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Relief packages or
political exigencies?
Shahid Hussain

W

ith his relief packages,
Prime Minister Imran
Khan has proved all analysts wrong who were
predicting more price
hikes after an escalation of the Russia-Ukraine
tension. By reducing the prices of petrol and
diesel by Rs10 a litre and the power tariff by
Rs5 a unit, he has also put the opposition parties on the back-foot, which were threatening
to overthrow his government through protest
rallies and a no-confidence move. More importantly, it will pacify the coalition partners of
the government, which were finding it hard to
go to their constituencies and face people after
prices have risen to abnormally high levels
in the country because of international and
domestic reasons.
In his televised address, Prime Minister Imran Khan promised that prices of
petrol, diesel and electricity would not be
increased until the next federal budget. He
also announced a major tax incentive for the
information technology and industrial sectors.
“I received a summary from the Oil and Gas
Regulatory Authority (OGRA) to increase the
petrol price by Rs10/litre. Instead of increasing
it, I am reducing it by Rs10. We are reducing
the electricity tariff by Rs5/unit after which
monthly bills will slash down by 20 to 50pc,”
he announced, explaining that the government
was bearing the subsidy of billions of rupees
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on both utilities despite difficult economic
conditions. For unemployed graduates, he said
a Rs30,000/month internship programme was
being launched. He also announced 2.6 million
educational scholarships for which Rs38
billion would be allocated. Over Rs460 billion
would be earmarked for the provision of interest-free loans for youths for start-ups, farmers
for agriculture and low-income groups to build
their own houses. Besides, the cash stipend
has been enhanced from Rs12,000 to Rs14,000
under the Ehsaas programme, which will be
provided to eight million deserving families.
The PM also announced incentives for the promotion of the Information Technology sector,
including 100pc tax exemption for companies
and freelancers, 100pc waiver on repatriation
of capital and foreign exchange and elimination of capital gains tax for startups. Overseas
Pakistanis would enjoy a tax holiday for five
years for investment in the country.
On the other hand, all major opposition
parties described his announcements as a “futile and desperate last-ditch attempt” to save
his government. Reacting to the PM’s address
to the nation, they claimed that he had reduced
prices under pressure and out of the fear of the
opposition’s long march and no-confidence
motion. The opposition leaders also termed the
relief insufficient keeping in view the prevailing inflation and frequent increase in petroleum and power prices. Calling it a speech by a
“terrified and defeated person,” they said it was
the PM’s “last address” to the nation.

The prime minister also announced incentives for the industrial sector. The government has promulgated an ordinance to amend
the Income Tax Ordinance 2001 to extend
the promotion package for the industry and
encourage entrepreneurs to invest their undisclosed assets. Under the package, a general
amnesty has been given to all persons who will
declare assets by paying a general tax rate of
five per cent by investment in new industries.
There will be complete immunity from a probe
into the amount of investment in new industrial units and expansion and modernisation
of existing units. The minimum investment
for availing the amnesty is Rs50 million and
an industrial unit is to be set up as a company.
It will be binding on new industrial units to
start commercial production on June 30, 2024.
Previous beneficiaries of amnesty schemes of
2018 and 2019 are not eligible for it. Moreover,
bank loan defaulters in the last three years are
also not eligible for the scheme. The sectors
which will not be eligible to avail the amnesty
scheme are arms and ammunition, explosives,
sugar, cigarettes, aerated beverages, flour mills,
vegetable ghee and cooking oil manufacturing
excluding extraction units. The beneficiaries
will declare the amount of funds for investment in a new company and file a statement by
Sept 30, 2022. The funds will be used for the
purchase or import of plants and machinery for
the construction of buildings and structures
for the industrial undertaking. The amount
declared will be confidential and cannot be
disclosed to any authority or court, the Federal
Investigation Agency, or National Accountability Bureau by the Federal Board of Revenue.
However, there will be no change of ownership
of an industrial undertaking company before
June 30, 2026. Moreover, there will be no disposal of assets before June 30, 2026. An incentive has also been provided to the companies
acquiring “sick industrial units” to revive them.
Critics say it is another scheme for the corrupt
to legalise their ill-gotten money while the
government claims to have launched a vigorous
campaign against corruption. However, the
Federation of Pakistan Chambers of Commerce
and Industry said that the industrial package
would attract $3-5 billion investment only in
the industrial sector, providing impetus to economic growth and leading Pakistan towards
prosperity through industrialisation.
According to the government, it has
planned more incentives for different sectors
and it will announce them in phases. The
government was expected to provide relief
to people as it has entered its fourth year in
power. However, the opposition’s protest and
its planned no-confidence motion against the
government have taken the shine off the recent
relief packages. The opposition will attempt to
take credit for every pro-people step from the
government ahead of general elections in 2023.
An interesting contest has started again. n
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The problem of widening
export-import gap

Muhammad Asim Nisar

P

akistan’s external trade sector
is currently marked by the twin
phenomenon of rising exports on the
one hand, and swelling imports on
the other. While deriving satisfaction from the improving export performance,
the government is also worried by the surge in
imports. The positive impact of a double-digit
increase in exports is being offset by the rise in
imports.
In the fiscal year 2018-19, when the current PTI government came to power, Pakistan
recorded exports of $22.96 billion, which
denoted a drop of 1.1% from 2017-18. Exports
fell again to $21.39 billion in the following year
but climbed to the record high of $25.3 billion
in 2020-21.
It is now estimated that exports may rise
further to another all-time high of more than
$30 billion in the current fiscal year. For the
first seven months of FY22, the Pakistan Bureau of Statistics has reported exports of $17.67
billion, showing a strong growth of nearly 24%
from $14.26 billion in the same period a year
earlier. The seven-month export number translates into an annualised figure of $30.3 billion.
But the import data shows a hefty rise
in the trade deficit. Imports for the first seven
months totaled $46.47 billion, depicting a
massive growth of 59% year-on-year. That is,
the rise in imports has outpaced the increase in
exports by a wide margin.
The swelling import bill is a matter of
concern for the country’s economic managers.
In absolute terms, the trade deficit has now
gone up to $28.8 billion, nearly twice as large
as the deficit of $15 billion reported in the first
seven months of the previous fiscal year.
The widening trade deficit has negativeECONOMICS

ly impacted the value of the Pakistani rupee.
Currency devaluation and high energy prices
have been the two main reasons for inflation,
with the Consumer Price Index (CPI) at 13% in
January 2022 – the highest in two years.
An analysis of import data reveals
that high commodity prices and their strong
demand worldwide are behind the swelling
import bill. For instance, petroleum group
imports increased by 113% in the first six
months of the ongoing fiscal year to $10.18
billion from $4.77 billion in the first half of the
last year. Also, demand for energy products
like petrol, diesel and LNG rose as business
activities climbed. In volume terms, imports
of petroleum products went up by 29% to 9.2
million tonnes.
As the petroleum prices are trending upwards, it is high time the government used all
resources at its disposal to increase domestic
production of oil, gas and refined petroleum
products. This will help bring down the import bill and reduce the trade deficit.
The domestic energy sector – particularly the exploration and production (E&P)
industry that extracts hydrocarbons and the
oil refining industry that turns crude oil into
petrol, diesel and other refined products – has
been neglected by successive governments.
Unlike other sectors such as textile and agriculture, the E&P and oil refining industries
have received little support from the authorities concerned.
There is no long-term policy to stimulate
growth in the petroleum sector. As a result,
both E&P and oil refining industries have been
languishing. Needless to say, had these industries been running at optimal levels, they could
have reduced the need to import high quantities of crude oil and petroleum products.
Experts say that oil refineries, including

companies such as Byco Petroleum and Parco,
can together process up to 19.4 million tons of
crude oil annually. They can satisfy a large part
of the country’s demand for refined products.
However, the refineries have been operating
below capacity, with the utilisation rate of just
around 60%. As a result, the domestic production of petrol and diesel has remained low,
which forces the country to import expensive
fuels.
According to available figures, stateowned OGDCL, the country’s largest E&P
company, produced 36,892 barrels of oil and
870 million cubic feet of gas on a daily basis
in the previous financial year. By comparison,
10 years ago, the company’s daily oil and gas
production was higher at 37,370 barrels and
1,013 million cubic feet respectively.
The country does not have sufficient
oil and gas reserves to meet all of its demand,
but still the performance of the state-backed
E&P companies would have been better if the
government had focused on this area.
It is not yet too late in the day for the
government to take necessary steps to improve
the performance of oil refineries and E&P companies and raise domestic oil, gas and refined
products’ output.
A new policy package should be devised
without delay to incentivise oil and gas exploration work and expansion of oil refineries. Oil
refineries, in particular, can quickly ramp up
petrol and diesel production if policymakers
find a way to increase furnace oil consumption
since the low utilisation rate was primarily due
to weak demand for furnace oil. This can be
done by linking 10% to 15% of power generation with furnace oil consumption. At the same
time, the refineries should be encouraged to
modernise their plants and phase out furnace
oil from their production chain. n
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PM Imran Khan’s
landmark visit to Russia

D

Nasim Ahmed

uring his visit to Russia – the first
by a Pakistani Prime Minister in
23 years – PM Imran Khan was
accorded a red-carpet welcome
and given a warm handshake
despite the Covid pandemic. The meeting originally planned for one hour continued for three
hours, indicating that the chemistry between
the two leaders worked well.
It is pertinent to mention here that the
two governments had been trying to arrange
a meeting of their leaders since 2019 when
they met in Bishkek, Kyrgyzstan. The planned
meeting in September 2020 at the Shanghai
Cooperation Organisation could not take place
as the event was cancelled due to Covid-19.
Another meeting scheduled in 2021 at the SCO
summit in Dushanbe, Tajikistan, also did not
materialise as President Putin cancelled his
trip at the last minute because an official in his
delegation contracted Covid-19. In January this
year, Imran Khan called Putin to thank him for
his statement on Islamophobia and during the
conversation, it was agreed that they would
meet in Beijing during the inauguration of
the Winter Olympics. Russian senior officials
shortly thereafter informed their Pakistani
counterparts that they could invite PM Khan
to Moscow in February and asked Pakistan to
propose dates. Feb 24 was finally agreed upon.
To put the PM’s visit to Moscow in
perspective, it has taken Pakistan more than a
decade to build a relationship of mutual trust
with Russia. In the 50s and 60s Pakistan was
firmly in the Western camp but since the late
90s Islamabad has been trying to realign its
ties with Russia. We are living in a multipolar
world and the best way to survive in the new
milieu is to diversify our options and realign
our ties keeping in mind the fast moving
international and regional dynamics. Pakistan
is situated next to Russia and China both of
which have emerged as formidable rivals to
the erstwhile sole superpower America. While
India is now firmly in the US camp, Pakistan
while maintaining its ties with Western allies,
is rightly attaching greater importance to Russia, Central and West Asia.
Prime Minister Imran Khan set the tone
of Pakistan’s new foreign policy direction,
before his landmark visit to Russia, by saying
Islamabad will desist from being part of any
conflict, and will be an equal partner in peace
and development. In an interview to Russia
6

Today, as a curtain-raiser before his visit, the
PM made it clear that trade relations with all
the countries are indispensable to lift its populace out of poverty.
According to reports, during the
Imran-Putin meeting all matters of common
interest including trade, regional connectivity
and investments across the Eurasian continent
came under discussion. Russia is among the
biggest players in the energy sector, including
LNG, and now owns 26 per cent stakes in the
Pak Stream project that involves building a gas
pipeline from Karachi to Kasur (Pakistan owns
the other 74pc equity).
A Foreign Office statement, issued
after the meeting between the two leaders in
Moscow, said that Prime Minister Imran Khan
told Russian President Vladimir Putin that
disputes should be resolved through dialogue
and diplomacy as he regretted the latest
situation between Russia and Ukraine. It said
that Imran Khan stressed that conflict was not
in anyone’s interest, and that the developing
countries were always hit the hardest economically in case of conflict. He underlined Pakistan’s belief that disputes should be resolved
through dialogue and diplomacy, according to
the Foreign Office.
According to the statement, the two
leaders held wide-ranging consultations on
bilateral relations as well as regional and
international issues of mutual interest. Recalling the telephone conversations between
the two leaders during the recent months, the
Prime Minister expressed confidence that the
positive trajectory of bilateral relations would
continue to move forward in the future. He

underscored Pakistan’s commitment to forge a
long-term, multidimensional relationship with
Russia.
In the regional context, the Pakistan
PM underlined the urgency of addressing the
humanitarian crisis and preventing potential
economic meltdown in Afghanistan. He reiterated that Pakistan would continue to work
with the international community for a stable,
peaceful and connected Afghanistan. In this
regard, he underscored the ongoing cooperation and coordination between Pakistan and
Russia at various international and regional
fora, including the Shanghai Cooperation
Organization (SCO).
On the situation in South Asia, the Prime
Minister highlighted the serious human rights
situation in Indian Illegally Occupied Jammu and Kashmir (IIOJ&K) and underscored
the imperative of peaceful resolution of the
dispute. The Prime Minister also highlighted
the developments detrimental to regional
peace and stability and stressed the need for
measures that would help keep the regional
balance. Expressing concern on rising trends
of extremism and Islamophobia in the world,
the Prime Minister emphasised the need for
interfaith harmony and coexistence.
Expressing satisfaction over the current
level of cooperation in the fields of energy,
trade, investment, railways etc, both sides
agreed that an Inter-Governmental Commission (IGC) was the pivotal platform to further
advance specific projects. Following the
meeting, the Prime Minister had an interactive
session with notable businessmen of Pakistan
and Russia. The Prime Minister stated that
Pakistan as a market of more than 220 million
provided opportunities for trade and investment.
The visit of PM Imran Khan to Russia
built upon and consolidated several years
of efforts by the two sides to bury the past
and adjust to the new political and economic
realities. For decades Pakistan’s economic
and strategic interests were tied to the West,
particularly the US. The dependence put Pakistan at the mercy of US-led global financial
institutions.This was the reason why Pakistan
felt it necessary to diversify its foreign policy
options, deepen ties with China and reach out
to Russia. Lately, Pakistan has also been laying
greater emphasis on geo-economics. Against
this background, the Prime Minister’s visit to
Russia would make for greater engagement on
the economic front. n
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Pakistan’s limited
economic openness
Muhammad Hassan

P

akistan’s exports are steadily
increasing and the government
has announced fresh incentives for
industrial growth in the country.
As Pakistan aims to bolster up its
economy, it will have to diversify
its exports and look for new markets, besides
improving its trade relations with regional
countries.
Pakistan eyes $31 billion exports in the
current fiscal year as its earnings from exports
of goods saw the fastest-ever growth on a
monthly basis in February, at $2.808. According to the commerce ministry, Pakistan’s
exports increased at the rate of $100 million/
day, the fastest for any month in the country’s
history. Exports surged by 26pc in the first
eight months of the current fiscal year and
stood at $20.5 billion against $16.3 billion in
the same period of the previous year. The textile exports also reached new heights after they
reached Rs1.55 billion in January.
In fact, Pakistan’s annual exports could
reach over $100b if it increases its trade
openness. According to the Asian Development
Bank, Pakistan has one of the lowest tradeto-GDP ratios in the world showing at just
30 per cent. In its recent report, it also noted
that Pakistan’s trade is currently oriented to
the United States, Europe, and China only.
“It specialises in textiles, though some of its
agricultural products are sold to the Middle
East. Interestingly, it does not have a significant trading relationship with its proximate
neighbours in South Asia. The only economy
for which it is a major market is its northern neighbour Afghanistan. While the vast
majority of its export products fall under the
textiles grouping, formal measures of export
concentration suggest that Pakistan’s exports
basket is relatively more diversified, especially
compared with other major textile exporters
like Bangladesh and Cambodia. However,
its exports are less diversified than India,” it
observed.
The ADB report, which used statistics
from 2019, says Pakistan is only more open
than Ethiopia, Brazil and Sudan among 166
countries and economies with available data.
However, it said the country has a lot of room
for improvement. It suggests that a viable
strategy that Pakistan can adopt to boost its
growth is to further open its economy to trade.
Advancing its argument, it said studies have
ECONOMICS

affirmed numerous benefits to
economic openness, including
opportunities for specialisation,
access to wider markets, the
inflow of know-how, and the
formalisation of the economy.
Pakistan is a relatively large
country, however, its trade
openness remains remarkably
low. Citing examples, it says,
countries that have GDPs
comparable to that of Pakistan
but with much higher trade-toGDP include the Philippines,
the Netherlands, and Viet Nam.
India’s GDP is almost 10 times
larger than Pakistan’s, yet
trade plays a greater role in its
economy. What it does export is dominated by
textile products and rice, though a formal measure of concentration suggests that its exports
basket is on the whole quite diversified.
The dominance of textile products in
Pakistan’s exports raises the issue of diversification — or potentially the lack of it.
Concentrating too much on only a few sectors
or products poses risks to an economy since
shocks to the dominant sector can more easily
cause an economy-wide recession. Pakistan
can adapt to boost its growth to further open
its economy to trade. Benefits to economic
openness include opportunities for specialisation, access to wider markets, and the inflow
of investments, technology, and know-how.
There is also evidence that trade promotes the
reallocation of labour from the informal to the
formal sector.
In its earlier report, the ADB noted that
Pakistan had the potential of becoming a hub
of economic activity for Central, South and
West Asian countries if it follows the model
of economic corridor development. The ADB
study examined how Pakistan could address economic challenges. "Through market
reforms, Pakistan needs to transform its
economy into an export-led growth trajectory. In addition to improving the economy’s
competitiveness and productivity with a vibrant private sector, it is critical to attracting
domestic and foreign investments to support
the transformation," it said.
Recently, the government announced a
new package for industrial promotion, revival
of sick units and foreign investment. A general
amnesty is given to all persons who declare
assets by paying a general tax rate of five per

cent by investment in new industries. There
will be complete immunity from a probe on
the amount of investment in new industrial
units and expansion and modernisation of
existing units. The minimum investment
threshold for availing the amnesty is Rs50 million and an industrial unit is to be set up as a
company. It will be binding on new industrial
units to start commercial production by June
30, 2024. Beneficiaries of amnesty schemes
of 2018 and 2019 are not eligible to avail the
facility. Moreover, bank loan defaulters in
the last three years are also not eligible. Any
proceeds of crime, corruption, money laundering and terror financing will not be eligible.
Similarly, any amount which is subject to any
departmental or court proceedings is also
not eligible. The sectors which will not be
eligible to avail the amnesty scheme are arms
and ammunition, explosives, sugar, cigarettes,
aerated beverages, flour mills, vegetable ghee
and cooking oil manufacturing excluding
extraction units.
Though Pakistan has expedited its
efforts to increase trade with other countries,
including Russia, yet its business dealings
with regional countries have been on the
decline. According to the Pakistan Statistics
Bureau, Pakistan’s exports to Iran and China
have plunged by 22pc during the first eight
months of the current fiscal year. The World
Bank estimates that trade between India
and Pakistan could easily reach $37 billion.
Recently, Adviser to the Prime Minister on
Commerce Abdul Razak Dawood said that
trade with India was the need of the hour and
beneficial to both countries. However, it is a
sensitive issue and the two countries will have
to make serious efforts to settle their disputes
in the larger interest of their people. n
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Inflation relief:

Improved economy or
opposition’s threats?
Muhammad Zain

R

ecord exports and tax revenue
have enabled the government
to slash petrol and diesel prices
by Rs10 a litre and the power
tariff by Rs5 a unit. The step was
unexpected at a time when fuel prices had
reached exceptionally high in the world in the
aftermath of the Russia-Ukraine conflict. The
country is projected to face Rs250-300 billion
losses till the next budget in June. However, it
will provide much-needed relief to people from
rising prices and restore Prime Minister Imran
Khan’s popularity.
According to Prime Minister Imran Khan
and his ministers, the package was announced
after the national economy is improving fast
and it can afford the provision of such incentives. The government had to slash the Public
Sector Development Programme (PSDP) by
Rs50 billion besides a Rs200 billion cut from
the budgeted Rs900 billion already agreed
with the International Monetary Fund (IMF)
for the package. However, the opposition
parties claim the prices were reduced under
pressure from their protest movement and a
no-confidence move.
It is a fact that the national economy is
growing faster than expectations. Pakistan's
exports increased by 26pc during the first eight
months of the current fiscal year, compared
with the same period of the last fiscal year.
The country's exports during July-February
were recorded at $20.552 billion as compared
to $16.324 billion during the corresponding
period of the last fiscal year. Moreover, in February, exports grew by 36pc to $2.808 billion
as compared to $2.068 billion in February
2021. Economic experts in Pakistan believe
that the increase in exports is linked to the
prudent policies and multiple incentives given
by the government to support export-oriented
industries.
The Federal Board of Revenue (FBR) also
exceeded its eight-month tax collection target
by Rs268 billion. Against the original tax
target of nearly Rs3.53 trillion, the FBR provisionally collected nearly Rs3.8 trillion during
the July-February period of the current fiscal
year. According to the FBR, the collection was
Rs884 billion, or slightly over 30pc higher
8

than the collection of Rs2.9 trillion in the same
period of the previous year.
The workers’ remittances remained
above the $2b mark for the 20th consecutive
month in January. However, they fell by 5pc
year-on-year to $2.144 billion in January, the
State Bank of Pakistan (SBP) data shows. On
month-on-month, the remittances depicted
a fall of $376 million or 15pc. The remittances grew at 9.1pc to $17.951b in July-January
2021-22 over the same period last year when
the growth was recorded at 24pc over the
preceding period. The government eyes over
$30b inflows from the overseas Pakistanis in
the current fiscal year. The foreign exchange
reserves of the SBP also increased after it
received $1b from the IMF and $1b proceeds of
Sukuk issuance in the international market.
Pakistan’s consumer price index in
February also slowed down to 12.2pc, which is
the lowest rate in the past three months. It was
despite a double digit increase in the prices of
essential items, fuel and electricity prices and
rising imported inflation. According to the
Pakistan Bureau of Statistics, prices of toma-

toes increased 191.72pc, chicken 11.61pc and
vegetables increased by 10.69pc affecting every
household across the country. The main reason
behind the increase in prices was a jump in
international commodity prices and the devaluation of the rupee. The international oil prices
touched $100 per barrel which contributed to a
sharp increase in global inflation. The surge in
oil prices has hit the consumers globally either
directly or indirectly. Prices of all imported
commodities such as wheat, sugar, cooking oil,
crude oil and raw materials have gone up after
the increase in international market prices and
devaluation of the currency.
The finance ministry has also warned
that an escalated conflict between Russia and
Ukraine could keep inflationary and balance of
payment pressures in the economy for longer
as the crisis would likely further increase
energy costs and commodities prices. The
main risk for Pakistan's economy is that these
developments may further delay the downward correction in inflation and improvement
in the current account balance, the ministry
said in its monthly economic outlook report.
ECONOMICS

The report says these tensions may further lift
international oil and food prices, as well as other commodity prices outside and beyond their
current cycles. Although economic recovery
is underway, the economy is also confronted
with inflation and external sector pressure.
The government is taking various policy, administrative, and relief measures to counter the
downside risks to the economy. The average
year-on-year inflation in the last two months
has declined significantly. But in January 2022,
international oil prices accelerated again due to
geopolitical tensions. Also, international food
prices are on the rise. The monthly economic
indicators (MEI) remained strong in December. This is because of favorable movements
in macroeconomic high frequency indicators,
especially growth in large-scale manufacturing,
the ministry noted.
In its latest report, Fitch Ratings said
Pakistan’s rating reflected external vulnerabilities, a narrow fiscal revenue base and low
governance indicator scores, with GDP growth
and most public finance metrics largely in line

with peers following a rebasing of GDP. Recent
reforms include measures to improve public
finances and amendments to the State Bank
of Pakistan (SBP) Act, could further entrench
the policy shift in recent years towards greater
central bank independence and a market determined exchange rate, bolstering Pakistan’s
resilience to external shocks. However, a challenging external backdrop of high oil prices
and global monetary-policy tightening poses
risks; while political pressure could blunt reform momentum, particularly with the conclusion of the IMF programme in September 2022
and elections due by mid-2023, it added.
The American credit rating agency said
the risks from a widening current account
deficit were likely to remain manageable in
light of policy tightening, though sustained
high oil prices pose a clear downside risk. “We
forecast the deficit to widen to around 4pc of
GDP in the fiscal year ending June 2022, from
0.6pc in FY21. Import pressure should ease
from 2HFY22, reducing the deficit to 3pc in
FY23 in our forecasts. We expect remittances

to remain elevated at current levels over the
next couple of years. Strong export performance should also continue, but this comes
from a low base. We forecast foreign exchange
reserves, including gold, to remain stable at
around $23 billion (3.2 months of current external payments) over the next couple of years,
as debt repayments have offset inflows. This is
about $11 billion above 2019 reserve levels. The
commitment to a market-determined exchange
rate limits downside risks to reserve,” it observed. It also forecast the general government
fiscal deficit would fall further to 5.6pc in FY22
and 4.7pc in FY23, from 6.1pc in FY21, on the
back of revenue reforms passed in the recent
supplementary budget and planned for the
FY23 budget.
It is clear the improving economy and
revenue helped the government slash rates
of petrol and diesel and the power tariff.
However, the timing of the step showed it was
also feeling the heat of the opposition’s protest
movement and no-trust move. In any case, it
has provided much-needed relief to people. n

The security situation
in Balochistan

T

Raza Khan

he security situation in Balochistan province is improving after
valiant efforts by the Pakistani
security forces to contain terrorist
and militant organisations. Of late,
several terrorists and militants were killed in
fighting with the security forces in Kech, Panjgur and Turbat districts, when they launched
simultaneous attacks on security installations.
There have been reports that different Baloch
militant and terrorist organizations have
joined hands to launch coordinated attacks on
the security forces and their installations in Balochistan. Importantly, the casualty rate among
the security forces was also quite high.
The timing of the recent attacks by the
militants in Balochistan was quite significant.
These came before Pakistan Prime Minister
Imran Khan’s visit to China. The Prime Minister was scheduled to meet Chinese President
Xi Jingping and other leaders and officials to
particularly talk about China-Pakistan Economic Corridor (CPEC) projects. The $60 billion CPEC projects are being carried out in the
length and breadth of the country including
Balochistan. The province is of special focus
OPINION

of the CPEC as the Gwadar Seaport, which
is located in Balochistan, is the starting or
endpoint of the CPEC route, which would give
an outlet to landlocked Western China. The
terrorists thus wanted to torpedo the CPEC
projects in Balochistan, which the residents
of the province could not afford. The CPEC
projects in Balochistan are a rare development
opportunity for the extremely underdeveloped
province. Therefore, there must be full support
from the local population to these projects.
Even the militant and terrorist organizations
that are waging militancy and terrorism in the
name of Baloch people and their rights against
all logic must support the CPEC projects.
Importantly, Balochis collectively and as a
province have a lot of complaints against the
federal governments and most of them are also
quite justified. The Centre has also mistreated
Balochistan and its residents and one has no
problem to say that the federal government
has not treated Balochistan well. But what is
done is done and cannot be undone and now
all must look to the future. Then the projects
are being funded and even executed by China,
which is doing mostly in its own interest but
Balochistan and its people must accept these
projects as their development right. Here, a

question arises that then why Baloch groups,
which resorted to militancy and terrorism,
want to sabotage the CPEC projects? The
obvious answer is at the behest of some foreign
power(s). In this connection, India, considering Pakistan as an arch-rival and has a history
of inflicting damage on Pakistan in dismembering it and being instrumental in the emergence
of Bangladesh, is the culprit. India not only is
against Pakistan but also considers China as its
key rival. The success of the CPEC and the Belt
and Road Initiative (BRI), of which the former
is a part, is the death knell for India’s regional
hegemony. The Pakistan government must
reach out to residents of Balochistan and tell
them that the CPEC is the project of their development and the central government would
like to make amends of its past mistakes by
seeing these projects implemented and proving
their benefits to them.
Sometime back, Prime Minister Imran
Khan said that he was pondering over talking
to insurgents and militants in Balochistan. It
has been more than a decade that the crisis
and conflict in Balochistan has been raging
but with no solution in sight. Although there
has been an ebb and flow in the insurgency
and militancy by so-called Baloch right groups
9

in the province but the crisis has never fully
subsided. In this context, PM Imran Khan’s
visionary statement was quite important. Unfortunately, he has so far not been able to give
practical shape to his strategy of talking to Baloch militant and terrorist groups. The recent
militant and terrorist attacks could have been
averted had Baloch organizations been engaged
in talks earlier. Still no time has been lost and
the PTI government must start negotiations
forthwith without any apprehensions.
While showing his intentions of talking
to Baloch militant and terrorist organizations,
PM Imran Khan had said the government
would never have to worry about insurgency
in the province if attention had been paid to
its development. This was a bold and statesmanlike statement while addressing Balochis.
Unfortunately, this has not happened so far.
PM Imran Khan has, also on record, very
rightly said that when the province progressed
and there was peace, Balochistan’s inhabitants
would understand that Pakistan is also theirs
and they would also fight for it. There are no
two opinions about what PM Imran Khan
had said. The problem of Balochistan has been
lack of development and nothing else. Why a
province which became part of Pakistan out
of the freewill of the representative Shahi Jirga
would have rebelled against the state? This is
a very critical question to be asked. However,
the answer is not that difficult to be answered.
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There has been large-scale social, economic
backwardness in the otherwise mineral rich
province which resulted in abject poverty
and unemployment. Had the state focused
its attention on the socio-economic uplift of
Balochistan despite the paucity of resources
the situation would have been different for the
federation. In other words, there would have
been no centrifugal tendencies in Balochistan.
The indifferent of the federal government for
more than 70 years regarding development in
Balochistan is although well-known but was
even pinpointed in unequivocal terms by no
other than the Prime Minister of the country.
Why successive federal governments
remained indifferent to development in Balochistan has a number of reasons. The foremost
has been the over-centralized federal structure
of Pakistan. Secondly, lack of a genuine and
visionary leadership at the state level which
could fathom and understand the importance
of Balochistan for Pakistan, both in geopolitical and geo-economic terms. Balochistan is a
province that is located on Pakistan’s border
with Iran, rather it makes the entire Pakistani
border with Iran. It also borders Afghanistan,
one of the most important neighbours of Pakistan. More importantly, it has a long seacoast
and is located at a strategic point in the Indian
Ocean and Arabian Sea just next to the Persian
Gulf. The latter is one of the most strategic locations in the world. Thus, one can understand

that neither the Pakistani leadership nor local
politicians could comprehend the strategic
importance of the region. The province has
become even more important with the initiation of the China-Pakistan Economic Corridor
(CPEC) in 2013 and the handing over of the
operational control of the Gwadar seaport to
Pakistan’s closest ally, China. Beijing has been
planning to invest more than $70 billion in
Pakistan under the CPEC road-railway and
infrastructure projects. The most important
aim of China regarding the CPEC is to link its
western regions with sea through Gwadar as
it is the shortest possible route which could
provide an inlet to Western China to sea and
could be instrumental in its opening up and
becoming part of the regional trading routes.
PM Imran Khan while taking stock
of the history of underdevelopment said in
Gwadar in July last that the “Centre did not
do justice with Balochistan and neither did its
politicians.” The money that was supposed to
be spent on the development of the province
was spent by the politicians on themselves,
he said. He very rightly said, “The sense of
deprivation that started spreading in Balochistan would never have spread if politicians in
Balochistan had spent money in the right way.”
So if there is a realization among the country’s
top leadership of the injustice done to Balochistan and it also wants to make amends, people
in Balochistan must also welcome it. n
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Charity meals in schools,
not a good idea

I

Rasheed Ali

slamuddin is happy his sons have
started getting a good midday meal in
their school daily. He is running a small
grocery shop in a slum area off Ferozpur Road, Lahore, and his two sons
– nine-year-old Irfanuddin and seven-yearold Imamuddin – are class 4 and 2 students,
respectively, at the City District Government
(CDG) Boys Primary School, Bhabra.
In the last week of January 2022, the
school headmaster called him, along with other
parents, to school and informed them the government would start giving all students lunch
in school from the first week of February, and
they should send their children regularly.
One of the parents meeting the headmaster suggested he give the amount for the free
lunch to parents in cash on weekly or monthly
basis, and they would themselves arrange for
the midday meal for their children. He believed
that the programme might get corrupted
sooner or later as ‘big’ money was involved in
the process. However, Islamuddin opposed the
suggestion, as he knew that the money provided to parents in cash would never be utilised
for children’s midday meals. Almost all parents
like him are always cash-strapped, and the
amount given to them would be spent for the
payment of utility bills or purchase of daily-use
items for the family.
The plan, however, has changed the
behaviour of his wife and sons, as far as going
to school is concerned. Neither his wife nor
his sons ever talk of leave from school after the
start of the midday free meal in school. Punjab
School Education Minister Murad Raas also
mentions this change in parents and students’
behaviour proudly. At the launching ceremony
of the programme in Lahore in the first week of
February 2022, he told the media that schools
involved in the programme had seen a 33%
increase in attendance, and a 77% improvement in students’ health and BMI (body mass
index) levels. (BMI is a person's weight in
kilograms, divided by the square of height in
meters. If your BMI is 18.5 to 25, it falls within
the healthy weight range. If your BMI is 25 to
30, it falls within the overweight range. If your
BMI is 30 or higher, it falls within the obesity
range).
According to the 2018 National Nutrition
Survey, 18% children under five years of age
suffer from wasting, 40% suffer from stunting,
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48% are anaemic and 29% are underweight
in Pakistan. The situation definitely needs a
special programme on part of the government
to safeguard the future of the nation and the
country.
There are 535 primary schools in Lahore
district, and the meal programme will begin
in 100 of those in the first phase. The minister
launched the programme in 16 schools on February 3, 2022. The minister told the ceremony
participants that the programme would be
gradually expanded to address the issues of
malnutrition and stunted growth among young
students.
In Lahore, the free midday meals are
being provided to students with the support of
Allah Wallay Trust and Honda Pakistan. The
minister called upon the private sector to join
hands in the noble initiative. He said the programme had a good impact on the attendance,
health, and retention of students in schools
where it had already been launched. The school
meal programme pilot project was launched
in November 2020, which is progressing at a
slow pace, and now charity and public welfare
organisations have also been involved in the
initiative.
However, the idea of providing free meals
to schoolchildren through charity organisations is hard to digest for Muhammad Ilyas
Anjum, a representative of a schoolteachers
association. “Providing our schoolchildren
with charity meals shows how much we, as a
society, and the elected government, care about
our next generation,” he says in an informal
talk with Cutting Edge in Lahore. He regrets
that no mentionable funds had been allocated

so far in the annual finance bills since the start
of the initiative in 2020.
In the past, a small-scale programme of
school meals was also launched in Pakistan in
the 1990s under the title Tawana Pakistan. It
was closed down after a few years of operations due to alleged corruption and implementation deficits. However, any fresh plans in
this regard could not be abandoned due to a
failure, mainly caused due to misgovernance in
the past. The midday free meals in schools is
not a new idea. In various countries including Finland, New Zealand, Sweden, Estonia,
United States, United Kingdom, etc., such
programmes are already under way. However,
the most practicable example comes from the
neighbouring country for the authorities in Pakistan. The Midday Meal Programme (MMP)
in India is the world’s largest such programme,
and it has been running since 1995. It covers
around 120 million children in over 1.26 million
schools, with an estimated budget allocation
of over 105 billion Indian rupees annually. Its
purpose was to enhance enrolment, retention
and attendance rates as well as improving the
nutritional levels of children, and the same are
the requirements in Pakistan’s school education system.
The federal and provincial governments
will have to design and implement different interventions for different age groups of children,
given their unique nutrition requirements and
feeding practices. But such programmes could
not be run through charities, and the Punjab
provincial government would have to make
special and big allocations every year for the
purpose. n
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More vigilance, awareness needed
to end discrimination against women
Dr. Fatima Khan

K

halida Bibi had to face tremendous family pressure, particularly
from her own mother and two
elder sisters, when she refused to
give away her inheritance share
in 25-acre agricultural land, and a shop at the
Ghalla Mandi (Grain Market) in Hasilpur in
favour of her two brothers. All five siblings of
Khalida, including herself, had been married off
already when her father passed away.
After the Chaleeswan (the fortieth day
after death) of her father, her mother asked
Khalida and other two daughters to submit an
affidavit ‘voluntarily’ stating that they didn’t
want any share in the properties of their father.
Her two sisters agreed to the suggestion readily, but Khalida didn’t. She believed that she
had an equal right to her father’s properties,
like her brothers. Another reason for her refusal was her husband’s poor financial situation,
who had remained bed-ridden for years after a
major accident. However, her insistence on not
giving away her inheritance right earned her
displeasure of the family and a social boycott
by her sisters and brothers.
Prof. Dr. Raana Malik says Khalida’s case
is not unique or only one case of its kind. In
fact, it’s the story of every second family in our
society, believes the director of the Department
of Gender Studies, University of the Punjab,
Lahore. She says this year, International Zero
Discrimination Day was observed on March 1,
under the theme “Remove laws that harm, create laws that empower”. She says that Pakistan
has already enacted laws to end discrimination
against women, but their implementation
needs further measures. A large majority of
people are still not ready to accept and implement laws enacted against the cultural and
social traditions, she says.
Dr. Raana Malik says discrimination
against women begins from the moment a
baby girl is born in a family. Contrary to the
celebrations carried out on the birth of a baby
boy, most families feel aggrieved if a baby girl is
born. During their early years of age, girls have
to face discrimination at every stage in typical
Pakistani families, the expert on gender studies
says. Even mothers, who themselves are
women, give better food, better clothing and
a more comfortable environment to their male
offspring than their daughters in their homes,
she explains.
Pakistan currently ranks the second lowest country in the world for gender equality,
according to the Global Gender Gap Index. Al12

though efforts to promote gender equality are
apparent within Pakistan’s Vision 2025, there
is still much more to be done to improve the
realities for women and girls across the country, says Umme Laila Azhar, director HomeNet
Pakistan. She says that gender discrimination
or gender bias is deeply rooted in Pakistani
society, hampering the socio-economic growth
of the country.
The working women rights activist
says that gender-wise, boys outnumber girls
at every stage of education. According to the
United Nations Children’s Emergency Fund
(UNICEF) Annual Report 2020, 22.84 million
out-of-school children include 12.16 million
girls, which accounts for 55% of the total ratio
of both boys and girls. Illiteracy among young
girls deprives them of their basic rights because they are unable to get adequate knowledge of such rights offered by education or
schooling, she believes. Social indicators show
how vulnerable women still are. For example,
the female literacy rate is 49% against the male
literacy rate of 71%. The female literacy rate is
lower in rural areas at just 38%. Pakistan has
one of the lowest female labour force participation rates in the region, she regrets.
Referring to the theme of year 2022
“Zero Discrimination Day”, Agha Intizar Ali
Imran, advocate Supreme Court of Pakistan,
says although the principle of equality is

enshrined in Article 25 of the Constitution,
customary practices, such as women’s seclusion under purdah, foster male domination
both within the family and within society.
He says that Article 23 of the Constitution
gives women the legal right to own and
dispose of property; however, according
to customary practices, women have only
usufructuary rights over land. Even when
women do own property, it is the husband
who manages it.
Also, the legal expert in criminal and
family laws says that the 1962 West Pakistan
Muslim Personal Law Shariat Application Act
entitles Muslim women to inherit all property,
including agricultural property, under customary law, most women do not inherit property.
Social pressures from the family and fear of
isolation may lead women to forfeit their share.
When they do inherit, women often receive far
less than their legal inheritance entitlement,
he regrets. Agha Imran believes more vigilance and more awareness are needed to end
discrimination against women in our society
completely. n
The writer is a physician by profession. She 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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How much damage will
sanctions do to Russia?
Sergey Aleksashenko

W

estern countries have
ramped up sanctions
against Russia in response to its invasion of
Ukraine. The measures
are the toughest since those imposed on Iran in
2010 and North Korea in 2013.
Russia is the largest economy and the
largest country globally, by population, against
which such strong sanctions have ever been
implemented. Western leaders know that they
will not immediately stop the war, but hope
that they would inflict enough damage on
the Russian economy to help de-escalate the
conflict.
So how tough are the sanctions? They are
much tougher than those previously imposed
on Russia in the aftermath of the annexation
of Crimea and the start of the war in Eastern
Ukraine in 2014, but I would not call them “nuclear”. That is, they could damage the Russian
economy but not obliterate it, given some major loopholes purposefully left by the sanction
architects. What follows is my insight into
how the current package of sanctions will and
will not hurt the Russian economy and why.
Undoubtedly, the most powerful blow to
the Russian financial system is the imposition
of sanctions on the Central Bank of Russia
(CBR), which plays a crucial role in the domestic foreign exchange market. The CBR has
enormous foreign exchange reserves amounting to $640bn and it traditionally regulates the
level of the rouble exchange rate.
The freezing of the CBR’s assets and accounts in the G7 countries means that it is left
with gold reserves worth $127bn held in Russia and renminbi reserves worth $70bn. Both
are useless from the point of view of maintaining stability in the domestic foreign exchange
market. From February 24 to March 2 the
CBR loaned 4.4 trillion roubles (3.4 percent of
GDP) to banks as part of its efforts to maintain
stability in the financial system. The sanctions
against the CBR affected the domestic foreign
exchange market immediately after they were
announced. By the end of that day, the selling
rate of dollars in exchange offices of banks had
risen by at least 45 percent compared with the
earlier day. In the next days, the gap between
selling and buying rates in the banks’ offices
was between 20 and 50 percent.
Starting from the next night, the CBR
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and the government issued several new regulations imposing currency control. Exporters
now have to sell 80 percent of foreign exchange earnings for roubles. Foreigners cannot
sell Russian stocks and bonds and transfer
coupons and dividends to their accounts,
while residents and non-residents from 43
countries (that imposed sanctions on Russia)
cannot transfer funds to their accounts with
banks outside Russia. A side-effect of the
sanctions on the CBR is the freezing of assets
belonging to the Ministry of Finance, current
accounts and funds of the National Welfare
Fund. But it does not seem that this will have
any effect on the current economic situation.
On the one hand, at the current level
of oil prices, Russia’s budget is in surplus,
and the Ministry of Finance does not need
to use reserves. On the other hand, when the
Ministry of Finance sells its foreign currency
reserves, the buyer is the CBR; the Ministry
of Finance does not need to go to the market
for this. Consequently, even if the accounts of
the CBR are frozen, the Ministry of Finance
will be able to receive roubles from it, if at
some point it wants to sell some of its currency
reserves.
However, the devaluation of the rouble
will certainly affect consumer inflation, which
may grow by an additional 4-5 percent for
a 40-50 percent increase in the value of the
dollar. By the end of February, consumer price
inflation in Russia exceeded 9 percent, with

food inflation exceeding 12.5 percent. Devaluation of the rouble, potential problems with
imports, and general political uncertainty may
undermine a business’s desire to take risks and
result in lower growth in agriculture, lower
supply, and even higher food inflation. In addition, disruptions in the payment system may
lead to disruptions in the supply of imported
goods to Russia, further accelerating inflation
by reducing supply.
The EU and the US have put on their
sanctions list a number of Russian banks
and major companies. This will result in
Russia’s largest bank, Sberbank, which holds
33 percent of the banking system’s assets,
being unable to make its payments and those
of its customers denominated in dollars. Its
correspondent accounts with US banks will
be blocked and the bank had to pull out of
the European market. Four other banks, VTB,
Otkritie, Novikombank, and Sovcombank will
face the same fate. In addition, the US blocked
13 major Russian companies and banks from
accessing its capital markets and banned US
investors from buying new issues of Russian
government bonds in their initial public
offerings and on the secondary market. The G7
countries also decided to disconnect several Russian banks from the SWIFT system.
Disconnecting banks from the SWIFT system
does not limit their ability to make foreign
exchange payments. It only slows down payments and makes them more expensive. n
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It is time to walk the lofty talk

Actions speak louder than words. Contrarily at
home, usually we get short on actions and tall
on words. The taller we go, the more accomplished we feel. Those ruling the country, at
any given point in time, are the most relevant
example. Almost every day they claim to have
changed the country like never before. From
one sector to the other, from one institution
to the other, and from one industry to the
other, and yet we keep sliding down and
further down at a pace that has kept gathering
momentum with time.
However, such a behaviour is not exclusive to the politicians. Hallucinations exist
everywhere. Grab any newspaper, pamphlet
of a housing society, brochure of an airline,
courses offered by universities, any minute
step towards police reform, revision of school
syllabus, bureaucratic amendments, citizen
complaint cells, insurance cards, sports complexes, a roadside academy’s rusty billboard,
etc., one never misses a claim: ‘for the first
time in history …”.
Unfortunately, we, as a nation, seem to
have missed a basic school-level lesson: every
big task consists of several small ones done
precisely and perfectly. As a nation, we acutely need to learn the art of breaking down our
moonlit goals into small accomplishable tasks.
It will reduce frustration, anxiety, depression
in society and embarrassment for the government machinery, too, as it will not have to
defend the promises that it has failed to keep.
The obsession to be the global leader
is going too far for now. A reality check is
recommended. Late night political talk shows
speak volumes about our lack of knowledge,
awareness and understanding of problems,
ground realities and complications of our
problems and solutions. Our daily candid
conversations are replete with sweeping
statements. Of course, most of these claims
are not supported by data. Emotions run high,
and we seem to be pretty happy with that, if
not proud.
Pakistan desperately needs steps to
enhance its reputation in the international
community. Those of us who have to travel
abroad are familiar with the agony of using an
unwelcoming passport. Tourists, businessmen, diplomats and even students find it hard
to get visa to other countries.
The Pakistani passport has been ranked
the fourth worst in the world for international travel for the third continuous year,
with visa-free or visa-on-arrival access to 31
destinations around the world, according to
the Henley Passport Index 2022. Expatriates
come next. We are generally very proud of
our expatriates who send the much-needed
foreign exchange back home. What we fail
to realise is that if these people had the right
type of skills and training to work in an inter14

national environment, they would have done
much better. Workers from Pakistan usually
end up getting lesser pay for a job that brings
much better packages for their counterparts
from even India and Bangladesh. This is so because Pakistanis lack basic training provided
by the home country. Additionally, if the host
companies abroad do not keep their contract,
Pakistani embassies usually just add to their
misery instead of giving any relief to them.
Then there are issues that range from
the worsening law and order to lack of proper
education and right down to early marriages.
All we do is talking without doing anything
to back that talk with matching actions. It is
time we changed our approach and do some
course correction.
Muhammad Ali Falak
Texas, USA

Modernising education

Information Technology (IT) is defined as the
technology required to develop, maintain and
use computer systems, software and networks
for the processing and distribution of data.
The fact that IT has revolutionised the
global education system is an open secret.
The use of technology is no more an option
for students; it is necessary for their personal
and professional advancement. Though the
role of IT in the education sector had already
been immense, a true shift towards the need
and integration of modern methods in today’s
schooling was realised during the Covid
pandemic. In large parts of the world where
internet connectivity and gadget ownership
was not a problem, students continued with
the studies in the comfort of their homes via a
number of free applications.
During this time, teachers also realised
that using supplementary videos and audios
profoundly improves the understanding
and learning outcomes of a subject among
students. Though virtual learning is by no
means a replacement for the social skills
honed and acquired during physical and
in-person classrooms, where students learn
empathy, interpersonal communication and
failure management, it is hard to miss the fact
that IT now forms the bedrock of education
infrastructure.
Improving or reforming the education
system is contingent upon the realisation of
the importance of modernising our education
sector. Sadly, a large number of Pakistani
teachers still consider IT as an accessory, a
separate subject, or an addition, rather than
an integral part of the teaching and learning
process. However, there are also certain limitations. Young students, who are still impressionable, cannot be trusted to constantly use
technology without the supervision of their
teachers or parents. Another problem is the
rise in plagiarism due to easy access to infor-

mation from all over the world and intellectual
laziness brought on by too much reliance on
technology.
However, these problems can be easily
tackled with some practical solutions. The
government needs to equip schools with the
required technology, while also working on
changing the mindset of our teachers and
education managers to bring the much-needed
shift in the current education practices. In the
words of researcher and internationally-acclaimed education consultant Heidi Hayes
Jacobs, teachers need to integrate technology
seamlessly into the curriculum, “instead of
viewing it as an addition, an afterthought, or
an event”.
Asim Daud
Abbottabad

Discos maltreating
honest consumers

It has become common practice for power distribution companies (Discos) to switch off the
entire 11kV feeders on the pretext that these
are high-loss feeders from which electricity
is being allegedly stolen. In order to punish
the culprits, the Discos forget that there are
hundreds of honest consumers connected to
these feeders who pay their bills regularly and
are not involved in any electricity theft.
However, these honest consumers are
made to undergo hours of unjustified loadshedding along with the power thieves. Are
the power thieves technically more competent
and powerful than the Discos? Or do these
Discos have incompetent or untrained staff
that cannot identify those who steal electricity
in their areas?
Is the engineering staff not capable of
locating the power thieves in spite of having
been equipped with sophisticated apparatus,
training, technical knowhow and who are even
backed by law-enforcement agencies? There is
obviously something seriously wrong with the
administration and operation of Discos as they
fail to catch the power thieves despite having
all the resources at their disposal.
Apart from theft, the high losses could
also be due to poor and outdated distribution
network and due to substandard engineering
and workmanship. Discos need to look inwards to find out where the fault lies and take
remedial measures rather than taking the easy
course of switching off feeders and penalising
the honest consumers for no fault of theirs.
Instead, incompetent engineering staff unable
to detect theft should be penalised and shown
the door.
It is obvious that with the ever-increasing cost of electricity, the incidents of theft
will only increase with every passing day.
Therefore, the authorities concerned need to be
more vigilant and alert.
Riaz Bhutta
Islamabad
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Why kitchen sponges are the
perfect home for bacteria
Anna Gibbs
Ask bacteria where they’d like to
live, and they’ll answer: a kitchen
sponge, please.
Sponges are microbe paradises,
capable of housing 54 billion bacteria per cubic centimeter. In addition
to being damp, airy and loaded with food scraps, sponges provide an
optimal physical environment for bacteria, researchers report in Nature
Chemical Biology. Just like humans, bacteria prefer different levels of
interactions with their peers. Some bacteria are more social, while others
prefer solitude. Lingchong You, a synthetic biologist at Duke University,
and colleagues wondered how separating different types of microbes
would affect their community interactions. They found that intermediate
levels of separation — similar to that found in a sponge — maximize the
diversity of the community. The researchers distributed different strains
of E. coli onto plates with anywhere from six to 1,536 wells, which functioned as isolated compartments. After 30 hours, the team examined the
number and types of bacterial strains on each plate.
Each compartment is like a party to which the bacteria were randomly assigned, You says. With only six compartments, each party probably
has a similar mix of characters, and only the social bacteria survive. With
1,536 compartments, each microbe is probably alone, and the social bacteria
die. But an intermediate number of compartments maximizes the odds that
a microbe attends the party it prefers. An antisocial microbe might die at a
party that’s dominated by socializers, but another antisocial microbe might
wind up at a chill gathering and survive. Biodiversity is preserved.
“In retrospect, it’s very, very intuitive,” You says. “What we have
identified is a principle that’s universally applicable for any microbial
communities.”

Long COVID patients may
develop nerve damage: study
Carolyn Crist

Some patients with long COVID may
have long-lasting nerve damage that
could lead to fatigue, sensory changes,
and pain in the hands and feet, according to a new study published in the
journal Neurology: Neuroimmunology & Neuroinflammation.
The nerve damage, which has been seen even among mild coronavirus
cases, appears to be caused by immunity problems triggered by infection.
“This is one of the early papers looking into causes of long COVID, which
will steadily increase in importance as acute COVID wanes,” Anne Louise
Oaklander, MD, the lead study author and a neurologist at Massachusetts
General Hospital, said in a statement. “Our findings suggest that some long
COVID patients had damage to their peripheral nerve fibers and that damage to the small-fiber type of nerve cell may be prominent,” she said.
The research team analyzed data from 17 COVID-19 survivors with
lingering symptoms who had no history or risks of neuropathy, or nerve
damage or disease. The patients were from 10 states and territories, and all
but one had mild infections. They found that 10 patients -- or 59% -- had at
least one test that confirmed neuropathy. Two patients had rare neuropathies that affected muscle nerves, and 10 were diagnosed with small-fiber
neuropathy, which is a cause of chronic pain. Common symptoms included
fatigue, weakness, changes in their senses, and pain in their hands and feet.
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A UN report shows climate
change’s escalating toll on
people and nature
Nikk Ogasa
Neither adaptation by humankind nor mitigation alone is
enough to reduce the risk from
climate impacts, hundreds
of the world’s scientists say.
Nothing less than a concerted, global effort to both drastically curb
carbon emissions and proactively adapt to climate change can stave
off the most disastrous consequences, according to the latest report
from the United Nations’ International Panel on Climate Change, or
IPCC.
That dire warning comes as the effects of climate change on
people and nature are playing out across the globe in a more widespread and severe manner than previously anticipated. And the most
vulnerable communities — often low-income or Indigenous — are
being hit the hardest, the report says. “It’s the strongest rebuttal
that we’ve seen yet of this idea that we can just adapt our way out
of climate change and we don’t have to mitigate emissions,” says
Anne Christianson, the director of international climate policy at
the Center for American Progress in Washington, D.C., who was not
involved in the report.
A consortium of 270 scientists from 67 countries synthesized
the report after reviewing over 34,000 studies. Released as part of the
IPCC’s sixth assessment of climate science, the report details how the
impacts of climate change are playing out today in different regions,
and assessed the capacities of communities and regions to adapt.

Daily exercise may cut heart
disease risk in older people
Ashley Lyles

Increased levels of physical activity and
an active lifestyle appear to be linked to
a lower risk of heart disease in later life,
a new study suggests.
Researchers looked at how
different patterns of physical activity are linked with heart disease
in older women and men and found that more activity was associated with lower rates of heart conditions and death. The greatest
reduction in risk was seen in those who did more than 20 minutes
of physical exercise each day and was more pronounced at 70 years
of age. “Physical activity is likely to be beneficial at any age, but to
summarize our findings, we could say that when it comes to being
physically active, the sooner the better,” says lead researcher Claudio
Barbiellini Amidei, MD, of the University of Padua in Italy. The paper
was published in the journal Heart.
Researchers examined data on 3,099 Italians who were 65
or older. They evaluated them from 1995 to 1997 and did follow-up
visits at 4 years and 7 years. The study team used surveys, hospital
records, or clinical assessments to identify cardiovascular diseases
such as heart failure, stroke, and coronary heart diseases. Results
showed that physical activity was linked with reduced rates of new
heart disease. Men had a significantly lower risk, which was stronger
around age 70-75 years. “Physical activity, even just 20 minutes, is
very helpful even at older ages.
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