being driven by his
mother Dorothy (Lily Rabe, excellent) back to her father’s (Christopher
Lloyd) crowded house. J.R. soon comes under the wing of Uncle Charlie
(Ben Affleck), who encourages his nephew to read, and tutors the lad in
the ‘male sciences’ (which boil down to ‘listen to your mother’). Bathing the
house in a nostalgic glow, Clooney mounts sensual vignettes of boisterous
family life, leaning heavily on his ’70s record collection — a driving montage
set to King Harvest’s ‘Dancing In The Moonlight’ — without anything approaching drama. J.R.’s dad (Max Martini), a deadbeat DJ known as The
Voice, turns up as a potential fly in the convivial ointment, and a serious illness threatens to add some gravitas, but the Sturm und Drang never really
arrives. It’s all light-hearted and enjoyable, but undeniably slight.
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The Empire of Gold

The Frontiers of Knowledge

S. A. Chakraborty

A. C. Grayling

The final chapter in the bestselling, critically acclaimed
Daevabad Trilogy, in which a
con-woman and an idealistic
djinn prince join forces to save a
magical kingdom from a devastating civil war.
Daevabad has fallen. After a
brutal conquest stripped the city
of its magic, Nahid leader Banu
Manizheh and her resurrected
commander, Dara, must try to
repair their fraying alliance and
stabilize a fractious, warring
people.
But the death of his people and
loss of his beloved Nahri have
unleashed the worst demons of Dara’s dark past. To vanquish them,
he must face some ugly truths about his history and put himself at
the mercy of those he once considered enemies. Having narrowly
escaped their murderous families and Daevabad’s deadly politics,
Nahri and Ali, now safe in Cairo, face difficult choices of their own.
Though Nahri is finding peace in the rhythms of her old home, she
is haunted by the knowledge that the loved ones she left behind and
the people who considered her a savior, are at the mercy of a new
tyrant.
Ali, too, cannot help but look back, and is determined to return to
rescue his city and the family that remains. As peace grows more
elusive and old players return, Nahri, Ali, and Dara come to understand that in order to remake the world, they may need to fight those
they once loved and take a stand for those they once hurt.

In very recent times humanity has
learnt a vast amount about the
universe, the past, and itself. But
through our remarkable successes in acquiring knowledge
we have learned how much we
have yet to learn: the science we
have, for example, addresses
just 5% of the universe; pre-history is still being revealed, with
thousands of historical sites yet
to be explored; and the new neurosciences of mind and brain are
just beginning.
What do we know, and how do
we know it? What do we now
know that we don't know? And
what have we learnt about the obstacles to knowing more? In a time
of deepening battles over what knowledge and truth mean, these
questions matter more than ever. Bestselling polymath and philosopher A. C. Grayling seeks to answer them in three crucial areas at
the frontiers of knowledge: science, history, and psychology. In each
area he illustrates how each field has advanced to where it is now,
from the rise of technology to quantum theory, from the dawn of humanity to debates around national histories, from ancient ideas of the
brain to modern theories of the mind.
A remarkable history of science, life on earth, and the human mind itself, this is a compelling and fascinating tour de force, written with
Grayling's verve, clarity and remarkable breadth of knowledge.

The Beast and the Bethany
The Vanishing Game
Kate Kae Myers
The bond between twins is unmistakable. For Jocelyn and Jack, that
bond was all they had. But now
Jack is dead. Then Jocelyn receives a letter from Jason December-the code name Jack used when
they were children. Only one other
person knows about Jason December: Noah, Jocelyn's childhood
crush. But Noah isn't the one contacting Jocelyn. Together they decide to return to Seale House, the
frightening foster home where all
three of them lived together. Seal
House has more secrets than they
could have ever imagined. And it
suddenly seems possible that Jack faked his death, that the letter and
the riddles that follow are cryptic clues leading to his real whereabouts.
But someone else is looking for him-someone dangerous. Jocelyn and
Noah must race to find Jason December. That is, if he's alive.
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Jack Meggitt-Phillips
Once upon a very badly behaved
time, 511-year-old Ebenezer kept
a beast in his attic. He would
feed the beast all manner of objects and creatures and in return
the beast would vomit him up expensive presents. But then
Bethany arrived. Now notorious
prankster Bethany, along with
her
new
feathery
friend
Claudette, is determined that she
and Ebenezer are going to debeast their lives and do good. But
Bethany finds that being a notorious prankster makes it hard to
get taken on for voluntary work.
And Ebenezer is secretly missing the beast's vomity gifts. And neither
of them are all that sure what “good people” do anyway. Then there's
Claudette, who's not been feeling herself recently. Has she eaten
something that has disagreed with her?
The Beast and the Bethany has all the classic macabre humour of
Roald Dahl with the warmth and charm of Despicable Me, finished off
with a gleeful bite of Little Shop of Horrors!
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