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Relentless prices,
hopeless job market

I

Shahid Hussain

nflation continues to rise and the government appears to have surrendered to it.
It blames international factors for rising
prices in the country but hikes electricity
tariff in the name of fuel charge adjustments every month, which jacks up prices of all
commodities. The situation is worsened by fuel
prices, which increase fortnightly.
Undoubtedly, inflation increased in every
government in the past. The last PML-N and
PPP governments hiked prices of electricity and
gas in the first year after coming to power. They
then spent their next four years in efforts to
control prices. They largely succeeded in their
efforts with better strategies and efforts. People
now miss them despite their alleged corruption. Unlike them, the PTI government does
not seem to be interested in reducing prices. It
does not even take cosmetic measures for it. It
adjusts fuel prices upward after every 15 days,
which adds to inflation. The past governments
also experimented with the mechanism but
stopped it after its adverse effects on the common people. The PTI government should also
stop adjusting fuel prices fortnightly to provide
some relief to people.
It appears the present government is least
bothered about the suffering of the common
people. Prices of food and essentials have gone
out of the reach of the common people and every
month becomes harsher for them. Inflation
continued its upward trajectory for the fifth
consecutive month and reached another peak of
13pc in January, the highest in nearly two years.
According to the Pakistan Bureau of Statistics
(PBS), the Consumer Price Index (CPI) jumped
to 12.96pc in January over the same month a year
ago. On a month-on-month basis, inflation remained “flattish,” slightly rising by 0.4pc owing
to an increase in food inflation. The Wholesale
Price Index (WPI), which monitors prices in the
wholesale market, also rose sharply by 24pc in
January compared to 6.4pc in the same month a
year ago. The PBS noted that the overall inflation
rate had increased in both urban and rural areas.
Inflation in urban areas edged to 13pc in January
and rural areas to 12.9pc over the same month
of the last year. In January last year, inflation in
urban areas was 5pc and in rural areas 6.6pc.
Food inflation in rural areas and cities
surged to 13.3pc and 11.8pc respectively on a
yearly basis. In January 2021, food inflation for
4

villages and cities was 7.2pc and 7.3pc respectively. Non-food inflation clocked in at 12.8pc in
urban areas and 13.9pc in rural areas compared
to 3.7pc and 6.1pc respectively in the same
month of last year. Core inflation — calculated
by excluding food and energy items — rose by
8.2pc in urban areas and by 9pc in rural areas
during the month.
The International Monetary Fund (IMF)
has also warned that inflation in Pakistan is
expected to pick up this year before gradually
slowing down. It reminded Pakistan that “continued commitment to a market-determined
exchange rate and a prudent macroeconomic
policy mix will help reduce the current account
deficit, and ease external pressures over the
medium term.” It urged Pakistan to make extra
efforts to revitalise its economy, noting that
recent policy adjustments in Pakistan were
“appropriate to address these challenges” and
maintain economic stability. “Further ambitious efforts to remove structural impediments
and facilitate the structural transformation of
the economy will help unlock sustainable and
resilient growth,” it added.
In its report, the Asian Development Bank
(ADB) 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. It 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 the 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.
On the other hand, the number of
unemployed youths has reached a record
high in the country. Over 31pc youths
with degrees, including professional ones,
are unemployed with females at 51pc and
males at 16pc. According to the Pakistan
Institute of Development Economics

(PIDE), a surprisingly large part of the working-age group is not even part of the labour
force. These people are either discouraged workers or have other means of income to support
them while, despite pronouncements and policy
initiatives, the female labour force participation
rate remains shockingly low. Far more females
and those living in urban areas are unemployed
than their male and rural counterparts. For
Pakistan, where nearly 60pct of the population
is aged less than 30 years, opportunities become
even more significant. Despite all the talk about
the youth bulge and reaping the demographic
dividend, the unemployment rate is the highest
for the young new entrants in the labour force.
The report also notes that rural graduate unemployment is much higher than urban, begging
the question of mobility. The study reveals
that services remain the largest employer with
retail and wholesale trade the largest segment
in urban areas, while agriculture, including
both cultivation and livestock, continues to
employ the majority in rural Pakistan. However,
construction employs about 8pc of the labour
force in both urban and rural areas, despite the
government’s incentives for the construction
industry.
The government and some experts believe
prices will start decreasing in the coming
months. Even if inflation decreases, unemployment will remain the biggest issue
of Pakistan and the government will
have to take long-term measures
to provide jobs to people,
especially youths. n
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Inflation remains a
formidable challenge

I

Muhammad Asim Nisar

nflation remains a formidable challenge
for the PTI government. In six-and-ahalf months of the current fiscal year,
all economic indicators signal growth
in inflationary buildup. Even fiscal and
monetary tightening have not helped matters.
The latest State Bank of Pakistan (SBP)
data shows that between July 1 and Jan 14
2021-22, reserve money grew 2.79 per cent
against 1.19pc last year. Significantly, the State
Bank of Pakistan indicated in its latest monetary policy statement that inflation during the
current fiscal year would remain close to 11pc
against 8.9pc in the last year. However, due
to the mini-budget which will curb demand,
experts expect some easing of inflation in the
next fiscal year beginning in July.
In the opinion of the State Bank of Pakistan, the demand side inflationary pressures
are already waning faster after the recent fiscal
measures validated through the Finance (Supplementary) Act— “and recent moderation in
economic activity indicators.” The most glaring
example of this moderation is the decline in
large-scale manufacturing (LSM). Year-on-year
LSM output growth slowed down to 0.3pc
in November 2021, from 13.8pc in November
2020. LSM production in July-Nov 2021-22
also slumped to 3.26pc from 6.85pc in July-Nov
FY21, according to the latest update of the
Pakistan Bureau of Statistics.
It is relevant to add here that on Jan 24,
the State Bank of Pakistan decided to keep the
interest rate on hold at 9.75pc till the review

of its monetary policy due on March 8. The
central bank said its decision was “in line with
the forward guidance provided in the last monetary policy.” While hiking its key policy rate
from 8.75pc to 9.75pc on Dec 14, the State Bank
of Pakistan stated that “due to recent higher
than expected outturns,” it expects inflation to
average 9-11pc this fiscal year.
By keeping its policy rate unchanged the
central bank signalled to the markets that limiting inflation within 9-11pc does not require
further monetary tightening at this stage. The
State Bank of Pakistan’s monetary policy committee is scheduled to meet again on March 8
to review its policy.
It may be recalled that in October last
year, national average consumer inflation had
risen to 9.2pc year-on-year — breaching the
central bank’s previous estimate of 7-9pc. This
happened despite a nominal increase of 25
basis points in the central banks’ policy rate —
from 7pc to 7.25pc announced on September
19. Growing aggregate demand — supported
by the government’s fiscal stimuli and the
central bank’s own post-COVID economic
support credit programmes — easily absorbed
this moderate hike in the interest rate. And,

year-on-year inflation first rose to 11.5pc in
November and then to 12.3pc in December.
Between November and December, the
State Bank of Pakistan administered a double
dose of monetary tightening to the economy —
ECONOMICS

taking its policy rate from 7.25pc to 8.75pc on
Nov 19 and then to 9.75pc on Dec 14. The hefty
250bps rise in interest rates announced in less
than a month was aimed at dampening domestic demand, thereby affecting the demand-pull
part of inflation, which is also capable of
decelerating demand for imported goods, thus
containing imported inflation. These two
factors, put together, are expected to keep inflation “closer to the upper end” of the revised
estimate of 9-11pc, according to the State Bank
of Pakistan’s monetary policy statement.
Containing inflation in this range is now
possible because monetary policy tightening is
accompanied by the imposition of higher cash
reserves requirement for banks, regulatory
tightening of consumer finance, and curtailment of non-essential imports.
In Nov last year, the State Bank of Pakistan had raised cash reserve ratio (CRR) for
banks (to maintain for two weeks) from 5pc to
6pc and from 3pc to 4pc to maintain each day.
But what diluted the impact of this measure on
a net basis was that the central bank continued
injecting huge funds into the interbank money
market to keep them liquid enough ahead of
the scheduled auctions of the government
treasury bills and bonds. Earlier on Sept 23,
just four days after a nominal interest rate hike
of only 25bps, the State Bank of Pakistan had
made the rules stricter for banks in regard to
offering auto finance, personal loans. It was
an important step and could have led to a real
dampening of domestic demand had it come
alongside a sharper increase in the interest
rate.
The measures taken for the curtailment
of non-essential imports are sure to contribute
to the easing of inflation in the months ahead.
These measures include the imposition of
higher regulatory/import duties and increased
general sales tax as well as the requirement
of high cash margins at the time of opening of
letters of credit.
But the downside is that there is a strong
likelihood of international oil prices remaining
high. Further, if gas shortages persist, more
natural gas will need to be imported. The food
import bill may also swell on the back of higher global prices of food commodities. Surely,
if inflation is to be controlled, the government
will have to drastically curtail the import of
food items as well as all luxury imports, such
as fancy cars and other expensive toys loved by
our pampered elite class. n
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Kashmir Solidarity Day:

An unwavering
commitment to freedom

O

Nasim Ahmed

bserved by all Pakistanis on
February 5 each year, Kashmir Solidarity Day is aimed to
show to the Kashmiris and the
world at large that Pakistan
and its people are committed to the principle
of self-determination for the people of the
Indian occupied valley. The occasion is marked
by public processions and special prayers in
mosques for the liberation of the valley. On this
day, one-minute silence is observed throughout the country. Also, special programmes are
held to express complete solidarity with the
Kashmiris and protests are arranged against
the Indian oppression.
Pakistanis have been steadfast in extending their support to the Kashmiris. The people
of Pakistan and Jammu and Kashmir share
centuries-old ethnic, linguistic and religious
bonds. In this background, the solidarity message to the Kashmiris from Pakistanis is loud
and clear: Pakistan stands with the Kashmiris
and will continue to do so until they win their
right to self-determination.
Officially, Pakistan began observing
February 5 as Kashmir Day to express solidarity with the people of Jammu and Kashmir
from 2004. On January 31, 2004, speaking at
a news conference, the-then Federal Minister
for Kashmir and Northern Areas Affairs had
said that the people and the government of
Pakistan would demonstrate on the day their
solidarity with the aspirations of the people of
Kashmir. He said that observance of the day
was meant to convey a message to the world
that Pakistan would not step back an inch
from its stated position on the issue. The then
Pakistani Prime Minister, Mir Zafarullah Khan
Jamali, visited Muzaffarabad on February 5
and addressed a joint session of the Legislative
Assembly and Council.
A Kashmiri journalist some time back
quoted Srinagar-based international law expert
Dr Sheikh Showkat Hussain as saying that
Kashmir Day has been observed historically
right from 1932, after being first proposed by
the then Kashmir Committee. “In the 1930s, the
day was observed to express camaraderie with
the Kashmiris’ struggle against autocratic Dogra
ruler Maharaja Hari Singh. In the present day
context, Kashmir Day is observed to express
6

solidarity with the struggle of the Kashmiris
against India,” Sheikh Showkat said. “Basically,
it (Kashmir Day) started from undivided Punjab
and it has been celebrated ever since, with pauses in between. This day will continue to hold
importance until the Kashmiris achieve their
objective of right to self-determination.”
In essence, February 5 symbolises Pakistan’s deep-rooted relationship with Kashmir
and its people. Every year, the day revives the
cultural, religious and geographical proximity
the valley enjoys with Pakistan. The pro-Pakistan sentiment in Kashmir is forever alive and
is given loud expression in the slogans raised
by Kashmiri youths bravely resisting Indian
military might.
Our young generation should be educated about the importance of Kashmir Day.
On this day our youths are reminded that the
Kashmiris will never give up their struggle to
get their right to self-determination under the
UN resolutions, and Pakistan will continue to
support them till final victory.
The struggle in Kashmir is indigenous
and has always enjoyed popular support
against the Indian military occupation.
Through its latest aggressive actions, a belligerent India has lost whatever little support it
claimed to have in IIOJ&K. The security and
humanitarian situation in occupied Kashmir
remains grim. With nearly 900,000 troops
stationed in the valley, prolonged curfews,
a blackout of communications, and in the
midst of Covid-19, the “Paradise on Earth” has
become a living hell for the Kashmiris.
The Kashmiris have always shown

bravery, resilience and perseverance in the face
of injustice and state brutality. They will resist
Indian occupation till they achieve their political rights, guaranteed to them by the international community under UNSC resolutions.
Pakistan will continue to awaken the
world conscience to the plight of the Kashmiris and remind the nations of the world that
they owe it to the people of Kashmir and to the
principles of the United Nations Charter to let
the Kashmiris decide their future for themselves as enshrined in the UNSC resolutions.
Because of its very weak case on the Kashmir
valley, India terms it a bilateral dispute and
avoids internationalizing the issue. From 1990
onwards, India has started a new propaganda
that Kashmir is an issue of cross-border terrorism but there is no taker for this blatant lie.
No matter what, the Kashmir issue
remains on the agenda of the United Nations.
Recently, the United Nations General Assembly adopted with consensus a Pakistan-sponsored resolution, titled “Universal Realisation
of the Right of the Peoples to Self-Determination”, which "unequivocally supports the right
to self-determination for all peoples under
subjugation, alien domination and foreign
occupation", including those of Indian-occupied Kashmir. According to a statement by
the Foreign Office (FO), the adoption of the
resolution with consensus provides the people
of Indian-occupied Kashmir with a new hope
in their just struggle for self-determination and
freedom from oppression and occupation. The
day is not far when the people of Kashmir will
be free from the yoke of Indian occupation. n
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Indian hijab ban:

Another attempt to
marginalise Muslims
Muhammad Hassan

A

veil ban on Muslim students in
schools and colleges of Indian
state of Karnataka aims to push
the minorities to the wall. It indicates how minorities are being
systematically deprived of their fundamental
rights in the Hindu-supremacist vision of
how the country is to be reconstituted with
the active aid of state institutions.
It is another attempt to deprive minorities, especially Muslims, who are the biggest
minority in India, of their basic and religious
rights after they have been facing increased
violence, killings, hate, threats and discriminatory laws in the BJP government.
It is ironic that female Muslim students
have been barred from wearing hijab to
government schools and colleges in the Indian state after women linked to right-wing
Hindu organisations sporting saffron shawls,
a symbol used by Hindu extremist groups,
started protesting against veiled students.
If use of saffron shawls by Hindu women is
right, why is it wrong for Muslim girls and
women to wear a niqab? When Sikh students
are allowed to wear turbans and metal
bracelets as symbols of their faith to school,
colleges and universities, why Muslims are
being singled out?
The move has evoked criticism by
international rights activists. According to
world-renowned scholar, author and activist
Noam Chomsky, Islamophobia has taken a
most lethal form in India, turning some 250
million Indian Muslims into a persecuted
minority. “The pathology of Islamophobia is
growing throughout the West — it is taking
its most lethal form in India,” Chomsky, who
is also Professor Emeritus at Massachusetts
Institute of Technology (MIT), said in a
video message to a webinar organised by the
Indian American Muslim Council (IAMC),
a Washington-based advocacy organisation.
“Prime Minister Narendra Modi’s right-wing
Hindu nationalist regime has sharply escalated the crimes in Indian Illegally Occupied
Jammu and Kashmir (IIOJK). The crimes in
Kashmir have a long history and the state
PERSECUTION

is now a brutally occupied territory and its
military control in some ways is similar to
occupied Palestine. The situation in South
Asia is painful in particular not because of
what is happening but because of what is
not happening. There is, however, hope and
opportunities to solve South Asian torment
but not for long,” he added.
John Sifton, Asia Advocacy Director
at the Human Rights Watch (HRW), said
the greatest threat to the Indian constitution was the promotion of majority religion
by the Indian government at the expense
of minorities. “The BJP and its affiliates are
making hateful remarks against Muslims to
gain Hindu votes around elections. The BJP
government has adopted laws and policies
that systematically discriminate against religious minorities and other groups and it also
stigmatises its critics.
The government enacted the ‘Citizenship Act’ to target minorities, particularly
Indian Muslims. Social media platforms
such as Facebook, YouTube and Tiktok have
failed to control hatred spread through their
platforms,” he added.
Angana Chatterji, Indian anthropologist and scholar at Berkeley University,
California, said prejudices embedded in the
government of the ruling Hindu nationalist
BJP had infiltrated independent institutions,
such as police and courts, empowering
nationalist groups to threaten, harass and
attack religious minorities with impunity.
“Hindu spiritual leaders are involved in
the ethnic cleansing of Muslims,” she said,
adding that BJP leaders and affiliated groups
had long portrayed minority communities,
especially Muslims, as a threat to national
security and to the Hindu way of life. They
raised the bogey of ‘love jihad’ claiming
that Muslim men lure Hindu women into
marriages to convert them to Islam, labelled
Muslim immigrants as extremists and accused them of hurting Hindu sentiment over
cow slaughter.
Since Yogi Adityanath became Chief
Minister of Uttar Pradesh (UP) in 2017, the
culture of violence and impunity has taken
root, as police have carried out hundreds of

extra-judicial killings of suspected criminals belonging to minorities, particularly
Muslims. By the time protests against the
Citizenship Amendment Bill spilled out on
the streets of UP in December 2019, police
manhandled protestors, behaved in a vulgar
manner with women, arrested whomsoever
it wanted and framed prominent activists in
criminal cases. As hundreds of thousands of
farmers of various faiths began protesting
against the government’s new farm laws in
November 2020, senior BJP leaders, their
supporters on social media, and pro-government media blamed the Sikhs as “Khalistani
terrorists”. February 23 marks the two year
anniversary of the communal violence in Delhi that killed 53 people, 40 of them Muslim.
A US official also voiced concerns
about the banning of niqab at schools and
colleges. Rashad Hussain, the US ambassador-at-large for International Religious
Freedom, said the hijab ban would stigmatise
and marginalise women and girls. “Religious
freedom includes the ability to choose one’s
religious attire. The Indian state of Karnataka should not determine permissibility
of religious clothing. Hijab bans in schools
violate religious freedom and stigmatize and
marginalize women and girls,” he tweeted.
Nobel Prize winner Malala Yousafzai
urged Indian leaders to stop the marginalisation of Muslim women. “College is forcing
us to choose between studies and the hijab,”
she tweeted. Manchester United and French
international Paul Pogba also expressed concern for Muslim women in Karnataka, sharing a video on Instagram with the caption
“Hindutva mobs continue to harass Muslim
girls wearing hijab to college in India”.
It is a fact that hate against Muslims
has been institutionalised by the majoritarian, anti-Muslim agenda of the Rashtriya
Swayamsevak Sangh, an outfit of which the
BJP is a part. India’s syncretic social fabric is
being shredded and recent violence against
Muslims is a chilling prelude to it. In the
situation, Muslims will be forced to take up
arms to defend themselves, which would
have serious repercussions for the survival of
India. n
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Can Imran Khan survive
a no-confidence move?
Muhammad Zain

T

he opposition has decided to bring
a no-confidence motion against
Prime Minister Imran Khan after
deliberations for many months.
The opposition parties are so excited and congratulating each other for reaching a consensus on the issue as if they have
already succeeded in ousting the government.
It also shows they are aware of pitfalls involved
in the process and not much optimistic about
their success. If the no-confidence motion fails,
it will also demoralize the opposition parties
and strengthen the government.
Bringing a no-confidence motion was
the idea of the Pakistan Peoples Party (PPP)
but the other main opposition party, Pakistan
Muslim League-Nawaz (PML-N), which has
the most seats in the National Assembly after
the government and its coalition partners,
was averse to it because it could also create
problems for it. It could create rifts in the
party. Besides, many party legislators can defy
their leadership. According to the opposition,
up to 30 MNAs from the ruling party and
its coalition partners are ready to support it.
On the other hand, Interior Minister Sheikh
Rashid also claimed that the opposition’s 2530 legislators would not turn up if a no-confidence motion was filed against Prime Minister
Imran Khan.
Bringing a vote of no confidence against
Prime Minister Imran Khan could be wishful
thinking of the opposition parties, especially
the Pakistan Muslim League-Nawaz (PML-N),
which wants to oust the Pakistan Tehreek-i-Insaf government from the Centre and
the biggest province of the country at any cost.
The move appears to be just a stunt from the
opposition parties, which are fighting against
each other rather than the government.
As Prime Minister Imran Khan has
dared the opposition many times to bring a
no-confidence vote against him and Punjab
Chief Minister Usman Buzdar, the opposition
parties behave as if they are doing a favour to
him by not bringing the motion. PPP Chairman Bilawal Bhutto blames the PML-N for
the PTI governments remaining intact in the
Centre and Punjab. He creates an impression
that the PML-N is doing a favour to the PTI by
not moving against it. On the other hand, the
PML-N poses as if it can topple the government anytime but its leaders are against it be8

cause of their “principled stance.” Some media
outlets affiliated to the party have ran stories
many times that “change” will begin from
Punjab and after the removal of Chief Minister
Usman Buzdar, Prime Minister Imran Khan
would also be voted out. However, ground realities show all stories are planted to give false
hope to party legislators and supporters. If the
PML-N had been in a position to oust the PTI,
it would not have wasted even a second.
It appears the no-confidence move by the
opposition parties aims to divert the attention
of their supporters from their recent failures
and rifts. The opposition alliance, Pakistan
Democratic Movement, under Maulana Fazlur
Rehman, started an anti-government movement with impressive public gatherings. It also
won almost all by-polls and embarrassed the
government with the victory of its candidate
in the Senate for the Islamabad general seat,
which forced Prime Minister Imran Khan
to take a fresh vote of confidence from the
National Assembly. However, the government
turned the table on the opposition in the
election for the Senate chairman and deputy
chairman. The election sharpened rifts among
the major component parties in the opposition.
The government also defeated the opposition
in the Senate in the passage of a key bill recently. The government narrowly managed to get
the crucial State Bank of Pakistan (Amendment) Bill passed from the opposition-controlled Senate. The opposition’s strength of
57 members out of 100 failed to prevent the
passage of the bill. At least eight opposition
senators, including opposition leader Yusuf
Raza Gilani, skipped the session, while at

least four members of the Dilawar Khan-group
voted in favour of the government bill. When
Finance Minister Shaukat Tarin moved the
motion to take up the bill for consideration, a
rare tie was seen as both sides were locked at
43-43. But the number of the opposition lawmakers further dwindled to 42 when voting for
the passage of the bill was carried out.
On paper, it appears impossible that the
opposition will be able to bring a no-confidence vote against Prime Minister Imran Khan.
If the PML-N moves for it, it will backfire
because the government is better equipped to
foil it. On the other hand, when the opposition
created an impression that Prime Minister
Imran Khan had lost a majority in the National Assembly after the victory of Yusuf Raza
Gilani, he bagged 178 votes in the 342-member
National Assembly, two more than what he
had received when he was elected the Prime
Minister in 2018.
At the time, the biggest challenge to the
government is from its inability to solve public
issues, not the opposition. High prices and
unemployment are the biggest issues facing
the common people. The government has
miserably failed to address them. In fact, it has
compounded them with its inaction, inaptness
and bad governance. It has completed almost
four years of its term and it is still groping in
the dark. It is disheartening to listen to the
Prime Minister saying he needed many months
to understand the issues of the country and
people. He should have prepared himself for it
when he was in the opposition. However, he
still has time to improve his performance and
solve public issues. n
POLITICS

Musical chairs of
power politics

T

Raza Khan

he political temperature in the
country is once again rising
and the opposition parties are
threatening to launch a protest
movement at the end of February
and during March aiming at dislodging the
Pakistan Tehreek-e-Insaf (PTI)-led coalition
government. However, the most relevant
question is whether bringing down the government of Prime Minister Imran Khan could
address the multiple issues facing the state of
Pakistan and its society? In order to get the
answer to the question one has to analyze
the narrative of the opposition parties and
the record of their respective government’s
performance.
According to the opposition plan, the
Pakistan People’s Party (PPP) would hold
a protest march on February 27 against the
government and its policies. On the other
hand, an umbrella organization of opposition
parties, the Pakistan Democratic Movement
(PDM), headed by Jamiat-e-Ulema-e-IslamFazl (JUI-F) leader Maulana Fazlur Rahman, has announced that it would launch a
full-fledged “long march” to bring down the
government on March 23. It remains to be
seen how many people the opposition parties
could be able to bring to the streets. Keeping
in view the previous efforts by the PDM since
its inception in November 2020, it could not
be successful in staging big shows that could
pressurize the government. This is despite
the fact that the PDM comprised at least nine
opposition parties. This time round the PDM
is also without the support of the PPP and the
Awami National Party (ANP), which withdrew from the movement many months back
due to differences over its modus operandi.
The JUI-F along with the Pakistan Muslim
League-Nawaz (PML-N) may be able to pull
big crowds but staging a big march to pressurize the government to resign is quite unlikely.
The foremost reason for the failure of
the opposition parties to launch a successful
anti-government movement has mainly been
their own government’s performance in the
past. Due to this the masses are not supporting their struggle. Because they know that the
movement of the opposition parties is aimed
at the attainment of political power and perks
and privileges associated with that power.
POLITICS

For instance, the JUI-F, which could never
win more than a few of the National Assembly
seats out of 272 and could never be in a position to form a government on its own, but its
head, Maulana Fazl, has enjoyed the position
of chief of the ceremonial Kashmir Committee
for over a decade, with the status of a federal
minister getting a hefty pay package and other
perks. In the PTI government, he does not have
that position and, therefore, he has been hellbent upon taking it back but it is only possible
when the PTI government is sent packing.
The PPP has distanced itself from the
PDM because the party has its government in
Sindh province. The party knows that its electoral strength is not good in the largest province, Punjab, and politically significant Khyber
Pakhtunkhwa (KP) province. Therefore, if the
PPP joins the PDM it could only pave the way
for the PML-N-JUI-F coalition government,
possibly joined by the Pakhtunkhwa Milli
Awami Party (PkMAP) and even Muttahida Qaumi Movement-Pakistan (MQM-P),
presently part of the ruling alliance. So why
the PPP would help the PDM bring down the
government is anybody’s guess.
On its part, the PML-N is divided
within itself. The party patron and former
three-time Prime Minister, Nawaz Sharif, has
been absconding in London and challenging
the country’s powerful security establishment
considering it is backing PM Imran Khan. It is
a fact that Nawaz Sharif was disqualified by
the country’s apex court on charges of money-laundering and possessing properties beyond his known sources of income. Moreover,
the performance of his three governments
from 1990-93, 1997-99 and 2013-2018 left a lot
to be desired. It was in Nawaz Sharif’s second
government that the country was on the verge
of economic default while the PML-N’s last
government, when it ended in 2018, left the
country with huge external and internal debt.
Living in London and with no hope to become
prime minister again, Nawaz Sharif is only
interested in cursing the security establishment for his failures. Ironically, it is the same
security establishment that brought him to
politics in the 1980s, when Punjab Governor
Lt. Gen. Ghulam Jilani of the then dictator and
self-appointed President, General Zia-ul-Haq,
had picked Nawaz Sharif and made him part
of his cabinet. Nawaz Sharif is well-known
to have vowed on the grave of the late Gen

Zia to take forward his mission, although
no one concretely knows what that mission
was. On the other hand, the PML-N president
and Leader of the Opposition in the National
Assembly of Pakistan, Mian Shehbaz Sharif,
is facing serious corruption charges and abuse
of power as chief minister of Punjab province,
a post he held several times. The cases of
Shehhaz Sharif pending before the National
Accountability Bureau have entered a decisive
stage, provided the body’s prosecutors plead
them properly as they have not done so far.
All other opposition parties, apart from
the PPP and PML-N, including the JUI-F,
ANP, PkMAP and Jamaat-e-Islami, which
is out of the PDM, have headed or remained
part of provincial governments in KP and
also remained part of federal governments as
junior coalition partners in the past, but their
performance in governance has been poor.
So the opposition parties’ narrative that the
present PTI government has made the lives
of average Pakistanis worse is apparently
quite logical and meaningful. However, if PM
Imran Khan and his government have poor
performance then the record of governance of
all parties presently in the opposition when in
power in the past had remained pathetic. So
the opposition narrative is unsellable to the
common people.
Moreover, the economic challenges
which the PTI government has been facing
at least 50 percent were the legacy of PPP,
PML-N governments of the past and their
coalition partners. In this situation, if the PTI
government is dislodged and is replaced by
people comprising the opposition parties, to
be headed either by the PML-N or PPP, then
what difference would it make when it will be
facing a very tough opposition from the PTI?
Nothing. The situation in terms of political
stability and a strong government which could
deliver may worsen.
The situation in Pakistan has mainly
been due to the parliamentary political system
which has worked as a game of musical chairs
for political parties. The parliamentary political system could not produce a strong, honest,
intelligent and thus viable executive, which
could address multiple issues of the state and
society. The system has polarized the country
politically and socially and lacerated it economically. The panacea is a truly representative presidential system.n
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Suggestions to
improve education
standards in Pakistan
Rasheed Ali

M

uhammad Zubair was
shocked to know that his
son was made to stand all
day as he had committed the
“sin” of telling a member of
the Chief Minister’s Monitoring and Evaluation team, in reply to a question, that he had
been failing his eighth grade exams for the
last three years “because of two teachers”. He
is a student at a government boys high school
on Multan Road in the suburbs of Lahore.
Sulman Zubair had told the visiting
officials that the mathematics and English
subject teachers mostly did not take their
classes. And whenever they come to the class,
they beat him and other students badly. The
next day when he reached school, his class incharge ordered him to stand in a corner of the
classroom. He was not allowed to sit all day
though other teachers also came to his class.
Muhammad Zubair, a security guard at
a local market, when reached the school the
next day to lodge a complaint, he was given a
very cold response by the headmaster as well
as the class teacher. They rejected the “allegation” that Sulman was made to stand all day
for complaining to the visiting official about
the “inefficient teachers”.
“If you are not satisfied with his education in this school, take him to some private
school. We have up to 50 students in each
class and we can’t give him lessons exclusively and individually,” the father was told in a
bitter tone.
The teachers’ harsh tone and various
people’s good opinion about a better teaching
environment in private school forced Zubair
to admit his son to a private school. Within a
week, he found another part-time job for him
and admitted his son to a local private school
the next month. Working 16-18 hours a day
was really hard for Muhammad Zubair, but he
was happy as his son was quite satisfied with
the new school environment.
“This year, I will pass my examination
on my own and get very good marks in all
subjects,” Sulman made a pledge to his father.
How much improvement the boy will
show in his upcoming exams is yet to be seen,
but a World Bank (WB) report on education
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in Pakistan, as well as other South Asian
nations, makes two clear references to his
story. The WB report says that the poor quality of education is holding back the regional
nations, including Pakistan.
The report recommends handing over
the educational sectors of Pakistan, India and
other states to the private education sector. The Bank believes that the South Asian
governments could not afford improving
educational standards and they cannot afford
to improve educational quality by themselves.
According to one of the five recommendations, the private sector is already playing
a major role in education and governments
should encourage greater private-sector
participation by easing entry barriers and
encouraging well-designed public-private
partnerships.
The report says that the poor quality
of education in South Asia, as reflected in
low learning levels, traps many of its young
people in poverty, stunting economic growth
and prosperity. The Bank says the governments in the region have recognised that they
should now do more to improve the quality
of education in schools, after having achieved
tremendous progress in increasing schooling
access over the past decade.
“Just spending time in school is not
enough. There has to be a significant gain
in skills that require an improvement in the
quality of education,” said a WB official. “This
will help countries in the region to reap the
full expected returns on their investments
and generate gains in productivity and economic growth.”
About the quality of education in most
South Asian nations, the report says that
students are poorly prepared in practical
competencies such as measurement, problem-solving, and writing of meaningful and
grammatically-correct sentences. One quarter
to one third of those who graduate from primary school lack basic numeracy and literacy
skills that would enable them to further their
education.
It is no surprise that employer surveys
confirm that inferior education systems and
the shortage of skills are constraining private
sector investment. “The poor quality of education in South Asia is a major obstacle to the

region’s future economic prospects,” said Halil
Dundar, an education specialist at the World
Bank. “Raising education quality in South
Asia is an urgent priority that could transform
the region’s economic landscape,” he believes.
In concluding paragraphs, the report
recommends a multi-pronged strategy that includes initiatives outside the education sector
to address education challenges in South Asia.
The first recommendation is about
improving school-going children’s health.
It is mostly observed that children of poor
families attending government sector schools
are weak and suffering from malnutrition.
The report stresses the need to ensure that
young children get enough nutrition. South
Asia has the world’s highest rates of childhood malnutrition and this has a damaging
effect on their ability to learn. “Investing in
early-life nutrition, with appropriate coverage
and age targeting, is critical to offset those
disadvantages and can be a highly cost-effective investment in the quality and efficiency of
education,” the report says.
The second recommendation is about
raising the teacher quality. Many South
Asian teachers barely know more than their
students. For example, surveys from India and
Pakistan show that teachers perform poorly
in math and language tests based on the
curriculum they are supposed to teach. The
report says that higher and clear standards
must be enforced, absenteeism curbed, and
non-merit-based promotions halted among
teachers.
The report also suggests using financial
incentives to boost education quality. When
extra resources have been available, they have
gone to higher pay for teachers, reducing
class sizes or improving facilities. This has
not always brought learning improvements.
A better use of the resources would be to link
them to need and student performance, adds
the report.
The last recommendation is about improving the measurement of student progress:
Governments have already begun moving in
this direction but need to do more to improve
the quality and reliability of assessments and
benchmarking national learning outcomes
against international standards, says the
report. n
EDUCATION

Hijab, a matter of
basic human rights

S

Dr. Fatima Khan

arwat Gull Agha, an executive in a
private firm, wears an abaya and a
headscarf, but not purely for religious
reasons. She says she wears it as she
feels more comfortable and secure in
it. She recalls that a particular incident, taking
place almost 16 years ago, made her realise the
usefulness of a robe, covering her body from
head to toe.
The sky was overcast on that particular
day when she, along with her colleague, left her
office after the closing time in Main Market
Gulberg, Lahore. They were to cover a small
distance to reach the terminal to board a bus to
reach their homes. However, they were caught
by a sudden downpour, and were totally
drenched when they reached the bus stop.
A small shed at the stop was already
occupied by half a dozen men, and they had no
choice but to stay in the open to wait for the
bus. At once she noted that most of the men
standing under the shed were staring at her,
as almost all her body was visible in her wet
shalwar-kameez. Even her dupatta, also wet,
was too small to cover her body. However, her
colleague, wearing an abaya and a headscarf,
appeared to be more confident, for being safe
from the staring, piercing eyes.
From that day onwards, Sarwat Agha
has always donned an abaya and a headscarf
whenever she goes out of her house, no matter
in her own car or a rickshaw. She says she
agrees with religious intellectual Javed Ahmad
Ghamdi that Islam is a ‘natural religion’. All its
commands best cover human needs in a natural
way, the business graduate in her early 40s
tells Cutting Edge. She says Islam has a specific
command about the way women must dress
themselves, and she had found that dressing
very comfortable and natural for herself and all
women at least in the subcontinent.
Rubab Hassan, a religious scholar and a
teacher at a madrasa in Lahore, says the Quranic command about a dress code for men and
women offers a broader perspective.
In Surah Al-Ahzab, the Quran says: “O
Prophet, tell your wives and your daughters
and the women of the believers to bring down
over themselves (part) of their outer garments.
That is more suitable that they will be known
and not be abused.”
Ms. Rubab says hijab, abaya, headscarf
RIGHTS

and a particular dressing are more to do with
culture and traditions of a region or a family,
a tribe, than the religion. She says imposing
restrictions on women about wearing hijab
in the name of religion, especially Islam, is
totally unjustified. “If women of a particular
region or country, or those observing a particular religion, wear some specific dress, that
might be due to their personal likes or ease of
carrying themselves in society,” the scholar in
her mid-thirties tells Cutting Edge. She says
it must be taken as a matter of basic human
rights and personal liberties, and should not be
banned anywhere in the world in the name of
Islam, or any other religion.
Agha Intizar Ali Imran, a Supreme Court
of Pakistan senior lawyer, fully endorses
Ms. Rubab Hassan’s viewpoint on hijab and
women’s way of dressing in public. He says
currently a case is being heard by higher courts
in India, after a girl student, Muskan, wearing
hijab, was confronted by Hindu extremist
elements on campus and its video went viral on
the social media.
The senior lawyer says that wearing a
hijab is even protected by Indian law under
Article 19(1)(a) of the Constitution, which
guarantees the right to freedom of speech and
expression. He quotes the Indian Constitution
as having said that a right under Article 19(1)(a)
can only be limited to the “reasonable restrictions” mentioned in Article 19(2). That included

sovereignty and integrity of India, friendly relations with foreign states, public order, decency
or morality or in relation to contempt of courts,
defamation or incitement to an offence.
Agha Imran Advocate wonders that
how come a student silently wearing a hijab/
headscarf and attending classes can in any
manner disturb the “public order” and is only
a profession of their faith. The Supreme Court
of Pakistan lawyer argues that the ban on
headscarves violates the fundamental right to
equality since other religious markers, such
as a turban worn by a Sikh, are not explicitly
prohibited. He argues that the rules prescribed
wearing of a dupatta for women and the state
cannot dictate the manner of wearing that
dupatta if a student wishes to cover her head
with it.
The senior lawyer says it is a good omen
that voices against the orders banning hijab are
equally strong, being raised in almost all parts
of the world. He says over a thousand feminist
and civil rights democratic organisations from
across India have collectively released a statement recently, condemning the targeting and
exclusion of hijab-wearing Muslim students
from educational institutions in their country.
He believes these voices would snowball with
the passage of time and help protect basic
human rights of women in India, and other
countries of the world where a ban on hijab
has already been imposed. n
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The West – united on
Ukraine, divided on Russia
Marwan Bishara

A

fter months of military build-up
and weeks of intensive diplomacy, the crisis in Ukraine is at
a critical juncture. It may turn
towards a military confrontation
or towards a negotiated resolution.
Either way, Ukraine and the rest of
Europe are likely to pay the price. They would
have to make the big concessions for peace
and the greater sacrifices in war. That is why,
leading European powers France and Germany
are trying hard – harder than either Russia or
the United States – to end the crisis peacefully
and to bridge the differences between the nuclear superpowers, but without appeasing the
Kremlin or angering the White House.
Like the US, EU countries have vowed to
take massive punitive measures against Russia
in case of an attack on Ukraine. But unlike
Washington, Brussels is avoiding threats and
ultimatums in favour of appealing to Russia to
lift military pressure from Ukraine’s borders
and to accept a diplomatic roadmap to peace
and security. Though they are the world’s third
and fourth-largest weapons exporters, France
and Germany have thus far refrained from
sending arms to Ukraine to avoid provoking or
rather angering Moscow.
This has once again put the two continental powers at odds with the US and the
UK, which have been enthusiastic suppliers
of arms to Ukraine, as British Prime Minister
Boris Johnson follows in his predecessor Tony
Blair’s footsteps, becoming the US president’s
own English poodle. Yet, both sides have been
super careful to tone down their differences
to avoid the kind of diplomatic showdown
witnessed on the eve of the war against Iraq in
2003.
Paris and Berlin proved Washington
and London wrong and the blowback from
the invasion of Iraq was a total nightmare for
Western unity, security and credibility. But
the Biden administration reckons the mistake that should not be repeated is not Iraq,
but Georgia, which Russia, albeit provoked,
invaded in 2008. Or for that matter, Ukraine in
2014, when an undeterred Russia moved in and
annexed Crimea.
By raising the alarm, US President Joe
Biden does not want the West or NATO to be
caught off guard again, or to live with Putin’s
fait accompli. For the US president, “Putin
has no soul” and therefore cannot be trusted.
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By contrast, the more pragmatic Europeans,
notably the Germans, do not think of Russian
souls and spirits; they think of Russian gas and
nukes. Europe is largely dependent on Russian
energy sources, and is in a short range of its
nuclear missiles. The EU is also Russia’s largest
trading partner, accounting for more than a
third of its total trade.
It is in that context that France helped
broker the ceasefire between Russia and
Georgia in 2008, and established, along with
Germany, the “Normandy Format” in 2014 to
facilitate face to face negotiations between
Russia and Ukraine, which paved the way for
the Minsk agreements in the framework of the
Organization for Security and Co-operation in
Europe (OSCE). Although these were welcome
developments to avoid further war at the time,
there is a widely held belief that Georgia and
Ukraine were coerced to sign unfavourable
accords under Russian military threat, all of
which explains why Moscow is so adamant
and Kyiv is so hesitant about their implementation.
Today, as the US clenches its fist and the
EU extends a hand to Russia, the Kremlin may
wonder if they are playing good-cop bad-cop
in order to gain time, arm Ukraine, and defuse
Russia’s momentum. Or, more likely, that their
disagreements are real and could be exploited
in Moscow’s favour. Indeed, the West is not
united in its approach towards Russia even if it
is united in its support of Ukraine’s sovereign-

ty and independence. On the scale of zero to
10, with hawkish America at 10, I would say,
Britain is at eight, Poland – six, France – four,
and Germany – two. And Viktor Orban’s Hungary, the odd man out seeking greater security
and nuclear cooperation with Russia, is at one
or even zero.
The Kremlin has been exploiting Western disagreements to advance its supremacy,
starting with the territories of the former Soviet Union. Putin made his position crystal clear
in a 2007 landmark speech at the Munich Security Conference 16 years after the dissolution
of the Soviet Union, accusing the US of “having
overstepped its national borders in every way”
and denouncing its almost “uncontained hyper
use of force” in a world where no one feels safe.
And for the past 15 years, the logic of
Putin’s strategy from Georgia to Syria through
Ukraine has been to counter that of the US.
It is no wonder, he sounds sceptical of US
strategic designs to the point of disdain.
During a news conference with the German
Chancellor Olaf Scholz, the Russian leader
warned the West against NATO’s creeping
expansion, while rejecting its vague diplomatic
rhetoric and open-ended negotiations that
lead to nowhere. Putin’s nuanced approach
to Western interests has led him to engage
Europe on Ukrainian security, while insisting,
to France’s chagrin, on engaging America, and
only America, on issues concerning Russian
and by extension European security.
OPINION

It is time for Europe to learn
from its mistakes in the Sahel
Hassan Ould Moctar

L

ast month, while Europe’s attention was firmly focused on the
imperial brinkmanship unfolding
between the United States and
Russia at its eastern edge, Spain’s
Foreign Minister Jose Manuel Albares
warned NATO not to neglect “southern security challenges”.
“The Mediterranean, the Maghreb, the
Sahel and sub-Saharan Africa are vital for
NATO and for Europe,” Albares said in an
interview with the Financial Times newspaper before a NATO summit in Madrid. “We
talk about a NATO 360-degree approach but,
without content, this will be just a slogan …
NATO needs to think about what its role is
going to be.”
In addition to diplomatic rifts in North
Africa, Albares pointed to “jihadism”, “illicit
trafficking of humans, arms and drugs”, and
the emergence of new military regimes in
the Sahel to explain why he believes NATO
should deepen its engagement with the
region. Curiously though, Albares failed to
mention that during the past decade, all the
main security threats the Sahel is facing today
– especially those from armed insurgencies,
trafficking networks and emboldened militaries – have been encouraged and exacerbated
by the very type of foreign engagement and
military architecture expansion that he appears to be advocating for today.
European powers and their partners
around the globe have been attempting to resolve the Sahel’s security challenges militarily
for almost a decade. France’s contemporary
counterinsurgency campaign in the Sahel
began in January 2013 as a geographically and operationally restricted excursion.
Dubbed Operation Serval, this initial effort
involving more than 4,000 troops was aimed
at stopping armed groups from advancing
southward in Mali. Since the completion of
this task in July 2014, however, the French
campaign has morphed into a much more ambitious, unwieldy, and intractable operation.
Re-named Operation Barkhane, in its new
form the effort gained support from an array
of countries, including the United Kingdom
and Sweden, and expanded its scope across
the Sahel region.
A few months after the beginning of the
initial French effort, in April 2013, the United
Nations established its own peacekeeping
CONFLICT

mission in Mali to stabilise the country,
and deployed more than 13,000 troops from
around the world to Mali. A year later in
February 2014, five Sahel countries, Burkina
Faso, Chad, Mali, Mauritania, and Niger,
came together to form a security cooperation
framework to battle armed groups in the
region. Dubbed G5 Sahel, the framework appears focused on pursuing regionally relevant
military strategies in the fight against armed
groups, yet remains heavily reliant on external funding and support. Accordingly, since
its inception, it has often ended up furthering not regional but external, and especially
European, security interests.
Last year, French President Emmanuel
Macron announced that Operation Barkhane
will officially come to an end in the first
quarter of 2022. Nevertheless, he insisted that
this would not translate into a full French
withdrawal from the region. Indeed, the European military task force dubbed “Takuba”,
which was formed in March 2020 and operates across the Sahel in coordination with
G5-Sahel partners, already includes hundreds
of French troops and this number is expected
to increase in the future.
Despite this extensive and seemingly
ever-expanding military presence, however,
European and other international powers
had very little success in the region. Far from
preventing the problems it is tasked with
resolving, this military architecture has presided over a proliferation in civilian fatalities,
displacement, and violent insurgency activity.
While France’s Operation Serval succeeded
in preventing armed groups from taking over
Mali’s capital Bamako in 2013, local affiliates
of groups like al-Qaeda and ISIL (ISIS) remain present in central and northern Mali to
this day, and have expanded their operations
to northern Burkina Faso and western Niger.
Furthermore, this grave lack of security is
allowing trafficking networks to operate with
impunity across the region.
More worrying still, regional security
forces working in cooperation with foreign
powers have been as brutal and careless in
their conduct as the enemies they have been
fighting. Since the beginning of the counterinsurgency efforts, Europe’s strategic partners
in Sahel have been accused of unlawfully
targeting and killing hundreds of civilians in
Burkina Faso, Niger and Mali.
In the last two years, the failure of
international efforts to contain armed groups
and keep civilians safe, coupled with the cor-

ruption and weakness of civilian governments
in the region, led to a wave of military coups
in the Sahel. In Mali, taking advantage of
the popular anger about irregularities in the
2018 legislative election and the deteriorating
security situation in the north of the country, the military staged two coups, first in
August 2020 and then in May 2021. Similarly
in Burkina Faso, pointing to his government’s
inability to defend the country against armed
groups, the military toppled President Roch
Kabora in January 2022. And in both countries, the citizens firmly put their support behind the newly established juntas and made
it clear that they blame not only their civilian
governments but also European powers and
international bodies leading counterinsurgency operations in the Sahel for the security and
political crises in the region.
Indeed, popular discontent with Europe
and especially France has long been growing
in the Sahel. In November 2021, for example, protesters in Burkina Faso and Niger
hampered a large French military supply
convoy travelling from Ivory Coast to Mali.
In Burkina Faso’s northern Kaya region,
protesters carrying banners that read “French
army get out” and “Free the Sahel” blocked
the road and prevented the convoy from moving for several days. In western Niger, two
people were killed in unclear circumstances
when the same convoy attempted to escape
anti-France protesters.
With the aforementioned decade-long
failures, coupled with the region’s sordid
colonial history, it is unsurprising that local
populations lost all faith in Europe-led
counterinsurgency campaigns in the Sahel. In
fact, citizens of Mali and Burkina Faso have
enthusiastically welcomed recent rumours
of increased cooperation between Russia
and Sahelian states – even including those
about a possible deal between the Malian
state and infamous Russian mercenary outfit
Wagner Group. These days Russian flags are
a common sight at pro-military junta and
anti-France demonstrations both in Mali and
Burkina Faso.
In light of growing anti-European and
pro-Russian sentiment in the Sahel, coupled
with persistent security challenges that also
have a direct impact on Europe, it is perhaps
understandable for European governments to
look at the region solely through the lens of
their geopolitical interests, like Jose Manuel
Albares did when he called for NATO to
deepen its engagement in the Sahel.
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The Quaid and his
system preference
This is with reference to the report that the
Senate adopts resolution in support of a parliamentary form of govt, which talked about
the resolution against some imaginary campaign for changing the form of government in
the country.
No one has ever denied the fact that the
1973 Constitution envisages a federal parliamentary form of government in the country,
and that the transition to a presidential form
will require drastic amendments in it; may
be the country will need an altogether new
constitution. However, two main points of the
Senate’s resolution need to be reconsidered by
those who trumpet the parliamentary form as
the most suitable for Pakistan.
The Senate resolution recalled that the
Quaid-i-Azam envisioned a federal parliamentary form of government for Pakistan. It
further recalled that “the people of Pakistan
have relentlessly struggled and sacrificed” for
a parliamentary system. There is absolutely
no evidence on record that the Quaid had
ever preferred or supported the parliamentary form. On the contrary, there is possibly
authentic evidence that the Quaid believed
otherwise.
While writing these lines, I have before
me a book, The Jinnah Anthology, compiled
and edited by Liaquat H. Merchant and Sharif
Al Mujahid, and published by Oxford University Press, Karachi. On page 81 of the book,
there is an image of a note in the handwriting
of the Quaid. The note, stated to be jotted
down by him “on or about 16 July 1947”, clearly states that the “presidential form of govt”
was “more suited to Pakistan”. I have checked
some other books, too, and have found nothing in support of the Senate’s assertion.
I would recommend intellectuals and
parliamentarians to read the aforesaid book,
and would welcome if someone comes up
with any recorded evidence to substantiate
the Senate resolution. The second part of the
resolution, about the supposedly relentless
struggle and sacrifice of the people for a
federal parliamentary form of government,
is also not true. In a country where over 50
per cent of the registered voters do not care
to cast their votes in general elections, it is
not correct to say that the common man has
ever struggled for a parliamentary form of
government.
History tells us that an overwhelming
majority of Pakistanis have always welcomed
third-party interventions. From 1958 to the
last such episode in 1999, the masses did not
resist the way people in Myanmar and Sudan
have done in the last couple of years. I do
not personally see that a truly representative
democracy — parliamentary or presidential
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— will ever take root in Pakistan because
uneducated and uninformed people are swept
away by personality and family cults.
Finally, the so-called presidential
systems the country had in the past have
nothing to do with a democratic presidential
form of government. Besides, the presidential
system in the United States has not caused
any disastrous consequences since 1776. It is
a historical fact that most of those who said
goodbye to the British parliamentary system
were themselves former Britishers.
Shameem Ahmad
Karachi

Political gimmicks
It is disappointing that after three-and-a-half
years in office the government has not gained
enough experience to realise that many of its
overambitious plans are not advisable. The
planned conversion of the PM House into a
university is one such project.
A residential building will not meet the
requirement of a research university. Besides,
the red zone status of the area is not suitable
for a university. The project, if it goes through,
will cause heavy traffic which is not good
for the security of the area. The promised
conversion of the Governor House in Punjab
into a university is also unviable because of
the traffic chaos it will create on Mall Road in
Lahore, and many other reasons. Establishing
universities is a good thing, but the selection
of suitable sites is an extremely important
aspect of such projects.
Ejaz Ahmad Magoon
London, UK

The city by the sea

After 22 long years, I was in Karachi recently,
and wish to share my experience that was a
mixed bag, which, I guess, is the case with
most personal experiences. Since every moment was precious one way or the other, this
sharing would take some time. Here I go!
The flight touched down at Jinnah
International at around 2am and the hotel car
was there as promised. On arrival at the front
desk, I had to wait a while before I could get
a room, but I was taken very well care of and
have no reason to complain. The room on the
13th floor had an amazing view overlooking
Sharea Faisal and the majestic Quaid Azam
House. Later in the morning, I ventured into
the town using a city tour service, and the
city was vibrant as ever. Newer outlets had
cropped up and the old bazaars were sizzling
with non-stop food, shopping and traffic jams.
The area around the historic Empress Market
was a bit different though.
We stopped at a franchise office to have

a local phone and visited a money changer.
Service was great, but a strict identity check
was required, indicating that society was
much more documented now. Moving on to
the Defence Housing Authority (DHA), new
high-rise structures were hiding the old ones
behind them, while flyovers, underpasses and
bypasses made the landscape almost unrecognisable.
In the late afternoon I went to a post
office near the Cantonment Railway Station
to mail a package to Islamabad. The clerk at
the counter was pleasant, quoted me a very
reasonable charge and even helped me pack
the contents in a cardboard box. That was
nice. We took a detour towards M.A. Jinnah
Road and the old city areas, like Mithadar. On
a dusty unpaved alley of a ramshackle market
I saw the Edhi headquarters from where the
world’s largest volunteer network of 1,800 ambulances and three aircraft is managed. I just
stopped by to have a little chat with the man
on duty there in the unguarded and modest
office. The feeling was beyond description.
So much has changed for the good in Karachi and, yet, much has remained the same,
like, for instance, the time people at large are
willing to give you. Over the next few days,
I met up with relatives. Some of them even
remembered the various food items I used
to like all those 22 years ago. The gracious
welcome of relatives and everyday people in
Karachi was perceptible. People here give you
time. They really do.
The visit to Habib Public School, my
alma mater, was also refreshing. I was delighted to find that one of my teachers had become
the head of admissions there. We recounted
the old days and took pictures in front of the
school’s own Astroturf. The National Identity
Card for Overseas Pakistanis (Nicop) that I
was carrying needed to be renewed. As such,
I stopped by at the office of the National Database and Registration Authority (Nadra) one
afternoon. There were about 20 people in line.
Instead of standing blindly in line, I went to
the coordinator to first find out if the renewal
could actually be handled here. As it turned
out, I needed to bring my brother, sister or
spouse to the office for signature verification!
Unable to explain that they all resided abroad
and would not be able to come to the office
anytime soon, I got back in the car and we
drove on. That was some officialdom!
Throughout my stay, based on observations and what I read in the newspapers, tech
start-ups are making a wave in Pakistan, with
2021 having been the best year on record in
that context. Just as in the West, technology
is enabling the common man to enter competition and disrupt the old guards. Will the
industry lift the entire society out of poverty?
Well, who knows!
M. Majid Ali
New York, USA
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Booster effectiveness
wanes after 4 months,
study shows

Physical activity, not just
exercise, Key for type 2
diabetes

Booster shots of the Pfizer/BioNTech and Moderna COVID-19 vaccines
lost some effectiveness after four months but still did a good job of keeping people out of the hospital during the Omicron surge, a study shows.
During the time when the Omicron variant dominated, the vaccines
provided 87% effectiveness against emergency room visits and 91% effectiveness against hospitalizations two months after the booster, the study
showed. Four months after the booster shot, effectiveness dropped to
66% against ER visits and 78% against hospitalizations.
The study published in the CDC’s Morbidity and Mortality Weekly
Report looked at 241,204 emergency department visits and 93,408
hospitalizations in 10 states from August 2021 to Jan. 22, 2022. The CDC
said about 10% of the people were boosted and more than half the people
hospitalized were over 65. The study was no surprise because previous
research showed vaccine and booster effectiveness wanes over time,
but it appears the booster effectiveness against the Delta variant was
stronger than against Omicron, the CDC said. The highly transmissible
Omicron variant now accounts for almost 100% of COVID cases in the
United States. The findings about the period when Omicron dominated
were based on a small sample of fewer than 200 patients who’d gotten
the booster at least four months earlier. Overall, the study provided
more proof that vaccines work and keep people out of the hospital, said
Michael Saag, an infectious disease doctor at the University of Alabama at
Birmingham. “Anecdotally, I’m seeing very few people die who got boosted,” he told The Associated Press. “The vaccines are still working.”
In a separate report, the CDC changed its guidance on boosting for
people with weakened immune systems. Those people should get boosted
three months after completing the primary series of Pfizer or Moderna
vaccines, not five months, the agency said.

People with type 2 diabetes should try and increase their physical
activity by any means necessary – but that doesn’t have to mean
planned exercise routines.
That’s part of the recommendations from the American College
of Sports Medicine (ACSM), which has issued new recommendations for exercise and physical activity in people with type 2 diabetes. In the past decade, there has been a “considerable amount” of
research about exercise in people with type 2 diabetes, experts with
the group write in a new set of guidelines published this month,
while rates of diabetes in the U.S. has increased rapidly.
The updated document puts an emphasis on “physical activity,” not just planned exercise, and also urges people with diabetes to
reduce the amount of time they spend sitting and not moving. The
latest guidelines apply to almost anyone with diabetes, including
young people, with very few exceptions, lead author Jill A. Kanaley,
PhD, said in a press release from the ACSM.
The key takeaway is that “all individuals (with type 2 diabetes) should engage in regular physical activity, reduce sedentary
time, and break up sitting time with frequent activity breaks,” said
Kanaley, a professor at the University of Missouri. “Exercise can play
an important role in managing type 2 diabetes, and workouts can be
modified to fit the abilities of most people,” she said.

Sunlight helps clean up oil
spills in the ocean more
than previously thought

Aimee Cunningham

Ralph Ellis

Carolyn Gramling

Sunlight may have helped remove
as much as 17 percent of the oil
slicking the surface of the Gulf
of Mexico following the 2010
Deepwater Horizon spill. That
means that sunlight plays a bigger
role in cleaning up such spills than previously thought, researchers
suggest in Science Advances. When sunlight shines on spilled oil in the
sea, it can kick off a chain of chemical reactions, transforming the oil into
new compounds. Some of these reactions can increase how easily the oil
dissolves in water, called photodissolution. But there has been little data
on how much of the oil becomes water-soluble. To assess this, environmental chemists Danielle Haas Freeman and Collin Ward, both of Woods
Hole Oceanographic Institution in Massachusetts, placed samples of the
Macondo oil from the Deepwater Horizon spill on glass disks and irradiated them with light using LEDs that emit wavelengths found in sunlight.
The duo then chemically analyzed the irradiated oil to see how much was
transformed into dissolved organic carbon.
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Chewing sugar-free gum
reduced preterm births
in a large study
Chewing a sugar-free gum daily reduced preterm births in a large
study in Malawi. The oral intervention was inspired by past research
linking poor oral health and preterm birth. The gum contains xylitol
— a chemical that can boost oral health — in place of regular sugar.
Among women who chewed the xylitol gum, 549 out of 4,349
pregnancies, or 12.6 percent, were preterm, researchers reported at
the Society for Maternal-Fetal Medicine’s Annual Pregnancy Meeting. That’s a 24 percent reduction compared with the group who
didn’t receive the gum. Among those women, 878 out of 5,321 pregnancies, or 16.5 percent, of the babies were born before 37 weeks.
The oral health of gum users also improved. About 4,000 of the
women had an initial dental exam and a later checkup. The women
who chewed the gum had less periodontal disease, a condition in
which the tissue surrounding the teeth becomes infected and inflamed, compared with those who didn’t get the chewing gum. “The
findings are very encouraging,” says Kim Boggess, a maternal-fetal
medicine specialist at the University of North Carolina School of
Medicine in Chapel Hill who was not involved with the study. The
researchers “are approaching a very complex problem in a low-resource area by trying to use a low-tech, easily applicable intervention.” It would take more research to see if this could work in other
settings, she says. For the new study, researchers enrolled around
10,000 women across eight health centers in the greater Lilongwe
area of Malawi before they were pregnant or in early pregnancy.
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