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Can Pakistan get
rid of IMF?

F

Shahid Hussain

inance Minister Shaukat Tarin is optimistic that Pakistan will not need
another International Monetary
Fund (IMF) bailout package after
completing the ongoing funding
facility if the country achieves a 6pc growth
rate for the next fiscal year. However, Pakistan’s past experience shows that only high
growth does not matter. Though Pakistan has
introduced reforms and stopped keeping the
rupee artificially low against the US dollar, yet
its fluctuating current account deficit shows it
will have to increase its exports, increase tax
collection and stop reliance on remittances sent
by Pakistanis abroad to avoid borrowing from
national and international sources in the future.
Pakistan’s current account has been fluctuating and so are its foreign reserves, which
have forced the country to seek IMF bailout
packages in the past. According to State
Bank of Pakistan’s (SBP) weekly report, total
liquid foreign exchange reserves held by the
country stood at $21.44 billion as of March 18,
compared to $22.283 billion on March 11, 2022.
The exchange reserves fell sharply by $844
million in a week, mainly due to external debt
payments. During the period under review,
the SBP’s foreign exchange reserves moved
downward and reached below the $15 billion
mark, while the reserves held by the commercial banks rose slightly. The SBP’s foreign
exchange reserves decreased by $869 million
to reach $14.962 billion as against $15.832
billion a week earlier due to external debt and
other payments. Net foreign reserves held by
commercial banks increased by $25 million to
stand at $6.477 billion at the end of the week.
The foreign exchange reserves continue to
weaken after higher external debt servicing
and other official payments. The government
is also making efforts to build the depleting
foreign exchange reserves with the support of
international financial institutions and issuance of bonds in the international market.
On the other hand, Pakistan’s current account deficit decreased by 78pc to $545 million
month-on-month in February, the lowest in
the ongoing fiscal year. According to the State
Bank of Pakistan, the deficit stood at $2.531
billion in January. “In February, the current
account deficit fell sharply to $0.5b, the lowest
in FY22 and only one-fifth the level in January,”
the SBP noted. The deficit is also the lowest
since April 2021, when it was recorded at $262
4

million after which it gradually rose, putting
pressure on the local currency as well. Cumulatively, during the eight-month period of the
ongoing fiscal year (July-February), the deficit
stood at $12.1 billion compared to a surplus of
$994 million during the same eight months of
the previous fiscal year (FY21).
As pressure mounted, the rupee plunged
and reached an all-time low at Rs181.73 against
the US dollar recently. A strong dollar not
only pushes up fuel prices but also leaves all
essentials more expensive in a country like
Pakistan, which depends heavily on imports.
However, in February, Pakistan's import bill
showed some respite as the import of goods
decreased to $5.166 billion, down from $6.314
billion in January.
Pakistan’s exports reached $100 million
per day in February, which is an impressive
record for the economy. According to the
provisional figures by the Pakistan Bureau of
Statistics (PBS) exports from Pakistan during
February 2022 grew by 7.9pc to $2.820 billion
as compared to $2.614 billion in January 2022.
They increased by 36.4pc as compared to
$2.068 billion in February 2021. The imports in
February decreased by 2.14pc to $5.907 billion
as compared to $6.036 million in January.
According to the provisional data released by the Federal Board of Revenue (FBR),
it exceeded the target of Rs3.53 trillion by
Rs268 billion and collected Rs3.79 trillion for
the first eight months of the current fiscal year.
The revenue collection in February stood at
Rs443.3 billion, which is Rs2.3 billion higher
than the target of Rs441 billion. In comparison

to the last year, tax collection increased by
29pc in February from Rs345 billion to Rs443
billion. The new revenue target of the government is Rs6.1 trillion.
Despite the positives, Pakistan continues
to face internal and external pressures which
started to emerge in 2021, including a widening current account deficit and depreciation
pressures on the exchange rate which also
reinforced domestic price pressures. According
to the IMF, Pakistan’s economy is set to keep
on recovering in the current fiscal year, with
real GDP growth projected at 4pc. In its latest
report, the IMF warned Pakistan that inflation
in the country was “expected to pick up this
year before gradually slowing down.” It also reminded Pakistan that “continued commitment
to a market-determined exchange rate and a
prudent macroeconomic policy mix will help reduce the current account deficit, and ease external pressures over the medium term.” It urged
Pakistan to make extra efforts to revitalise its
economy, noting that recent policy adjustments
in Pakistan were “appropriate to address these
challenges” and maintain economic stability.
“Further ambitious efforts to remove structural impediments and facilitate the structural
transformation of the economy will help unlock
sustainable and resilient growth,” it noted.
The latest economic indicators show that
Pakistan can easily avoid the IMF for its financial needs in the future if it continues its efforts
for structural impediments. The country will
have to improve and diversify its exports to
earn more dollars to meet its needs and provide
basic facilities to its people.
ECONOMICS

A united front against challenges
facing the Muslim world

R

Nasim Ahmed

ecently, Pakistan played a proud
host to the 48th session of the OIC
Council of Foreign Ministers at a
time when critical challenges face
Muslim peoples in many parts of
the world. Apart from the long festering issues
of Kashmir and Palestine, the sputtering war
in Iraq and Syria, internecine conflict in Libya
and Lebanon, Islamophobia has emerged as a
serious threat to the human rights and physical
safety of the vulnerable Muslim population in
India and Western countries.
Forty-six countries participated in
the moot at the ministerial level, while other
countries were represented by senior officials.
Nearly 800 delegates attended the Islamabad
meeting. Chinese Foreign Minister Wang Yi
was the special guest at the conference. It was
the first time in the OIC’s history that a Chinese foreign minister attended its foreign ministers’ meeting, indicating Beijing’s expanding
role in the Muslim world.
The highlight of the two-day conference
of OIC Foreign Ministers was its strong affirmation of support for the cause of Palestine
and Kashmir freedom struggles. OIC Secretary
General Hissein Brahim Taha, while speaking
at a media conference at the end of the meeting of the 57-member body, said: “Palestine
remains high on the agenda of the OIC and was
discussed thoroughly. All participating ministers reiterated their support for the Palestine
cause”.
The question of Jammu and Kashmir was
thoroughly discussed and the participating
member-states in the conference reaffirmed
and reiterated their unstinting support for the
inalienable right of self-determination of the
Kashmiri people.
The meeting agenda included deliberations on the situation in Palestine, Indian Illegally Occupied Jammu and Kashmir (IIOJ&K)
and Afghanistan. Also, issues pertaining to
Africa and Muslims in Europe and developments in Yemen, Libya, Sudan, Somalia and
Syria were taken up at the meeting. Islamophobia, international terrorism and cooperation in
economic, cultural, social, humanitarian, and
scientific domains were the other subjects that
came under discussion.
A wide-ranging Islamabad Declaration
containing as many as 70 points was adopted
at the end of the conference. Foreign Minister
Shah Mahmood Qureshi, while speaking at the
conference, said Palestine and Kashmir were
two glaring examples of injustice, oppression,
OPINION

occupation, and human rights violations. On
the Kashmir issue, the Islamabad conclave
marked a step forward as Foreign Minister
Qureshi later told the media that a ministerial
committee of the OIC would work with other
states to “go beyond resolutions” on Kashmir
and “chart the way forward”. An action plan
will also be formulated in this regard.
He said the OIC Contact Group on Occupied Kashmir had decided that its members
would meet more frequently to coordinate
their positions on the dispute and monitor
human rights violations. “We have a clear plan
of action (on Kashmir) for the members of the
contact group, the secretary general, the secretariat, the special envoy, and the OIC independent permanent human rights commission,” he
maintained.
In the context of increasing atrocities
by the Indian occupation forces, it is of great
significance that the Islamabad Declaration renewed its pledge of solidarity with the people
of Kashmir and expressed complete support
for their UN-sanctioned right to self-determination. It condemned the human rights
violations in IIOJ&K and strongly rejected
India’s illegal and unilateral actions related to
Kashmir since August 5, 2019.
To quote the Islamabad Declaration,
“We declare that the final settlement of the
Jammu and Kashmir dispute in accordance
with UN Security Council resolutions is
indispensable for durable peace in South Asia.
We reiterate our call on India to: reverse its
unilateral and illegal measures instituted since

5th August 2019; cease its oppression and human rights violations against the Kashmiris in
IIOJ&K; halt and reverse attempts to alter the
demographic structure and to redraw electoral
constituencies in IIOJ&K; and take concrete
and meaningful steps for full implementation
of the UN Security Council resolutions on Jammu and Kashmir.”
Among other things, the OIC Foreign
Ministers also expressed concern over an
Indian missile striking a building in Pakistani
territory on March 9 and put their weight
behind Pakistan’s demand for a joint probe to
accurately establish facts.
The declaration acknowledged Pakistan’s pivotal role as an anchor of stability in
South Asia, and commended its role and efforts
for promotion of regional peace, based on the
UN Charter principles, including sovereign
equality of States, political independence, nonuse or threat of use of force and pacific settlement of disputes. In this connection, the OIC
resolution sent a strong message of caution to
the fascist Modi regime which has adopted a
blatantly belligerent stand against Pakistan in
recent years.
A special highlight of the Islamabad
conference was the presence of the Chinese
Foreign Minister which indicated Beijing’s
desire to expand its ties with the Islamic bloc
and its willingness to invest millions of dollars
in Muslim countries under its Belt and Road
Initiative. His participation also came as a refutation of rumours of a slowdown in the pace of
CPEC projects.
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World food crisis
looms large
Muhammad Asim Nisar

T

he world is faced with a serious food crisis. First, there was
the coronavirus pandemic and
then soon after followed the
Ukraine-Russia war. The two
warring countries are among the top wheat
growers in the world and are considered to be
the bread basket of Europe. Supplies from the
two sources are set to dwindle in the coming
months.
Already, worldwide wheat prices are
soaring, raising the spectre of severe food
shortages and hunger in some regions of the
globe. Much of the western US has been hit
by drought, which has been made worse
by climate change. Some regions have been
particularly hard hit. In Washington state, last
year’s heat wave and drought caused wheat
production to plummet to about half of its total the year before. Amidst the raging war, the
Ukrainian government has banned the export
of wheat and other food staples in order to protect essential supplies for its own population.
It is relevant to add here that combined
together Ukraine and Russia make up about
30 percent of global wheat exports. In recent
years growing hunger has afflicted a large
number of people around the world. From 720
million to 811 million people faced hunger in
2020, according to a recent report by the Food
and Agriculture Organization of the United
Nations.
A recent UN report said that world food
prices, already surging because of the pandemic, reached an all-time high in February this
year, when they increased by about 2.1 percent.
Wheat is a global commodity and war-related
shortages are making prices more volatile. The
United States exports about half of its wheat
supply but is now limiting the supplies.
According to experts, in the coming
days, the situation threatens to become
more severe for countries that rely heavily on
grain imports. They include countries in the
Middle East, Northern Africa and Asia. About
one-third of Ukraine’s total wheat exports
go to three countries: Egypt, Indonesia and
Bangladesh.
On the other hand, sanctions against
Russia have driven up oil and gas prices, which
increases the cost of using tractors in the field
and transporting wheat to major markets by
6

truck. Fertilizer costs are also rising, driven by
high demand and high gas prices. As the price
of crops, like wheat and corn, rise, farmers try
to capitalize and apply more nitrogen fertilizer. Many fertilizers are produced through a
chemical process involving natural gas. About
75 percent of producing these fertilizers is
actually the cost of natural gas. Herbicides and
pesticides, which are tangled up in production
and supply chain slowdowns, remain in short
supply and are now priced higher. In times
of peace, Ukrainian farmers would now be
preparing to plant their spring wheat crop. By
late summer, they’d look to harvest the winter
wheat that’s already been planted and is lying
dormant now.
Recently, while meeting with allies in
Brussels, US President Biden warned that global food shortages are a real danger as a result of
the Russian invasion of Ukraine and said that
along with the European governments they
would step up their hunger-relief programs
and encourage farmers to grow more food.
Russia and Ukraine are among the
world’s largest exporters of wheat and corn.
Warfare and economic sanctions are expected
to sharply reduce grain exports in the nearterm and suppress crop production this year.
An additional 13 million people around the
world could be pushed into hunger because of
high food prices and supply disruptions caused
by the war. The global hunger rate of 9.9%

was already the highest in 13 years, due to the
pandemic.
During a meeting of the Group of Seven
industrialized countries recently, G7 leaders
said they are monitoring the situation closely
and would do what is necessary to prevent
the evolving global food security crisis. In a
statement, they said that they would redouble their efforts to provide direct food aid
and other forms of assistance to continue the
necessary support for agricultural innovation
and sustainable productivity growth to ensure
global food security.
The US has also announced an additional
$1 billion in humanitarian assistance for those
affected by the Russia-Ukraine war and its
impact around the world, including a marked
rise in food insecurity. America provided $4.6
billion in food aid and nutrition assistance in
2021. The European Commission has also now
decided to allow farmers to plant crops on
fallowed land to grow more food to meet the
global grain shortage.
In the given circumstances, Pakistan
also needs to increase its food security by
ramping up agricultural production and for
this purpose lower the prices of various farm
inputs like seeds and fertilizers. At the same
time, the government should take immediate
steps to build up its grain reserves to deal
with any emergency food needs in the coming
months. n
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Pakistan’s diplomatic
prominence

I

Muhammad Ali

t is a great achievement of Pakistan that
it once again represented the aspersions of over 1.5 billion people of the
Muslim world in the 48th session of the
Organisation of Islamic Cooperation
(OIC) Council of Foreign Ministers.
The meeting discussed all internal and external
challenges facing Muslim countries. However,
as Prime Minister Imran Khan pointed out, the
Islamic world would have to forge their own
bloc and make an action plan to solve issues of
their people and Muslims living in non-Muslim
countries.
Forty-six countries and about 800
delegates participated in the OIC session in
Islamabad. Chinese Foreign Minister Wang Yi
was the special guest. His historic participation
represents his country’s desire to build partnership with Muslim countries for solidarity,
development, security and civilisation in the
turbulent and transforming world. He proposed
enhanced communication between China and
the Muslim world and emphasised adherence to the principles of mutual respect and
mutual trust, accommodating each other’s core
concerns, collaboration for the realisation of
common development, learning from each other
and safeguarding the diversity of civilisations
in the world. He also announced his country’s
unwavering support to Pakistan on Indian Illegally Occupied Jammu and Kashmir (IIOJ&K).
Wang said, “China shares the same hope as the
OIC on Kashmir,” which angered India.
Besides, the Chinese minister’s participation and remarks, it was Prime Minister Imran
Khan, who stole the show. In his address,
he urged unity among Muslim countries for
protecting their interests in a divided world
and reminded the OIC of its failures on Kashmir and Palestine issues and Muslim leaders’
weak stance on Islamophobia and extremism.
“Unless we are united, unless we take a united
stand, we will be nowhere. India and Israel
are committing war crimes in Kashmir and
Palestine with impunity because they think
Muslim countries are too ineffective to stand
up to their actions. We have failed both the
Palestinians and the people of Kashmir. I am
sad to say that we have been able to make no
impact at all,” he stressed.
In its declaration, the OIC renewed
solidarity with the people of Kashmir and expressed complete support for their inalienable
right to self-determination. It also condemned
human rights violations in IIOJ&K and
OPINION

rejected India’s illegal and unilateral actions
related to Kashmir since August 5, 2019. “We
declare that the final settlement of the Jammu
and Kashmir dispute in accordance with UN
Security Council resolutions is indispensable
for durable peace in South Asia. We reiterate
our call on India to reverse its unilateral and
illegal measures instituted since 5th August
2019; cease its oppression and human rights violations against the Kashmiris in IIOJ&K; halt
and reverse attempts to alter the demographic
structure and to redraw electoral constituencies in IIOJ&K; and take concrete and meaningful steps for full implementation of the UN
Security Council resolutions on Jammu and
Kashmir,” the Islamabad Declaration said.
The OIC foreign ministers also expressed
concern over an Indian missile striking a
building in Pakistani territory on March 9 and
put their weight behind Pakistan’s demand
for a joint probe to accurately establish facts.
“We acknowledge Pakistan’s pivotal role as an
anchor of stability in South Asia, and commend
its role and efforts for promotion of regional
peace, based on the UN Charter principles
including sovereign equality of States, political
independence, non-use or threat of use of force
and pacific settlement of disputes,” the foreign
ministers noted.
It is also to the credit of Pakistan and
Prime Minister Imran Khan that the United Nations General Assembly (UNGA) has
approved a resolution to mark March 15 as
International Day to Combat Islamophobia.
The resolution, introduced by Pakistan on
behalf of the OIC, was adopted by consensus by
the 193-member world body and co-sponsored
by 55 mainly Muslim countries, emphasised
the right to freedom of religion and belief and
recalled a 1981 resolution calling for “the elimination of all forms of intolerance and of discrim-

ination based on religion or belief”. It marks the
day when a gunman entered two mosques in
Christchurch, New Zealand, killing 51 people
and injuring 40 others. The resolution expresses deep concern at “the overall rise in instances
of discrimination, intolerance and violence,
regardless of the actors, directed against members of many religions and other communities
in various parts of the world, including cases
motivated by Islamophobia, anti-Semitism,
Christianophobia and prejudices against persons of other religions or beliefs”. The resolution asks all countries, UN bodies, international
and regional organisations, civil society, the
private sector, and faith-based organisations
“to organise and support various high-visibility
events aimed at effectively increasing awareness
at all levels about curbing Islamophobia”, and to
observe the new International Day to Combat
Islamophobia. Formally introducing the resolution, Pakistan’s UN envoy Munir Akram said
Islamophobia had become a reality that was
proliferating in several parts of the world. “Such
acts of discrimination, hostility and violence
towards Muslims – individuals and communities – constitute grave violations of their human
rights, and violate their freedom of religion and
belief. It is particularly alarming these days, for
it has emerged as a new form of racism characterised by xenophobia, negative profiling and
stereotyping of Muslims,” he warned.
The OIC session and the United Nations
General Assembly (UNGA)’s approval of a
resolution to mark March 15 as International
Day to Combat Islamophobia have improved
Pakistan’s image in the Muslim world. It also
increased the falling popularity of Prime Minister Imran Khan in the country. However, the
OIC should go beyond resolutions on issues of
the Islamic world and make an action plan to
solve them.
7

The vote of no-confidence
and democratic stability

P

Raza Khan

akistan is heading for a political
crisis of gargantuan proportions as
there would possibly be an impasse
on the issue of the no-confidence
motion submitted by the opposition parties against Prime Minister Imran
Khan. There are many constitutional, legal
and technical issues related to the motion. The
motion was submitted on March 8. According
to the Constitution, voting on the motion shall
take place within seven working days of its
submission. Everyone, including the media
and the opposition groups, was anticipating
that the voting on the motion would take place
on or before March 21. However, it has not
happened.
In between, there was an Organisation of
Islamic Cooperation (OIC) foreign ministers
conference on March 22 and March 23, which
is also the national day of Pakistan, due to
which the Speaker did not call the National
Assembly session. The opposition parties have
alleged that Speaker Asad Qaiser, belonging
to Prime Minister Imran Khan’s Pakistan
Tehreek-e-Insaf (PTI) party, breached his
constitutional oath by not calling the session
and putting off the vote of no-confidence. An
important technical point was raised by the
PTI government and its legal minds. The point
was that as the opposition parties had submitted the no-confidence motion to the National
Assembly Secretariat and as no session was
called, therefore, the motion was of no effect
unless it was tabled on the floor of the assembly. As the Speaker called the session on March
25, it means that the no-confidence motion
could only be practically taken up in April.
The most important question about the
no-confidence motion against Prime Minister Imran Khan is: whether the ruling party
members could be allowed to vote in favour of
the motion or not? The government has already
asked the Supreme Court of Pakistan to guide
it on the matter of floor-crossing by the Members of National Assembly. The government
was forced to invoke the advisory jurisdiction
of the Supreme Court as several of its MNAs rebelled against the party and most likely would
vote in favour of the no-confidence against
Prime Minister Imran Khan. In order to prevent
the ruling party Members of National Assembly
(MNAs) from voting in favour of the motion,
the government is taking every possible measure. In this regard, Prime Minister Imran Khan
8

is holding rallies across the country to garner
public support against the opposition. Earlier,
it was expected that the voting on the motion
would take place on March 27, as the ruling
party leaders claimed that those intending to
vote in favour of the motion would have to pass
through the ruling party’s public gathering. It
was basically psychological intimidation by
the ruling party to stop its members from going
against the party line.
Now the position about the voting of the
ruling party or any Member of the National
Assembly has become quite clear. That is every
member could vote irrespective whether in
favour or against the motion and in no way any
member could be stopped from voting either
through force or legally by the Speaker. However, the most important point in the whole
episode regarding voting by MNAs on the
motion is that whether the vote of a member
against the party policy would be counted or
not? The legal fraternity and political parties
are divided on the issue. The opposition parties
and one section of the legal fraternity contends
that the votes of MNAs against their party line
could be counted. Only after an MNA votes
against their own party that a party head could
send a reference against them for violating the
party line to the National Assembly Speaker,
who could then ask the Election Commission
of Pakistan to de-seat the member. The ruling
party’s position is antipodal to the opposition.
The government and another section of the
legal fraternity think that the vote of MNAs
cast against the party policy in the motion
cannot be counted and the voting is sufficient
to disqualify the member according to the
constitutional provisions.
Objectively and logically speaking, if

floor-crossing, particularly on the matter of
the no-confidence motion against the prime
minister according to the Article 63 and its various provisions, is not allowed, then how come
the vote of a dissenting or rebelling member
could be counted? In particular, when the
voting could be instrumental in bringing down
a legitimate and elected government. Not only
is it a matter of sending an elected government
packing but also creating political instability
of gargantuan portions in the country. Another
important aspect of the situation is that if the
vote of a rebelling MNA could be counted and
only then he or she could be disqualified for
committing an act constitutionally forbidden,
then what good is this disqualification for?
As the matter of interpretation of the
provisions of disqualification and voting of
rebelling and floor-crossing MNAs is before
the Supreme Court, it would be decided within
days before the National Assembly takes up
voting on the motion. However, whatever
the interpretation of the court, the vote of
no-confidence has ostensibly bright chances
of success, provided ruling party members are
allowed to cross floor and vote in favour of the
motion. However, there would be large-scale
political, economic, social and psychological
consequences of a successful vote of no-confidence. It would legitimise and further reinforce
already institutionalized political corruption
in the country, which has been eating the roots
of democracy. The victim of a successful vote
of no-confidence would not only be the PTI or
Prime Minister Imran Khan but the country as
he and his party may vanish from the political
scene but the country cannot afford political
instability created through bringing down an
elected government by rebelling MNAs. n
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Influenced by India, world media
gangs up against Pakistan

T

Husnain Shahid

he international media, influenced
by India and its writers, has started a smear campaign against Pakistan and Prime Minister Imran
Khan. The campaign intensified
after Pakistan hosted a session of the Organisation of Islamic Cooperation (OIC) Council
of Foreign Ministers in Islamabad. Their main
contention was that Pakistan was hosting the
meeting, but its “economy was failing.” They
also welcomed the no-confidence motion of
the opposition against Prime Minister Imran
Khan on the pretext that his ouster will save
Pakistan from an “economic collapse.” The
views expressed in the international media
are biased, against reality and based on a
propaganda campaign against Pakistan. The
country’s economic indicators are improving
and even international financial institutions,
like the World Bank and the International
Monetary Fund, have recognised Pakistan’s
impressive performance, at a time when the
whole world was reeling under the adverse
effects of the pandemic.
The international media’s other point to
support the opposition’s no-confidence motion
is that Pakistan is facing the worst inflation.
It is a fact that prices are high in Pakistan, but
what about inflation in the West and India? At
the same time, they were also critical of Prime
Minister Imran Khan when he reduced prices
of petroleum products recently. Their views
expose their lies about Pakistan’s economy and
express their deep desire to create political
unrest in the country.
A British newspaper reported that Prime
Minister Imran Khan was facing a no-confidence vote in the parliament at a time when
crippling inflation is battering his country’s
economy hard. “During Khan’s four years in
office, he has struggled to meet enormous
expectations that accompany his rise to power.
He has been accused of economic mismanagement. Imran Khan has been using the slogan
of anti-corruption to hound rivals and critics
besides taking impulsive U-turns that have
undermined his agenda,” it claimed. Then the
newspaper included the versions of Pakistan
Muslim League-Nawaz (PML-N) and Pakistan
Peoples Party (PPP) leaders, who painted a
rosy picture of Pakistan’s economy during
their tenures. Its bias was clear when it did not
bother to take a viewpoint of the government.
Another foreign media outlet reported,
“Opposition parties in Pakistan's parliament
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are set to topple the government of Prime Minister
Imran Khan, as critics
charge his policies are stoking inflation and amount
to selling out Pakistan's
sovereignty to the International Monetary Fund
in exchange for loans.” It
is contrary to the fact that
Imran Khan’s policies are
behind rising prices in the
country. Everybody knows
that the whole world is facing the worst inflation after
the onset of the pandemic
and the Russia-Ukraine
war. The PPP and the
PML-N also availed IMF
bailout packages in their governments, but it is
strange that only the PTI “sold out Pakistan's
sovereignty to the IMF in exchange for loans.”
What an argument.
However, the fact is that Pakistan faced
default when the PML-N government completed its term in 2018. Its current account deficit
had crossed over $18b and its foreign reverses
plunged to $6.6b. The PTI government had to
seek loans from China, Saudi Arabia, the UAE
and the IMF to save the country from default.
Pakistan’s current account remained surplus in
the last fiscal year. It started rising again to the
joy of the opposition parties and critics of Pakistan but their happiness was short-lived and
there are indications the deficit will remain in
the limits. Pakistan’s current account deficit
shrank by 78.46pc to $545 million in February,
from $2.531 billion in January, mainly on account of a sharp decline in imports. The State
Bank of Pakistan’s data showed the deficit
had widened to $12.099b in 8MFY22 against a
surplus of $994m in the same period of the last
fiscal year.
Pakistan’s exports reached $100 million
per day in February, which is a record for the
economy. According to the Pakistan Bureau of
Statistics (PBS), exports from Pakistan during
February grew by 7.9pc to $2.820 billion as
compared to $2.614 billion in January. They
increased by 36.4pc as compared to $2.068
billion in February 2021. The imports in February decreased by 2.14pc to $5.907 billion as
compared to $6.036 million in January.
According to the provisional data released by the Federal Board of Revenue (FBR),
the revenue collection target of Rs3.53 trillion
exceeded by Rs268 billion as it collected

Rs3.79 trillion for the first eight months of the
current fiscal year. The revenue collection in
February stood at Rs443.3 billion, which is
Rs2.3 billion higher than the target of Rs441
billion. In comparison to the last year, tax
collection increased by 29pc cent in February
from Rs345 billion to Rs443 billion.
Even international financial institutions
have acknowledged Pakistan’s impressive recovery. In its latest report, the IMF said Pakistan’s economy was set to keep on recovering
in fiscal year 2022, with real GDP growth projected at four per cent. It also announced that
inflation in the country would gradually slow
down. “The government’s continued commitment to a market-determined exchange rate
and a prudent macroeconomic policy mix
will help reduce the current account deficit,
and ease external pressures over the medium
term,” it said and urged Pakistan to make
extra efforts to revitalise its economy, noting
that recent policy adjustments in Pakistan
were appropriate to address these challenges
and maintain economic stability. “Further
ambitious efforts to remove structural impediments and facilitate the structural transformation of the economy will help unlock
sustainable and resilient growth,” it observed.
The IMF pointed out that making those extra
efforts would also foster job creation and
improve social outcomes for the benefit of all
Pakistani citizens.
It is clear that international forces and
media are portraying a wrong picture of Pakistan's economy, like the opposition parties,
while the truth is that the economy is improving fast, but it does not suit their agenda. They
are supporting the opposition parties to create
unrest in Pakistan to derail its economy.
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How to cut post-harvest
wheat losses!
Dr. Zaheer Ahmad Babar

W

heat-harvesting has
already started in Sindh
and southern Punjab, in
the third week of March.
At this stage, agriculturists point out post-harvest wheat losses almost
every year, and stress methods and techniques
to minimise the losses. According to Food and
Agriculture Organisation (FAO) estimates,
about 25 million tonnes of wheat is lost during
post-harvest stages (including storage and
post-production) across the globe every year.
About 46 percent of this loss is recorded in
developing countries.
Various scientific studies indicate that
post-harvest losses of major food commodities in developing countries are enormous. A
study, conducted by the FAO some years back,
reported food grain storage losses to the tune
of 30% in South East Asia, 25-55% in South
American countries, 8-25% in India. Even in
the USA, 5% losses are on record.
In Pakistan, losses occur during harvesting, threshing, cleaning, drying, milling,
storage, processing, cooking and consumption.
The aggregate losses during various post-harvest operations in Pakistan are 17.1% in paddy,
15.3% in wheat, and 12.6% in maize. Post-harvest losses of wheat estimated by Indian
workers are to the tune of 9.33%.
Some studies based on empirical evidence, carried out by the Department of Agriculture Entomology, University of Agriculture
Faisalabad (UAF), showed 7.37% post-harvest
losses of wheat, but it was on experimental
scale only. The WFP reported approximately
12.5% of wheat is wasted on the way from the
field to the consumer. Most Pakistani scientists strongly believe that 10% post-harvest
losses of wheat are not at all uncommon in our
country.
Like the previous years, the federal government increased the minimum support price
for wheat by 13pc on March 17, 2022, with a
public sector procurement target of 6.9 million
tonnes at the cost of Rs. 376 billion. However, no guidelines were issued to farmers and
others related to the procurement of the staple
food in Pakistan, like the past. A meeting of the
Economic Coordination Committee (ECC),
presided over by Finance Minister Shaukat
Tarin, approved the increase in the minimum
support price to Rs2,200 from Rs1,950 per 40
10

kilograms for wheat.
The ECC set the wheat
procurement target
of 6.9m tonnes for the
crop at a total cost of
Rs375.7b.
According to the
official data, wheat
is grown on about
37% of the cropped
area and accounts for
76% of the total food
grain production. It
contributes 13.8% to
the value-added in
agriculture and 3.2% to
the GDP.
Agriculturists
say the post-harvest losses are estimated to be
about 25% in Pakistan, which are very high
compared with even neighbouring countries. The estimates put the total preventable
post-harvest losses of food grains at about 20
million tonnes a year, which is nearly 10% of the
total production. Food security experts believe
food grains wasted during the post-harvest
period could feed 17 million people for a year.
It must be a point of special concern for
the authorities that over 60% of the crop is still
harvested manually in Pakistan, using sickles
or with types of knives leaving 3-6cm wheat
straw above the ground level. The timing of the
harvest is the most critical decision. If it starts
late, the grain becomes too dry and the rate of
grain shattering is high. The longer a ripe crop
is left in the field or on the threshing floor, the
higher will be the losses from natural calamities including hailstorm, fire, birds, or rodents.
The moisture content of the grain will be high,
making drying difficult if the harvest starts too
early.
As mentioned above, wheat is harvested
from March to May in Pakistan. The manually
harvested wheat crop is tied into small bundles
and stacked in 10-15 bundles, left in the field
for one to three days to dry. Combine or mechanical harvesters yield a higher proportion of
immature grains and pose a moisture hazard,
leaving no time for the grain to dry.
However, around 60-80% of threshing is
mechanical now. Tractor-driven threshers and
at times combine harvesters are used. The design and maintenance of the thresher are central to reducing the broken grain percentage.
Threshing by using animals is also common in

many areas. Several animals continuously walk
around a pole to crush the wheat straw and
heads to separate the grains and convert the
straw to husk.
Post-harvest handling, transportation
and storage of grains also cause losses. Bags
are used for transportation and problems arise
when old torn bags are used which spill grains,
causing losses. Other hazards are hooks which
tear the bags, the rough surface of carts and
trolleys and nails. The major factors influencing wheat losses during storage are insects,
moulds, birds and rats. Biotic factors including
temperature, humidity and type of storage all
affect environmental conditions in storage.
High temperatures cause deterioration, while
low temperatures are good for storage.
Scientists say high temperatures accelerate the respiration of grain, which produces
carbon dioxide, heat and water, conditions
favourable for spoilage. Humidity equally
impacts grain storage. Increasing humidity
increases spoilage, while decreasing humidity
is good for storage. The type of storage plays
a fundamental role in storage efficiency. If a
concrete or mud storage structure can absorb
water or allow the water vapours to pass
through, in the case of a jute bag, the biochemical changes and mould attack are minimal, but
the risk of insect infestation increases.
It is necessary that the food departments
of all provinces take special measures every
year to minimise post-harvest losses of wheat
grain. Farmers and people involved in the crop
procurement process must be educated about
the methods and scientific techniques to cut
the post-harvest losses. n
AGRICULTURE

A cruel society
Faheem Amir

N

othing is going well
in Pakistan. After
every other day, some
tragic incident occurs that shakes the
whole nation. But, unfortunately,
no action is taken to stop such incidents from occurring again. In fact,
the government has failed to protect poor Pakistanis by establishing
the rule of law in the country. In
the absence of the rule of law and
fear of justice, society has become
corrupt, immoral, callous, extremist
and religiously fanatic. After this
degeneration and moral decay,
people can now enjoy food in the
presence of a body without feeling
any sadness or regret.
In a tragic incident in Pattoki,
around 200 guests enjoyed eating
food in the presence of the body of a hawker
lying in the middle of a marriage hall. According to reports, hundreds of guests enjoyed the
feast in the presence of the body on the floor
of the marriage hall of a hawker, who had
allegedly been tortured to death by some of
them. The police said: “A scuffle had occurred
between the victim, Muhammad Ashraf, who
was selling chips, and participants in the marriage procession at a marriage hall. The guests
along with their local accomplices started
beating him with sticks and fists and subjected him to torture, after which he succumbed to
his injuries on the spot.”
The Punjab police spokesperson said
CCTV footage and other evidence were being
gleaned for an investigation and no effort
would be spared to provide justice to the family of the victim. A video of the incident showed
that the body was lying on the ground, partly
covered with white cloth, while over two
hundred people were having food. The people
present at the spot appeared unmoved as a
person shot the video. As the video was posted
on social media, it shocked people immensely.
Human Rights Commission of Pakistan
(HRCP) Chairperson Hina Jilani said: “The
incident was not only one of disrespect to
humanity but also shameful to society where
such people lived. This society has fallen so
low that it has turned worse than even those
of medieval ages.” She added that such an
incident had not been reported earlier because
society had a little bit of values left. But they
have gradually eroded. “Society, instead of
improving, has been deteriorating.” The
OPINION

prominent rights activist said a mindset being
propagated in society sometimes in the name
of religion and at other times of culture and
tradition had eroded sensitivity of the people
toward a human life. “When someone would
speak against such trends and actions like
killing someone, the people around you would
get up and start questioning you rather than
such trends,” she said.
Hina Jilani added that unfortunately the
leadership that validated the voices against
such trends was also missing. “We are living
in a society where brutal incidents of mob
lynching, violence against women, vulnerable
sections of society, minorities and children are
quite rampant,” she said. The HRCP chairperson said the people, who were involved in such
violent and inhumane acts, knew that they
were wrong but they were doing so because
of stubbornness, insensitivity and a prevalent
sense of impunity. The hawker was a poor man
and no one would come after them if they treated him inhumanly. No one would care, she said,
pointing out the mindset behind the incident.
National Human Rights Commission of
Pakistan (NHRCP) member Nadeem Ashraf
said such an act could only be committed by a
person who had fallen to the lowest character.
He said that there was a need to look into
the root cause of the attitude. He pointed out
that the level of insensitivity had a basis in the
environment and upbringing. The rights advocate also pointed towards a trend of lynching
incidents in recent years, where people took
the law into their own hands. He said such
incidents involved sheer lack of empathy.

The tragic and horrific incident clearly
manifests that people of Pakistan have lost
their trust in the judicial system. Because,
instead of taking the legal route and reporting
the incident to the police, the mob brutally tortured the poor vendor to death in the
wedding hall. It also shows that people have
become desensitised to gruesome violence.
It also reflects that social, economic,
religious and political problems have increased
extremism and intolerance among people who
now enjoy mob lynching, which is dangerous
for the stability of the country. It means mob
violence, mostly associated with instances of
blasphemy accusations, has spread to other
areas of society. Thus, it is becoming part of
the culture, which would lead the country
towards anarchy.
The police have arrested 13 people on the
charge of killing the victim. Keeping in view
the track record of the police and law, nothing
will happen to the accused persons. But the
incidents of mob violence and lynching are
increasing sharply. The disgraceful burning
of a Sri Lankan national and mob lynching in
Khanewal in the presence of the police a few
months ago clearly show that mob lynching
has become a culture of society. After every
incident, the PM, the President, the CM and
other government officials condemn the incident. But practically they are doing nothing.
They should display courage and the political
will to tackle the menace by introducing and
implementing reforms in every walk of life.
Otherwise, there will be chaos and anarchy in
the country. n
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What Turkey can teach Europe
about handling a refugee crisis
Fahrettin Altun

A new refugee crisis has emerged in Europe
with the start of a war in Ukraine. In a matter
of four weeks, some 3.5 million Ukrainians have
sought refuge in neighbouring countries.
As it contemplates how to handle this
humanitarian crisis, Europe can turn to Turkey
for some lessons. After all, Turkey has been
handling refugee waves from the Middle East
efficiently and humanely for many years, while
most European nations were inflicting additional suffering on vulnerable victims of conflict
with their “security-first” asylum policies.
Turkey has been the main destination
for refugees escaping the Syrian conflict for
more than 10 years now. We currently host
about five million refugees from a number of
countries, including four million Syrians. We
have always treated refugees we are hosting
with humanity and respect. Turkish people
welcomed refugees with open arms and happily
shared their bread with them for years. Unlike
in Europe, where many politicians routinely resort to anti-immigration rhetoric for quick political gain, the Turkish leadership consistently
resisted attempts by the domestic opposition
to stoke anti-refugee sentiment in the country.
The Turkish government refused to scapegoat
refugees in the wake of terror attacks. Refugees, regardless of where they are from, found a
true haven in Turkey.
How did Türkiye accomplish this feat?
First, the Turkish government has always been
transparent about why and how it welcomes
refugees in the country. It has always clearly communicated to the public that war is
never the fault of the civilians escaping it. The
Turkish people, for example, have been aware
of the dynamics of the conflict in neighbouring
Syria from the very beginning. The government
has always made an effort to make sure the
public at large is aware of what is going on in
Syria, and the threats civilians are facing there.
In addition to an ongoing campaign to raise
awareness, President Recep Tayyip Erdogan
has personally briefed the Turkish people on
conditions in Syria.
Unlike many of their European counterparts, Turkey’s leaders did not allow
far-right populism and anti-refugee activism
to prosper in the country. The government has
always known that the state and the public
have to be on the same page for the creation
of a successful refugee policy. So it made sure
to engage non-governmental organisations
when shaping its refugee policies. As a result,
Turkish non-governmental organisations have
12

confidently provided much-needed help to
Syrian civilians both inside Turkey and across
the border in Syria, significantly reducing the
burden on the state.
Second, Turkey has never discriminated
against refugees based on ethnicity, religion,
or gender. People, for example, opened their
arms to all Syrians trying to escape the war:
Arabs escaping the brutal Assad regime, Kurds
running away from ISIL (ISIS), and Turkomans
persecuted and pushed out by the YPG, all
found refuge in the country.
Turkey treated all victims of conflict
the same, regardless of their ethnicities, their
religious beliefs, or their backgrounds. It
understood that picking and choosing refugees
according to their religion or the colour of their
skin would be morally reprehensible. It also realised that such a discriminatory asylum policy
could trigger destructive waves of xenophobia
and racism in any country. Today, sadly, some
European nations are falling into this trap and
welcoming refugees from the war in Ukraine
based on their appearances. Cultural affinity
with the victims of a major military conflict
should never be the basis upon which to forge a
refugee policy.
Third, the success of Turkey’s refugee
policy – which allowed it to welcome millions
of refugees, empower women, educate children
and give all asylum seekers in the country a
genuine opportunity to rebuild their lives –
was a significant achievement considering the
lack of proper international solidarity. Indeed,
major refugee crises cannot be managed without international burden-sharing. Turkey has
never found the strong support it needed from

the international community during the refugee
crisis triggered by Syria’s conflict, except when
our European allies felt threatened by irregular
migration waves. Even then, they saw it as a
security, not a humanitarian issue, and they
simply tried to make the problem go away by
providing some limited resources to Turkey.
This was no way to treat an ally – and it was no
way to respond to a humanitarian tragedy that
deeply destabilised an entire region.
What Turkey has accomplished on its
own in the face of such a lack of support is
extraordinary and it cannot be expected from
all countries. The international community
should not repeat its past mistake and abandon
the countries neighbouring Ukraine, which are
currently hosting most of the refugees from the
conflict, the way Europe abandoned Turkey
during the Syrian refugee crisis.
Fourth, Turkey always knew the ultimate
resolution to any refugee crisis comes from
ending its root cause: wars, military operations,
conflicts. Without seriously confronting the
main driver of the refugee inflows, we cannot
expect to manage the humanitarian crises effectively. This is why in the face of a refugee crisis
we should all seek conflict resolution opportunities, recognising that such issues can only be
addressed through creative political solutions,
not military ones.
The West is now trying to increase the
costs of its actions in Ukraine for Russia, but
it should not lose sight of the need to find a
diplomatic solution for the sake of millions of
innocent civilians. The West should not make
the mistake of treating Ukraine only as a geopolitical chessboard to counter Russia.
CONFLICT

Time is running out to save Ukraine’s
children and their futures
Serhii Lukashov

The war in Ukraine is destroying the lives
of millions of children. The bombing of a
children’s hospital and maternity ward put
children in the direct line of fire, adding to the
already enormous danger for them in this war.
SOS Children’s Villages staff in Ukraine
brought more than 100 children and foster families to safety in Poland within the first week
of the invasion. We moved a further 500 foster
children and caregivers to safe locations in
other neighbouring countries since. But many
more children remain trapped, exposed to the
danger of ground battles, bombings, starvation
and freezing temperatures. About 1.5 million
children live in cities and towns in active war
zones where access is blocked. There is no
food, no electricity, no access to medicine, no
fuel for generators, and no way to call for help.
Among the most at risk are the thousands of children isolated in state residential
institutions. They face a high risk of neglect,
violence, and trafficking. They urgently need
professional humanitarian support to be evacuated. Their situation is dire. Many institutions
are alarmingly understaffed as people continue
to flee the country. Those who stayed behind
can barely give essential care. Children with
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disabilities and special needs face an especially
high risk of neglect.
Through our network of partners, in
cooperation with the Ukrainian Commissioner
for Children’s Rights, we are working to rescue
these children left behind in institutions and
other forms of alternative care. Тime is running
out. Half a million have left the country already. By the time of this writing, 109 children
have been killed, with another 130 wounded.
Those left behind will grow up with fear and
trauma.
The legacy of this war will be a traumatised generation. They immediately need
safe ways to evacuate children and families.
We must support the Ukrainian government
to bring these institutionalised children to
safety and provide them with quality care that
meets their individual needs. The Ukrainian
government is currently reviewing legislation
to address the evacuation of children from institutions, including the relocation of children
to other countries. Any evacuation must be
done respecting their rights and the highest
child safeguarding standards.
Vital humanitarian aid, including mental
health and psychosocial support, must be
provided to all children and their caregivers, as
well as for alternative care professionals, both
in Ukraine and in countries hosting refugees.

As the number of civilians fleeing continues to
rise, we urgently need to organise shelter and
emergency care for them. For children, this
means creating child-friendly spaces, providing interim alternative care for children who
are alone, and reuniting children with family
members.
SOS Children’s Villages in Poland, Czech
Republic, Hungary and Romania stand in
solidarity with those of us in Ukraine and are
ready to support families and children crossing
the border. Ukraine has one of the highest
rates of children in institutions in Europe. As
part of the Ukrainian Child Rights Network,
we have worked with the government to develop and implement a national de-institutionalisation strategy to transform the country’s child
care system. The goal is to prevent unnecessary
separation of children from their parents or,
when the child cannot stay with their parents,
to provide family-based care instead of institutional care. But the war has abruptly interrupted childcare reform.
Ukraine, one day, will rebuild from this
tragedy. Organisations like ours will need to
work with millions of traumatised children.
We will work to build a society where all children can grow up in families with love, safety,
and peace. This war must be stopped. Stand on
the side of children. End the war.
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Left in the lurch

Recently, I have come across a lot of articles
bemoaning how familial ties in the country
today have become fragile and broken. With
an uptick in couples divorcing, brothers
killing each other, cousins doing away with
friendly ties, people and their in-laws getting
on each other’s nerves, and the uncle-nephew
and aunt-niece equations growing more toxic
than ever, we need to think where we might
have gone wrong.
One major reason is a manipulative relative telling us something against somebody.
We tend to believe them and we do not bother to ask or confront the persons concerned if
they really did say the stuff, and, if they did,
why. Also, the troublemakers know if one
thing they are telling is true, they can add 10
other things just to stir the pot, knowing that
the other person would still believe them. Resultantly, misunderstandings crop up and the
instigators succeed in making us detest the
target and change our attitude towards them.
Furthermore, if the target already
does not have an immaculate image or is
not known for mincing words, the habitual instigators do not need to deploy much
effort anyway. The targeted persons notice
the sudden change in behaviour, and feel
mistreated. What they do not do is to ask
those concerned what has brought about the
change in their behaviour. Instead, they start
treating the others the same way, and, before
anyone realises, equations get derailed and
things go awry.
When we are told something against
someone, it is better to talk to that person
directly. Putting the mischief-makers’ head
on the line is the key to averting the damage
they have the potential to cause.
Ashraf Ahmed Shah
Hyderabad

Urban resilience

Urban resilience refers to a multifaceted dynamic process involving multiple stakeholders with the goal of preparing and adapting
the urban environment to absorb and recover
from external and internal disruptions while
reducing urban vulnerabilities.
Urban areas are, in general, the engines
of the modern economy. The six capitals
— social, economic, community, cultural, institutional, and environmental and
infrastructure — are used to assess urban
resilience. This interdisciplinary perspective
must be integrated when designing policies
and effective governance in Pakistan, which
has one of the highest population and urbanisation growth rates in the world, as it brings
together different disciplines in understanding urban resilience as well as community
stakeholders.
The social dimension refers to the phys14

ical proximity of people of various norms,
cultures and origins. Employment demands,
business size and variety, public and private
wealth and patrimony, the attraction of
external funds and investments, the circular
economy, and even the shadow or underground economy are all part of the financial
or economic component.
In the process of building urban resilience, the human and cultural dimension
identifies the demographic features of the
people, their knowledge and skills, and access
to basic services. Cities are political entities
with some local governance autonomy and
the ability to structure their domains and
communicate with other levels of government
horizontally and vertically, according to the
institutional or governance dimension.
The natural or environmental factor
ensures long-term viability, taking into
account climate change and natural disasters. Buildings and infrastructure, which are
fundamental to a functioning and sustainable
urban environment, are defined by the infrastructural dimension. In this sense, professionals that form multilevel communities and
complex networks have a critical role. The
traits include volunteerism, religious affiliation, political engagement, social justice and
community participation.
Also carrying critical value in terms of
various domains of urban resilience is the role
of historians, human geographers, journalists, demographers, economists, business
administrators, urban and regional planners,
sociologists, anthropologists, social psychologists, political scientists, policy analysts,
legal experts, public administrators, biologists, physical geographers, urban ecologists,
geologists, engineers, architects and spatial
planners.
The voice of these key professionals
need to be heard in order to manage the pace
and magnitude of urbanisation. It is vital to
incorporate an interdisciplinary approach so
that no critical component of the urban areas
gets overlooked or ignored in the process of
building resilience.
Dr Ainy Zehra
Karachi

Water shortages

World Water Day was observed on March
22 across the globe, but not much was heard
about it in Pakistan. The theme of the day
this year was, ‘Groundwater: Making the
invisible visible’. Groundwater has become
invisible over the years, but its impact can
be felt everywhere. Out of sight, under our
feet, groundwater is a hidden treasure that
enriches our lives.
Globally, climate change has caused
an adverse impact on groundwater levels. Its
crucial role as a life-sustaining resource is

increasingly threatened not only by over-extraction and waterlogging, but also by contamination. A truly sustainable world needs
to define water as a precious resource that
must be valued.
Pakistan is ranked 36th on the list of
most water-stressed countries. Its per capita
annual water availability dropped from 5,600
cubic metres in the 1950s to 1,017 cubic metres
at present. It will soon become a water-scarce
country if proper resource management is
not done through legislative and institutional
measures.
Groundwater is our main source of
drinking water, and fulfils about 40 per cent
needs related to irrigation water. Nearly 90pc
water resources are allocated to needs of the
irrigation and agricultural sector, which contributes 25pc to the gross domestic product
(GDP) and employs around 44pc of the national labour force. Groundwater extraction
was initiated not to supplement surface water
resources, but to combat rising water tables
and water-logging and salinity problems. The
unregulated and uncontrolled use of groundwater has increased the extraction rate.
Surface water withdrawals account
for about 74pc of the total surface water
available, while groundwater withdrawal
accounts for 83pc of total available renewable
groundwater.
Groundwater management has been
neglected on the pretext of its abundance.
Unprecedented ground water exploitation
has led to its depletion as well as the deterioration of the overall water quality. A continuous decline in groundwater table has been
observed in many areas of Sindh, Punjab and
Balochistan. Owing to excessive pumping, the
downward gradients are increasing as well
as inducing saltwater intrusion into fresh
groundwater areas. The problem of declining
groundwater resources is likely to exacerbate
with climate change and rural-urban migration.
Improving groundwater management
is integral to Pakistan’s economic development. According to the World Bank report,
Pakistan: Getting More from Water, without
necessary reform and better demand management in the water sector, water scarcity
will constrain Pakistan from reaching upper
middle-income status by 2047.
For joint management of surface water
and groundwater, the federal government is
believed to be drafting a five-year national
groundwater management plan to provide
a framework for coordinating groundwater
stakeholders across Pakistan. The challenge is
to implement and deepen these initial reforms
and to create awareness about the need to
conserve water for long-term sustainability of
Pakistan’s vital groundwater resources.
Abu Rehan
Islamabad
YOUR VIEW

The universe’s background
starlight is twice as
bright as expected
Liz Kruesi

Even when you remove the bright
stars, the glowing dust and other
nearby points of light from the
inky, dark sky, a background glow
remains. That glow comes from
the cosmic sea of distant galaxies,
the first stars that burned, faraway
coalescing gas — and, it seems, something else in the mix that’s evading
researchers. Astronomers estimated the amount of visible light pervading
the cosmos by training the New Horizons spacecraft, which flew past
Pluto in 2015, on a spot on the sky mostly devoid of nearby stars and
galaxies. That estimate should match measurements of the total amount
of light coming from galaxies across the history of the universe. But it
doesn’t, researchers report in the Astrophysical Journal Letters.
“It turns out that the galaxies that we know about can account
for about half of the level we see,” says Tod Lauer, an astronomer at the
National Science Foundation’s NOIRLab in Tucson, Ariz. For decades, astronomers have measured the extragalactic background light in different
wavelengths, from radio waves to gamma rays. This provides a census of
the universe and gives researchers hints into the processes that emit those
types of light. But the background visible light — dubbed the cosmic
optical background, or COB — is challenging to measure from the inner
solar system. Here, lots of interplanetary dust scatters sunlight, washing
out the much fainter COB. The Pluto-visiting New Horizons spacecraft,
however, is far enough from the sun that scattered sunlight doesn’t flood
the spacecraft’s images.
So in September 2021, Lauer and colleagues pointed the spacecraft’s
LORRI camera toward a patch of sky and took a bunch of pictures.

Forests help reduce global
warming in more ways than one
Nikk Ogasa

When it comes to cooling the planet,
forests have more than one trick up
their trees. Tropical forests help cool the
average global temperature by more than
1 degree Celsius, a new study finds. The
effect stems largely from forests’ capacity to capture and store atmospheric carbon. But around one-third of that tropical cooling effect comes from
several other processes, such as the release of water vapor and aerosols,
researchers report in Frontiers in Forests and Global Change. “We tend
to focus on carbon dioxide and other greenhouse gases, but forests are not
just carbon sponges,” says Deborah Lawrence, an environmental scientist
at the University of Virginia in Charlottesville. “It’s time to think about
what else forests are doing for us besides just absorbing carbon dioxide.” Researchers already knew that forests influence their local climates
through various physical and chemical processes. Trees release water
vapor through pores in their leaves — a process called evapotranspiration
— and, like human sweating, this cools the trees and their surroundings.
Also, uneven forest canopies can have a cooling effect, as they provide an
undulating surface that can bump hot, overpassing fronts of air upward
and away. What’s more, trees generate aerosols that can lower temperatures by reflecting sunlight and seeding clouds. But on a global scale, it
wasn’t clear how these other cooling benefits compared with the cooling
provided by forests’ capturing of carbon dioxide, Lawrence says.
ROUNDUP

Experimental device would
give oxygen by IV
Donavyn Coffey

The human body needs a lot of oxygen: about a cup a minute, just to stay
alive. If we can’t get the amount we
need because of injury or disease, like
COVID-19, our bodies quickly start
to suffer from oxygen deprivation. After just a few minutes, abnormally low oxygen levels in the blood can
damage the brain and other organs, and even cause death. Doctors
have machines such as ventilators that can help people struggling
to breathe get enough oxygen, but these have drawbacks and risks.
Now, researchers at Boston Children’s Hospital have developed a
device that can inject oxygen directly into the bloodstream through
an IV. They haven’t tested it in people yet, but a new study describes
testing it out in rats. If the researchers eventually get it to work for
people, the approach could prevent severe oxygen loss and lung
injuries from ventilators, they say. Though the technology is far from
ready for testing in people, the test run with the rats “is a nice proof
of concept,” says John Kheir, MD, a doctor in the Cardiac Intensive
Care Unit at Boston Children’s Hospital who is leading the work
on the new device. Currently, patients who need help to breathe get
oxygen through a nasal cannula, a ventilator, or, in the most severe
cases, by ECMO, a machine that takes out a person’s blood to pump
carbon dioxide out and oxygen in before putting it back into their
body. While all these approaches save lives, ventilators can hurt the
lungs if used for a long time, and ECMO has a high risk of infection.
If doctors could put oxygen directly into a patient’s blood through an
IV, it could potentially reduce the need for other ways to give oxygen,
or make them safer.

COVID-19 ups diabetes risk
40pc a year later
Miriam E. Tucker

Having COVID-19 appears to
raise a person’s risk of developing
diabetes within the next year by
about 40pc, according to a very
large new study of patients treated at U.S. Veteran’s Administration health systems. “The risk is small but not negligible,” says Ziyad
Al-Aly, MD, one of the study researchers who is chief of research
and development at the Veteran’s Administration St. Louis Health
Care System in Missouri. “It’s really, really clear that all these roads
are pointing in one direction, that COVID-19 increases the risk of
diabetes up to a year later,” he says. The study, based on records from
more than 8 million people and 180,000 who had COVID-19, was
published in Lancet Diabetes & Endocrinology by Yan Xie MPH,
of Veterans Research and Education Foundation of Saint Louis,
MO, along with Al-Aly. The findings align with those from another
study based on data from primary care in Germany. That study was
smaller and of shorter length than the new VA study, but the results
were consistent, says Al-Aly, who is also a clinical epidemiologist at
Washington University School of Medicine. The long-term implications of COVID-19 increasing diabetes risk are “profound,” write
Venkat Narayan, MD, and Lisa R Staimez, PhD, both of the Rollins
School of Public Health and Emory Global Diabetes Research Center
at Emory University in Atlanta, in an editorial accompanying the
new paper.
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