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Contrasting claims
about inflation
Shahid Hussain

Recently, Prime Minister Imran Khan and
ministers claimed inflation would come down
in three months. However, Finance Minister
Shaukat Tarin belied their assertions and feared
that prices would not reduce in a few months.
The contrasting claims about inflation show the
common people should not expect relief from
high prices in the near future.
International institutions have also
warned that inflation would remain high in both
advanced and developing economies. In this
situation, Pakistanis cannot expect relief even
in the fourth year of the government of Prime
Minister Imran Khan. Hoarding and profiteering have continued unchecked in the present
government and COVID-19 worsened the
situation. The common people have lost trust
in the government, which looks helpless before
profiteers and hoarders. The pity is that the
government has left people at their mercy and
does not even bother to take cosmetic measures.
Prices would increase after months and years in
past governments, but they jump now almost
daily and vary from shopkeeper to shopkeeper
and market to market.
Inflation rose to 12.3pc in December
from 11.5pc the previous month, which was the
largest hike in nearly two years. The Pakistan
Bureau of Statistics (PBS) data said inflation,
measured by the Consumer Price Index (CPI),
had increased to its highest level in 21 months.
According to the State Bank of Pakistan (SBP),
recent policy measures have improved the
inflation outlook as current real interest rates on
a forward-looking basis are appropriate to guide
inflation to the medium-term range of 5-7pc,
support growth, and maintain external stability.
It expects inflation to remain high during the
current fiscal year but says it will be within
range. However, inflation is expected to be lower in next year (FY23) than (FY22), it said.
It noted that headline and core inflation
had risen in December as both sequential momentum of inflation and inflation expectations
of businesses fell significantly. Together with
low base effects, one-off cost-push pressures
from energy tariff increases and the removal of
tax exemptions in the Finance (Supplementary)
Act are likely to keep year-on-year inflation
elevated over the next few months, close to the
upper end of the average inflation forecast of
9-11pc in FY22. However, during FY23, inflation
is expected to decline toward the medium-term
target range of 5-7pc more quickly than previ4

ously forecasted as demand-side pressures wane
faster due to the Finance (Supplementary) Act
and recent moderation in economic activity
indicators, the central bank noted.
According to the SBP, overall growth in
FY22 is expected around the middle of the forecast range of 4-5pc, slightly lower than previous
expectations in the light of moderating demand
indicators and higher base effects from the
upward revision in last year’s growth rate. Risks
to the outlook include, on the domestic front,
the current growing Omicron wave and, on the
external front, the possibility of faster than anticipated tightening by the US Federal Reserve
and geopolitical events in Europe that may have
implications for global financial conditions.
The International Monetary Fund (IMF)
has also cautioned that the emergence of new
COVID-19 variants could prolong the pandemic
and induce renewed economic disruptions,
while supply chain disruptions, energy price
volatility, and localized wage pressures posed
further risks. It revised up its 2022 inflation
forecasts for both advanced and developing
economies and feared elevated price pressures
were likely to persist longer than previously
forecast given ongoing supply chain disruptions
and high energy prices. It said inflation was expected to average 3.9pc in advanced economies
and 5.9pc in emerging market and developing
economies in 2022 before subsiding in 2023, aided by moderated growth in fuel and food prices
over that period. While economies continue
to recover from the shock of the pandemic, the
IMF sees the pace of the recoveries diverging
widely between rich and poorer countries. In
its latest report, it also lowered its economic
forecasts for the United States, China and the
global economy, and said uncertainty about the
pandemic, inflation, supply disruptions and US
monetary tightening posed further risks. “We
project global growth this year at 4.4pc, 0.5
percentage point lower than previously forecast,
mainly because of downgrades for the United
States and China,” Gita Gopinath, the IMF’s
No. 2 official, wrote in a blog on the latest
update of the World Economic Outlook.
The IMF said the rapid spread of the
Omicron variant had led to renewed
mobility restrictions in many countries and increased
labour shortages,
while supply disrup-

tions were fueling inflation. Omicron was
expected to weigh on economic activity in the
first quarter, but ease up thereafter, given that it
was associated with less severe illness, the IMF
said. Global growth is expected to slow to 3.8pc
in 2023, a 0.2 percentage-point uptick from the
previous forecast in October, but the increase
was largely mechanical after current drags on
growth dissipate in the second half of 2022.
Overall, the pandemic is now projected to result
in cumulative economic losses of $13.8 trillion
through 2024, compared to the previous forecast
of $12.5 trillion. The IMF cut its forecast for US
growth by 1.2 percentage points given the failure
of US President Joe Biden to pass a massive
social and climate spending package, earlier
tightening of US monetary policy and continued
supply shortages.
Against tall government claims, the Asian
Development Bank (ADB) has also forecast
higher than estimated inflation in Pakistan,
mainly because of increase in energy rates and
higher domestic commodity prices due to higher
global commodity prices. In its Asian Development Outlook (ADO) Supplement, the lending
agency also lowered the economic growth
forecast for South Asia to 8.6pc, from its earlier
projection of 8.8pc, and increased the inflation
forecast to 5.9pc, up from 5.8pc rate of inflation
it had earlier estimated for the current year.
“Much of the forecast upgrade reflects a higher
projection for Pakistan, where adjustments
to energy tariffs and higher global commodity
prices are expected to exert upward pressure on
domestic prices,” it added.
The government claims reducing prices
is its priority. Prime Minister Imran says high
inflation and its effects on the common people
keep him awake at night. However, continued
inaction of his government belies his seriousness. n
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The controversy over

SBP autonomy
Muhammad Asim Nisar

The controversy surrounding the autonomy
of the State Bank of Pakistan is not a new one.
The SBP autonomy issue has engaged the attention of successive governments in Pakistan.
The PTI government is not the first to propose
amendments to the SBP Act of 1956. The Act
has been amended four times -- in 1994, 1997,
2012 (by the PPP government) and 2015 (by the
PML-N government).
This has been done to make the State
Bank of Pakistan autonomous and empower it
to play its role more effectively in strengthening
the national economy. The State Bank of Pakistan (SBP) Amendment Bill 2021 was passed by
the National Assembly amidst the opposition’s
protest. Some of their suggestions had already
been incorporated in the bill during discussion
in the National Assembly Standing Committee
on Finance.
All over the world, the central bank is allowed a high degree of autonomy so that it can
take its decisions without interference from the
government. The opposition’s criticism apart,
for a meaningful analysis, it is important to
discuss the pros and cons of the latest amendments to the Act.
Following the new law, the government won’t borrow from the SBP. Except for
refinancing facilities that the SBP has used to
support access to credit in underserved sectors,
it won’t take any monetary action for the
government of Pakistan. A new coordination
mechanism between the SBP and the government will be made since the Monetary and
Fiscal Policies Coordination Board (MFPCB)
will cease to exist.
A new provision in the Act is that SBP
employees, its board, or the Monetary Policy
Committee (MPC) cannot be sued, prosecuted
or held accountable for any of their professional actions conducted in good faith. Without
the prior consent of the State Bank’s board of
directors, no action, inquiry, investigation, or
proceedings will be taken against the above
by the NAB, FIA, or provincial investigation
agencies, bureaus, or authorities.
On the advice of the government, the
President of Pakistan will appoint for a term
of five years the non-executive directors of the
board and the governor of the SBP. The federal
government will appoint deputy governors and
external members of the MPC. The appointees
ECONOMICS

would have no conflict of interest and will be
able to be removed for serious misconduct as
determined by court. An executive committee
consisting of the governor, deputy governors,
executive directors and other officers, as needed, would make policy decisions related to the
SBP’s core functions and administration and
management matters, except for appointing
external auditors and the chief internal auditor.
The governor/SBP will submit an
annual report to the parliament on the bank’s
objectives, the conduct of the monetary policy,
the financial system, and half-yearly state of
the economy reports. There are also plans to
increase the SBP’s authorised (maximum shares
that the SBP can issue) and paid-up capitals
(money paid by shareholders). Authorised capitals will rise from one hundred million rupees
to five hundred billion rupees and paid-up capitals by tenfold to one hundred billion rupees.
Now dual nationals are barred from serving as
SBP governors.
The underlying objectives behind the
changes made are to give the SBP more functional and institutional autonomy. Needless
to say, a financial regulator and banker’s
bank must be able to make its own decisions.
Recently, under pressure from the Erdogan
government, the Turkish central government
did not raise the interest rates due to which
inflation increased manifold and the Turkish
lira had to be massively devalued.
This is an object lesson for those who
oppose giving autonomy to the State Bank of

Pakistan. Thus, in future while the State Bank
will fight inflation the government would
have to focus on revenue generation instead of
printing money as it cannot borrow from the
SBP. The SBP’s regulatory functions would
be strengthened as it will stay away from
undertaking monetary acts for the government,
like rural credit, industrial credit, export credit,
loans guarantees, and housing credit.
The criticism that changes in the SBP Act
will create a state within a state is invalid as the
government would nominate the board members, governor, deputy governors, and external
members of the Monetary Policy Committee.
It was also essential to protect the professional
acts of SBP employees, board members, and
MPC members carried out in good faith from
prosecution. In addition, tenure-protected key
appointments, in which appointees can only
be removed if they are found guilty of serious
misconduct, are desired to reduce political
interference in the regulator’s functions.
Barring dual citizens from becoming governor
and preventing the governor from joining any
other international financial institution for two
years after leaving the SBP should address the
concern about the loyalty of the governor of the
SBP to Pakistan.
All in all, it was a reform long overdue.
The new law establishes a good balance between the SBP’s autonomy and its responsibilities. It will also go a long way to improve the
SBP’s administrative and operational efficiencies. n
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People’s miseries
need out-of-the-box
thinking

A

Raza Khan

s the country is rife with rumours
of a deal between the opposition
parties along with some disgruntled factions of the ruling party
and the country’s establishment
for the formation of a national government,
there have also been reports that echelons
of power are also considering introducing a
presidential system in the country. Rumours
of the formation of a national government have
been ratified by leaders of the Pakistan Muslim
League-Nawaz (PML-N), Pakistan People’s
Party (PPP), Jamiat-e-Ulema-e-Islam Fazl
(JUI-F) but fears about the introduction of a
presidential system have also been expressed
by the opposition parties.
It appears that the opposition parties
are in favour of the formation of a national
government as it would have at least a couple
of key benefits for them. First, it would enable
the opposition parties, particularly the power-hungry head of the JUI-F, who has been
out of the power corridors for the first time,
to be in power again. Second, most of the key
opposition leaders are facing serious corruption cases and they would escape conviction
as the National Accountability Bureau (NAB)
during a national government would not
move actively against them. The idea of the
formation of a national government and the
opposition’s tacit approval of it demonstrates
that the parliamentary political system has
failed to provide political stability to the
country and resultantly unable to deliver basic
services to the citizens and ensure good gover6

nance. However, if the formation of a national
government is an admission of a failure of the
parliamentary political system, then why are
key political parties and politicians against the
introduction of a presidential political system
in the country? The only reason is that the new
system would not accommodate ineffective
politicians which the in-vogue parliamentary
political system has been producing for the last
several decades.
The debate and discussion for the need of
a presidential political system in the country has emerged as serious and intellectual
circles of society think and rightly so that the
parliamentary political system has utterly
failed to solve the issues of society and fulfil
the aspirations of the people let alone provide
the country political stability and structures
of good governance. When the ruling Pakistan
Tehreek-e-Insaf (PTI) of Prime Minister Imran
Khan started to emerge as a strong political
force in 2012, people’s expectations grew enormously that after the inability and corruption
of the PML-N and the PPP and their repeated
failures to provide good governance to the
country, the then transparent PTI leadership
would deliver. However, after ultimately
coming to power in 2018, with narrowly
winning the national elections in July 2018,
the PTI has been in power for nearly three and
a half years but governance and the economic
situation in the country have worsened. Now
there are strong voices from the opposition,
intelligentsia and even informed citizens that
the present PTI coalition government must be
sent packing. There is a lot of justification for
removing the PTI government, but the problem

is who would replace it? In the available political system, only a relatively big party, like the
PML-N, is the only option as the PPP does not
have any strong constituency left across Pakistan except Sindh province. Even if the PML-N
comes to power and whether the issues and
problems of the country would be resolved is
a big question. Moreover, if fresh elections are
held and someone from the existing political
lot becomes the prime minister, whether he
or she would be able to address the mammoth
problems of the state and society? The answer
is no.
The demands for the revocation of the
current parliamentary system of government
and replacing it with the presidential system
of government in the country also emerged
sometime back. In this regard, three constitutional petitions had been submitted with the
Supreme Court of Pakistan, while a provincial
governor has also been openly calling for the
imposition of the presidential system of government. The two constitutional petitions filed
in August 2020 were returned with objections
by the Supreme Court; however, the third one
filed by a famous constitutional expert and
one of the architects of the 1973 Constitution,
Ahmed Raza Kasuri, was quite important and
meaningful. The significance of the constitutional petitions asking for the replacement of
the parliamentary system with the presidential
system had been given a further boost when
Khyber Pakhtunkhwa Governor Shah Farman
also demanded a presidential system in the
country.
The demand for a presidential system
in the country by Governor Shah Farman has
GOVERNANCE

been extremely significant. He is not only a
sitting governor but an important leader of the
ruling PTI. Moreover, he has been a confidante
of PM Imran Khan for more than a decade.
Farman is also a legal expert. Talking to a news
channel in the past and recently in extensive
discussions, Farman talked sense and truth.
He said that he had absolutely no doubt that
in the existing parliamentary system the prime
minister or he cannot serve the people desirably. He gave the example of the United States
in the initial years and said that then one of
their long serving chief justices, John Marshal,
by liberally interpreting the Constitution made
it a really federal orientation. This is absolutely
correct and we have almost 200 years of American experience in front of us where the presidential system and the theory of separation
of powers among the three pillars of the state
i.e. the President, Congress and judiciary, have
kept a perfect balance. The checks and balances, separation and strong executive authority,
resting in the office of the President, had made
the United States a world power by the dawn
of the 20th century and it is still economically, educationally and militarily the strongest

power on earth. The role of the presidential
political system in the success of America is
the single most important factor. In the case
of Pakistan we inherited the parliamentary
system of government from the British colonial
rulers. However, this system of government is
tailor-made for unitary states but not a federal,
multi-ethnic state, like Pakistan or for that
matter the US. It is arguable that the downfall
of the UK as a great power has also been due
to the parliamentary political system there.
Moreover, all powerful countries of the world
today, whether the US, China, Russia, all have
presidential systems. Then in most of the democratic countries of the world, the presidential
system is in vogue and only a few countries
have the parliamentary system.
In his petition in the Supreme Court
earlier, Ahmed Raza Kasuri solicited the apex
court to ask the Prime Minister to hold a
referendum to ascertain the will of the citizens
of Pakistan under the Article 48(6) of the 1973
Constitution. The basis of Kasuri’s petition
was Article 184(3) of the Constitution, arguing
that the welfare of the people and the wellbeing of the country demand a presidential

system. He said, “If at any stage in the national
interest the State and the Constitution confront each other, naturally the choice of the
people would be to save the State instead of
the Constitution.”
Kasuri’s arguments were absolutely correct because Pakistan, despite inheriting the
parliamentary form of government from Britain, had not a rich background of democratic
norms and conventions of democracy. But all
the constitutional petitions for the introduction of a presidential system were turned down
by the Supreme Court of Pakistan quite rightly
because the court was not the right forum
to initiate the process of a political system
change. In fact, the court could not do so
because its own genesis and legitimacy derives
from the Constitution and it cannot initiate
constitutional changes on its own. It is the parliament that could do it and it is high time that
the parliament passed a resolution calling for
holding a referendum to ascertain the general
people’s views about the presidential system.
Sooner it is done the better otherwise one
could not see any scope for improvement in the
extant parliamentary system. n

Dissenting voices in
Pakistan’s ruling party
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Muhammad Hassan

R

ising prices have become the
biggest threat to the government.
Smelling blood, the opposition
has also launched a movement
against the government inside and
outside the parliament. The situation is becoming difficult to handle for Prime Minister Imran
Khan after lawmakers of his own party have
started criticising the government over skyrocketing prices, unemployment and non-resolution of issues of their constituencies.
Recently, the ruling party lost heavily in
local elections in its stronghold, Khyber Pakhtunkhwa, and ministers publicly admitted
serious rifts in the party. Resultantly, Prime
Minister Imran Khan dissolved all party organisations across the country. According to him,
the tickets were not awarded on merit in the
KP polls, which resulted in the embarrassing
defeat of party candidates. However, the truth
is that people are facing the worst inflation and
they are annoyed at the government policies.
The government has lost almost all by-polls
because of high inflation. No action will work
until the government brings down prices and
improves governance.
It was not surprising when two senior
PTI lawmakers expressed their anger against
their own party recently. First, Prime Minister
Imran Khan had to face an awkward situation
during a meeting of the parliamentary party
of the ruling alliance when Defence Minister
Pervez Khattak complained about the neglect
of Khyber Pakhtunkhwa by the Centre.
According to media reports, the Prime Minister became angry and snubbed the defence
minister for what he called “blackmailing.”
Reportedly, the defence minister said that he

would not vote for the prime minister if new
gas connections were not provided to his province. He also warned the Prime Minister that
if the situation lingered on, the people of KP
would not vote for the PTI. He stormed out of
the meeting in a rage. However, Khattak later
denied that he had either harshly talked to the
Prime Minister or hurled any threat of not voting for him. A day after the incident, another
PTI leader assailed his own government on the
floor of the National Assembly for “ignoring”
Khyber Pakhtunkhwa and demanded that top
cabinet members, including the PM himself,
be placed on the Exit Control List (ECL).
“Members who occupy the first three rows are
the main culprits of the chaos in the country,
so put their names on the ECL and Pakistan
will survive,” PTI MNA Noor Alam Khan said,
pointing towards the front rows of the treasury benches. Like the defence minister, the
ruling party MNA also raised the issue of the
ban on new gas connections to KP, particularly
Peshawar. After his blasting speech, the ruling
party served him a notice and withdrew him
from the Public Accounts Committee and all
sub-committees.
The dissenting voices in the ruling party
represent public sentiments. Elected representatives know they have no chance to win
the next election if they fail to redress public
grievances, which are increasing by the day in
the PTI government. Rising prices and unemployment are serious problems for the people
but the government is not serious about their
solution. After the onset of the coronavirus
pandemic, the two issues have worsened. It is
obvious that the government has no quick fix
solution, yet people want a more serious effort
from it to tackle the situation. The government
should take practical measures to control

Undoubtedly, the PTI lawmakers’ severe criticism of the
government’s performance is justified. The government
claims to have put the economy on the right path, but its
benefits have not started reaching the common man yet. The
government claims to have improved all economic indicators. It
cites a contraction of the current account deficit, high growth
rate, rising large-scale manufacturing, stable exchange rate,
increasing foreign direct investment and foreign exchange
reserves at a comfortable level as its achievements. These could
be a remarkable success of the government, but they have
not benefited the common people in any way. They are facing
the worst inflation and unemployment in Pakistan’s history. It is
because of the bad performance of the government that prices
of edibles and essentials continue to skyrocket despite the fact
that electricity and gas tariffs have not risen for some time, while
the rupee is also stable against the dollar.
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inflation, which troubles the masses, instead of
window dressing as it is running out of time.
People had voted the PTI to power in the
last election on the promise of bringing about
change in the country. Instead, they are facing
the hardest time of their lives. The situation
has forced lawmakers of even the ruling party
to speak against the poor performance of their
government. In several parliamentary meetings,
Prime Minister Imran Khan was left red-faced
when his own lawmakers and coalition partners savaged the government over rising food
prices and hikes in power and gas tariffs. They
expressed their annoyance at the party leadership for policies, which have overburdened the
common people and made their lives miserable.
Undoubtedly, the PTI lawmakers’ severe
criticism of the government’s performance is
justified. The government claims to have put
the economy on the right path, but its benefits
have not started reaching the common man
yet. The government claims to have improved
all economic indicators. It cites a contraction
of the current account deficit, high growth
rate, rising large-scale manufacturing, stable
exchange rate, increasing foreign direct
investment and foreign exchange reserves at
a comfortable level as its achievements. These
could be a remarkable success of the government, but they have not benefited the common
people in any way. They are facing the worst
inflation and unemployment in Pakistan’s
history. It is because of the bad performance of
the government that prices of edibles and essentials continue to skyrocket despite the fact
that electricity and gas tariffs have not risen
for some time, while the rupee is also stable
against the dollar.
The criticism by the legislators should
serve as an eye opener to the Prime Minister
and his team, especially economic managers. The elected representatives are getting
panicked because they know they have little
chance of re-election in the next polls if the
government fails to improve the situation.
The government should stop blaming
past governments for the crises facing the
country. It has completed over three years in
office now. People and even its own legislators
are not willing to accept its lame excuses.
Prices increase on a daily basis and the government has left people at the mercy of hoarders
and profiteers. Checking prices is the job of
provincial governments but they are helpless
before the federal government’s policies. High
tariffs of electricity, gas and a weak rupee
against the dollar are major causes of inflation
in the country.
On the other hand, the PTI lawmakers’
concerns reflect genuine public grievances.
People can wait for jobs but they no longer can
wait for relief from high prices. The government will have to act now or the opposition
will exploit the situation. n
POLITICS

The Murree
snowstorm
tragedy

T

Nasim Ahmed

he Murree snowstorm tragedy, in
which 23 lives were lost, has been
widely mourned in the country.
While the media has held the local
administration responsible for the
death of innocent people, voices have also been
heard blaming the tourists for ignoring the
risks of driving to the hills in severe weather
conditions.
There are many complex factors which
combined to perpetrate the unfortunate happening in Murree. The visiting tourists took an
unnecessary risk as they went there unprepared
in total disregard of weather warnings on the
electronic and social media. A mountain drive
is not easy in the best of times and it becomes
particularly hazardous during snowfall. And
mind you, it was not just snowfall but a snowstorm about which advance warnings had been
sounded. Yet, families thought it ok to drive
the Murree hills, without enough food, water,
medicines and essential protective garments.
Overcrowding made matters worse.
Murree during the holidays is jam-packed with
tourists and their vehicles. This time around it
was worse with over a hundred thousand cars
creating horrific traffic snarls and blockades.
For miles, vehicles were stranded on the narrow roadways.
It is reported that law-enforcement agencies tried to stop the motorists but they defied
all orders and rode ahead merrily into the tragedy waiting to happen. The National Highways
Authority is on record as saying that it somehow managed to shut down the main Murree
Expressway, but cars continued coming in
through other entry points, including the Old
Murree Road, rural access roads from Angoori
and Simli Dam sides, the main road coming into
GOVERNANCE

Jhikagali from Abbottabad and another from
AJK. Besides, there are narrow, circuitous, rural
routes well known to the local people.
In the midst of the unfolding tragedy,
the behaviour of the local population added to
the misery of the stranded tourists. There are
reports of some locals dumping snow on the
roads to hold up vehicles and then blackmailing
people in need of rescue. The locals are well
aware of twists and turns on the treacherous
hilly routes and equipped with winches and
snow chains know how to get the traffic moving. It is also reported that hoteliers demanded
Rs30,000-40,000 for rooms that are normally
let for a couple of thousands.
At the same time, there are heart-warming reports of people who rushed to the rescue
of the tourists in distress. But for this timely
help, the consequences could be much worse.
In the ultimate analysis, it is the local administration whose responsibility was to ensure the
safety of the tourists. But the local authorities
failed to rise to the occasion.
On January 9, the Punjab government
formed a committee to investigate details of
the Murree tragedy. The main finding of the
inquiry report is that the local administration
lacked coordination and failed to act on time.
It has also been revealed that the National
Disaster Management Authority sent a letter
on January 5 containing instructions to divert
Murree-bound traffic. The committee noted
that these warnings were sent to the director general Provincial Disaster Management
Authority (PDMA) in Punjab. But the DG had
relinquished charge on January 3 and the post
was vacant.
Although the NDMA warning was
shared on the PDMA WhatsApp group, which
included both Rawalpindi commissioner and
DC, these advisories were read too late leaving

no time for planning and preparation. The
committee also examined the Twitter accounts,
websites and Facebook pages of the Rawalpindi DC, police, traffic police, PDMA and the
National Highway Authority after the weather
advisory of January 5. But no warning was issued to citizens not to travel to Murree by any
of the entities prior to January 7.
It is said that more than 32,000 vehicles
had entered Murree and 22,460 left on January
7. According to the report, that means that
10,000 vehicles were trapped on that day in
addition to an estimated 10,000 vehicles of
Murree residents and businesses. The request
to close the entry into Murree from Islamabad was made by the tehsil administration
at 5pm but it was implemented with a delay
of almost five hours, which further worsened
the situation. While a traffic plan was issued
on December 31, 2021, it was silent as to what
the operating procedure would be to stem the
flow of vehicles. It also did not detail the steps
required to clear the roads in case of a blizzard
or heavy snowfall. A shocking disclosure is
that the Rescue 1122 staff refused to go out
into the snow further down the road towards
Barrian from the Kuldana roundabout to rescue the trapped people. They complained that
they were refused facilitation by the staff and
asked to wait out the storm in their cars. The
inquiry has revealed that during the blizzard,
the entire administrative, rescue and support
machinery made little attempt to rescue the
stranded tourists.
Following the inquiry report, disciplinary
action has been taken against some of the negligent officials. But that is not enough. Murree
is a tourist favourite which requires putting in
place strong administrative machinery capable
of dealing with snowstorms and similar emergencies at a moment’s notice. n
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A wise approach
to overcome
learning losses
in schools

Rasheed Ali

M

s. Sameea Irfan, a senior
teacher at a private school
system, seems quite satisfied
with Dr. Murad Raas’ recent
statement about keeping
educational institutions open despite a new
COVID-19 variant affecting large sections of
society in the country.
Punjab Education Minister Murad Raas
issued a statement on January 13, about the closure of schools amid a surge in COVID-19 cases, saying schools should be the “absolute last
in line to close”. He took to Twitter to share
his opinion on the matter after an important
meeting of education ministers was postponed
due to unexplained reasons. The ministers
were set to meet on January 13 to decide about
the closure of educational institutions across
the country amid the worsening COVID-19
situation. The country had reported over 3,000
cases, the highest number of infections in a
single day, in the last four months. “For all the
inquirers whether schools are closing or not?
In my opinion, every other activity, especial10

ly social activity, has to be stopped before
schools. Schools should be the absolute last in
line to close,” the education minister said. “The
learning losses of our children in the past two
years - unimaginable,” he added.
The minister’s assessment of learning
losses in the country is uncontestable, of
course. A report, titled “Measuring Learning Losses due to COVID-19” released a few
months back, showed that enrolment for the
age group of 6-16 years had dropped by 2% in
2021, compared to enrolment for the same age
group in 2019.
The report was launched by Idara-eTaleem-o-Aagahi, with the support of the
United Nations Children’s Fund (UNICEF)
virtually. The estimates were from a survey
conducted across 16 rural districts of Pakistan,
four in each province, using the ASER Pakistan
tools. The survey covers a total of 9,392 households, 25,448 children aged 3-16 and 21,589 children aged 5-16 (43% girls and 57% boys), 457
government schools and 198 private schools.
During school closures, parents stepped
up to support their children’s learning. Support from household members is reported at

63% by children as a very positive response.
About 32% children said that their schools
provided them with learning materials during
the closure periods, whilst 58% reported that
their school management, teachers or head
teachers never reached out to them.
The report said that 63% of the children
got support from their families and over 22
million children did not go to school. The
learning losses for children in grade 3 were
significant. Class 3 children, who can read an
Urdu story, dropped from 19% in 2019, to 15%
in 2021, who can read English sentences from
21% in 2019, to 8% in 2021, and who can solve
2-digit division from 17% to 10%.
Ms. Sameea Irfan says the pandemic
has not only caused learning losses but also
disturbed classes schedule badly. In a special
talk with Cutting Edge, the in charge of 10th
class at a private school system on Wahdat
Road of Lahore, says that ninth class last year
continued for almost 18 months, from March
2020 to September 2021, before the Board of
Intermediate and Secondary Education (BISE)
Lahore conducted their examination. “Do you
think continuing a class for a longer period
of time would have helped improved their
learning?” asks the senior teacher. “Not at all,”
she replies. “In fact, students had become fed
up with their textbooks and I fear they would
have performed poorly in their board exams, as
their results are still awaited,” the educationist
believes.
“The second major loss these students
are going to suffer due to the pandemic will
be the shortening of the time period for their
10th class. They will get just 6-7 months for
this most important class this year as 10th class
board exams will be held in May 2022,” the
teacher explains. She says bringing class and
exam schedules to normality is utmost necessary, and for this purpose schools must remain
open to complete their courses.
The new COVID-19 variant had raised
concern among parents of school-going
children. There had been various reports in
the media about the closure of educational
institutions once again to lessen chances of
children contracting the new variant. However, the Punjab education minister believes that
school closure is not an actual solution to the
pandemic. The real solution lies in vaccination
of all school-going children, along with their
parents and other family members.
The Punjab government has expedited
the vaccination campaign in all educational
institutions. “More than 5.6 million children
have been vaccinated in schools across the
province,” Murad Raas said last week, adding
that 91% of children in public schools and 87%
in private schools have been vaccinated so far.
He said that the consistent “open school” policy and vaccinating all school-going children
would help defeat the virus and overcome the
losses suffered during the past two years. n
EDUCATION

Sharifs in
search of a
last deal?

T

Muhammad Ali

he government and the opposition, especially the Pakistan
Muslim League-Nawaz (PML-N),
are involved in a propaganda war
to serve their own purpose. After
the former ruling party created an impression of the return of former Prime Minister
Nawaz Sharif as a result of a “deal” with the
establishment, which the military spokesman
rubbished, ministers claim the Sharifs seek a
last favour to leave the country. The situation
is ambiguous now but it will become clear in
the coming months when corruption and money laundering cases against the former ruling
family of Pakistan reach the final stage.
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Apparently, the role of the Sharifs in Pakistan politics has ended, though their party is
still the most popular party in its stronghold,
Punjab. The party is also visibly divided into
two groups, one led by former Prime Minister
Nawaz Sharif’s daughter, Maryam Nawaz,
and the other by former Punjab Chief Minister
Shehbaz Sharif. Maryam Nawaz’s faction
openly criticises national institutions, while
Shehbaz Sharif’s group publicly favours them.
However, the main aim of both groups is to
seek favours for themselves.
The country is once again in the grip
of rumours of a possible deal between the
Sharifs and the establishment. Analysts close
to the family claim an understanding has been
reached to oust Prime Minister Imran Khan

and bring back Nawaz Sharif. According to
analysts linked to the PML-N, the establishment is not happy with Prime Minister Imran
over the “bad” economy, slow progress on the
China-Pakistan Economic Corridor (CPEC),
relations with the US and a recent rift over
the appointment of the ISI chief. Some of them
also claimed that Prime Minister Imran Khan
was planning to flee the country. Others said
he would be jailed for “corruption.” All the
rumours aimed to create political instability in
the country and rifts between the government
and national institutions.
On the other hand, the fact of the matter
is that the economy is not as bad as it was in
the PML-N tenure, when the country’s current
account deficit had reached a record $20b
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in 2018. The PTI government also cannot be
blamed for “slow” progress on the CPEC. It
could have been slowed down, if it was, by
other factors, such as COVID-19. Strained
relations with the US are also not because of
the policies of Prime Minister Imran Khan.
It is a fact that mistrust has existed between
the two countries for decades. Prime Minister
Imran Khan can only be blamed for delaying
the notification of the appointment of the new
ISI head.
So far, the Sharifs have failed to gain
substantial relief, though cases against them
continue in courts. They continue to create
rumours to keep themselves relevant to politics and keep the spirits of their workers high.
They have largely succeeded in their plan.
Recently, former National Assembly Speaker
Ayaz Sadiq claimed that Nawaz Sharif would
return to Pakistan in January and become the
Prime Minister of Pakistan for the fourth time.
It was really a far-fetched idea. Nawaz Sharif
has been disqualified for life and he also has to
serve a 10-year term in jail.
As the rumours of Nawaz Sharif’s return
intensified, Special Assistant to Prime Minister Shahbaz Gill claimed PML-N President

Shehbaz Sharif was seeking a deal for four
people. “This is the last plea that Shehbaz
has made — a relaxation for four people, and
the promise that even Maryam Nawaz won’t
engage in politics. Shehbaz wants he, Hamza
Shehbaz and Maryam Nawaz be allowed to go
to London to live with Nawaz Sharif. The cases against them should be dropped and Shahid
Khaqan Abbasi would take over the leadership
of the party here,” he claimed.
Meanwhile, Minister for Information
Fawad Chaudhry also claimed that there was
a “race” among four leading members of the
PML-N to replace Nawaz Sharif. “When the
four big leaders went to meet “someone”, they
said “Nawaz Sharif had inflicted huge losses
on the country, but why don’t you consider us?” Earlier, Minister for Interior Sheikh
Rashid Ahmed said that all four members of
the Sharif family had been “subtracted” from
Pakistan politics. “They want the hand of
mercy that was placed on the head of Prime
Minister Imran Khan be placed on their heads.
The hand may well end up on their necks, but
never their heads.” However, spokespersons
for the Sharifs and their party have rubbished
the claims.

Presidential
system:
Wishful
thinking or
propaganda?
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It is clear that space for the Sharifs in national politics is shrinking. After ouster from
power, they have consistently targeted national institutions to put them under pressure and
get some relief. However, their strategy has
not worked fully, though their party is still
strong in Punjab. It won almost all by-elections in its stronghold and is expected to
defeat the PTI in upcoming local government
elections. The party can perform even better if
the Sharifs leave it to others.
It is a common perception that the
PML-N had become a mafia and weakened all
institutions for personal benefits of the Sharifs. A judge of the Supreme Court also cited
the “Sicilian Mafia” in the disqualification case
against former Prime Minister Nawaz Sharif.
However, people miss the PML-N government
after bad governance and high inflation in the
PTI government. High prices and shortages of
food and commodities have badly tarnished
the image of Prime Minister Imran Khan and
his party. His slogans of action against the
corrupt and their accountability have also
lost steam. He will have to check prices and
improve governance significantly to win the
next election. n

A

Muhammad Zain

heated debate has once again started in the
mainstream and social media about the pros
and cons of a presidential system of government after rumours about the imposition of
an emergency in the country. Though the
government has rubbished the idea and termed it fake news,
yet there is a realization among the common people that
the current parliamentary system has failed to address their
issues.
The opposition claims Prime Minister Imran Khan’s
government is behind the campaign after it has failed
to address public issues. There is no doubt that the PTI
government has compounded public problems and it could
blame the system for its failure. However, a presidential
system could be wishful thinking of Prime Minister Imran
Khan, who has to face the “blackmailing” of his allies and
legislators of his own party. He has to fulfill the demands of
his allies and own party legislators whenever he needs their
help to legislate in the National Assembly. His razor thin
majority in the parliament has compounded his problems.
He would love to head a presidential system, where he will
be free of all pressures. However, he needs a two-thirds
majority to change the system. If he had an overwhelming
majority in the parliament, he would not have thought of
the presidential system in the first place.
On the other hand, if the opposition is creating the
rumours about an emergency and presidential system, it
is trying to create an impression that the government has
failed on all fronts. However, the PTI government cannot
be entirely blamed for the failure of the system which has
POLITICS

not evolved according to the needs of modern times. Flaws exist in the justice system,
bureaucracy, health, education and all other
institutions and departments of the country
and the PTI government cannot be blamed for
it. However, it has failed to reform them.
According to critics of the government,
Pakistan has already become a technocracy and
is heading to a presidential system with a large
number of technocrats and unelected advisers
in the cabinet and legislation through ordinances. They say the induction of so many unelected
advisers and special assistants in the cabinet
shows Prime Minister Imran Khan’s lack of
trust in the abilities of MNAs and senators of
his own party. They lament that most important ministries have been assigned to people,
who are not answerable to the parliament. In
this way, the government has introduced a
system which is a mixture of technocracy and
the presidential system, they argue.
The opposition parties have also expressed serious concern over the government’s
attempt to make laws through ordinances.
They also suspect the government is attempting to introduce the presidential system of
government in the country. Articles are also
appearing in the newspapers in favour of the
system. Khyber Pakhtunkhwa Governor Shah
Farman said if a referendum was held, he
would vote for the presidential system.
In a newspaper article, Dr Attaur Rehman, chairman PM National Task Force on
Science and Technology, wrote: “According
to a hand-written note in his diary, Quaid-eAzam Mohammed Ali Jinnah noted in 1947
that the British parliamentary system has not
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worked well anywhere except in Britain and
that a presidential system is more suitable.
I have a copy of that note and I have had the
handwriting verified through the National Defence University as being genuine. Mohammed
Ali Jinnah did not live long enough to bring
about this change, and after Liaquat Ali Khan’s
assassination we did not have the quality of
leadership needed to think deeply into the
problems of the country and how to address
them. The refusal to recognise the rights of
the Bengalis eventually led to the break-up of
the country, and today we find ourselves in a
very serious economic crisis with our former
finance minister an under-trial absconder, and
our former prime minister removed from his
position with trials for corruption underway
against him.” Counting the advantages of
the presidential system, he said, “It allows a
better separation of the three major arms of
governance, the legislative (parliament), the
executive (ministries and other bodies) and
the judiciary. Such a separation is not easily
possible under a parliamentary system as it
is the prime minister who is also the head of
the executive and appoints the heads of key
institutions including the police, FBR, FIA,
SECP, and many other national institutions.
It promotes cronyism and nepotism, and it is
this overlap of functions that is responsible for
the continued economic deterioration of the
country.”
Another advantage of the presidential
system, he recounts, is that ministers are not
chosen from the parliament but the president
can pick the best experts from every field. It
means that the president can appoint a team

of top specialists in the country as cabinet
ministers and secretaries, eminent experts who
would otherwise not be interested in fighting
elections for a specific position. It also blocks
the path for corrupt politicians who invest
hundreds of millions to get elected to plunder
billions once in power, he argues. Advancing
his argument against the parliamentary system,
he says corrupt governments in the past have
ensured that the justice system remains weak
so that criminals are never punished. “As
the judges have to rely on investigations and
prosecutions carried out by the police and government agencies, the appointment of cronies
as heads of institutions, like NAB, FIA, SECP,
FBR, State Bank etc, often in connivance with
the opposition parties, has contributed to the
rot. The massive accumulation of foreign debt
has brought the country to its knees. Most
of the money taken was piled in foreign bank
accounts of those in power while the IMF and
others looked the other way praising Pakistan
for its economic performance. If “democracy”
means loot and plunder by those in power
while the poor get poorer and the justice
system is stifled by improper prosecution and
investigation, then I would have none of it.”
The arguments show the presidential
system could be wishful thinking of Prime
Minister Imran Khan, who finds it difficult
to meet the demands of his coalition partners
and even his own party members. However,
it is not possible in the present situation. The
presidential system has its own pitfalls. The
government should attempt to resolve national
issues in the present system, instead of finding
fault with it. n
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The brotherhood of
Guantánamo Bay

I

Mansoor Adayfi

was raised in a family that emphasised
strong religious values such as brotherhood, compassion and kindness. I
also observed these morals practised
throughout my small village in Yemen.
At home and school, I was taught to follow
the example of Prophet Muhammed (peace be
upon him), and especially loved his saying, “I
have been sent only for the purpose of perfecting the highest morals.”
Years later, it was only through my interactions with fellow detainees at Guantánamo that I fully understood what this meant.
Through our shared faith, we developed a bond
that could not be broken, even as we suffered
the most horrendous torture and abuse. In the
autumn of 2001, I was travelling in Afghanistan when I was kidnapped by local warlords,
presented to US forces as a “senior Egyptian
al-Qaeda operative” and sold to them. I was
just 18 years old. Shortly after, in February
2002, I was transferred to Guantánamo.
Like the other detainees, I did not know
where I was, why I was there, or why there
were constant beatings and shouting. I was
confused, terrified, angry, and would often
rebel against the constantly changing rules.
Being imprisoned for 14 years, I essentially
grew up in Guantánamo. I would often recall
the lessons I was taught in my childhood and
even during the relentless abuse, would reflect
on the Prophet’s tradition and teachings about
moral character.
After living together for years, being
transferred from one camp within Guantánamo to another, from makeshift cells to solitary
confinement to prison cells, we, the prisoners
developed a close-knit community. We had a
shared life, culture, and memories. We went
through it all together, for better or worse, and
became a family.
In 2010, when we were transitioned
to communal living in Camp 6, our bond
deepened. Interrogators and guards were
fewer, camp rules were relaxed to give us more
freedom, and we began to interact more with
each other, as well as the camp staff.
Instead of praying in separate cages, we
were able to pray collectively in rows like we
would in mosques. Instead of eating on our
own, we were able to enjoy meals together
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just like we would at home with our families.
Instead of playing with football alone, we
were able to play in teams just like we would
outside of prison. And instead of talking to the
same neighbours every day in the cages, we
now could talk to tens of prisoners in different
blocks.
We did not have much, but we had each
other. When the prisoners would call each
other, they would say “our Afghan brothers”,
“our Yemeni brothers”, and so on. We taught
and learned from each other about many
different topics and cultural traditions. We
borrowed the best traits from each other’s
cultures. Arabs started behaving like Afghans
and Afghans started behaving like Arabs.
Unsurprisingly, the interrogators would
try to turn us against each other. There were
prison blocks where the majority of the detainees were either Arabs or Afghans. One day,
when the interrogators wanted to isolate me,
they moved me to an Afghan block, thinking
that my life would be harder because there
were no Arabs I could speak to.
Little did they know that if you ended
up in a block with a group that is not your
own, you would actually be lucky. You would
be treated as their guest as long as you were
there, and they would try to comfort you in
any way they could.
And this is what happened to me. The
Afghans treated me like a family member.
I ended up teaching Arabic to an illiterate
Afghan prisoner and listening to the beautiful
poetry of another – an Afghan poet and singer
in his 60s who wrote two books of poetry in
Pashto at Guantánamo. He always sang his
poetry for the block and would sing for me as
well.
With Arabs making up the majority of
detainees at the camp, many were involved in
protests and resistance against the torture and
the abuse there. In the beginning, most of the
Afghans and prisoners of other nationalities
tried not to get involved. The camp administration took that as a sign of fear and tried to
exploit it to create divisions.
One day, a Pashto translator came to distribute sheets of paper just for Afghan prisoners. Written on it in Pashto and Dari was the
word “hypocrites” with some Arab prisoners’
photos. The first Afghan prisoner who received
that paper threw it at the translator and spat

at him. Interrogators really did not understand
our brotherhood. They were deluded into
thinking they could change us.
The longer we stayed together the stronger our bond grew. The hardship, torture, and
mistreatment we suffered brought us together
and strengthened our camaraderie. We developed a unique form of solidarity.
When interrogators would torture one
of our brothers, most of us would stop talking
to them. It was never coordinated and no one
told us to do it – we just felt obligated to stand
up for our brothers who were suffering.
In the rare moments of joy, we were
also together. All of us would celebrate when
a prisoner received good news, especially
when one of their kids got married or when
they became grandfathers. We celebrated our
religious holidays together. We fasted the holy
month of Ramadan together and marked Eid
al-Adha. And when prisoners were transferred from Guantánamo, there would be a big
celebration.
Guards and other camp personnel were
surprised by our behaviour. They were told
that they would meet the worst of the worst
– killers, “terrorists”, monsters who were
capable of snapping their necks in a second.
When the guards started to work with and
talk to us, their views completely changed.
Many prisoners and guards developed strong
friendships, and some of the guards even converted to Islam.
The bonds we formed and the good
moral character I witnessed in each of my
fellow prisoners showed me the power of
the Prophet’s teachings. Islam is based on
perfecting the relationship between us and our
Creator (Allah), but also the relationship with
ourselves, our families, neighbours, and all who
may surround us – including our enemies.
These bonds are interconnected, interdependent, and shape who we are and who
we become. They challenge us, nurture us,
and strengthen us even in times of hardship.
I learned that even when we cannot control
what happens to us, even when others shed
their humanity, we must do everything in our
power to preserve ours. We still have the power to embody a high moral ethic as individuals
and our relationships with one another. In
Guantánamo, we practised the Prophet’s precepts every day. n
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Biden’s foreign
policy dilemmas
Marwan Bishara

A

fter a strong start that included
rejoining the Paris Climate Agreement and World Health Organization, both of which Trump
abandoned, President Joe Biden
has been, in a word, disappointing.
Over the past year, Joe Biden has talked
like Barack Obama but walked like Donald
Trump on foreign policy. But as he lacks the
eloquence and bullishness of his predecessors, the president has fallen flat through and
through. He has failed to keep promises, issuing
checks his administration could not cash. And
although he criticised Trump’s policies, he so
far kept much of them in place. Any good reason why the US has not rejoined UNESCO yet?
For its fanciness, Biden’s “foreign policy
for the middle class” turned out, like Trump’s,
rather nationalistic and protectionist. His commitment to make America more credible and
respected around the world has failed as miserably as Trump’s commitment to “make America
great again”. A quick balance sheet may help
clarify. In the Middle East, Biden spoke with
passion and determination about democracy
and human rights but went on to appease dictators like Egypt’s Abdul Fattah el-Sisi.
He has not talked to Saudi Crown Prince
Mohammed bin Salman but has continued
selling arms to Saudi Arabia despite its devastating war in Yemen, which has entered its
seventh year. He has re-emphasised the importance of the two-state solution but also gave
Israel the green light to do what it will to finish
off Palestine through repression and illegal
settlement. And if that wasn’t enough, Biden
has fully supported Trump’s policy of wedding
Arab dictatorships to Israeli colonialism under
the pretext of “peace”.
The only issue where Biden actually
diverged from Trump was the Iran nuclear
deal, which his administration has been trying
to revive, albeit incompetently. As for transatlantic relations, Biden promised to reverse
Trump’s indifference towards Europe and his
insolence towards NATO but has proved just
as cold and distant towards the continent. He
made the decision to withdraw US troops from
Afghanistan with hardly any coordination with
the European allies, a withdrawal that proved
an utter disaster in its implementation, forcing
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US soldiers and personnel to basically flee the
country in humiliation.
And in a humiliating and abrupt move,
the Biden administration stiffed France out of
a $40b arms deal by scuttling its submarine
sale to Australia. Biden later admitted that
his administration’s handling of the affair was
clumsy and lacked grace. Biden has also failed
to get European powers, notably France and
Germany, solidly behind US policy against a
more bellicose Russia that has been amassing
forces on its borders with Ukraine. In fact,
since Biden became president, a bigger gap
opened up between the US and its Western
allies over how to deal with Russia.
After the EU was sidelined from talks
held last week between Russia and the US,
French President Emmanuel Macron has said
the EU “must open its own talks with Russia
rather than rely on Washington” in what
seemed like a snub to the Biden administration. Biden’s failure to restore trust and commitment to transatlantic relations may not all
be his fault, considering Europe’s increasingly
negative perception of the US and its political
system since the Trump presidency.
But the president has not, himself,
invested sufficiently to shore up these relations

that are so critical to tackling the urgent challenges coming from rising China and reemerging Russia, which will undoubtedly define his
foreign policy legacy, if not his presidency.
Biden the politician, who came of age
during the US-Soviet rivalry, has fallen back on
the Cold War mindset. He is framing today’s
superpower competition as one between
democracy and autocracy, even though, unlike
the Soviet Union, China and Russia are part
and parcel of today’s Western-erected world
system. If history has taught us anything, it is
that for the past two centuries, superpowers
behaved similarly on the world stage regardless
of their system of governance.
And old habits die hard. Ever since President James Monroe articulated the very first
strategic doctrine of the US in December 1823,
basically warning European powers of further
colonisation or greater intervention in the
Western Hemisphere, most of his successors
felt compelled to articulate US geo-strategy
and interest in virtuous, even divine terms.
But today, the US lacks credibility as a liberal
democracy – it is hardly worthy of the name,
let alone emulation after the Trump presidency, and especially since the January 6 attack
he instigated on the US Congress. It also lacks
geopolitical leverage and deterrence capability
especially after its disastrous war in Iraq and
humiliation in Afghanistan.
As a result, neither Moscow nor Beijing
seems impressed, let alone deterred, by Biden’s
huffs and puffs over their sabre-rattling in
Ukraine and Taiwan. Both have mockingly
rejected Washington’s sermonising, publicly
chastising American diplomats over their
country’s own shortcomings.
Biden must play the cards he was dealt,
which admittedly are no winners. His attempts
at bluffing have so far impressed none of the
other major players. Short of completely pulling out, Biden should lower his bets and cut his
losses. With one down and three years to go,
Biden has ample time and leverage in foreign
policy, which he may lack in domestic policy,
to chart a new way forward on nuclear disarmament, global warming, universal health,
food security, and peace.
This starts with recognising other strong
players on the world stage and appreciating
the high stakes of this risky global game of
thrones. n
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