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Growth
momentum
challenges
Shahid Hussain

H

igher commodity prices, a
low export-to-GDP ratio and
savings rate are the biggest
challenges of Pakistan to sustain
its growth momentum. The
country also faces a chronic issue of current
account deficit which starts widening when
GDP growth improves.
As Pakistan has revised up its economic
growth rate to 5.37pc from 3.9pc for 202021, its year-on-year trade deficit widened by
106.4pc to $25.478 billion in July-December,
driven largely by imports which increased
thrice as compared to exports. According to
the Pakistan Bureau of Statistics, the trade
deficit increased for the six consecutive month,
owing to an unprecedented increase in the
import values while the exports stagnated
between $2.5b and $2.8b a month. The import
bill in July-December 2021 rose by 65.94pc to
$40.580b against $24.454b over the corresponding months last year. In December 2021,
the import bill edged up to $7.597b from
$4.986b over the same month last year, reflecting an increase of 52.37pc. Despite achieving
the export target for the first half of the current
fiscal year, Pakistan’s export growth failed to
outpace the expansion in imports. According
to the ministry of commerce, exports amounted to $15.125 billion for July-December 2021
against the target of $15 billion.
On the other hand, remittances from
Pakistani workers employed abroad surged
to $15.8 billion in the first six months of the
current fiscal year, 11.3pc higher than a year
earlier. It appears the government has pinned
too many hopes on the remittances to contain
the current account deficit. In its last monthly
report, the finance ministry said, “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
financeable.”
The ministry admitted the current
account had posted a deficit of $7.1 billion
(5.3pc of GDP) for Jul-Nov FY2022 as against
a surplus of $1.9 billion (1.6pc of GDP) last
4

year. Previously, the current account deficit
was $7.2 billion (5.5pc of GDP) during Jul-Nov
FY2018. “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,” it noted.
However, State Bank of Pakistan
Governor Reza Baqir believes the country has
the capacity and financial cushion to ride out
rising external account pressures being driven
by a surge in global commodity prices. “Two
thirds of the rise in the trade deficit over the
past few months had been driven by surging
global commodity prices. One third of our typical import payments on any given day are oil
payments which have risen sharply in recent
months." He believes the pressure should ease
soon as central banks around the world tighten
monetary policy, which is likely to curb
rebounding global demand. He said the surge
in global commodity prices over the past few
months was being driven by a sharp recovery
in demand as economies bounced back from a
COVID-induced slump. “But as central banks
begin to turn hawkish, it is going to moderate
global demand growth; that in turn is what is
going to bring down international commodity
prices,” he reasoned.
A massive depreciation of the rupee
has also fuelled import-led inflation. Pakistan recorded the highest consumer prices
in two years as inflation rose up to 12.3pc in
December. According to the Pakistan Bureau
of Statistics (PBS), the Consumer Price Index
increased by 12.28pc on a year-on-year (YoY)
basis during December 2021, against the corresponding month of last year. The average CPIbased inflation rate during July and December
was recorded at 9.81pc over the same period of
the preceding year. The Urban CPI recorded
an increase of 12.74pc on a year-on-year basis
while it increased by 0.3pc on a month-onmonth basis. Rural inflation increased by
11.61pc on a year-on-year basis in December
2021, as compared to the same month of the
preceding year. The increase in inflation in
recent months is mainly driven by soaring
prices of fuel, electricity, house rent, transport
and non-perishable food items. According to
the finance ministry, Pakistan’s inflation rate

was driven by international commodity prices,
exchange rate, seasonal factors and economic
agents’ expectations concerning the future
developments of these indicators.
Fitch Ratings, one of the three major
global ratings agencies, has revised down
its forecasts for the Pakistani rupee due to a
variety of factors including an increased flow
of US dollars into Afghanistan, projecting
an average rate of Rs180 versus a previous
forecast of Rs165 in 2022. “Our expectation
for the currency to weaken further is based on
Pakistan's worsening terms of trade, tighter
US monetary policy, alongside the flow of US
dollars out of Pakistan and into Afghanistan,”
it said. Analysts say the rupee has been hit by
consistently high demand for dollars due to
the country's current account deficit while the
Afghan situation is increasing pressure. Over
the long term, tightening US monetary policy
alongside higher structural inflation relative
to the United States would weaken the rupee
against the dollar, Fitch said. It, however,
said that the undervaluation of the rupee on a
real effective exchange rate basis would limit

State Bank of Pakistan
Governor Reza Baqir
believes the country
has the capacity and
financial cushion to
ride out rising external
account pressures
being driven by a
surge in global
commodity prices.
excessive weakness in the currency.
Experts also fear the dollar may cross
Rs200 with the sudden imposition of a withholding tax on exchange companies, which
are getting notices of hundreds of millions
of rupees from the Federal Board of Revenue
(FBR). Representatives of exchange companies
told the media they were getting notices from
the FBR on non-payment of the withholding
tax that had been withdrawn in 2016. The
companies say the added cost would be passed
on to customers, which may push the dollar
rate beyond Rs200.
Pakistan had managed to contain its
current account deficit by placing curbs on
imports, which squeezed the economy. The
economy has started improving after the
government relaxed its contractionary policy,
but it has again put pressure on the current
account and the rupee. Pakistan will have to
improve its exports significantly to break the
vicious cycle. n
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Mini-budget

to further burden the common people
Muhammad Asim Nisar

D

espite strong protests by the Opposition parties, the Pakistan Tehreek-i-Insaf government managed
to get two controversial bills —
one withdrawing tax exemptions
worth Rs343b, and the other granting the State
Bank of Pakistan complete autonomy — passed
by the National Assembly to meet International
Monetary Fund conditions for the revival of its
$6b funding programme.
The government proved its majority in
the National Assembly by pushing through
the mini-budget and the SBP Amendment Bill,
both of which were vital to meet IMF loan conditions. The ease with which the bills passed
was surprising, as cracks had been reported
within the ruling coalition and even the PTI
itself. Just hours before the assembly session,
there were reports of conflict between top
PTI leaders which extended to Prime Minister
Imran Khan. But none of these divisions were
visible when the actual vote took place. While
the government did withdraw a few taxes,
including an exemption for nanbais and “small”
shops selling different types of bread and other
basic baked items, most of the bill remained
unchanged, including taxes on larger containers of baby formula.
Finance Minister Shaukat Tarn dourly
defended the Finance Supplementary Bill —
popularly termed “mini-budget” — and the
SBP Amendment Bill, putting the blame on his
predecessor and the SBP governor for acquiescing to the austere IMF conditions last year for a
$500m tranche.
Under the mini-budget, the government
has decided to withdraw sales tax exemptions
worth Rs343 billion. The decision has been taken to fulfil the International Monetary Fund’s

conditions for Pakistan to qualify for the $1
billion tranche under the Extended Fund Facility. The mini-budget has imposed a 17% General
Sales Tax (GST) on 144 goods and services
which were exempted under different schedules
of the Sales Tax Act, 1990.
Federal Board of Revenue (FBR) Chairman Dr Ashfaq Ahmed has revealed that the
IMF demanded a withdrawal of exemptions
worth Rs700 billion, with Pakistan agreeing to
only Rs343 billion. This means that the Ministry
of Finance was forced to enact these measures
as a result of increasing pressure from the IMF.
The authorities concerned and the FBR could
have set these exemptions at Rs200-250 billion
for essential goods during the annual budget for
fiscal year 2020-21. Neither are the objectives
of these exemptions mentioned nor is any legal
framework for the provisions presented.
During initial negotiations between the
IMF and the PTI government, the imposition
of additional income tax on the salaried class
worth Rs225 billion was declined. Income tax
exemptions are a major concern since many
individuals pay little or no tax on their income.
Many of these exemptions are exploited by the
elite, bureaucrats and politicians. Income tax
exemptions are estimated to be at Rs448.046
billion.
Under Articles 77 and 165 of the Constitution of Pakistan and the PFM Act 2019, taxes are
to be imposed by law, but tax policies are driven
by SROs which have no legal justification and
are implemented by the government to favour
certain segments of society. The government
and the FBR should rethink such policies which
are both discriminatory and unsustainable.
SRO-based exemptions should be withdrawn.
Economic experts and Opposition leaders
have highlighted the negative inflationary
impacts of the bill on the low-middle-income

Under Articles 77 and 165 of the Constitution
of Pakistan and the PFM Act 2019, taxes are to
be imposed by law, but tax policies are driven by
SROs which have no legal justification and are
implemented by the government to favour certain
segments of society. The government and the
FBR should rethink such policies which are both
discriminatory and unsustainable. SRO-based
exemptions should be withdrawn
ECONOMICS

segments of the population. It is clear that the
producers will pass on the burden to the final
consumer, irrespective of their income, while
the producers continue to earn higher profits
due to the sales of inelastic products.
In the course of his speech, the finance
minister admitted that the withdrawal of
certain tax exemptions, which would directly or
indirectly affect the common people, amount to
Rs71b, a hefty burden indeed. This was in sharp
contrast to his earlier statement that such taxes
amounted to only Rs2b.
The PTI government’s spokesmen have
taken the line that the mini-budget was unavoidable. Their refrain is that with the country
facing an existential crisis on accumulation
of massive debt because of chronic fiscal and
current account deficits spawned by the state’s
inability to tax wealthy lobbies and decades of
the ruling classes’ profligacy, the government
had little room to manoeuvre.
Lately, both budget and external account
deficits have entered the danger zone. In the
given circumstances, Pakistan’s re-entry into
the IMF funding programme was inevitable to
ensure the stability of the dollar. It is a wellknown fact that a partnership with the IMF
gives a green signal to other creditors — multilateral, bilateral and commercial — to start
lending to Pakistan.
There are tell-tale indications that
Pakistan will not be able to exit the IMF in the
medium-term even after the completion of the
current programme. Once the present facility is
over, it may seek another bailout from the lender
of last resort since our ruling elite is not ready
to give up its lavish lifestyle and establish an
all-encompassing regime of austerity. n
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Sehat Sahulat Card:

A laudable initiative

T

Nasim Ahmed

he Constitution of Pakistan lays
down that it is the responsibility
of the state to provide for the basic
needs of the people, especially in
the sectors of health and education.
But successive governments in Pakistan failed
to carry out this constitutional obligation.
Some half-hearted attempts were made in
the past to provide health care services to the
people but they were not successful.
Health is an important component of the
Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs). The
SDG 3.8 specifically aims to “achieve universal
health coverage, including financial risk protection, access to quality essential health care
services, and access to safe, effective, quality,
and affordable essential medicines and vaccines
for all.” Pakistan lags on all the sustainable
development goals except climate action and
environment. The situation has further deteriorated during the last two years amid the global
pandemic.
In fulfilment of its promise to turn Pakistan into a welfare state, the PTI government
has launched a number of initiatives, including
a substantial increase in the health budget. The
health budget has been increased from Rs169
billion to Rs399 billion by the PTI government.
A huge sum has been allocated for the health
sector in Punjab for the first time as eight
mother-and-child hospitals are being completed in Lahore and backward districts. Multan
Nishtar-II, DG Khan Institute of Cardiology,
Institute of Urology in Rawalpindi, Shaikh
Zayed Hospital-II in Rahim Yar Khan and
dental colleges are being built in Rawalpindi
and Bahawalpur. Similarly, a new 1,000-bed
hospital in Lahore is planned along with the
construction of new emergencies in three hospitals having the capacity of 400-beds.
As part of its vision to make Pakistan
a welfare state, the federal government has
now launched the Sehat Sahulat Programme
whose main feature is a Sehat Card which is
a combination of health coverage and micro
health insurance scheme. The concept of Sehat
Card was first implemented in KP in 2020, and
after its success, it was announced by the Prime
Minister to be implemented across Punjab.
The Sehat Card provides critical healthcare cover worth up to 1 million rupees per family per year and it has 100 per cent coverage in
Khyber Pakhtunkhwa province since late 2020.
It has quickly grown in popularity and is now
6

being
used
by
one-in-12
families there.
The
State Life Insurance
Corporation has been selected as the principal
health insurance provider. After covering over
6-7 million families in KP, the health card will
now be covering over 30 million families in
Punjab by March 2022. Other provinces are
also expected to be added soon to the programme.
Prime Minister Imran Khan, while
launching the Naya Pakistan Sehat Card
scheme in Lahore, said, “This is a defining
moment towards our course to make Pakistan
a welfare state.” The scheme’s architects claim
it has the power to quickly transform healthcare in a country which has long lagged behind
other developing nations.
According to media reports, patients
using the scheme say that it has delivered them
from the worry of medical debt, where serious
illness often means having to sell land or livestock, or take loans to pay for medicines and
doctors’ fees. Previously, it was very frustrating for children and adults, who did not have
enough money to pay and the government did
not have the resources to fund public hospitals. Families out of desperation would end up
selling their land or cattle or home to be able to
afford emergency surgeries and they would go
deeper into poverty. Economically, they were

ruined. Against this background, the Sehat card
has come as a great savior for the poor families.
There is no doubt that the provision
of free medical service is a historic initiative
of the PTI government but the key question
is whether the scheme can be sustained in
the long run. There are public-private sector
models with varying degrees of state participation for providing free healthcare facilities at
the point of delivery. In Western countries, the
principle of providing free health facilities to all
is well established though the extent of private
sector healthcare providers’ participation varies
from country to country. The US, Japan and
other Asian countries have evolved their unique
systems to suit their conditions.
In 2019, an actuarial analysis of the Sehat
Sahulat Card was commissioned by the GIZ
undertaken jointly with the International Labour Organisation’s Impact Insurance, a facility
that enables insurance companies, governments
and partners to embrace impact insurance to
reduce households’ vulnerability.
Experts have pointed out that the government should seek support from the taxpayers for this programme or else there is danger
that like the massive rise in outlay on pensions
with no contribution from the employees this
commendable programme too may become
unsustainable, requiring the government to
borrow ever larger amounts to pay for it. Such a
slippage must be avoided at all cost. n
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Husnain Shahid

wo recent international reports point out Pakistan’s
impressive performance on the economic front after pandemic interruptions. The forecasts for Pakistan are encouraging at a time when the rapid spread of the Omicron
COVID-19 variant is badly affecting earlier projections of
a rapid world recovery.
The United Nations has forecast Pakistan’s GDP growth rising
to 3.9pc, while the World Bank projects Pakistan’s GDP to rise at
3.4pc in the current fiscal year and at 4pc in 2022-23. The forecasts
for Pakistan are especially encouraging as the world still reels under
adverse effects of the pandemic. The report predicts that developing
countries will take a greater long-term hit than wealthier nations.
Africa, Latin America and the Caribbean are projected to see significantly lower growth, compared to pre-pandemic projections, leading
to more poverty and less progress on sustainable development and
climate action. According to the UN, the number of people living in
extreme poverty is projected to remain well-above pre-pandemic levels, with poverty projected to increase further in the most vulnerable
economies: in Africa, the absolute number of people living in poverty

to remain well-below pre-pandemic levels during the next two years,
and possibly beyond. Labour force participation in the United States
and Europe remains at historically low levels, as many who lost jobs
or left the labor market during the pandemic have not yet returned.
These shortages in developed economies are adding to other pressures, such as inflation, and supply-chain challenges. At the same
time, employment growth in developing countries remains weak,
amid lower vaccination progress and limited stimulus spending.
Africa, Latin America, the Caribbean and Western Asia are projected
to see a slow recovery of jobs. In many countries, the pace
of job creation is not enough to offset the earlier
employment losses.
Pakistan’s remarkable performance also surprised the World Bank,
which said structural reforms had helped
enhance export competitiveness and
improve the financial viability of the
power sector. It especially noted
Pakistan’s improving domestic
demand, re-

Pakistan’s robust
recovery
is projected to rise through 2023. In contrast, the economies of richer
countries are expected to almost recover by next year fully.
In its flagship World Economic Situation and Prospects report,
the United Nations says Pakistan’s economy remains on a relatively
robust recovery path. “After an economic expansion of 4.5pc in 2021,
GDP growth is projected at 3.9pc in 2022, driven by private consumption, record-high remittances, and fiscal support,” the annual report
said. Overall, the report shows that the rapid spread of the Omicron
COVID-19 variant has put the brakes on a rapid world recovery,
counteracting signs of solid growth at the end of last year. The report
cites a cocktail of problems that are slowing down the economy: New
waves of COVID-19 infections, persistent labor market, lingering
supply-chain challenges and rising inflationary pressures.
The slowdown is expected to carry on into the next year.
After an encouraging expansion of 5.5pc in 2021 – driven by strong
consumer spending and some uptake in investment, with trade in
goods surpassing pre-pandemic levels – global output is projected to
grow by only 4pc in 2022 and 3.5pc in 2023. It recommended that the
special financial measures put in place by many governments since
the pandemic – such as bailouts, improved social protection, and job
support – should stay in place to ensure a strong recovery. However, considering rising inflation, several central banks have begun to
unwind their extraordinary monetary response to the crisis, it noted.
The UN observed that many low-income developing countries were
facing unsustainable external debt burdens, amid sharp interest rate
rises. Additional borrowing during the pandemic and increasing
debt-servicing costs have put many of them on the verge of a debt
crisis. These countries are in urgent need of further and coordinated
international support for debt relief. Employment levels are projected
ECONOMICS

cord-high remittance inflows, a narrow targeting of lockdowns, and
accommodative monetary policy. The WB, in its Global Economic
Prospects report 2022, has revised growth projections for the region
since June 2021, because of “better prospects in Bangladesh, India
and Pakistan.” It projects Pakistan’s economy to grow at 3.4pc in
the current fiscal and at 4pc in 2022-23. It forecasts that growth in
the South Asian region will accelerate to 7.6pc in 2022, as pandemic-related disruptions fade, before slowing to 6pc in 2023. Global
economic growth, however, will slow down to 4.1pc this year from an
estimated 5.5pc in 2021, the report adds, warning that “Omicron-related economic disruptions could substantially reduce growth” to as
low as 3.4pc. The report points out that real interest rates in Pakistan
dropped precipitously during 2020 and remained negative through
2021. It notes that both Bangladesh and Pakistan saw their goods
trade deficit widen to record levels on strong domestic demand and
rising energy prices. Monetary policy became more accommodative
in SAR as real interest rates went further negative on rising inflation
expectations, but still low policy rates. The trend only reversed in
Pakistan following a rapid policy rate increase. In Pakistan, however,
facing fiscal pressures caused real expenditure to contract in 2021, the
report added.
The latest international reports confirm the government claims
that Pakistan’s economy is improving. However, people are reeling under high prices and the government has failed to take action
against hoarders and profiteers. The Murree tragedy has further
exposed bad governance. The government will have to take practical
measures to check inflation and improve governance. Business as
usual will not work now. It will have to improve its performance if it
really aims to contest the next election. n
7

Renewed demands for
urban province in Sindh

A

Raza Khan

s all the opposition political
parties in Singh province are
vehemently resisting the recently
passed Local Government Act
by the ruling Pakistan People’s
Party (PPP), the Muttahida Qaumi Movement (MQM) has renewed its old demand of
creating a new province by clubbing together
Karachi and Hyderabad along with some other
cities. The resistance by the opposition to the
Revised Sindh Local Government Act 2021 is
fully justified as the law has nearly overridden
the powers of municipal governments with all
powers deposited in the provincial government. In this situation, the would-be local
governments in different districts and lower
tiers of the province would have no value and
will only be there ceremoniously.
From the ruling PPP standpoint, a local
government system where the municipal
governments do not have any real authority or
power suit the party strategy to keep the entire
8

province tightly under its belt. In particular
urban areas of Sindh, like Karachi and Hyderabad, the PPP does not have a very strong
political base and it has largely been ruling the
province for 14 long years on the basis of its
near-dominance of rural or Sindhi-speaking
areas. Urban areas of Sindh are dominated by
Urdu-speaking migrant (muhajir) communities, mostly represented by the MQM and other factions. However, at the moment the ruling
party in the Centre, Pakistan Tehreek-e-Insaf
(PTI), has the largest representation in the
parliament from urban Sindh and the MQM is
its coalition partner. In the unfolding situation
and political crisis in Sindh, MQM’s factions
have renewed their demand for the creation
of a South Sindh province. Keeping in view
the dictatorial style of governance of the PPP
in Sindh, the creation of a new South Sindh
province is quite justified. However, there are a
lot of issues with the proposal.
It is important to note that the MQM
had formally demanded the creation of a new
urban-based province in Sindh in 2014, which

touched a sensitive chord in the politics of the
country. The MQM, which has been a dominant quasi-political entity of urban Sindh, has
been deeply desirous of making a demand for
creating a new province. The demand for the
creation of a new province was made in 2014,
on the floor of the Sindh provincial assembly
by MQM lawmaker Kamran Akhtar arguing
that there should be a separate province for
Urdu-speaking people of Sindh.
The MQM has been demanding for a
new province comprising main urban centres
of Sindh, including the metropolitan city of
Karachi, Hyderabad, Sukkur and Nawabshah
among other places for quite some time now on
different public forums. The MQM’s basis of
demanding an urban province for Urdu-speaking people of Sindh is that the latter have been
highly discriminated against in jobs, finances
and service delivery despite contributing excessively to the provincial exchequer. Therefore, the only way to put an end to alleged
discrimination of the Urdu-speaking population of Sindh is to create for them a separate
POLITICS

province. But another main political party of
Sindh, largely representing rural areas, the
ruling Pakistan People’s Party (PPP), has been
extremely averse to the idea of dividing Sindh
into two or more provinces.
Making new provinces may not be a
bad idea if improving governance and social
services delivery to the people is the purpose.
However, the MQM’s demand is simply to
have for itself an area, where it has a dictatorial
control as in the existing provincial set-up it
cannot attain this objective. It is important to
note that the MQM has not been able to ever
get the slot of the chief minister of Sindh as the
PPP or other parties, like the Pakistan Muslim
League (Q), have been occupying the top slot
on the basis of their numeric strength. By not
electing a chief minister from urban Sindh has
been a great injustice by the PPP. However, the
argument of the MQM for having a province
for the Urdu-speaking people is erroneous
in the sense as the latter, who migrated from
India after the creation of two states―Pakistan
and India―are not the only ethnic community that lives in cities of Sindh. The Pushtun
community from far-off Khyber Pakhtunkhwa
province, former ex-FATA and upper Balochistan has nearly four million members only in
Karachi. Likewise, Punjabis also have a big
population in the port city. So making of a new
urban-based province in Sindh and its expected domination by the MQM would mean an
unending conflict among the Pashtuns, Punjabis and local Sindhis in urban centres of Sindh
resulting in large-scale violence and killings as
it involves the livelihood of millions of people.
Therefore, the Pakistan Tehreek-e-Insaf, which
is currently the strongest political party of

Pakistan, has also rejected the proposal, like
the PPP.
Despite the impracticality of its demand,
the MQM seems to have made it keeping in
view the highly fluid political situation in the
country when there are talk and demands of
introduction of a presidential system as the extant political system has failed to deliver. The
MQM, by demanding a new province in Sindh,
would try its utmost to push the PPP to trouble. In this regard, it is also reminding the key
opposition Pakistan Muslim League-Nawaz
(PML-N) President and former Punjab Chief
Minister Shehbaz Sharif of his own demand
of making a new province in Karachi. Shehbaz
Sharif had made the demand when the PPP
was ruling the country and Sindh (the party
forte) from 2008-2013. Shehbaz’s demand was
more a tit-for-tat response to the PPP which
had demanded a new province in Punjab, the
powerhouse of the PML-N. The MQM would
now ask the PML-N to support the demand
of establishing a new province in Sindh. As a
strategy, the MQM is also uniting all political
forces and in this regard has already held an All
Parties Conference (APC). If the PPP continues to rule the province in a dictatorial manner,
even parties, like the PTI and Jamaat-e-Islami,
would join hands to demand the creation of a
South Sindh province.
The debate in the country for more provinces is not a new one. There have been demands
from different political parties and quarters of
carving out a new province of Hazara in Khyber
Pakhtunkhwa, Seraiki and Potohar provinces in
Punjab and a Pashtun province in Balochistan.
The PPP, during its last stint in power, had
promised to create a Seraiki province.

Creating new provinces is the demand of
time and, therefore, there is a general consensus among most political parties of the country
in this regard. However, the manner in which
the MQM demands the division of Sindh is
hardly acceptable to anyone. The MQM has
been supporting Hazra Sooba Tehreek in KP
and the Seraiki movement for a separate province in Punjab in a bid to attain their support
for its own demand of a province for Urdu-speaking people of Sindh. However, Hazara
province supporters may put their weight behind the MQM but proponents of the Seraiki
province would not back the MQM.
But as far as new provinces are concerned the consensus among the main political
parties of the country is indeed a healthy political development as the need for new provinces
has been felt for a long time. It has been mainly
to improve administration as well as equitably
distribute national resources among various
ethnic groups, communities and regions. With
huge federation units, the administration can
never be expected to deliver the much-needed
social services. Moreover, as the provinces have
become the monopolies or duopolies of majority ethnic communities, the rest of ethnic and
regional groups in the provinces always feel
disempowered and economically and politically marginalized. Yet another important reason
for raising demands of creating more provinces
in Pakistan has been the virtual domination of
Punjab in the parliament at the altar of the rest
of the federating units.
Thus, making new provinces is important but this should be very carefully done and
in this regard efficient administration must be
the aim. n

Small dams may solve

big issues
Dr. Zaheer Ahmad Babar

F

or the last almost two decades,
depleting water resources have set
alarm bells ringing for authorities
as well as the public in Pakistan.
The freshwater sources are drying
up fast and it is feared the country may face an
acute water crisis in 2025. The quantity of water for all sectors – drinking, power generation
and agriculture is reducing, but regrettably no
solid corrective measures are being taken.
Water experts believe Pakistan must
AGRICULTURE

frame a rational, politically unbiased and
holistic water policy to avoid a serious crisis in
the years to come. They believe the major issue
is not just the unavailability of water but the
mismanagement of water resources. Currently,
97% of freshwater in the country is used in the
agriculture sector, which makes up 18% of its
GDP. Bad agriculture choices, flood irrigation,
a lack of hybrid seeding and poor water management are putting a heavy burden on water
resources.
Masood Ahmed, a water specialist for
World Bank projects in Pakistan, says there

are several issues with water management,
including a lack of basin-wise water resource
management and no proper system to stop
evaporation and pilferage (40% of water is
lost). Pakistan also faces the challenges of
13% of the cultivable land being saline and
30% of agricultural land being waterlogged,
he tells Cutting Edge. Every year, the water
crisis worsens in winter, but efforts to find
solutions do not match the gigantic issue. This
year again, the country experienced water
shortages, especially for power generation and
irrigation. Agronomists say red chilli, cotton
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and rice crops in Punjab and Sindh suffered the
most this year due to canal water shortages.
Masood Ahmed says unequal access and
distribution, a growing population, urbanisation, progressive industrialisation, lack
of storage capacity and climate risks make
water management a difficult task in Pakistan.
Climate change has been causing shifts in the
weather pattern in different parts of the country, which requires area-specific solutions, not
a generic policy. Since the 1980s, the domestic
water supply and irrigation management have
become more participatory and privatised
with a focus on physical targets rather than on
capacity building, he says.
The water expert says Pakistan can only
store 10% of the average annual flow of its rivers, which is far below the world average storage capacity of 40%. He regrets the country’s
first National Water Policy announced in 2018
does not pay enough attention to water sensitive urban designs, risk management against
natural hazards and trade in water-intensive
crops. Any policy to address these challenges
should include customised, location-specific
solutions which can deal with the topographical, source water body, receiving water body
and socioeconomic context of the setting.
Masood Ahmed says water storages and
management should be the focus of the government along with transparent assessments
undertaken in every province about water
inflow and outflow. He appreciates a water
storage project launched in the drought-hit
Tharparkar region of Sindh.
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Referring to a study conducted and published by the Thomson Reuters Foundation,
he says the provincial government project is
helping farmers harvest rainwater using small
dams. The scheme boosts sustainability and
enables the farmers to earn more from their
land, increasing their incomes by more than
60%. He says that captured rainwater makes
up less than 20% of water used by the farmers,
with most coming from the ground.
A paper published in 2020 by a group
of agricultural and environmental researchers
says the new rainwater harvesting dams will
not only provide farmers with a reliable water
supply but also help recharge groundwater
levels, as some of water from the dams sinks
into the earth.
Murtaza Wahab, environment adviser to
the chief minister of Sindh, tells Cutting Edge
by telephone that the provincial government
has built 60 small rainwater-fed dams, each
with an average storage capacity of 100,000
gallons, in the remote drought-hit areas of
Nagarparkar and Kohistan during the past six
years. He says at least 23 more small dams will
be built in the next three years.
He says that in Tharparkar the average
annual rainfall can be as low as 9mm and the
area frequently faces drought. The adviser
says the small dams have been a boon to the
farmers, noting that last year Nagarparkar's
onion farmers reported a total yield worth
Rs600 million, a record for the province. "The
dams have a long-term benefit for the local
population, because when abundant water is

available in these water-scarce areas, people
will bring more barren land under cultivation
and the number of their livestock would start
increasing," he believes.
Ghazala Channar, deputy chief of water
resources in the Ministry of Planning, says
Punjab and Khyber-Pakhtunkhwa are already
working to build small dams. The federal government has allocated Rs20.4 billion to build
more than 500 small dams across the country,
she says. The new reservoirs will help mitigate
floods, ease poverty and develop agriculture,
as well as increase the water table and provide
clean drinking water, she believes.
The Thomson Reuters Foundation
report, however, says that small dams are not
a silver bullet for arid parts of the country. It
says that using small dams to recharge groundwater supplies only works in freshwater zones.
The rainwater caught by the dams is not much
use in topping up the water table in areas like
Sindh, where 80% of the underground water
supply is saline, the report explains. It suggests
that the provincial and federal governments
in Pakistan stop subsidising the electricity
commercial farms use to run large tube-wells,
which are a major cause of depleting underground water levels.
The authorities also need to help farmers
adapt to the water supply they have now, it
says, adding that those in drought-prone areas
should learn to grow less thirsty crops. The
cultivation of rice and sugarcane, which need
more water, should be discouraged in Sindh
and Punjab regions, it suggests. n
AGRICULTURE

Imran
Khan’s
brand
and
politics

P

Faheem Amir

rime Minister Imran Khan is endeavouring his level best to conceal his
government’s drawbacks, failures,
alleged corruption, scandals, incompetence, grave negligence, injustice
and cruelties through beautiful sentences and
catchy words. His critics say he is using religion
to distract the attention of innocent people from
burning issues, related to economic difficulties
and hard social realities. In short, he is deliberately using clever tactics to sustain his incompetent government, support his inapt cabinet
ministers and party leaders and deceive poor
people.
Talking to PTI leaders and cabinet
members, Prime Minister Imran Khan declared,
“It’s easy to defend the brand Imran Khan”. He
advised the members to sell the “Imran Khan
brand.” “On the one hand, you have internationally-recognized thieves and on the other hand,
you have Imran Khan, defending whom is not
difficult at all. Your brand is the PM and unlike
their rules, I am neither corrupt nor a thief.
Don’t let the opposition dominate in any way;
show them the mirror,” PM Imran Khan added.
From this assertion, it can easily be
deduced that Imran Khan is yearning for
becoming a model of honesty among the people
of Pakistan. Imran Khan is urging his ministers
and spokespersons to portray him as an honest
leader who would solve all problems, difficulties
and sufferings which the people are experiencing only through beautiful words of honesty and
morality. His media, (including, print, electronic
and social media) management team is trying
its level best to upgrade his image by degrading
opposition leaders, roasting anti-government
journalists and thinkers.
Nobody can deny the corruption of
POLITICS

Nawaz Sharif, Asif Ali Zardari, other politicians,
so-called religious leaders, bureaucrats and businesspeople. But, Imran Khan’s government has
not been able to bring them to book by proving
their corruption in the courts. He has already
broken almost all promises.
His government has not introduced any
reforms, including economic, police and judicial
reforms, to bring about positive changes in society. The PTI government has gone to the IMF
for a hard bailout economic package. His government has already taken the highest loan of
over $40b in the history of the country. Around
six million people have become jobless, while
20 million Pakistanis have been dragged below
the poverty line. The fiscal deficit has reached
Rs4,400b and inflation has risen to 22 percent.
The trade deficit has touched $45b, while the
devaluation of the rupee against the US dollar
continues.
In short, the people of Pakistan are facing
skyrocketing prices of electricity, gas, medicines
and fuel but Imran Khan wants to solve these
problems through the slogan of “brand Imran
Khan”, which is tragic.
Imran Khan is also using religion to
protect his partisan interests and prolong his
party’s rule. In his article titled “Spirit of Riyasat-i-Madina: Transforming Pakistan”, Imran
Khan writes: “The core of every civilization is its
spiritual principles; when they die, the civilization dies. In Islamic civilization, the manifestation of our spiritual principles happened in the
Prophet’s (SAW) Madina. Besides many other
important principles, there were five very important guiding principles upon which the state
of Madina was built. These principles are unity,
justice & rule of law leading to meritocracy,
strong moral and ethical foundation, inclusion
of all humans in progress and prosperity, and
finally, the quest for knowledge. The Prophet
(SAW) made it clear that no one was above the
law. He said that nations perish when two sets
of laws exist, one for the rich and another for
the poor. In Pakistan, not adhering to the rule
of law has led to siphoning off of billions of US
dollars which has imposed collective poverty on
our public. The State of Medina was the first recorded welfare state of mankind where the state
took responsibility for its weak people. Since we
must emulate the example of our blessed Prophet (SAW), our citizens should learn to be strict
with themselves and generous with others. In
conclusion, I will reiterate that the most urgent
of all challenges facing our country right now is
the struggle to establish the rule of law. Over the
last 75 years of Pakistan’s history, our country
has suffered from elite capture, where powerful
and crooked politicians, cartels and mafias have
become accustomed to being above the law in
order to protect their privileges gained through
a corrupt system. While protecting their privileges they have corrupted state institutions,
especially those institutions of the state that are
responsible for upholding the rule of law. Such

individuals, cartels and mafias are parasites who
are not loyal to our country and defeating them
is absolutely necessary in order to unleash the
real potential of Pakistan”.
Unfortunately, Imran Khan is not following these pristine and august principles of Islam
practically. The Sahiwal and Marree tragedies
occurred in his government. But he has not
accepted responsibility by resigning from the
premiership. There is no justice and rule of law
in the PTI government. In spite of being convicted and sentenced, Nawaz Sharif and Maryam
Nawaz are not in jail. The PTI government has
allowed Nawaz Sharif to leave the country. Asif
Ali Zardari, Shahbaz Sharif, Hamza Sharif and
many other politicians and businesspeople,
who are facing corruption charges, are also
free, leading comfortable lives. Imran Khan has
brushed aside merit by selecting Usman Buzdar
and Mahmood Khan as the CMs of Punjab and
Khyber Pakhtunkhwa respectively. He has
included many politicians in his party, who
were accused of corruption. He is not willing
to release reports on sugar, medicine, and flour
scandals. In his government, Ring Road, COVID
Funds, Tosha Khana, and other mega corruption
scandals have emerged. According to Transparency International, Pakistan has dropped from
111th to 124th place in corruption. He has not
taken any action against the culprits of these
scandals. Rather, Imran Khan is very expertly
diverting the attention of Pakistanis from these
mega corruption scandals by using the slogans
of Riyasat-i-Madina and Islam.
(The views are the author’s own and do not reflect Cutting
Edge’s editorial stance)
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Only human fraternity fits
into global village scheme
Dr. Fatima Ali

M

rs. Sawera Ikram has been
in the habit of distributing
whatever she cooks in her
home on religious or cultural
occasions: Eid, Shab-i-Barat,
Eid Miladun-Nabi, Basant and other occasions.
Her neighbours are aware of her habit; they
welcome her and her dishes.
However, last month she experienced
something new. When she rang the doorbell
of a neighbour, a new arrival in her street, to
share ‘Gajar ka halwa’ (carrot-based dessert),
with them, a woman in her mid-40s opened
the door. Instead of taking the plate, she said:
“My husband’s name is Sharif Masih and he is
a motorcycle mechanic. He has asked me to tell
about him before accepting anything from any
neighbour.” The reply confused Mrs. Sawera.
“What does that mean?” she asked. Sabiran
Bibi, the woman, is visibly embarrassed
now. She takes the plate from Mrs.
Sawera. “We had to face serious
consequences at our previous
rented house when we accepted sweets on Eid Miladun
Nabi from a neighbour
without informing him
that we are Christians.
The situation worsened
to the extent that
we had to leave the
area,” she explains.
“That was definitely
unfortunate, and I am
sorry about that. There
must be some misguided person, who forced
you to leave your area.
Otherwise, Islam believes
in equal rights of all neighbours, no matter if they are
Muslim or non-Muslim,”
Mrs. Sawera tells Sabiran.
The Holy Prophet (Peace
Be Upon Him) had said that
the rights of the neighbour were
so overwhelmingly emphasised
to him by Angel Jibraeel that he
feared that neighbours might be made
shareholders in one’s inheritance. In
another Hadith, the Holy Prophet (Peace
Be Upon Him) said that a man, whose
neighbour is not safe from his misdeeds,
is not a believer in Islam. And stressing the
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rights of neighbours, Islam does not differentiate between a Muslim and a non-Muslim.
The Holy Prophet (Peace Be Upon Him)
was once informed about a woman who used
to offer prayers regularly and would often keep
fast and give alms frequently, but her neighbours were sick of her abusive tongue. The
Holy Prophet (Peace Be Upon Him) said that
such a woman deserved only the fire of Hell.
Islam forms the basis of human fraternity and good society through stressing rights
of neighbours. International Day of Human
Fraternity is observed across the globe on Feb
4 every year. The day highlights the principles
and values of the Document on Human Fraternity, while exploring good practices towards
its implementation as a pathway to building a
more peaceful world, which is the main aim of
Islam also. International Day of Human Fraterni
ty
commemorates
the historic

signing of the Document on Human Fraternity
by Pope Francis and Grand Imam of Al-Azhar
Ahmed Al-Tayeb in Abu Dhabi, the United
Arab Emirates, on February 4, 2019.
On Dec 21, 2020, the United Nations
General Assembly adopted a resolution –
co-sponsored by the UAE and Egypt – proclaiming February 4 as International Day of
Human Fraternity, inviting all member states
and international organisations to observe the
day annually. “As we commemorate International Day of Human Fraternity, let us commit
to do more to promote cultural and religious
tolerance, understanding and dialogue,” said
United Nations Secretary-General António
Guterres in his statement.
In the recent years, the world witnessed
various glorious examples of human fraternity,
set by great people. One such example was
set by New Zealand’s Prime Minister Jacinda
Ardern. In March 2019, wearing a dupatta,
she visited the families of Christchurch terror
attack victims, and her expression of solidarity
with Muslims in that hour of grief was well received. Attacks on two Christchurch mosques
had left at least 49 dead. A teary-eyed Ardern
had said she brought the messages of love,
support and grief on behalf of all New
Zealanders to the crowd gathered at the
Canterbury Refugee Resettlement and
Resources Centre.
Another demonstration of human
fraternity was observed in Pakistan
in December 2021, after a Sri Lankan
factory manager in Sialkot was lynched
by a mob. The gory incident shocked
the nation and brought them to a single
platform of condemnation of the incident. From Prime Minister Imran Khan
to each and every assembly member and
from businesspeople to religious leaders,
all came out in support of the victim. A
delegation of religious scholars from all
schools of thought also met with the Sri
Lankan high commissioner and expressed
their sympathies with the bereaved family.
They all showed that they believed in humanity and human fraternity, which is the essence of
true teachings of Islam. n
The writer is a physician by profession. She has
worked as an intern at the Capital Health (New
Jersey) & the Mount Sinai St. Luke’s Hospital (New
York). Rights and gender issues are the areas of
special interest to her. She can be reached at:fatima23393@hotmail.com
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British democracy
is on the edge
Robert Barrington

W

hat should we make of
the recent unusually
turbulent weeks in
British politics? The
picture is not just one
of a prime minister under siege and political
manoeuvrings. The unusual occurrence is
that the prime minister’s behaviour has raised
fundamental uncertainties about the United
Kingdom’s constitution and democracy –
whether it is fit for purpose, and whether it
can withstand the turbulence.
The first ripples of constitutional disquiet had started almost as soon as Boris Johnson
came to power in 2019, with concerns over his
personal honesty, breaches of the ministerial
code that is meant to govern the conduct
of government ministers and a number of
actions that skirted the borders of constitutional acceptability. This was compounded by
attacks from his allies on the informal checks
and balances in the political system, such as
independence of the judiciary and the media,
along with threats to breach international law
in the tussle over Brexit. Already, by 2021, the
Johnson government had forged a reputation
of being willing to break rules and conventions.
Over time, those ripples of concern
have mounted into a tsunami, with proven
corruption, gross breaches of integrity, lying,
multiple further allegations of cronyism and
corruption around COVID procurement, and
a host of other misdemeanours, each of which
in normal times might have caused a resignation. The government, and all public servants,
adhere to a voluntary code of standards called
the Nolan Principles, with an expectation that
any significant breaches would be resolved
by a removal from office. It has its roots in a
longstanding system that now looks glaringly
old-fashioned.
As a backlash finally mounted, a senior
civil servant, Sue Gray, was directed by
the prime minister to conduct an internal
investigation. This was to be specifically into
the well-evidenced allegations that he had on
several occasions broken the COVID lockdown rules to attend parties, despite regularly
appearing on television telling the rest of the
country to follow those same rules.
With new revelations breaking almost
CRISIS

every day, pressure increased for Johnson to
resign, but many of the parliamentarians –
who have the power to remove him as prime
minister – declared they were waiting for the
Sue Gray report before making a judgement as
to his fitness for office. The constitution would
require parliamentarians to take action, as the
report itself is delivered to the prime minister,
who judges himself whether he is guilty of any
wrongdoing, and then decides whether there
should be any penalty placed on himself.
On the eve of the report being delivered,
there was further drama: Gray had uncovered
evidence of lockdown law-breaking that merited bringing in the Metropolitan Police who,
until then, had steadfastly refused to investigate the stories and photographs circulating in
the media.
It is a heady mixture of wrongdoing,
cover-up and lies, that has dragged the civil
service and the police into the arena of political debate. What once looked to be a robust
democracy now looks surprisingly vulnerable
to a populist who can exploit the constitutional loopholes, downgrade the checks and
balances, and co-opt the police.
One of the lessons the world has learned
over the past 20 years is that liberal democracies are surprisingly fragile. They may be less
likely to descend into armed civil war than
those traditionally considered to be fragile
states, but they can slip easily into illiberal
democracy, especially when mistrust in the
incumbent political establishment opens the
door to the election of populists. Hungary
and India, to name but a few, have embarked
on this path. Others, like South Africa, went
further, into the territory of “state capture”.
By and large, liberal democracies rely on
trust and consensus promoted by free speech
and free assembly, rather than the exercise of
a state power supported by a strong internal
security and intelligence apparatus. This has
been well-demonstrated in the COVID pandemic, during which public health has relied
on citizens supporting lockdowns, wearing
masks and getting vaccinated. A loss of trust
means either that significant parts of the
population will not do what the government
wants – as happened in the United States
during the pandemic – or the state must use
its power to impose the will of the government
– as in Hong Kong.
Western liberal democracies, chastened

by their experiences in the Middle East,
have retreated from evangelising about how
their own model of political economy can be
adopted elsewhere. Furthermore, the experiences of the UK under Johnson, like the US
under Donald Trump, show that the challenge
has become one of preserving democracy at
home rather than spreading it abroad. Levels
of trust by the voters in British politicians are
already low, and that to some extent explains
the anti-establishment vote for Brexit and the
subsequent election of Johnson. But, like so
many populists, the breaches of standards and
integrity that Johnson has come to symbolise
have caused further disillusionment.
This is the context in which to read
the UK’s political turmoil over recent weeks.
What is at stake is not the end of democracy,
but a decline into semi-democracy as Johnson
clings to power, or is replaced by someone
who takes his assault on the constitution a
stage or two further. That would not just be
bad for the UK; it would signify to the world
at large that there is nothing very secure about
liberal democracies and that they can all too
easily be compromised or captured.
The Johnson government has been
untypical of modern British governments.
Without yet being systemically corrupt, there
has been more corruption and corruption
risk in and around this government than any
British government since at least the second
world war. But being still a democracy, not all
the power, and therefore the scope to abuse
the power, lies with Johnson.
There is still a pathway in which the Sue
Gray report is published and condemns the
prime minister; there is an impartial investigation by the police; and Johnson is removed,
to be replaced by someone who moves quickly
to prioritise issues of integrity, closing the
loopholes in standards and the constitution
and rebuilding public trust. For all his misdemeanours, there is no reason to expect that
a defeated Johnson would pursue a scorched
earth policy like Trump, rallying hardline
supporters to assault democracy.
But it could go the other way: there is
also a pathway in which Johnson remains, or
is replaced by someone who takes the same
approach, but is more efficient at it. Britain
stands on the edge; not too late to pull back,
but all too easy to teeter forward. Watch
this space. n
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SBP accountability

This is true that uncontrolled currency printing leads to hyperinflation, it is also true that
monetary expansion in a calculated way has
been the most popular tool of central banks
around the globe to deal with financial crises.
For instance, all advanced economies relied on
central bank borrowings to deal with the crisis
created by the Covid pandemic.
The money supply in the United
Kingdom increased by 21 per cent in 2020,
and it went up by a further 8pc in 2021. This
increase was meant to meet the Covid-related
expenditure. Because of these expenditures,
the debt-to-GDP ratio in the UK jumped from
82.6pc to 95pc during 2020. Despite this huge
borrowing, quite surprisingly, the inflation in
the UK over the same period was less than the
preceding year. This means that there exist
certain conditions under which the borrowing from the central bank does not lead to
inflation. Such borrowings provided hundreds
of billions of pounds to the UK government
without any physical resource and inflation.
Suppose the entire inflation in the
UK today can be attributed to the monetary
expansion of 2020, even then the data states
that 21pc expansion in money supply led to
an increase of only 6pc in the price level. This
means there is a free lunch of 15pc without any
inflationary cost. Why not get the advantage of
this when the country is passing through the
toughest crisis of history? In 2018, the direct
lending of the SBP to the government was more
than Rs5 trillion and if the assumption of inflationary central bank borrowing was valid, the
inflation at that time should have been higher.
But the ground reality is exactly opposite,
which indicates failure of the assumption that
central bank borrowing is always inflationary. It is not a big deal to make price stability
a primary objective of the central bank, but
the problem is with the tool used to achieve
price stability. In a typical inflation-targeting
framework, interest rate is used as the tool
to achieve price stability, and Pakistan is also
following the same framework.
If one looks at the SBP monetary policy
statements for the last few years, one will find
that it has already been using policy rate in
an attempt to control inflation, but history
shows that the SBP has never been successful
in achieving this objective. In 2018, the interest
rate was 5.75pc and inflation was about 4pc.
Fearing a spike in inflation, the SBP increased
the policy rate to 13.25pc and the inflation also
went up, reaching double digits. In 2020, due
to Covid, the SBP had to bring down the policy
rate and, subsequently, inflation also decreased. Likewise, today when there is an upward trend in terms of policy rate, inflation is
also on an upward trajectory. The cost of public debt in Pakistan today is 39 multiples of the
cost in the United States. With so much cost,
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the SBP should have a comprehensive analysis
of the costs and benefits of the interest rate
policy, but it does not have any. Now, through
this legislation, the SBP has got a chance to
avoid accountability to any of the lawmaking
or law-enforcement institutions. Instead of
granting the SBP further autonomy, what is
needed is to ask the central bank to present a
technical audit of the mark-up payment in the
past and a report on their usefulness. Otherwise, the SBP must be held accountable.
Dr Atiq ur Rehman
Director, Kashmir Institute of Economics,
University of Azad Jammu and Kashmir AJK

Fake voices

The ruling party in Sindh recently raised its voice
for the farmers during its ‘tractor trolley march’.
As could only be expected, this was nothing
more than a political stunt. Such gimmicks are
only for political gains and nothing else.
Fortunately, people are more politically
aware than they used to be a few decades ago.
They understand such tactics and tricks of our
politicians. Someone rightly said on the social
media in the context of the march that if machines could commit suicide, tractors would
surely have! It is the party in power that has
increased the farmers’ woes in the province.
One wonders against whom the party leaders
were protesting. The provincial government
should take a serious note of the farmers’ cries
and give them their rightful due because, in the
words of the government leaders, the farmers
are the backbone of the nation.
Sajjad Hussain Cheehani
Agra, Sindh

Tall claims of accountability

Corruption has been an issue for long in Pakistan, and if the recent report by Transparency
International is anything to go by, the situation
is getting extremely alarming. All the pre-election – and even post-election – rhetoric has not
apparently helped the accountability drive in
terms of rooting out the corruption that is embedded in the system. The resignation of the government’s accountability czar is also interesting
in its timing and can be interpreted in multiple
ways. Not doing well in terms of delivering on
accountability and eradication of corruption, the
government might have a tough time selling itself
to the voters at the next general elections. Like
most things, an accountability drive can only be
successful if based on merit. Partial accountability is not going to do the country any good.
Qazi Jamshed Alam Siddiqui
Lahore

Economy and facts

The prime minister recently said the $6 billion

International Monetary Fund (IMF) package
would be the last such programme. But rumour
going round for some time suggests that all the
conditionalities imposed by the IMF and accepted by the government are actually meant for
a bigger IMF programme that is being envisaged
following the expiry of the stalled programme
in September 2022 to manage the precarious
balance of payments position. The gap between
dollar inflows and outflows for 2021-22 is now
estimated at $28b after the surge in the import
bill, opposed to the earlier projection of $14b
in the budget. For the year 2022-23, the gross
financing requirement would not be less than
the current year’s revised estimate of $28b, if
not more. There is no way the government can
avoid a second IMF programme without fundamental reforms and ruthless austerity which
is nowhere to be seen. Strangely, the economic
planners do not have any plan on the table to
shore up the vulnerable external account which
would be a step towards avoiding another IMF
programme. It seems that the economic managers are misleading the decision-makers by not
sharing the factual position in order to get accolades despite their miserable performance. If the
government opts for another IMF package, it
would be the first time that a sitting government will have to resort to two programmes
during a single five-year term. One hopes that
this does not happen because, among other
things, it would be a negation of the recently
announced national security policy.
Arshad M. Khawaja
Karachi

Rana liaquat

Feb 13 marked the 116th birth anniversary of Begum Rana Liaquat Ali Khan, who was a lady of
great courage in every sense of the word. From
founding the All-Pakistan Women’s Association
and the Women’s National Guard to undertaking diplomatic assignments in Europe and Africa, and then becoming the first woman governor
of a province, her contribution was massive.
Mahfooz un Nabi Khan
Karachi

Teaching interns

The School Education and Literacy Department recently advertised the Sindh Teaching
Interns Programme. Due to the poor financial
condition, a majority of the population, especially those living in rural areas, cannot afford
to buy newspapers. As a result, the last date of
submission passed without many of the qualified and talented individuals even getting to
know about it. The government would do well
to extend the date of application as a favour to
the people in the rural areas of the province.
Nazeer Ahmed
Larkana
YOUR VIEW

Fossils reveal what may
be the oldest known case
of the dino sniffles

Scientists track
mysterious colugos
across the treetops

Sid Perkins

Yao-Hua Law

The prehistoric world wasn’t a paradise free of disease, but diagnosing
ancient ailments is tricky: Germs usually don’t fossilize well. Now, though,
researchers have unearthed evidence of what appears to be the oldest
known respiratory infection in a dinosaur. Lesions found in the vertebrae
of a 150-million-year-old juvenile sauropod dubbed “Dolly” point to a lung
infection that moved into her bones, vertebrate paleontologist Cary Woodruff and colleagues report February 10 in Scientific Reports. That’s at least
50 million years older than the previously reported respiratory infection in
a titanosaur unearthed in Brazil. Dolly, a long-necked dinosaur, was probably closely related to Diplodocus. At the time of her death in what’s now
southwestern Montana, she was about 18 meters long and less than 20
years old, Woodruff estimates. The fossils that the team analyzed include
the dinosaur’s skull and the first seven neck vertebrae, which contained
air sacs connected to the lungs and other parts of the respiratory system.
The bones of many of today’s birds, which are modern-day dinosaurs, have
similar features. On the fifth through seventh vertebrae, the fossils have
bone lesions at spots where the air sacs would have intruded into the bone,
the team found. The oddly shaped and textured bumps protrude from the
bone as much as 1 centimeter, says Woodruff, of the Great Plains Dinosaur Museum in Malta, Mont. Though Dolly’s bone lesions wouldn’t have
been obvious to an ancient observer, she likely had a fever, cough, labored
breathing and nasal discharge, the scientists suggest. It’s not clear whether
the infection was bacterial, viral or fungal, or whether it is what killed
Dolly. But the researchers note that many birds and reptiles today can
suffer from a respiratory infection caused by the fungus Aspergillus that
can in turn lead to bone infections. For an infection in the neck vertebrae’s
air sacs to cause bony lesions, “you’re looking at a chronic condition,” says
Cynthia Faux, a veterinarian at the University of Arizona in Tucson with a
degree in vertebrate paleontology who was not involved in the study.

My companions scanned the treetops with binoculars and a thermal-imaging monocular. I stared at the branches and leaves, pretending I knew what to look for. It was a cool June evening just before
sunset on a village road on Langkawi Island, Malaysia.
“There’s one! Up there,” one of the biologists called out. I
squinted at the spot, about five meters up the tree trunk, and saw
only a brown knob speckled with gray. Where? Then the knob
stirred. Its top edge rose and turned, and I was staring into a pair of
bulging eyes set on a small head with a short snout. My first colugo.
The size of a house cat, colugos are nocturnal mammals that live in
trees. Colugos are also called “flying lemurs,” which is a misnomer
because they cannot fly and they are not lemurs. A colugo has a cape
of skin that stretches from its neck to the tips of its four limbs and
tail. That skin, furry on top, helps colugos glide far and hide well
in the canopy. “Wait … Oh, it has a baby!” called zoologist Priscillia
Miard of Universiti Sains Malaysia in Penang and leader of that
evening’s search. She passed me her binoculars as the team discussed
the identity of this colugo. A tiny head popped out from beneath
the mother’s fur, like a child peering out from under a blanket. Baby
colugos cling to their mother’s furless undersides until about age
6 months, nursing on nipples near mom’s armpits. I had seen two
colugos just 15 minutes into our search!

Prior infection offers less
protection against Omicron
Carolyn Crist

Immunity from a previous COVID-19 infection provides less protection
from reinfection against the Omicron variant than other coronavirus variants, according to a new study in the New England Journal of Medicine.
At the same time, prior infection still helps people to avoid severe disease
from the Omicron variant at a high level, the study found. The study team
analyzed national databases in Qatar, which included information about
testing, infections, hospitalizations, deaths, and vaccinations since the
beginning of the pandemic. The researchers found that previous infection
was 56% effective at preventing reinfection with Omicron, compared
with at least 86% against other variants, including 92% against the Delta
variant. What’s more, previous infection was 88% effective at preventing
severe, critical, or fatal COVID-19 from the Omicron variant, which was
in line with other variants. The findings are consistent with other reports
about reinfections and breakthrough cases with the Omicron variant,
according to USA Today. Scientists have confirmed that Omicron is more
transmissible and able to evade immunity, though it causes less severe
disease in many cases.
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What can Wordle
do for our brains?
Kathleen Doheny

Forget morning coffee, stretches, or meditation. There’s a new way to
kick-start your brain. Jeanenne Ray, a book editor in Marin County, CA, tackles it first thing in the morning, while still lying in bed.
It’s also the first on the to-do list of Shelly Groves, who owns a dog
walking and pet sitting service in Avondale Estates, GA. That’s also
the pattern of Todd Siesky, an Atlanta communications professional,
but he knows to walk away if it gets too frustrating. The three are
among the millions playing Wordle, the “it” puzzle/brain teaser of
the moment. Created by software engineer Josh Wardle of Brooklyn,
NY, for his partner during the pandemic, it’s now been sold to The
New York Times, and initially will remain free. For those who’ve
never tested their brain power on Wordle, it’s simple but challenging.
Players get six attempts to guess the five-letter word of the day. After
plugging in a word as their first guess, they get feedback, with color
coded blocks telling them if their chosen letters are correct and in the
right position. Besides providing us with fresh fodder for bragging
rights on social media, where players obsessively post their scores, can
playing Wordle daily improve our memory and overall brain power?
Probably, say two neuroscientists who study the workings of the
human brain, as long as frustration doesn’t undo the benefits. Michael
Yassa, PhD, professor and director of the center for the Neurobiology
of Learning and Memory at the University of California, Irvine, began
playing Wordle in January. “It activates our dopamine,” he says. That’s
the neurotransmitter linked with feeling pleasure, satisfaction, and
motivation. “That can color your day in a positive way,” he says.
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