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What if the no-confidence
motion succeeds?

P

Shahid Hussain

rime Minister Imran Khan and his
ministers are confident that they
would easily defeat the opposition’s
no-confidence motion. However,
the way the coalition partners of the
government are trying to extract the maximum
benefit out of the current political situation,
they can join hands with the opposition parties
and the PTI government could fall, which
would have serious consequences for the country and its economy.
The PTI government may not have been
ideal in terms of governance and rising prices,
but it had inherited the biggest economic mess
from the previous PML-N government, which
destroyed all national institutions for the
personal benefits of its leaders. The Supreme
Court of Pakistan called the PML-N a mafia
after its leaders started threatening the court
and judges after they took up the Panama case
against former Prime Minister Nawaz Sharif
and his family. The opposition parties, which
have alternately remained in power for decades, are responsible for the current situation
of Pakistan, and now they are promising to
bring prosperity to the country after dislodging
the government of Prime Minister Imran Khan.
However, most people’s past experience proves
otherwise. Undoubtedly, Prime Minister Imran
Khan’s accountability drive has miserably
failed for many reasons, but it is a fact that
corruption has harmed every institution of
the country. There is also no doubt among
the public mind that leaders of the PML-N
and the PPP deliberately promoted a culture
of corruption in the country. They corrupted
every institution to save their loot, tax evasion
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and money laundering. Pakistan’s economy,
which was among the top three in Asia in the
1960s, is only better than that of Afghanistan
now, because of the two opposition parties,
not Prime Minister Imran Khan. Pakistan’s
economy has improved immensely under the
PTI government, though people had to suffer
because of high prices of food and essentials.
The two opposition parties are raising
the same old slogans to come to power, but
they demonstrated that they have no capacity
to reform the economy and national institutions when they were in power. However, the
question is: Can Pakistan and the economy
survive another term of the PML-N? The PTI
had to immediately contact the International
Monetary Fund (IMF) after coming to power
because Pakistan’s current account deficit
had reached an all-time high of $20b after the
end of the PML-N rule in 2018. According to
economist Ashfaque Khan, the current account
deficit for 2018 was actually $21.2 billion and
Pakistan’s external financing requirement
was more than $31 billion. The State Bank of
Pakistan data showed the trade deficit had
widened to $31.074 billion in FY2018 from
$26.68 billion in FY2017 as exports of goods
recovered to $24.772 billion from $22.003
billion, while imports rose to $55.846 billion
from $48.683 billion. The deficit had reached
an unsustainable level and the economy was
burning through around $1.5 billion a month
and foreign exchange reserves had fallen to
cover less than two months of imports. The
central bank’s reserves stood at just $9 billion.
Seeing Pakistan’s heightened external
vulnerability risk in 2018, Moody’s Investors
Service had downgraded the outlook on Pakistan’s rating to negative from stable.“Foreign

exchange reserves have fallen to low levels and,
absent significant capital inflows, will not be
replenished over the next 12-18 months. Low
reserve adequacy threatens continued access
to external financing at moderate costs, in
turn potentially raising government liquidity
risks,” it said. The rating agency also expected
Pakistan’s external account to remain under
significant pressure. “The coverage by foreign
exchange reserves of imports will likely fall
further from already low levels, while coverage
of external debt payments due will weaken
from currently adequate levels. In turn, higher
foreign currency borrowing needs, in combination with the low levels of foreign exchange
buffers, risks weighing on the ability of the
government to access external financing at
moderate costs. Unless capital inflows increase
significantly, Moody’s does not expect official
foreign exchange reserves to replenish from
their current low levels. Under baseline projection, the import cover of reserves will likely fall
to around 1.7-1.8 months over the next fiscal
year, below the adequacy level of three months
generally recommended by the International
Monetary Fund,” it noted.
The World Bank, in its Global Economic
Prospects report in June 2018 said Pakistan’s
economy would slow down in the next fiscal
year after a high growth of 5.8pc. It saw slowdown in economic activities on the assumption
that Pakistan could avail an IMF programme,
which would require the country to implement
tighter monetary and fiscal policies. However,
the PML-N government painted such rosy
pictures of Pakistan that Pakistanis believed
their country would become an economic superpower in a few years. However, Pakistan’s
economic outlook changed after the PML-N
government completed its five-year term. The
true picture of Pakistan’s economic conditions
appeared when the caretaker government was
installed. It warned the nation the country was
in dire straits.
Now all economic indicators of the
country are improving. Even international
financial institutions have praised Pakistan’s
performance, especially during the pandemic,
when the global economy suffered badly. If the
no-confidence motion succeeds, it will only
benefit the opposition leaders, not the country.
It will add to political uncertainty and hit
the economy badly. On the other hand, Prime
Minister Imran Khan still has many options. He
can announce an early election and become the
prime minister again after winning it, with even
a better position and a clear-cut majority. n
ECONOMICS

Consequences of no-confidence
move against Imran Khan

A

Raza Khan

s opposition political parties
descended upon the federal
capital in huge rallies to bring a
no-confidence motion against the
government of Pakistan Tehreek-e-Insaf (PTI), Prime Minister Imran Khan
and his party leaders also resorted to big public
gatherings making the political environment
of the country stupendously charged. The
opposition parties including their umbrella
organisation, Pakistan Democratic Movement
(PDM), backed by the Pakistan People’s Party
and the Awami National Party (ANP), have
submitted a no-confidence motion against
Prime Minister Imran Khan in the National
Assembly. It is premature to predict whether
the opposition would be able to dislodge the
PTI government or not but the consequences
of the colossal political activity for the country
would be immensely dangerous.
Insofar as the prospect of the success of
the no-confidence motion against PM Imran
Khan in the National Assembly is concerned,
it has a fifty-fifty chance. Historically, never
a no-confidence motion against a sitting government has been successful in the parliament
of Pakistan. This is because the government
has much to offer in terms of power and perks
to its estranged allies, own party members of
parliament and opposition MPs. However, the
problem with Prime Minister Imran Khan and
the PTI is that they have at least four coalition
partners with a few seats and the government
has been in power because of the support of
the allies. Otherwise the PTI on its own is well
short of a majority. Moreover, even with the
support of its allies the government has only
180 members’ backing in the National Assembly, just eight more than a simple majority in
the House. The problems of Imran Khan and
the PTI have been made more complex by
one of its factions, the Jahangir Khan Tareen
group, which has the support of at least 12-15
Members of the National Assembly. The group,
which was instrumental in enabling Imran
Khan get a majority in the NA after the July
2018 national elections, is unhappy with the
Prime Minister and his government after action was taken against Jahangir Tareen’s sugar
mills for being allegedly involved in hoarding
sugar so as to artificially increase its price in
the country. Now the fate of Imran Khan’s
government depends upon not only continued
support from the four coalition partners, but
also all of its own MPs besides the country’s
POLITICS

policy-makers. It will be a tough task for the
government to get the continued support of
all the political and non-political players. The
only option with the government is to create
a forward bloc within the main opposition
parties, Pakistan Muslim League-Nawaz
(PML-N) and Pakistan People’s Party (PPP), in
the National Assembly and get the support of
its members. However, it requires a Herculean
effort by the PTI government, which would
be more difficult given the nature of Prime
Minister Imran Khan, who loves fighting and
remaining in a defiant mood even though he is
in the government.
Whatever the result of the vote of
no-confidence against PM Imran Khan, the
consequences of it would be long-term and
profound for the political culture, specifically democracy of Pakistan. In case the vote
of no-confidence gets through the National
Assembly, it would be very difficult for the
opposition parties to form a government. The
foremost reason is that the opposition parties
are ethnically, ideologically and politically
divided and have a history of fighting against
each other in political, legal arenas and behind
the scenes. Even large-scale non-political tactics and antics have been used by the opposition parties against each other in the past, particularly the PML-N and the PPP. The biggest
question would be the selection of the nominee
for the position of Prime Minister. Obviously, the PML-N with the largest number of
opposition MPs and also holding the position
of the Leader of the Opposition in NA would
lay claim to the slot. Whether the PPP would
accept it? Even if the opposition parties after
dislodging the PTI government agree upon the
name of the next Prime Minister, the composition of the cabinet would be a contentious
issue. A lot of bargaining would take place only
to form a new government and what to say of
its stability. In this bargaining, state resources
would be spent on personal political interests

of the opposition parties.
However, bringing a no-confidence vote
against the Prime Minister is the constitutional
right of the opposition parties, whenever they
feel they have a majority to dislodge the government. Generally, in a strong Western democracy if a vote of no-confidence is successful, then it contributes to political stability and
democratic consolidation in the country. However, the objective situation in Pakistan is that
the country’s political parties are not mature
enough to agree upon and form the government
to pull the country out of crisis and address the
core issues. In this context, even a successful
vote of no-confidence in Pakistan would not
bring desirable political stability. Nevertheless,
the process of no-confidence motion against
the PTI government would indeed have some
wholesome effects on society, people as well as
the political arena. The headstrong PM Imran
Khan is perhaps for the first time feeling the
heat and facing the music of his three and a half
years of poor governance that has made the life
of the common Pakistani really miserable. The
vote of no-confidence politics, in other words,
is making PM Imran Khan and his government
realise that running the affairs of the country is
a gigantic task and merely raising slogans and
resorting to rhetoric to bring corrupt politicians to justice and recover looted national
wealth could not address the issues of people
and fulfill their aspirations.
In case the no-confidence motion fails,
it will give the present dispensation a new
lease of life and one could expect that it would
complete its constitutional tenure of five years
without any further interruption. It would
definitely add to political stability in the country provided the PTI government improves
its performance. But with a very thin majority
in the National Assembly and even short of
a majority in the Senate of Pakistan, the PTI
coalition government could not pass even
important legislation. Good governance cannot
be demonstrated in a vacuum, it needs complete support of the parliament particularly in
the form of much-needed legislation. However,
a government without a comfortable majority
in the parliamentary chambers is merely a
government in name only and is of no good use.
This is the unfortunate reality of the current
parliamentary political system of Pakistan. If
the country wants political stability, then the
parliamentary political system should be done
away with and replaced with the presidential
system of government which is more suited to
the social and economic realities of Pakistan.
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Developing countries face a
worsening financial crisis

I

Nasim Ahmed

n its latest report, the World Bank has
underlined the growing risk of financial
fragility that Covid-19 crisis and rising
debt burden pose to developing countries. It says that as rising inflation and
interest rate increases pose further challenges
to recovery, developing countries need to focus
on creating healthier financial sectors.
According to the World Development
Report 2022: Finance for an Equitable Recovery, risks may be hidden because the balance
sheets of households, businesses, banks, and
governments are tightly interrelated. Further,
high levels of non-performing loans and hidden
debt block access to credit and finance for
low-income households and small businesses.
To quote World Bank Group President
David Malpass, “The risk is that the economic
crisis of inflation and higher interest rates will
spread due to financial fragility. Tighter global
financial conditions and shallow domestic
debt markets in many developing countries are
crowding out private investment and dampening recovery. It is critical to work towards
broad-based access to credit and growth-oriented capital allocation. This would enable
smaller and more dynamic firms – and sectors
with higher growth potential -- to invest and
create jobs.”
The WB report says that the global public health crisis triggered by Covid-19 created
the largest global economic crisis in more
than a century, resulting in major setbacks to
growth, increased poverty rates, and widened
inequality. In response to the coronavirus crisis,
governments around the world devised emergency support measures, which helped mitigate
some of the worst social and economic impacts.
But at the same time, there was an
increase in sovereign debt levels – already at record highs in many countries before the crisis.
Another problem faced in this context is the
lack of transparency in reporting non-performing loans, delayed management of distressed
assets, and tighter or no access to credit for the
most vulnerable households and businesses.
To tackle the situation, the World
Development Report has identified several priority areas for action, including early
detection of financial risks. Since few countries
have the fiscal space and capacity to address
all challenges simultaneously, it outlines how
countries can prioritise resources depending on
their context.
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According to the report, surveys of
businesses in developing countries during the
pandemic revealed that 46 percent expected to
fall into arrears. Loan defaults could sharply increase, and private debt could quickly become
public debt, as governments provide support.
Despite the severe contraction in incomes and
business revenues resulting from the crisis, the
share of non-performing loans remains largely
unimpacted and below expectations. This
may be due to forbearance policies and relaxed
accounting standards that are masking significant hidden risks that will become apparent in
the coming days.
The way out, as suggested by Senior Vice
President and Chief Economist of the World
Bank Group, Carmen Reinhart, is to plan ahead
and take targeted action to support a healthy
financial system that can provide the credit
growth needed to fuel recovery. If this is not
done, the hardest hit will be the poorest and
most vulnerable sections of the population.
The report also calls for the proactive
management of distressed loans. Many households and firms are confronted with unsustainable levels of debt due to lower income
and revenue. According to the report, effective
insolvency mechanisms can help avoid the
risk of long-term debt distress and lending
to ‘zombie’ firms that undercut economic
recovery. Improving insolvency mechanisms,
facilitating out-of-court workouts, especially
for small businesses, and promoting debt
write-off can help enable the orderly reduction
of private debts.
Especially, in low-income countries, high
levels of sovereign debt need to be managed in

an orderly and timely manner. The historical
track record shows that delays in addressing
sovereign debt distress are associated with
protracted recessions, high inflation, and fewer
resources going to essential sectors such as
health, education, and social safety nets, with
severe impact on the poor.
Equally important is the need to work toward inclusive access to finance to support the
recovery from a historic pandemic. In low-andmiddle income countries, 50 percent of households are unable to sustain basic consumption
beyond three months. The average business
reports that they only have cash reserves to
cover two months of expenses.
Households and small businesses have
been at greatest risk of being cut off from credit, although access to credit improves the resilience of low-income households and enables
small businesses to navigate shutdowns, stay
in business, and eventually grow and support
the recovery.
In this connection, digital financial tools
and products can play a critical role in assessing borrower risk and providing recourse in the
event of default, thus improving management
of credit risk, enabling lending, and fostering
new economic opportunities. The World Bank
report recommends that long-term policy
reforms are necessary to achieve an equitable
recovery and they also offer governments and
regulators an opportunity to accelerate the
shift toward a more efficient and sustainable
world economy. The World Bank report has
special importance for countries like Pakistan
which are in the process of creating a social
safety net for the weaker sections of society. n
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Digital banking will expand
the base of financial inclusion

T

Asim Nisar

he State Bank of Pakistan has
formulated a new Licensing
and Regulatory Framework for
Digital Banks which is designed
to radically transform the shape
and nature of Pakistan’s banking industry.
The initiative is part of the government’s plan
for the promotion of digital financial services,
financial inclusion, and increased competitiveness and innovation by the financial industry.
The new policy envisages two types
of licenses — the Digital Retail Bank (DRB)
licence and the Digital Full Bank (DFB)
licence. The DRB licence is a limiting option as
it allows the incumbent to only service retail
customer segments excluding corporate and
commercial, with less than half the minimum
capital requirement (MCR of Rs4 billion)
compared with what is required for commercial banks and the DFB license (MCR Rs10 billion). It offers an opportunity to licence takers
to focus on segments previously not catered to
by the financial and banking industry.
The innovative instrument is aimed to
encourage licence takers to break new ground
in terms of customer segments, models and
products and services. Experience in other
countries demonstrates the ability of digital
banks to penetrate certain segments more
successfully than the traditional banks. In
the UK 18–21-year-olds constitute 26% of the
customer age mix, compared to 12% for traditional banks; in India it is 31% compared to
7%. Similarly, Hello Bank by BNP Paribas, Ila
Bank in Bahrain and TNEX in Vietnam have
penetrated non-core client segments of banks
including the youth, low-income individuals
and Micro Small and Medium Enterprises
(MSMEs).
Banking innovation is of great significance in Pakistan given the fact that agriculture lending is 3-4%, SME financing is 6-7%
and consumer loans 5-6%of overall private
sector lending. A second feature is the varied
pool of sponsors eligible to apply independently and/or in collaboration for the licence—local
and international commercial banks, international digital financial services entities, microfinance banks (MFBs), and EMIs. This pool
has been significantly expanded from what
was envisioned when the draft framework was
unveiled in February 2021, signaling the SBP’s
openness to exploring a healthy variety of
models and approaches to meet the objectives
of the regulation.
It is relevant to add here that Singapore,
ECONOMICS

Malaysia and Hong Kong recently awarded
digital bank licences where the applicant
mix was extensive including banks, platform
service providers, fintechs, telecom service
providers, and even an airline company and a
media house. Pakistan’s digital banking framework has generated a lot of interest globally,
and it is expected that more than 20 applications will be filed in this first round.
In the given framework, the emphasis is
on a digital-only entity, with a requirement to
phase out any branches within seven years of
starting operations. This requirement will not
only reduce the brick-and-mortar footprint of
the financial services industry, reducing the
end price for consumers, but also push incumbents to use artificial intelligence and big data
analysis, and give much-needed attention to
the client experience and product offerings.
According to a research report, in Pakistan the average cost of customer acquisition
and servicing for digital banks is 5-15% that
of traditional banks. In China, Mybank is
estimated to have a per transaction cost of
0.15% of traditional banks, while WeBank’s
operating cost per account is estimated at 3
RNB compared to 20-100 RNB for traditional
banks. The upcoming digital-only entities
in Pakistan’s banking industry are expected
to yield additional benefits such as real-time
updates, quicker account approval times, quick
investing services and personalisation. As the

digital bank cadre grows, traditional banks
in Pakistan will have to catch up with the competition. This was witnessed on a significant
scale in China after the entry of digital banks
in 2013.
The State Bank of Pakistan issued the
Branchless Banking Regulations in 2008,
which have undergone several iterations, and
are now supported with additional regulations, guidelines and large infrastructure
undertakings such as regulations for the digital
onboarding of clients and merchants, cloud
policy, and the instant retail payment system
infrastructure, RAAST. But the overall digital
transformation of the banking industry has
fallen short of expectations. Even the microfinance industry continues to rely primarily on a
physical model of outreach.
To start with, only five digital bank
licences will be issued. This is in line with the
number of licences issued in other countries
such as Singapore which has issued four
licences out of 14 applications, Malaysia six
against 29 applications, and Hong Kong eight.
The SBP may consider expanding this number
to eight in future due to the fact that there may
be slippages and other related factors.
Digital banking is a good initiative but
for its success a high level educational attainment is necessary. The low literacy rate in our
country will thus be a drag on the progress of
digital banking. n
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More investment in family
planning can accelerate
Pakistan’s progress

P

Muhammad Ali

akistan faces a long recessionary
phase, shortage of resources, massive
job losses and rising poverty after
the onset of the coronavirus. It will
need massive resources to rebuild
its economy, revive businesses, create jobs and
improve social safety nets in years to come.
The job becomes more difficult in the wake of
a large population, which is still growing at a
rate of 2.4pc. The smartest way for Pakistan to
resolve its longstanding issues is to check the
population growth.
Though the death rate from the coronavirus was low as compared to other countries of the world, yet the outbreak created
significant additional pressure on an already
overburdened healthcare system, exacerbating
the vulnerabilities of affected populations. As
economic challenges have compounded for the
government and people of Pakistan, the most
cost-effective and expeditious way to face
them is to slow the population growth. It can
help the country achieve Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) in order to attain universal
healthcare and education standards and pull
people out of poverty.
The devastation caused by the pandemic
is a rude reminder to countries, like Pakistan,
which have neglected social sector investments, particularly health and education.
Pakistan’s ranking on the UNDP’s Human
Development Index (HDI) stood at 152 out
of 189 countries — 13pc below the average
HDI of South Asia, including Bangladesh and
India. India is ranked 129. Pakistan spends
only 1.12pc of GDP on health, well below the
minimum required average of 4pc.
According to a report of the Population
Council, a cut in the population growth could
be the most cost-effective and expeditious
intervention to achieve Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) for Pakistan. “Increased
investment in family planning programmes
could accelerate Pakistan’s progress across
social, economic and environmental areas of
sustainable development,” it said. In February 2015, the Pakistan government adopted
the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs)
through a unanimous parliamentary resolution.
The strategic shift put considerable respon8

sibility on the
government and
its development
partners to address
the unmet agenda
of Millennium
Development Goals
(MDGs), while
initiating the SDGs
through development cooperation
for strengthening
public institutions,
social policies and
planning development programmes.
The current pace of the
population growth
at 2.4pc directly
hampers Pakistan’s
efforts to meet 12
out of 17 SDGs. “In Pakistan, every $1 spent on
contraceptive services saves $2.50 in maternal
and newborn healthcare. By investing in robust
family planning programmes, Pakistan can
significantly pull more people out of poverty
by improving maternal and infant survival,
nutrition, educational attainment and the
status of girls and women. The rapid population growth, therefore, is one of the biggest
challenges confronting Pakistan that impedes
achieving Sustainable Development Goals in
the country,” the report observed.
Explaining the impact of the rapid population growth, the report reveals that Pakistan
ranks 78th out of 113 countries on the Global
Food Security Index (2019). One out of three
children is out of school in Pakistan. Its population is growing so fast that it can’t achieve
Universal Primary Education until 2075. It is
one of the third most water-stressed countries
in the world. Per capita water availability in
Pakistan has dropped from 5,600 cubic meters
at the time of independence to the current
level of 861 cubic meters and it is projected to
decline further.
If the contraceptive prevalence rate rises
from the current 34pc to 54pc, it can save
4,900 mothers and 140,000 infants from dying
every year. If Pakistan is closer to the fertility
levels of the rest of the region i.e. 2.1pc, a total

of 40 million fewer Pakistanis would be living
in poverty and only 1.6 million children would
be out of school. To harness its demographic
dividends, Pakistan will need to break out of
stagflation and venture into sustained growth;
creating more and better jobs for women and
men; and profiting from the “youth bulge” by
investing in them. By 2050, 224 million more
people will be looking for jobs.
The level of urbanization in Pakistan
is the highest in South Asia. The urban
population of Pakistan is likely to cross the
proportion of the rural population by 2050.
The report said that family planning is one of
the smartest SDG priorities, with sweeping
social, economic, and environmental benefits.
“Socioeconomic reforms combined with family
planning investment provide the largest benefits to Pakistan,” it added. The report further
said that one of the SDGs pertaining to good
health and well-being aims to ensure universal
access to reproductive healthcare services,
including family planning—considered one
of the most cost-effective targets. It suggests
investing in family planning as a necessary step
for achieving many of the SDGs.
The pandemic has exposed all sectors
of Pakistan, including its social safety nets,
healthcare and education. Its leadership will
have to change its mindset and divert huge
resources to human development and improve
the quality of life. n
OPINION

Practical steps for corporate
farming under CPEC

I

Dr. Zaheer Ahmad Babar

n the first week of March, 2022, the Punjab cabinet gave approval for leasing out
state land for corporate farming under
the China-Pakistan Economic Corridor
(CPEC) initiative. Agriculturists believe
the move would prove to be a revolutionary
step for the farming sector of Pakistan. Corporate farming refers to direct ownership or
leasing of farmlands by business organisations
in order to produce for their captive processing
requirements or for the open market.
Agricultural experts believe corporate
farming is good for farmers. They become economically stable and also get agricultural credit. They get seeds, fertilisers, modern equipment, etc. through the company for farming,
which is difficult to get when pursuing farming
on their own, owing to their poor economic
conditions, they say.
Some agriculturists, however, oppose
corporate farming and term it bad for farmers.
They believe corporate power affects farmers.
Unchecked corporate power distorts markets
and leaves farmers vulnerable to abuse and
unfair practices. Because farmers rely on both
buyers and sellers for their business, concentrated markets squeeze them at both ends.
However, a majority of agriculturists
support it. They believe corporate farming
reduces the risk of production, price and
marketing costs. Contract farming can open
up new markets which would otherwise be
unavailable to small farmers. It also ensures
higher production of better quality, financial
support in cash and /or kind and technical
guidance to the farmers.
The provincial cabinet directed a ministerial committee to devise the lease rules while
approving 500 to 5,000 acres of land for corporate farming to create job opportunities and
to modernise the agriculture sector for food
security. The project under the CPEC initiative
had been pending since the previous Pakistan
Muslim League-N government, which had set
up a special cell at the Agriculture Department
to work out modalities for the purpose and
planned to establish seven agro-economic
zones along the CPEC route to take full advantage of the development opportunity coming
its way by promoting high-value agriculture
and related businesses there.
Under the initiative, the Agriculture Department also made efforts to woo investment
from China by offering partnerships in organic
farming, hi-tech agricultural mechanization
AGRICULTURE

industry for domestic as well as export purposes, development of precision and high-value agriculture, development and production of seed
and seed technology (hybrid and open pollinated varieties), manufacturing of pesticides
and fertilizer units along the CPEC route, and
processing units for value-addition of agriculture products along the CPEC route.
Other provinces of Pakistan are also
working on legislation for leasing out farmlands for corporate farming under the CPEC
initiative. The Ministry of Food Agriculture &
Livestock (MINFAL) has identified specific
fields of the agriculture sector of the country
with a view to attracting foreign as well as
local investors. The objective of the step is to
commercialise the agriculture sector. Besides
identifying the harnessing of cultivable waste
land areas, government also pinpointed the
fisheries sector, production of mutton through
raising of sheep and goats, dairy farming,
dehydration of vegetables, off-season vegetable production, animal feed mills, fruit juice
making plants, solvent oil extraction from rice
bran, tomato paste production and sunflower
hybrid seed production.
Proposals relating to foreign investment in
the agriculture sector would be processed by the
Board of Investment (BOI) in consultation with
respective provincial governments and later
would be approved by the competent decision
making authority. In this connection, an Investment Policy for the Agriculture sector was also
announced by the BOI recently under which
the import tariff on agricultural machinery (not
manufactured locally) will be zero rated.
There will be no upper ceiling on land
holding for registered agricultural companies.
However, the income of these companies
would be taxable. Activities including land
development/ reclamation of barren, desert
and hilly land for agriculture purposes and
crop farming; reclamation of water front areas
or creeks; crop, fruits, vegetables, flowers

farming/ integrated agriculture (cultivation
and processing of crops); modernisation and
development of irrigation facilities and water
management; plantation, forestry and horticulture would be available for foreign investment
in the agriculture sector.
According to the government policy,
land for agricultural purposes can be obtained
on lease for a long period, i.e. initially up to
30 years, extending for a further period of 20
years. While, a foreign company, allowed for
investment in the agriculture sector, will not
be allowed to transfer the land to any other
foreign company unless specifically permitted
by the federal and the provincial government
concerned. The cultivable waste land: According to experts of MINFAL, Pakistan has a
total geographical area of 79.6 million hectares.
Of this 9.1 million hectares land is cultivable
waste, which is fit for cultivation but was not
brought under plough due to lack of water
availability, lack of interest, financial resource
constraints etc. Saying that the cultivable
waste area is almost half of the cultivated area,
the experts said that development of the area
was not only better for investment but also
had the potential to contribute to increase in
agricultural production.
The official statistics show that about
half of the cultivable waste area (4.87 million
hectares) is in the province of Balochistan from
total 9.14mh, while there is 1.74mh cultivable
land in Punjab, 1.45mh in Sindh, and 1.08mh in
Khyber-Pakhtunkhwa. Cultivable waste land
in Balochistan is mainly in the Kalat division,
followed by Quetta, Nasirabad and Makran
divisions. In Punjab, the cultivable waste
area is mainly in the divisions of Dera Ghazi
Khan, Bahawalpur, Rawalpindi and Lahore. In
Sindh, the cultivable waste area is located in
Hyderabad, Mirpur Khas, Sukkur and Larkana
divisions. In Khyber-Pakhtunkhwa, the waste
area is located in Dera Ismael Khan, Hazara
and Kohat divisions. n
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Optimising CPEC benefits

I

Husnain Shahid

n a recent study, the Asian Development
Bank has observed that the China-Pakistan Economic Corridor could pull off a
number of economic objectives if it was
implemented successfully. The report
not only rubbishes US apprehensions about
the project pushing Pakistan “deeper into an
already stifling debt burden, fostering corruption and repatriating jobs and profits to China”
but also highlights its benefits for the people
and economy of Pakistan.
The ADB study, titled “Economic
Corridor Development in Pakistan: Concept,
Framework, and Case Studies,” cautions that
the CPEC alone could not improve Pakistan’s
economy and it would need to be supported by
structural reforms to unleash its true potential.
It suggested four policy recommendations to
fully benefit from the mega project, including
undertaking structural reforms to facilitate
private sector development, broadening the
tax base to make use of the country’s tax
revenue potential and improving fairness of tax
collection. It also proposed utilising transport
infrastructure under the CPEC to maximise
investment return, turning it into a multilateral initiative and expediting development of
nine special economic zones planned along its
routes.
Earlier, the annual report for 2020-21
on investment security of China’s Belt and
Road construction said reforms by Pakistan
had placed the country among top 10 economies of the world. The report by a think tank
noted that Pakistan’s economic security had
increased by 220pc in 2019 compared with
2010. However, data for Chinese investments
in the 138 countries of the Belt and Road
Initiative shows that overall investments in
the BRI in 2020 were about US$47 billion,
a decline of 54pc to investments in 2019 and
about US$78 billion less than in the peak year
of BRI investments 2015. Possibly due to the
COVID-19 pandemic, BRI investments were
at its slowest pace since China’s overseas
investment strategy was coined “Belt and Road
Initiative” in 2013.
According to data released by the Chinese Ministry of Commerce covering the period from January to November 2020, Chinese
enterprises invested about US$17 billion in
non-financial direct investments in countries
“along the Belt and Road”. Compared to nonBRI countries, the decline of Chinese investments was more moderate in BRI countries:
The decline of Chinese investments in BRI
countries was about 54pc, whereas countries
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that have not signed MoUs to work with
China under the BRI framework saw a decline
of 70pc of Chinese investments.
Asia continued to receive the largest
share of BRI investments (about 54pc in
2020), while Africa received about 27pc of BRI
investments. Investments into European BRI
countries were least affected by COVID-19, declining by 36pc only. In contrast, investments
into African regions (Sub-Saharan Africa, Arab
and Middle East) were most heavily impacted
by COVID-19 and declined by 69pc and 66pc
respectively from 2019 to 2020.
The countries that received the most investments were Vietnam, Indonesia, Pakistan
and Chile. Particularly Vietnam saw a strong
increase of investments – an increase of over
200pc compared to 2019, possibly driven by
near-shoring to avoid American sanctions.
Other BRI countries that saw increases in
investments despite the COVID-19 pandemic
included Poland, Bulgaria, Serbia, Zimbabwe,
Zambia and Chile, as well as Thailand. Energy
investments constitute the majority of all large
BRI investments volume (energy investments
also constitute the largest amount of deals). In
2020, energy investments were about US$20
billion. This compares to more than US$40
billion investments in 2016 and 2017. In 2020,
the majority of energy investments went into
hydro power (35pc), followed by coal (27pc)
and solar (23pc). Accordingly, investments
into renewable energies constituted the majority of energy investments in the BRI in 2020.
The trend of increasing shares of renewable
energy investments in the BRI has accelerated
since 2017, when only 35pc of BRI investments
went to hydro and solar and wind projects. By

2020, 56pc of BRI investments went into these
sectors – a strong relative increase. Within the
renewable energy sector, solar, wind and hydro
all increased their relative share of the total
energy investments.
Coal investments have steadily declined from their peak in 2015. At the same
time, however, coal investments have seen a
relative resurgence in 2020, moving from 15pc
of coal-related investments in 2018 to 27pc
in 2020. Pakistan received the most energy
investments from 2013 to 2020, followed by the
Russian Federation and Indonesia. Pakistan
is both the largest recipient of coal-related
investments and also the largest recipient of
investments in hydropower. Overall, Pakistan
attracted more than 50pc of renewable energy
investments (47pc of which in hydropower),
while Russia and Indonesia received predominantly fossil fuel related energy investments.
China invested across all countries with
investments including road construction in
Pakistan (e.g. Karakoram Highway connecting
China and Pakistan all the way to Pakistan’s
Gwadar Port). In 2020 investments in road
infrastructure decreased by close to 70pc to
about US$4 billion. Pakistan is also one of the
largest recipients of investments in port infrastructure, such as the Gwadar port operated by
China Overseas Port Holding Company, which
is a strategically important and also contested
investment for China.
The latest data shows that the CPEC
slowed down in recent years because of the
pandemic, which also affected the BRI in the
rest of the countries. However, Pakistan will
have to reform its economy and tax system to
make the most of the project. n
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Terror attack in Peshawar

I

Faheem Amir

t is unfortunate that the government has
not yet been able to defeat terrorism by
crushing militants and their organisations across the country. Rather, terror
attacks and extremism have increased in
the last few months in the country, which is
dangerous for the stability of the country.
On March 4, around 63 people, including
children, were martyred and more than 190
injured in a suicide blast in a Shia mosque in
Peshawar's Koocha Risaldar area. The CCTV
footage showed a lone terrorist in black shalwar kameez reaching the mosque in the city's
Qissa Khwani Bazaar on foot. After killing the
police personnel deployed outside the main
entrance for security and a civilian, the terrorist entered the mosque which was packed
with worshippers offering Friday prayers.
He resorted to indiscriminate firing and blew
himself up which killed more than 60 people
and injured 190 others.
Khyber Pakhtunkhwa Inspector General
of Police Moazzam Jah Ansari said the attacker had used around five to six kilogrammes
of explosives, adding that there were no
prior reports about the attack. According to
SSP Operations Haroon Rasheed Khan, two
policemen had been martyred in the attack.
He said there had been no "threat alert" about
the incident. Prime Minister Imran Khan said
he was personally monitoring operations and
coordinating with the Counter-Terrorism
Department (CTD) as well as law enforcement
agencies. "We now have all information about
the origin of the attack, where the terrorists
came from and are going after them with
full force. My deepest condolences go to the
victims' families and prayers for the recovery of
the injured. I have asked the KP chief minister
to personally visit the families and look after
their needs," he said. Information Minister
Fawad Chaudhry said that the Peshawar
incident was part of a "larger conspiracy". "We
have fought against such conspiracies in the
past. God willing, the enemies of Pakistan will
continue to fail."
The militant Islamic State’s Khorasan
chapter accepted responsibility for the terror
attack. The organisation is notoriously known
for its virulently anti-Shia ideology. It has
already slaughtered many Shias in different
attacks in Afghanistan and Pakistan. In October, it martyred many Shias in Kandahar and
Kunduz attacks in Afghanistan. On January
3, 2021, armed men, belonging to the Islamic State (ISIS or ISIL), abducted and killed
around 11 Hazara coalminers in the Machh
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area of Balochistan. According to officials, “The
attackers had blindfolded the miners, tied
their hands behind their backs and shot them
at close range. Most of the victims’ throats
were also slit”. The ISIS terrorists filmed the
tragic and gruesome incident and later posted
it online.
In fact, the Tehreek-i-Taliban Pakistan
(TTP), Islamic State of Khorasan and other
terror organisations have been attacking the
Shia community indiscriminately since the
1980s. In these attacks, terrorists have already
killed hundreds of Hazara Shias. Now, it has
again targeted Shias in Pakistan, which is
dangerous for peace in the country. Along with
Shias, ISIS has also targeted other minorities
in Peshawar. In September 2021, it killed a
Sikh herbalist who had run a clinic for 20 years
in Peshawar. In January this year, it gunned
down a Christian priest who was returning
home from Sunday service.
It should be noted that 19 people,
including Awami National Party leader
Haroon Bilour, were killed in a suicide blast
in Peshawar's Yakatoot area in July 2018. The
Tehreek-i-Taliban Pakistan claimed responsibility for the blast.
In spite of these terror attacks, authorities were not alert and vigilant in the city.
There is no doubt about it that it is a sheer
failure of the law enforcement agencies. The

government should take stern action against
terrorists and their facilitators if it wants
to save people’s lives, the economy and the
country.
A daily newspaper writes: “The government is expected to change its approach to
this situation. It must convey to Kabul in very
straight terms that the Taliban’s promise of
not letting TTP use Afghan soil for attacks on
other countries is not working to our liking, to
say the very least. It does not make much sense
that Islamabad is lobbying for Kabul all over
the world, yet it’s unable to get the Taliban to
address our most basic security concerns. This
is, after all, not just a diplomatic tangle. It is being paid for in blood and tears by the ordinary
people of Pakistan, who have already paid far
too much and for far too long in this currency.
The state must put its foot down and replace
its usual condemnations and vows of rooting
out terrorism after each attack with concrete
actions that will prevent them in future”.
The government should also implement
the National Action Plan completely in the
country, which was introduced after the APS
killings in December 2014. The sole purpose of
the National Action Plan was to stop terrorism
and bring peace and prosperity to the country.
After the attack, it can be said with sadness
that the purpose of the National Action Plan
has not yet been achieved. n
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Talented teachers

S

Huma Mir

ara came home one fine day with
spilling tears. She was a third grader
and tripped up by multiplication
tables. To help gain confidence and
practice her math skills, Sara began
visiting her neighbouring tutor, Ms Zara.
Ms Zara used games and various methods targeted at the most important concepts
her student needed to learn. She helped her
feel capable and have a little fun all while
learning her timetables. Colourful flashcards
and a whiteboard were some of the tools in Ms
Zara’s toolbox. While these tools were helpful,
they were not only the game-changer for Sara
but also Ms Zara herself.
Ms Zara possesses an unusual talent for
helping students to learn. She saw problems
from Sara’s perspective, calmed her fear of
failing, and remained focused on the learning
outcome. She persisted through the challenges
with a hint of joy because she had dismissed
any lingering doubt in her student’s mind that
she could not succeed.
Many types of research have proved that
teachers with a gifted talent for the teaching
role possess the following talents:
They have a strong drive to see their
students achieve their maximum potential.
These teachers are persistent pursuers of their
students’ achievements. They own the success
of their students and persist through hesitant
blocks that threaten to deter their progress.
They establish learning environments
centered on close relationships. These teachers
have a strong belief that positive relationships
are essential for learning. Their level of care is
intense, and it is focused on the best outcomes
for students. Their students respond to their
care with increased efforts and motivation to
learn. They help individuals value one another
and each individual’s uniqueness. Those with
an innate talent for teaching can establish trust
which inspires an engaging, energetic, positive
and even joy-filled learning space.
They promote an innovative yet organized classroom structure. The most talented
teachers are, likewise, able to structure their
classroom learning environments in a way that
carefully balance freedom with discipline. They
invite creativity while never surrendering purposefulness and order. They are prepared for
teaching but flexible enough to respond to the
moment to teaching opportunities. Extremely
talented teachers are always busy finding new
ways to help students discover and learn.
Very few people can consistently
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demonstrate each of these three qualities of
highly effective teachers. But, when schools
can increase their proportion of distinctive
talented teachers, they increase the probability
that students will be highly engaged and set up
for success.
It has been strongly observed that a
small proportion of teacher applicants from its
extensive teacher insight database possess an
extreme talent for the role. Finding and identifying highly talented teachers, as early as possible, is a treasure hunt which decision-makers,
as well as nations, can ill-afford to ignore.
We must find and develop such teacher
treasures and grow them as resource banks.
These teachers could grow up to impact
young people just like Ms Zara by taking up
actionable academic planning. Such children
are sitting in each school’s classrooms not only
in Pakistan but all over the world. They are
learning not only language structures, multiplication and long division, but also about great
teaching by talented teachers. Sara dreams
about being a special education teacher one
day. She may not recall all of the methods Ms
Zara used to teach math, and by the time Sara
is old enough to teach, the curricula will have
been reinvented a dozen times over. However,
she will remember how Ms Zara made her feel
about learning by her special way of handling
her learning challenges.

An enduring talent for teaching leads to
connecting and developing young humans and
is an inborn skill that must be identified early.
We need to guide these teachers intentionally
for further required improvements as earliest
as possible. It should be obligatory for the educational decision-makers to search for gifted
teachers, find them and invest in their talent
for developing the future’s best generations.
Those young teacher treasures can be discovered in children who volunteer to help others,
they delight in others’ victories and successes,
and they are hard-working friends. When we
spot such teaching talent, we must nurture
and encourage it, help it to mature, and direct
it toward pathways to becoming an effective
educator. We must polish those young, talented teacher treasures so they may push the next
generation of students into a future in which
they too can do what they do best.
Teachers can weave critical thinking,
planning, organizing and problem-solving
skills into their teaching and that means
pushing pupils out of their comfort zones so
they see and experience the world differently.
Believe in students’ potential because teachers’ success begins with the success of their
students. n
(The writer is a senior educationist and
Lahore-based freelance writer
OPINION

Freeing Canada from
colonial freedom
Azeezah Kanji

W

idely depicted as an
“un-Canadian” aberration, the “Freedom”
Convoy movement that
recently terrorised cities
across Canada – purportedly to protest against
pandemic restrictions – is a grotesque reflection
of the Canadian state itself.
Political leaders denounced the convoy’s
“illegal occupation” of the national capital,
Ottawa: a city that occupies unceded Algonquin territory, as the government’s own “land
acknowledgement” admits. Politicians deplored
convoy members’ defacement of the “sacred
ground” of the Ottawa war memorial – even as
the state’s own assault on sacred Indigenous
lands and waters proceeds apace, enabled by
Canadian court rulings excluding Indigenous
claims from religious freedom rights. Pundits
decried the convoy’s “co-optation” of “peaceful” Canadian symbols like the maple leaf flag,
flown alongside Nazi and Confederate emblems. This is the same maple leaf that adorns
the forces of Canadian state violence, from the
soldiers who tortured a Somali youth to death
in “Canada’s forgotten Abu Ghraib moment”
30 years ago, to the police officers brutalising
Indigenous land protectors in the present.
“Occupying, making the lives of the
people who live there unbearable, and holding
the government hostage” are not novel tactics
invented by the convoy, as some liberal critics
have suggested. Rather, this is settler colonialism’s longstanding modus operandi against the
Indigenous nations it has aimed to supplant.
The Royal Canadian Mounted Police (RCMP),
for instance, originated as a paramilitary body
to “clear the plains” of its original inhabitants,
including by deliberate starvation to coerce
relocation onto reserves.
Some right-wing American convoy supporters have been calling for the United States
to “invade” Canada; as left-wing commentators
previously issued satirical calls, during the
Trump era, for Canada to “invade” the US.
Across the political divide, there is a common
erasure of the fact that both the US and Canada
are already invaded – states built on stolen
Indigenous lands, and stolen Black and Indigenous lives. The metastasis of Canadian-inspired
“freedom” convoys across Western states such
as the US, New Zealand and France continues a long tradition: the transnational trade
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in techniques of domination between “white
men’s countries” (as they once proudly styled
themselves). For example, there is evidence that
Canada’s anti-Indigenous reserve system was
a blueprint for South Africa’s apartheid, which
in turn was a model for Israel’s bantustanisation of Palestine. “White Canada” immigration
policies were inspired by “White Australia”
and “White New Zealand” policies, which also
informed anti-Asian exclusion laws in the US.
While non-white immigration to Canada
was overtly restricted until 1962, American Ku
Klux Klan members were not only welcomed
but accorded asylum from prosecution for violent crimes. In the 1920s and ’30s, rates of Klan
membership were higher in some Canadian
cities than in neighbouring American states
– although the Canadian Knights of the KKK
distinguished themselves from their allegedly
“lawless” American brethren by affixing maple
leaf insignias on their white robes.
Then as now, the fetishisation of Canadian “civility” – pervasive in commentary on the
convoy – serves as a mask for white supremacy.
The exemplary conduct of the Klansmen in
Canada was praised at the time by Canadian
police, politicians and media, which hailed
the “non-violence” of their cross-burnings,
the “orderliness” of their kidnappings, and the
“courteousness” of their “white justice”.
The recent spectacle of Canadian police
and military figures supporting, schmoozing,
and sympathising with convoy participants
thus perpetuates another tradition – the pub-

lic-private partnership in upholding the racial
order of the settler state. From the 16th-century
Spanish “discoverers”-qua-demolishers of the
so-called New World to 17th to 19th-century
genocidal American militias and “slave patrols”:
colonial sovereigns have long deputised private
settlers to enact violence against the colonised
and enslaved. Though some of the “excesses”
of deputised violence are disciplined – particularly those that threaten the profitability and
reputability of the colonial enterprise, as did
the convoy – the underlying hierarchy of being
is preserved intact.
And so, Canadian police and security
agencies have looked away as white supremacist groups amass arsenals, while Indigenous,
Muslim and Black communities are intensively
securitised and surveilled. Canadian courts
have exonerated settlers who kill Indigenous
“trespassers,” while Indigenous nations are
criminalised for the non-violent defence of their
own ancestral lands.
The “Freedom” Convoy was permitted to
“occupy” Ottawa and other cities for over three
weeks – despite having proposed the overthrow
of the Canadian government – while Indigenous, Black and homeless peoples’ resistance to
state brutality has been crushed with an iron
fist. Day one of the Ottawa convoy blockade,
January 29, was the fifth anniversary of the
Quebec mosque shooting: a manifestation of
the systemic Islamophobia inscribed by state
“war on terror” practices exposing Muslims to
expulsion, torture and death.
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The roar and rant
of the opposition

It is only natural that people express themselves in times of emotional euphoria as well
as in times of economic distress. They speak
up as and what the situation demands. Two
recent disparate incidents can shed some light
on the matter; the thumping win of Lahore
Qalandars and the subsequent jubilation
of the Lahoris, and the protest by people in
Gwadar against the non-availability of civic
facilities. In both cases the outpouring was
overwhelming, underlining the fact that people act on their impulses and urgings without
support from the power structures.
In contrast, politicians cannot deliver a
bit without the wholehearted participation
of the public. In their pursuit of change in
the country, they should learn it fast, because
as of now, their daily endeavours on prime
time TV slots have led to nothing. Without
popular support, a meaningful change in
Pakistan will remain a distant dream as the
skewed political system does not favour it.
The representatives it sends have neither the
capacity nor the will to serve. As a result, the
gulf has widened to such an extent that it has
become impossible for the midgets of politics
to bridge it. That is why they, in order to
show off their popularity among the public,
gather a rented crowd, which despite its
presence cannot replicate the vibrancy of an
organic crowd.
Being a student of political history
of Pakistan, I have seen popular reactions
against the governments. One such reaction I
saw was against the Ayub Khan government
when it hiked the price of sugar by a few paisas. The public did not accept it and came out
across the country, and the government had
to bow down. If we juxtapose the current situation of unprecedented hyperinflation with
that of the Ayub episode, there should have
been chaos everywhere in the country, with
people taking to the streets. It would not have
been life as usual, which is the case.
If the masses are unresponsive even in
the face of rampant overall price escalation,
it is because they doubt the intentions of the
opposition. Or else, the people would have
responded, as they do off and on. Hence,
blaming the people for not supporting the
opposition in its efforts to dethrone the
government signifies their own frustration.
Before moving any further, the opposition
should do a thorough soul-searching as to
what really is stopping it from achieving its
political objectives. It will not take them too
long to realise that the reason is nothing but
its discredited leadership that has lost public
trust. The rented crowd and the night-time
rants on electronic media would not change
anything.
Imbroglios, like the present one, would
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keep transpiring and fading out till a responsible class of politicians replaces the present
lot. It is high time the political parties found
a clean leadership, which may give people
something to look forward to.
Aslam Aziz Khanzada
Hyderabad

Ukraine crisis

It is mind boggling that a statesman like
Vladimir Putin, who had earlier asked for Nato
membership, has now become its bitter rival.
After coming to power, Putin had asked for
Nato membership and so did Mikhail Gorbachev at the time of the disintegration of the
Soviet Union.
Moreover, Putin was quick to contact
George Bush after 9/11, offering him troops
and access to Central Asian countries for
any counter-terrorism campaign. From 1992
to 2007, the Russian attitude was that of a
pacifist, while the West, led by the United
States, bombed the Balkans, enlarged the Nato
eastward, and continuously armed the Russian
neighbours. The bid to bring Ukraine into its
sphere of influence turned out to be the last
straw on the proverbial camel’s back. The bear
has been pushed to the extent that it had no
option but to retaliate. In effect, it means the
culprit in the ongoing crisis is not Putin, but
the West.
The conventional wisdom in the West
is that Putin is aggressive and bent upon
‘rebuilding the Soviet Union’. Hillary Clinton
even compared him with Adolf Hitler. The
advocates of this claim give the regaining of
Crimea and Ukraine invasion as evidence of
Moscow’s desire to keep things moving. This is
a false claim because Russia is a ‘super power
in decline’; considering its economy and other
factors, it cannot target expansion even if it
wishes to. Besides, we have a geopolitical lesson from Afghanistan, Iraq and other invasions
that an imperial power cannot oppress nationalism for long and is bound to be on its knees.
The Kremlin has been responsive in its
actions only after the Nato’s Bucharest Summit
in 2008, which proclaimed that Ukraine would
soon become part of Nato. This was further
confirmed by the coup against president
Viktor Yanukovych which made Moscow even
more insecure. Russia could not let the strategically important port of Sevastopol in the
Black Sea to become a Nato naval base.
Additionally, the 2013 bill passed in
Ukraine limited autonomy and suppressed
linguistic freedom of Russian-speaking
Ukrainians, forcing Russia to regain Crimea.
After that, there was a brief pause in hostilities between Russia and the West until the
Trump administration started militarising
Ukraine and bombing Siberia through Ukraine
and Georgia. This can be understood by the
assumption that if Russia or China gets into

a military alliance with Mexico or Canada,
would it not anger the West? The Cuban missile crisis is a perfect example to understand
the argument.
Hence, it was not Russia that marched
to the West, rather the West walked to the
Kremlin doors. It was obvious and natural that
Moscow would retaliate. In a mess created by
the West, the solutions it is presenting seem
unrealistic. Dialogues would hardly work since
there is no trust left. There have been dialogues
since the disintegration of the Soviet Union,
but every time the Kremlin has felt deceived.
US secretary James Baker had promised
that Nato would not expand; such promises
were repeated after each expansion in 1999
and 2004. No security assurances were given
to Russia, and no protection of the rights of
the minority groups in Ukraine was offered.
Ukraine’s absurd foreign policy, supported by
the US, made matters worse. The better way
forward is to use Ukraine as a buffer between
Russia and the West which was there before
2014. Furthermore, Nato’s eastward march has
no justification and should cease.
Lastly, the ethnic groups should be given
freedom to practise their own culture and use
their own language. This has been repeated in
dialogues in Minsk. It is high time the West
embraced the realities and responsibilities of
the crisis created by its hegemonic ambitions.
Muhammad Sharif Otho
Sobhodero

Power politics

The political storm surrounding the government and the meetings taking place in favour
or against the no-confidence motion are nothing, but power politics which has nothing to
do with the people except the desire of the political elite to rule over them. The common man
has different problems, like inflation. In these
times when the country is facing a myriad of
domestic and regional challenges, one expects
the political leadership to focus on governance,
not to indulge in power politics.
Nasir Ali Shaikh
Shahdadkot

Western hypocrisy

It was interesting that a group of diplomats
from European Union member states and
major non-European powers submitted a letter
to the Foreign Office in Islamabad, urging
Pakistan to support a resolution condemning
Russia’s aggression in Ukraine and demanding
its immediate withdrawal.
On the other hand, these countries never
raised concerns over the long-running atrocities in Palestine, occupied Kashmir, Myanmar
and such other places. If this is not hypocrisy
and double standards, what is?
Dr Sabeeh Haider
Karachi
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Earth’s purported ‘nearest
black hole’ isn’t a black hole
Liz Kruesi

The nearest black hole to Earth isn’t
a black hole at all. Instead, what
scientists thought was a stellar
triplet — two stars and a black hole
— is actually a pair of stars caught in
a unique stage of evolution. In May
2020, a team of astronomers reported that the star system HR 6819 was probably made up of a bright, massive star locked in a tight, 40-day orbit with a nonfeeding, invisible black
hole plus a second star orbiting farther away. At about 1,000 light-years
from Earth, that would make this black hole the nearest to us. But over
the following months, other teams analyzed the same data and came to a
different conclusion: The system hosts only two stars and no black hole.
Now, the original team and one of the follow-up teams have joined forces
and looked at HR 6819 with more powerful telescopes that collect a
different type of data. The new data can make out finer details on the sky,
allowing the astronomers to definitively see how many objects are in the
system and what type of objects they are, the teams report in the March
Astronomy & Astrophysics. Previous observations of HR 6819 showed
it as a unit, so astronomers couldn’t differentiate the objects in the
system nor their masses. To nail down HR 6819’s true nature, Frost and
colleagues turned to the Very Large Telescope Array, a network of four
interconnected telescopes in Chile that can essentially see the separate
stars. “It allowed us to disentangle that original signal definitively, which
is really important to determine how many stars were in it, and whether
one of them was a black hole,” Frost says. The scientists think one of the
stars is a massive bright blue star that has been siphoning material from
its companion star’s bloated atmosphere. That companion star now has
little gaseous atmosphere left.

Most Americans report
overwhelming stress levels
Carolyn Crist

A large majority of Americans are reporting high stress levels due to financial concerns, inflation, the COVID-19
pandemic, and the Russian invasion of
Ukraine, according to a new poll from the
American Psychological Association. Done
March 1-3 by The Harris Poll, the annual “Stress in America” survey found
that more adults rated inflation and the Russia-Ukraine situation as major
stressors than any other issue asked about in the 15-year history of the
poll. What’s more, money stress was ranked at the highest recorded level
since 2015. “The number of people who say they’re significantly stressed
about these most recent events is stunning relative to what we’ve seen
since we began the survey in 2007,” Arthur C. Evans Jr., PhD, the association’s CEO, said in a statement “Americans have been doing their best to
persevere over these past two tumultuous years, but these data suggest
that we’re now reaching unprecedented levels of stress that will challenge
our ability to cope,” he said. The top sources of stress were the rise in prices for everyday items due to inflation -- namely gas prices, energy bills and
grocery costs -- followed by supply chain issues and global uncertainty.
About 87% of respondents said inflation was a significant source of stress,
followed by 81% for supply chain issues and 81% for global uncertainty.
In addition, 80% said they were stressed about potential retaliation from
Russia through cyberattacks or nuclear threats, and 80% cited overall
concerns about the Russian invasion of Ukraine.
ROUNDUP

The mysterious Hiawatha
crater in Greenland is
58 million years old
Carolyn Gramling

The powerful impact that
created a mysterious crater at the
northwestern edge of Greenland’s ice sheet happened about
58 million years ago, researchers
report in Science Advances.
That timing, confirmed by two separate dating methods, means that
the asteroid or comet or meteorite that carved the depression struck
long before the Younger Dryas cold snap about 13,000 years ago. Some
researchers have suggested the cold spell was caused by such an impact.
Scientists spotted the crater in 2015 during a scan by NASA’s Operation
IceBridge, which used airborne radar to measure the ice sheet’s thickness. Those and other data revealed that the crater, dubbed Hiawatha,
is a round depression that spans 31 kilometers and is buried beneath a
kilometer of ice. The next step was to determine how old the Hiawatha
crater might be. Though the depression itself is unreachable, meltwater
at the ice’s base had ported out pebbles and other sediments bearing
telltale signs of alteration by an impact, including sand from partially
melted rocks and pebbles containing intensely deformed, or “shocked,”
zircon crystals. Geochemist Gavin Kenny of the Swedish Museum of
Natural History in Stockholm and colleagues dated these alterations using two methods based on the radioactive decay of isotopes, or different
forms of elements. For the zircons, the team measured the decay of uranium to lead, and in the sand, the researchers compared the abundances
of radioactive argon isotopes with stable ones. Both methods suggest
that the impact occurred about 57.99 million years ago.

COVID-19 pandemic could
boost global dementia rates
Megan Brooks

Problems with mental skills like thinking, remembering, and learning are common after severe COVID-19 infection,
according to new research. These longterm effects of COVID-19 could “significantly increase the worldwide dementia
burden,” says study leader Yan-Jiang Wang, MD, PhD, director of the
Department of Neurology and Center for Clinical Neuroscience at
Daping Hospital in Chongqing, China. The study, which compared
rates of dementia and its precursor, mild cognitive impairment, in
people who recovered from COVID-19 to people who didn’t get
infected, was published in JAMA Neurology. The researchers identified nearly 1500 people age 60 and older who’d been hospitalized
for COVID-19 in Wuhan, China, 260 of whom had severe illness,
and followed up with them 6 months and 1 year later to assess their
cognitive function. The researchers also assessed the cognitive function of over 400 spouses of the hospitalized people who did not get
COVID-19, as a comparison group. Before they were infected with
COVID-19, none of the study participants had cognitive problems, a
neurological disorder or a family history of dementia, or severe heart,
liver or kidney disease or cancer. A year after leaving the hospital,
12.5% of the COVID-19 survivors had developed cognitive problems.
Dementia and mild cognitive impairment were significantly more
common in people who’d had severe COVID-19 than in ones who’d
had cases that weren’t severe or didn’t get the disease.
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