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Democracy’s travails

I

Nasim Ahmed

t has been a roller coaster ride for Pakistan’s fragile democracy over the past
few weeks, raising questions about political stability and the future of democracy
itself. It has been the stormiest few
weeks in the history of Pakistan during which
we saw party loyalties changing overnight and
legislators crossing sides and defecting from
one side to the other in the matter of hours.
From day one the opposition parties have
been doing their utmost to bring down the
PTI government. There have been fracas inside
parliament while outside a series of public
meetings, street demonstrations and marches
have been held against the government. But
things came to a head early last month when
the opposition alliance, led by the PML-N, PPP
and JUI-F, threatened a no-confidence motion
against the government in parliament and, to
buttress its move, succeeded in winning over
some of the allies of the government to their side.
To make matters worse, some PTI legislators
also announced their decision to leave the party
and vote in favour of the no-confidence move.
This naturally elicited a sharp reaction
from the PTI government which scrambled to

4

protect its flanks from the inroads being made
into its razor thin majority in the National
Assembly. The speed with which the numbers game kept changing boggled one’s mind.
The PML-Q, a government ally from Punjab,
bargained hard to stay in the alliance while the
disgruntled Tareen and Aleem Khan groups
threatened to go along with the opposition.
The secret huddle of defected PTI legislators in
Sindh House gave credence to allegations made
by the ruling party regarding horse trading and
vote buying by the PDM.
There is nothing unconstitutional about
tabling a no-confidence motion in parliament
against a sitting government. But if such a
move is made with the help of vote buying and
horse trading, especially with the involvement
of political brokers notorious for such negative
tactics in the past, then such a move is not only
illegal but amounts to a conspiracy against
democracy and the system itself.
The completion of two 5-year terms by
the PPP and the PML-N had raised hopes that
democracy has struck firm roots in the country
now. But the recent events have shaken the
hope. Learning from the latest experience,
the powers that be and all the stake-holders
need to sit down and draw up new rules of the

game to ensure against regime change midway
through underhand means. Democracy in
Pakistan is a delicate sapling which needs to
be nurtured carefully and specially protected
from the hot winds of vaulting ambitions of
power hungry and corrupt political elements,
who have no scruples sacrificing the larger
national interests at the altar of their narrow
clan and group interests.
The latest turn of events is that the National Assembly has been dissolved following
the rejection of the no-confidence motion by
the Speaker. At the same time, Prime Minister
Imran Khan has announced that elections will
be held as per constitutional provisions.
Some political observers have raised
questions about the constitutional propriety
of the action taken. But this is no time for
constitutional nitpicking. Democracy is the
future of Pakistan and elections are the vehicle
to ensure the continuity of the democratic
process. All parties to the current dispute,
instead of engaging in legal wrangling or
indulging in street agitation, should prepare
for the next elections. According to seasoned
political observers, this is the best way to
resolve the present political crisis and stabilize
the system. n
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Imran Khan himself to
blame for his downfall

T

Raza Khan

he political crisis in Pakistan is
not going to end in the immediate
future despite the dissolution of
the National Assembly by the
President of Pakistan on the advice
of Prime Minister Imran Khan. However, the
President has asked the Prime Minister to
continue as chief executive until a caretaker
government is put in place according to the
constitutional procedure.
The immediate reason for the political
crisis in Pakistan is that the opposition parties
to the former ruling Pakistan Tehreek-e-Insaf
(PTI) of Imran Khan wanted to come to power
through a change of loyalties, horse-trading
and foreign meddling. However, Imran Khan
is himself to blame for the current political
problems. The way he ran the affairs of the
federal government left a lot to be desired. His
choice of key ministers was at best floppy. He
reshuffled ministers without any solid reason
or without giving them ample time to settle
down and bring reforms. Then handing over
important ministries to political and administrative novices, like Murad Saeed, who was
given the portfolio of communication, was a
great mistake. Although Imran Khan praised
Murad Saeed for the “best” performance,
nothing of such kind could be seen on the
ground. Then a noteworthy observation about
Imran Khan’s rule was that while he reshuffled
ministers off and on, he did not change his
Principal Secretary, Azam Khan, during the
entire span of his rule despite severe criticism
from the PTI and outside. Sticking with people
like Azam Khan suggested that Imran Khan
just wanted to hand over the key responsibility of supervising the civilian bureaucracy,
the very important factor in implementation
of public policy, to a civilian bureaucrat with
little political oversight. This is the area where
he miscalculated and could not act as a genuine
political leader.
Then he always bragged during his
rule that his government and all national
institutions were on the same page. However, ultimately it turned out that it was not
true. It was evident from differences over key
positions in the security establishment. The
people Imran Khan banked upon for running
the affairs of Punjab and Khyber Pakhtunkhwa
provinces were not up to the task. For instance, the choice of Usman Buzdar to head
the government in the largest and politically
most important province, Punjab, was a faux
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pas. However, Imran Khan
despite being told of his
bad decision of making
Buzdar the chief minister
of Punjab, he was recalcitrant to change him and
continuously dubbed him
a man of “extraordinary”
talent. The truth was that
Buzdar was a person of
not even ordinary talent.
Imran Khan was of the
view that only a person
untainted by corruption,
with simple personality,
a modest background and backward area
could deftly rule Punjab. Buzdar, from Dera
Ghazi Khan, fulfilling his criteria was thus
automatically dubbed “honest and talented.” It was a total miscalculation and lack of
political acumen on the part of Imran Khan.
How come someone untested in power and
governance, like Buzdar, could be expected to
set an exemplary model of governance. With
such a poor educational background and
non-cosmopolitan personality, a simple Buzdar
could not run the affairs of Punjab in the era of
postmodern politics of issues and identities.
Most importantly, having no knowledge and
background of managing economic affairs,
Buzdar could not be a good choice as a ruler
of a province, whose main problem has been
revolving around lack of economic governance.
Imran Khan thought that an honest or for that
matter untainted person, like Buzdar, would
be enough to manage the affairs of a complex
and big province. But it was total naivety on
the part of Imran Khan.
The basic argument and belief of Imran
Khan has been that financial corruption within
the corridors of power committed by dishonest politicians has been the key cause of all
problems and bad governance in Pakistan. The
argument, to an extent, has been correct and
believable but it is never totally correct and
believable. There have been far bigger problems
and issues afflicting Pakistan than financial
corruption by the rulers. In fact, financial corruption on part of the rulers is the outcome of
structural problems. The two basic problems
with Pakistan have been its social structure
and incompatible political system. Pakistan’s
social system is ultra-conservative with an authoritarian traditional structure. In this social
structure individualism, liberty and freedom
have no or little space. Therefore, we could
not establish a solid democratic culture in

Pakistan and on the basis of that culture could
not develop a strong political system which
could result in the formation of structures,
processes and mechanisms of good governance.
One can give an example in this regard. In the
entire history of Pakistan, local government
institutions, which provide the foundation of
a democratic system, existed for a few years.
Even whenever local government institutions
have been there they existed merely in name
without any power to address the basic issues
of Pakistan. Why this has happened because
in an ultraconservative social structure power
only lies in traditional authorities, like waderas
or family patriarchs, who believe in the centralization of power which is totally against the
spirit of local government institutions whose
basic spirit is decentralization and devolution
of power to communities and local tiers. On
the other hand, Pakistan’s political system,
which ideally should have been designed and
formed to overcome the problems of the social
structure as is the case of any development
political system. Pakistan’s parliamentary
political system, instead of overcoming the
ills of the social structure, has reinforced the
social structure. Consequently, the problems
associated with the social structure have not
only remained unresolved but become more
complex with the passage of time due to the
increasing population, outside influence and
social complexity due to urbanization and migration. Imran Khan, like earlier rulers, could
not understand the two realities of Pakistan’s
political sociology. Therefore, he remained a
largely ineffective ruler. In fact, Imran Khan
tried to reinforce the classical social structure
of Pakistan by promoting people from rural
and modest backgrounds to establish a good
governance model. He failed thoroughly. Our
problems will not be addressed if we continue
to ignore these social and political realities of
Pakistan. n
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Pakistan’s record job creation
Muhammad Hassan

O

utgoing Prime Minister Imran
Khan was often ridiculed by
the opposition and an inimical
media for his promise to create
10 million jobs in his five-year
term. The latest data shows that he was all set
to achieve the target despite persistent efforts
by the opposition to create political uncertainty throughout his tenure and the onset of the
pandemic.
It is an astonishing achievement of the
Pakistan Tehreek-i-Insaf (PTI) government
that it created 5.5 million jobs in three years
and it could have easily achieved its target, if
allowed to complete its term, which was cut
short by national and international conspiracies. As the pandemic struck, the Imran
government refused to shut down the country
completely to save the jobs of daily wagers.
Then it announced incentives for the industry,
which created a large number of jobs. However, it was the biggest failure of the government
that it could not control prices, though it was
an international phenomenon.
According to the Labour Force Survey released by the Pakistan Bureau of Statistics, the
economy created 5.5 million jobs during the
past three years, on an average 1.84 million jobs
a year, which is far higher than yearly average
of the creation of new jobs during the 2008-18
decade. In Sindh, the unemployment rate
significantly went down to just 3.9% in three
years as joblessness increased in all other three
provinces, mainly because of the pandemic,
the highest being recorded at 8.8% in Khyber
Pakhtunkhwa (K-P) during the last fiscal year.
The survey of over 6,808 enumeration
blocks and 99,904 households reveals the
national joblessness rate stood at 6.3% at
the end of the last fiscal year, which is better
than the preceding year but higher than 5.8%
recorded at the end of the PML-N tenure. The
findings showed that the number of employed
people increased to 67.3 million by June 2021
–up from 61.7 million at the end of the PML-N
term. However, the official unemployment rate
which in June 2018 was 5.8% went up to 6.3%
at the end of the third year of the PTI rule. The
unemployment rate was the lowest in Sindh
at 3.9% and the highest at 8.8% in Khyber
Pakhtunkhwa, followed by 6.8% in Punjab.
In Balochistan, the rate was 4.3% in 2020-21
against 4.6% in 2018-19.
During 2018-23, on an average 1.84
million jobs a year were created, far better
than the yearly average recorded during
PML-N and PPP governments. In the five year
of the PPP (2008-13), about 6.9 million jobs
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had been created with a yearly average of 1.4
million. Compared to it, during the PML-N’s
rule (2013-18), about 5.7 million jobs had been
created with an average of 1.14 million a year.
The average economic growth rate during the
PML-N rule was significantly higher than the
average growth rate during the PTI tenure. For
the first time in the past 70 years, the country
had also witnessed 1% contraction in the Gross
Domestic Product during the fiscal year 201920, when the world was struck by the global
pandemic.
Over 31% of the country's youths were
unemployed by 2018-19, according to a report
released by the Pakistan Institute of Development Economics (PIDE). All persons of 10
years of age and over who worked at least one
hour during the last one week were treated
as employed persons. However, the employed
people’s definition of 10 year’s age was not consistent with Pakistan’s global commitments
to end child labour. The definition needs to be
revisited, experts say.
In terms of sectors, the share of agriculture in total employment went down from
38.5% from three years ago to 37.4%. But the
share of the industrial sector increased from
23.7% to 25.4%. The services sector’s share in
employment also decreased from nearly 38% to
37.2%. In absolute terms, during the past three
years about 2.5 million jobs were created in
the industrial sector compared with 2.1 million
during the PML-N tenure. Another 1.4 million
jobs were created in the agriculture sector and
1.7 million in the services sector. During the
PML-N tenure around 4.3 million jobs had
been created in the services sector.
The International Labour Organization

has also endorsed the findings. When Prime
Minister Imran Khan had announced his manifesto to create 10 million jobs, media persons
and political leaders mimicked the claim, terming it impossible. However, the survey proves
the target was quite achievable in five years.
Some 720,000 people had lost their jobs in the
agriculture sector in the PML-N government,
while the PTI government created around 1.42
million new jobs in the sector, which means
Pakistan’s agriculture sector is flourishing.
Agriculture witnessed unprecedented growth
in recent years. Growers are now getting
handsome rates of their produce after the government enhanced the support price of almost
all crops.
In the industrial sector, the PTI government created 2.404 million jobs in three years,
while the PML-N provided jobs to 2.08 million
in the sector in five years. It shows Pakistan’s
industrial sector is expanding at a rapid pace.
After reforms in the industrial sector and
introduction of the textile policy, the sector
witnessed rapid growth, attracted investment
worth billions of dollars and produced millions
of new jobs. In the two years of the pandemic
when the world’s economies plunged to new
lows, Pakistan created some 3.2 million new
jobs.
The yearly increasing rate shows that on
average, 62% more jobs were created during
the PTI government’s three years as compared
to the same period of the PML-N government.
Besides, 1.1 million people got jobs abroad
through the Bureau of Emigration & Overseas
Employment. It is hoped the PTI will come
to power again with even better policies to
expedite the country’s progress.
EMPLOYMENT

World Water Day: A
grim reminder
Asim Nisar

W

orld Water Day is
observed every year
on March 22 to focus
on the importance of
freshwater. The idea for
the international day was conceived in 1992,
the year in which the United Nations Conference on Environment and Development in
Rio de Janeiro was held. The same year, the
United Nations General Assembly adopted a
resolution by which March 22 of each year was
declared World Day for Water to be observed
starting in 1993.
Later, other celebrations and events were
added to the day. These include the International Year of Cooperation in the Water Sphere
2013 and the current International Decade for
Action on Water for Sustainable Development,
2018-2028. These observances come to remind
us that water and sanitation measures are key
to poverty reduction, economic growth and
environmental protection.
Water is of prime importance for
humans to survive on Earth. Without an
adequate and continuous supply of water,
life could not exist on earth. In other words,
water is life. Because of rapid increase in the
population, the pressure to tap more and more
resources has also increased. As a result, today
communities across the world are facing acute
water shortages.
World Water Day is especially aimed
at raising awareness about the 2.2
billion people living without access
to safe water. It is about taking action to tackle the global water crisis.
Another purpose of World Water
Day is to support the achievement
of Sustainable Development Goal 6:
water and sanitation for all by 2030.
Every year there is a theme
associated with World Water Day.
This theme sheds light on various
issues related to the cause. The
theme for World Water Day 2022 is
‘Groundwater, making the invisible
visible’. As is well known, groundwater is water found underground
in aquifers, which are geological
formations of rocks, sands and
gravels that hold substantial quantities of water. Groundwater feeds
springs, rivers, lakes and wetlands,
and seeps into oceans. Groundwater
is recharged mainly from rain and
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snowfall infiltrating the ground.
Groundwater is a source of sustenance
for a large proportion of the world population.
Most arid areas of the world depend entirely
on groundwater. Groundwater supplies a large
proportion of the water we use for drinking,
sanitation, food production and industrial
processes. It is also critically important to the
healthy functioning of ecosystems, such as
wetlands and rivers.
We need to protect groundwater
reserves from overexploitation – abstracting
more water than is recharged by rain and
snow - since it can lead to the depletion of
this resource, extra-costs of processing it, and
sometimes even preventing its use. Exploring,
protecting and sustainably using groundwater
is central to surviving and adapting to climate
change and meeting the needs of a growing
population.
International Water Day reminds us that
Pakistan suffers from water scarcity. According to a UN report, Pakistan will be the most
water-stressed country in South Asia within
two decades. Almost 30 million Pakistanis
have no access to clean water. According to a
recent report by the International Monetary
Fund (IMF), Pakistan ranks third in the world
among countries facing acute water shortage.
Reports by the United Nations Development
Programme (UNDP) and the Pakistan Council
of Research in Water Resources (PCRWR)
also warn the authorities that Pakistan will
reach absolute water scarcity by 2025.

Pakistan has the world’s fourth-highest
rate of water use. Its water intensity rate —
the amount of water, in cubic meters, used
per unit of GDP — is the world’s highest. This
suggests that no country’s economy is more
water-intensive than Pakistan’s. According to
the IMF, Pakistan’s per capita annual water
availability is 1,017 cubic meters — perilously
close to the scarcity threshold of 1,000 cubic
meters. Back in 2009, Pakistan’s water availability was about 1,500 cubic meters.
Pakistan has only two big reservoirs
which can save water for only 30 days. On the
other hand, India can store water for 190 days
whereas the US can do it for 900 days. Pakistan receives around 145 million acre feet of
water every year but can only save 13.7 million
acre feet. Pakistan needs 40 million acre feet of
water but 29 million acre feet of our floodwater is wasted because we have few dams.
Unchecked population growth and
urbanization are the major reasons behind the
worsening water crisis. The issue has also been
exacerbated by climate change, poor water
management and lack of the political will to
deal with the crisis. Pakistan’s water crisis
is basically a failure in water management.
Experts say that Pakistan’s water scarcity can
be addressed through data gathering, improved
efficiency, reduced losses and improved farming practices. More and better-coordinated
government initiatives and subsidies, such as
the drip irrigation scheme in Punjab, can also
produce instant results. n
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Mounting US meddling
in Pakistan

P

Muhammad Zain

rime Minister Imran Khan has accused the US of masterminding the
opposition’s no-confidence motion
to remove him from power. It is
not clear whether the opposition
knew about the US plot or played into its hand
unintentionally, but most Pakistanis are aware
of its tactics. It treats Pakistan like an enemy
but wants it to behave like a slave. It has also
made many successful attempts to change
governments in Pakistan and the rest of the
world, whenever it felt the need according to
its international plans. However, the time has
changed now.
The public sentiments are highly against
the US recently after it fiercely opposed
Pakistan in the Financial Action Task Force
(FATF), resisted an International Monetary
Fund (IMF) bailout package for it and many
Pakistanis believe its “harsh” conditions were
because of the US; it openly criticised Pakistan’s participation in the China-Pakistan Economic Corridor (CPEC) and always accused
Pakistan of playing a “double game” and not
doing enough to protect its interests. When
Prime Minister Imran Khan accused the US
of blatantly interfering in Pakistan’s domestic
politics and life threats to him through a letter,
it was not surprising for many people in Pakistan. The US was not happy when Imran Khan
had visited Russia in February. In a rare move,
foreign envoys in Pakistan urged the country
to condemn Russian invasion of Ukraine in the
UNGA session. The undiplomatic demand was
made in a joint letter written to Pakistan by
heads of various foreign missions in the country, including Germany and France. Pakistan’s
Foreign Office said the demand was against
diplomatic norms. It also angered Prime Minister Imran Khan who asked the envoys whether
they had written a similar letter to India. It
clearly perturbed the US and its allies and
Pakistanis knew their reaction was on the way.
According to Prime Minister Imran
Khan, the threatening message was sent by US
Assistant Secretary of State for South and Central Asian Affairs Donald Lu in a meeting with
Pakistan’s Ambassador Asad Majeed. The US
State Department and White House rejected
the allegations. However, Pakistan’s National
Security Committee decided to issue a "strong
demarche" to a country, which it did not name,
over a “threat letter,” terming it "blatant interference in the internal affairs of Pakistan". The
8

NSC, which is the highest forum for coordination on security issues, was chaired by Prime
Minister Imran Khan and attended by the
military leadership and ministers. According
to a statement issued by the Prime Minister's
Office, NSA Moeed Yusuf briefed the committee about the "formal communication of a
senior official of a foreign country" to Pakistan's ambassador in that country in a formal
meeting which was subsequently conveyed.
"The committee expressed grave concern at the
communication, terming the language used by
the foreign official undiplomatic," the statement said, adding that the meeting concluded
that it amounted to "blatant interference in
the internal affairs of Pakistan by the country in question". It termed the interference
"unacceptable under any circumstances". "The
committee decided that Pakistan will issue a
strong demarche to the country in question
both in Islamabad and in the country's capital
through proper channels in keeping with diplomatic norms,” the statement added. It is clear
that the “letter” and threats were not fake and
the participants in the NSC meeting considered them genuine, otherwise they would not
have agreed to send “a strong demarche” to the
country.
It is a fact that US interference in
Pakistan’s internal affairs has reached a point,
where many Pakistanis believe the “friendly”
country has undermined the sovereignty of
their homeland, which has been a frontline
state in its so-called war on terror until recently. People in Pakistan have reasons to believe
that the US masterminds regime change in Pakistan, when and where required. It is not by
chance that governments were toppled in Pakistan when the US needed a ruler of its choice
in the country to advance its agenda after some
domestic or international crisis.

Meanwhile, it is also not a coincidence
that the US has opened floodgates of economic
aid to Pakistan when there was a ruler of its
choice in the country, but imposed sanctions
on it when there was a government it did not
like. Pakistan’s history reveals that the US
has encouraged military takeovers and then
exploited the “illegitimacy” of military rulers to
advance its designs in the region. It supported
General Ayub to fight communism until he
“unnecessarily” went to war with India in
1965. The US pushed General Ziaul Haq to
overthrow Zulfikar Ali Bhutto’s government
and manage his judicial killing for pursuing a
nuclear programme.
During the Zia period, the US officially
promoted “jihad” to fight Soviet occupation
forces in Afghanistan. US funding for arming
and training Afghan and Pakistani youths
for jihad led to the creation of many terrorist
groups. Had the US left Pakistan and Afghanistan alone, the menace would not have been
staring at the world. Genuine Afghan fighters
would have forced the Soviet troops to leave
the country even if no country had helped
them. US interference only compounded the
problem for itself, Pakistan and the whole
world.
However, only the US could not be
blamed for repeated interference in Pakistan.
All political parties are equally responsible for
it, as they look to the US for coming to power
and regime change in Pakistan. It has seriously
jeopardized the sovereignty of Pakistan, which
has to bear the brunt of failed US policies in
the region. The problems of Pakistan can be
resolved only if the political parties promote
democracy in their ranks and look to the people for coming to power. It is also a fact that
Pakistan is a different country today and the
US cannot dictate it. n
POLITICS

Serious challenges ahead

T

Shahid Hussain

he Pakistan Tehreek-i-Insaf (PTI)
government has set the national
growth rate at about 5pc for the
current fiscal year. However, international organizations project the
growth rate to be less than half of it. Even if the
economy grows according to the government’s
estimates, it will fail to meet the needs of the
majority of the people who have suffered huge
job and income losses.
The country has seen the highest
inflation in its history in the PTI government,
with millions of people losing jobs and facing
income cuts even before the onset of the
pandemic. The pandemic aggravated the losses.
The national economy may be recovering but
people are still suffering. Bad governance has
compounded the situation. However, according to the Pakistan Development Update of the
World Bank, Pakistan’s economic growth will
strengthen to an average of 2.7pc for FY202223. The baseline economic growth forecast,
however, is highly uncertain, especially given
the third and more-contagious wave of the
pandemic currently circulating in the country,
it warned. “It is crucial to sustain the positive
reform momentum to continue to boost the
competitiveness of Pakistan’s economy and lay
a strong foundation for a more robust, inclusive
and sustainable recovery. Increasing competitiveness and stimulating private investment
and exports will require continued macroeconomic stability, maintenance of a market-determined exchange rate, and improving the
business environment to enable all firms, particularly SMEs, to access markets and compete
openly in a leveled playing field. The potential
for a strong recovery and a growth acceleration
is there. Reforms to make it happen need to
be further sustained,” said Najy Benhassine,
World Bank Country Director for Pakistan.
On the other hand, the Asian Development Bank projected Pakistan’s GDP at 4pc for
the current year, though 2pc more than World
Bank estimates but still one percent less than
what is budgeted. The State Bank of Pakistan
has projected the economy to grow strongly in
the range of four to five per cent in the current
fiscal year 2021-22, but warned of challenges
including exponentially high global commodity prices, elevated import payments, increase
in utility tariffs, higher inflation and expansion
in services deficit. In its annual report, the
SBP economic outlook said economic recovery
during FY21 was projected to gain further momentum in FY22. The momentum in growth
is evident from the significant increase in machinery and raw material imports, continued
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expansion in consumer financing, and strong
uptrend in domestic sales as seen from high
frequency demand indicators during the initial
months of FY22.
According to the government’s estimates, Consumer Price Index (CPI) inflation
is expected to remain within a range of 7-9pc.
The SBP recommended that better commodity
management practices, especially the build-up
of reserves for wheat and sugar, would likely
contain supply side pressures from seeping
into inflation during FY22. Importantly, headline inflation is expected to retreat more visibly
in the second half of the year, with the phasing
out of the base impact of hike in power tariffs.
“These projections are subject to multiple upside risks, including from a greater-than-anticipated increase in global commodity prices and
upward revision in utility tariffs. In addition to
triggering a sharp increase in domestic prices,
these developments may also give rise to significant second-round impacts on inflation,” the
report said.
In the external sector, pressures from
the import side are emerging, with payments
exceeding $6 billion in June, August and
September. The surge in imports is broadbased, partly reflecting the increasing pace of
economic activity, a further increase in global
commodity prices, continued imports of agricultural commodities, automobiles, and many
consumption related items. According to the
SBP, the current account deficit is projected in
the range of 2-3pc of the GDP during FY22.
In its report, the World Bank said
Pakistan’s economy has been growing slowly
over the past two decades. Annual per capita
growth has averaged only 2pc, less than half
of the South Asia average, partly due to
inconsistent macroeconomic policies and an
under-reliance on investment and exports to
drive economic growth. Short periods of rapid
consumption-fueled growth frequently led
to sizable current account and fiscal deficits
that ultimately required policy tightening, resulting in recurrent boom-bust cycles. In early
FY20, following one such episode of external
and fiscal imbalances, the country entered a
39-month IMF-Extended Fund Facility. The
associated adjustment measures, including
fiscal consolidation, contributed to a reduction
of the imbalances over the year and improved
macroeconomic stability.
However, the containment measures
adopted in response to the COVID-19 pandemic led to a severe contraction in economic
activity during the final quarter of FY20. Half
of the working population saw either job or
income losses, with informal and low-skilled
workers employed in elementary occupations

facing the strongest loss in employment. As a
result, poverty incidence is estimated to have
increased in FY20 from 4.4 to 5.4pc, using the
international poverty line of $1.90 PPP 2011 per
day, with more than two million people falling
below this poverty line. Moreover, 40pc of
households suffered from moderate to severe
food insecurity.
It noted that over the first half of FY21,
there have been signs of a fragile recovery.
With increased community mobility, private
consumption has strengthened, aided by
record official remittance inflows. Investment
is also estimated to have slightly recovered,
as machinery imports and cement sales both
recorded double-digit growth rates. On the
production side, crop production was relatively weak in the first six months of FY21, as
cotton production was adversely affected by
heavy monsoon floods. Following the phased
lifting of lockdown measures from May
2020 onwards, indicators of industrial and
services activity have recovered, with “Large
Scale Manufacturing” and business confidence indexes exceeding pre-COVID levels
in December 2020. As a result, the majority of
the informal workers affected by the crisis are
expected to have been able to return to work.
The fiscal deficit widened over the first
six months of FY21 (y-o-y), as expenditure
growth outpaced an increase in revenues. In
line with the recovery of economic activity,
total revenues grew by 3.7pc. Over the same
period, total expenditures rose by 6.2pc, partly
driven by higher interest payments. Public
debt, including guaranteed debt, reached
87.9pc of GDP at end-December 2020, up from
86.7pc of GDP at end-December 2019. Output
growth is expected to recover gradually over
the medium-term, averaging 2.2 percent over
FY21-23, mostly due to contributions from
private consumption. However, sectors that
employ the poorest, such as agriculture, are expected to remain weak, and therefore poverty
is likely to remain high.
Major risks to the WB outlook include
the possibility of new waves of infections, the
emergence of new vaccine-resistant strains,
and setbacks in mass vaccinations. In addition,
more delays in the implementation of critical
structural reforms could lead to further fiscal
and macroeconomic imbalances. According to
the IMF, as the recovery gains strength, it will
be important to accelerate the implementation
of policies and reforms needed to address some
of the long-standing challenges facing the Pakistani economy. Moody’s, in its latest report,
said that Pakistan’s economy had the potential
to grow at an annual rate of 4pc. Fitch Ratings
awarded Pakistan ‘B-’ rating, which reflects
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weak public finances, external finance vulnerabilities, and low governance indicator scores.
“The authorities have made progress in addressing external and public finance challenges
over the past few years, despite the headwinds from the Covid-19 pandemic. However,
economic uncertainties from the pandemic

and political challenges to keeping the reform
agenda on track pose risks,” it observed.
Undoubtedly, Pakistan still faces grave
challenges and the economy will take years
to recover. However, the government wants
to create an impression that it has put the
country on the road to quick prosperity. It

has taken really harsh measures to improve
the economy in the last three years, but it hurt
the common people badly. Now it has relaxed
its policy in a bid to win the next election. All
past governments did the same. They relaxed
fiscal discipline to woo voters ahead of polls
but the country suffered in the end.

Minor maids’ murder continues
Dr. Fatima Khan

A

nother minor maid, burnt by
her employer, succumbed to her
injuries in a Multan hospital on
March 25. She was burnt for
resisting an assault at Chak No.
189/9-L, Harappa, and she died at Nishtar
Hospital Multan after fighting for her life for
24 hours. Sawera (14) was doused in kerosene
and then set on fire.
The daughter of a farm worker, with six
other female siblings, Sawera had been left at
the residence of Pir Riaz Shah by her father in
2012, when she was just four years old. In the
recent past, she had complained to her family
several times that Pir’s son Dilbar Shah, a married man with children, had been harassing her
whenever he got a chance. On March 23, the
family got the news from Pir Riaz’s employees
that their daughter had been burnt by Dilbar
Shah.
Not very different story, though
heart-wrenching and moving, as ever. According to ‘Maid in Pakistan’, an NGO, one out of
20 maids in the country is tortured, harassed
and raped in silence. Three rights-based groups
– the Hari Welfare Association, the Pakistan
Institute of Labour Education and Research,
and the Institute for Social Justice – jointly
issued a report last year, revealing that more
than 140 cases of abuse, torture, rape and
murder of child domestic workers (CDWs)
were reported in the media during the recent
past. The actual number could be higher than
it, as most cases of child abuse are not reported
in the media.
All such incidents stress the need for
enacting stricter laws for the protection of
young people working as domestic help. State
of Pakistan's Children, a report compiled by
the Society for the Protection of the Rights of
the Child (SPARC), revealed that eight cases of
severe torture against domestic child servants
led to their deaths during the previous year.
A spokesperson for SPARC told the
media persons: "It is being observed that every
fourth house in Islamabad employs a child as a
domestic servant. These children are brought
from poor parts of the country, like Rahimyar
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Khan and Multan, to serve
as domestic
servants." She
demanded that
both federal
and provincial
governments
take effective
measures to
check growing
violence against
child domestic
workers and
respond to the
situation by
adding Child
Domestic Labour to the list
of banned occupations under the Employment
of Children Act 1991.
The UN Convention on the Rights of
the Child (CRC), which sets out the political,
cultural, social, health and economic rights of
a child (under the age of 18), has been ratified
by 194 countries. Pakistan is one of the first
20 countries to have signed and ratified the
Convention. Article 32 of the Convention says,
"The right of the child to be protected from
'economic exploitation' and from performing
any work that is likely to be 'hazardous' or to
interfere with the child's education, or to be
harmful to the child's health physical, mental
or otherwise."
Iftikhar Mubarik, the programme manager of Violence Against Child Labourers run
by SPARC, identified domestic employment as
the worst form of child labour. Mubarik says
that domestic labour deprives young children
of several rights that have been identified by
the state. It has 'no specified working hours'
which often victimises young children to a
routine devoid of education, rest and leisure.
Section 7 of the Employment of Children
Act 1991 states, "The period of work on each
day shall be so fixed that no period shall exceed three hours and that no child shall work
for more than three hours before they have an
interval of at least one hour for rest." The Act
which defines a child as a person below the age

of 14, while prohibiting certain occupations
for a child fails to address child labour in the
domestic sector.
According to an ILO estimate, in Pakistan every fourth house employs a child for
work. Mubarik said that in the previous year,
ten cases of child domestic servants being
tortured and killed were reported.
According to SPARC investigations,
child domestic labour is rife in all provinces of
Pakistan; most cases of violence towards child
domestic labour occur in Punjab, reveal the
research studies. The Child Rights Movement
(CRM) launched their Punjab chapter during
the last year. The body comprises almost 20
NGOs, hailing from various districts of Punjab.
The CRM has demanded that the federal
government establish the National Commission for the Rights of the Child in compliance
with the recommendations given by the UN
Committee on Child Rights in its concluding
observations to Pakistan. A delegation of the
organisation recently demanded inclusion
of domestic labour in the schedule of the 34
banned Hazardous Occupations as defined by
the Employment of Children Act (ECA) 1991.
The writer is a physician by profession. She has worked
as an intern at the Capital Health (New Jersey) & the
Mount Sinai St. Luke’s Hospital (New York). Rights
and gender issues are the areas of special interest to her.
She can be reached at: fatima23393@hotmail.com
RIGHTS

Training crucial for private
schoolteachers also

S

Rasheed Ali

umera Akbar failed to get admission
to a college after passing her matriculation examination due to financial
constraints of her family. His father
was a grocery shop owner and his
earnings ranged between Rs20,000
and Rs25,000 a month.
Sumera’s six other siblings were also
studying in different grades in two government
schools at Chowk Yateem Khana of Lahore,
where the family lived in a two-room rented
house. Her mother suggested that she continue
her education privately or through Allama
Iqbal Open University (AIOU), as her father
could not afford the college education for her.
She had to pay a Rs4,200 registration fee and
charges for books for a semester to start her
education as an AIOU student.
Meanwhile, one of her neighbours told
her to visit a private school in the locality
as they needed teachers. She was afraid that
she would not be selected as a teacher, being
only a matriculate and without any teaching
experience. She was interviewed by the owner-cum-principal of the school, and to her great
surprise she was selected after a brief class
teaching demonstration. However, she was told
she would be paid only Rs7,500 monthly "salary" initially, and a Rs2,500 raise after one year.
In the first week of her joining the
school, she came to know that a majority of the
11 teachers in the school were like her, matriculates and intermediates. They didn't have any
special certificate or diploma in teaching and
no prior experience of teaching. She had done
her matriculation from a government school in
Urdu medium, but in the private school, she
was assigned the task of teaching ‘Prep’ and
class 1 students of ‘English’ medium. However,
she was able to manage it with the help of
the principal, who was ‘kind’ enough to help
her ‘learn’ the textbooks before going to the
classroom.
Faisal Bari, an educationist, says that
a large majority of private schools, which
have a vital share at each stage of schooling
in Pakistan, are without trained and qualified
teachers. He says that a qualified or certified
teacher is the one who has earned credentials
in a specific subject from an authoritative
source, such as the government or an accredited higher education institution.
Mr. Bari believes that pre-primary and
primary education is the crucial stage when
EDUCATION

parents decide the medium of schooling for their
children. In urban centres
especially, parents
mostly decide in favour of
private "English medium"
schools. He says that
the total enrolment at
pre-primary stage is 8.554
million, out of which 47%
is in the private sector in
the country. And these
are the educational institutions where more than
80% untrained or semitrained teachers impart
education to students.
The educationist
says that a large majority
of teachers in private schools are uncertified
and untrained, but the situation in public
sector schools is not much different. According
to official data, the ratio of trained government
primary teachers in Pakistan stands at 84.2%,
and only 76.4% female teachers in primary education are trained.
Dr. Muhammad Ilyas Wali, a representative of private schools association in Punjab,
admits that hiring trained and qualified teachers has never been a priority in Pakistan so far,
even in the public sector. That's why, he tells
Cutting Edge, students' learning levels have
been alarmingly low. He says that there are a
number of reasons for low quality of teaching
of the existing teachers, and some of them are
the politicisation of the recruitment and deployment system, irrational teacher educators'
deployment in teacher education institutions,
insufficient resources, lack of professional
development opportunities, and the absence of
a robust quality assurance mechanism in the
country. However, he believes the situation
has started improving during the past few
years. The provincial governments have paid
a little more attention to raising the quality of
education by appointing certified and better
qualified teachers to educational institutions,
especially in Punjab and Khyber Pakhtunkhwa,
he adds.
Mr. Wali says that it was the crux of the
student-centred National Education Policy
(NEP) 2009 that pupils' academic achievement
is closely associated with quality teaching and
governance. The policy also stressed the need
for capacity-building of teachers and quality
assurance in education. He says the two key

strategies have been identified by the NEP
2009 and endorsed by the provincial governments to achieve the purpose of teachers'
licensing and the introduction of National Professional Standards for Teachers (NPST) 2009.
The educationist says there are tens
of hundreds of teachers in both public and
private sectors who want to improve their
teaching skills. He hoped that the official
policy announcement, made by the federal
education ministry last year, would help
improve the situation. The process would be
initiated with new teachers for acquisition of
Quality Teacher Status (QTS) and encourage
the existing teacher workforce to upgrade
their qualifications, he believes. However,
he says that introducing teacher licensing
at the provincial level as an integral part of
systematic implementation of the NEP 2009
would not be without challenges. Motivating
serving teachers to upgrade their qualification
would definitely require incentives such as
linking licensing with a developmental and
motivational career path as well as continuous
professional development opportunities. Also,
extensive capacity-building of teaching staff
and governance of teacher training institutes
would be essential to meet the requirements of
the licensing framework.
Muhammad Azam Khan, former president of the Punjab Teachers Union, appreciates
the licensing policy for the serving teachers. However, he believes that to make the
initiative a success, the first priority should be
bringing the serving teachers and their unions
on board and their apprehensions should be
addressed through open consultation and
policy dialogue.
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Towards a new Middle
East Cold War
Marwan Bishara

R

ecently, foreign ministers of the
United Arab Emirates, Bahrain,
Morocco, and Egypt joined their
American and Israeli counterparts
for a first-of-its-kind summit at
the Sde Boker farm in southern Israel, where
Israel’s first Prime Minister Ben Gurion lived
and is now buried.
Ben Gurion was responsible for the 1948
Palestinian catastrophe (Nakba), the horrific
ethnic cleansing of most Palestinians from
lands that later became Israel. But that did not
affect the Arab officials’ appetite as they dined
on “Ben Gurion rice” accompanied by meat
from the occupied Syrian Golan Heights. No
stomach or heart ache was reported. Food for
thought.
The meeting was held on the 20th anniversary of the Arab League summit in Beirut
when the Arabs launched their big peace initiative, as Palestinian President Yasser Arafat
was languishing under military siege in the
occupied Palestinian territory. The initiative
promised peace and normalisation of relations
but only after Israel withdrew from Palestinian and Arab lands. However, in recent years,
defeated and divided, a number of Arab autocrats, threatened by the Arab Spring, rushed to
normalise relations with Israel under American
pressure, leaving the occupied Palestinians
behind, with absolutely nothing, nada, zilch.
The Palestinians saw that as a betrayal,
a slap in the face. Well, make that many slaps.
None of the Arab ministers who visited Ben
Gurion’s farm bothered to show up in the
occupied West Bank. Perhaps too ashamed.
Perhaps worried about Palestinians’ response.
And the summit’s substance was no less tragic
than its symbolism. Like the Ukrainians, the
Palestinians are sacrificed on the altar of a new,
albeit regional, Cold War, featuring Israel and
the UAE camp on one side and the Iran camp
on the other.
This anti-Iranian axis coalesced after the
Trump presidency walked away from the Iran
Nuclear Deal, and has continued despite the
Biden administration’s attempts at reviving
it. In recent days, Israel and the UAE have
accelerated their efforts to “muster an effective
alliance against the common threat, Iran”, amid
news of a potential diplomatic breakthrough
in Vienna. Israel and its new regional allies
believe a bad deal is worse than no deal at
all, as it restricts its freedom to act militarily
against Iran.
Abu Dhabi Crown Prince Mohammed
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bin Zayed Al Nahyan (MBZ) hosted the Syrian
president Bashar al-Assad, a first for the internationally sanctioned leader, in an attempt to
further normalise Syrian-Arab relations. Just
a few days later, the UAE’s de facto ruler also
had a meeting with the Israeli prime minister,
Naftali Bennett, hosted by Egyptian President
Abdel Fattah el-Sisi, at the Red Sea resort of
Sharm el-Sheikh.
A third meeting followed in Jordan,
where MBZ was photographed walking armin-arm with Iraqi Prime Minister Mustafa
al-Kadhimi in the resort city of Aqaba, alongside the Jordanian king, Abdullah II, and the
Egyptian president.
Despite the charm offensive, Syria and
Iraq remain uncommitted and continued to
signal that they are still leaning towards Iran,
for political and strategic reasons. This is
unlikely to change after sanctions are lifted and
Tehran is emboldened. Iran has already conducted at least three joint naval exercises with
the Russian and Chinese militaries since 2019,
and last year, signed a 25-year comprehensive
cooperation agreement with Beijing.
Meanwhile, Israeli Prime Minister
Bennett has warned that the US-Iranian deal
taking shape to restore the nuclear accord is
weaker than the original arrangement, and
would lead to “a more violent, more volatile
Middle East”. But this is not a mere prediction,
rather a self-fulfilling prophecy, considering
Israel insists that it will do whatever it takes
to impede Iran’s nuclear programme, and along
with the UAE, do what it must to curtail Iran’s

influence in Lebanon, Syria, Yemen and the
Hamas-controlled Gaza Strip.
Israel and the UAE fear Iran will be richer, stronger and reinvigorated after signing a
renewed nuclear deal that leads to the lifting of
all Western sanctions on the Islamic Republic.
Both especially fear the Biden administration
will remove Iran’s Revolutionary Guards from
the US’s “terrorist list” in return for security
assurances.
But they think Biden is so indifferent
to their nuclear deal reservations, so dismissive of their fears of an emboldened Iran, and
so preoccupied with a resurgent Russia and
rising China, that he is turning his back on the
Middle East.
Well, the Biden administration may be
absent-minded nowadays, considering the
Russian invasion of Ukraine, but the US is
hardly absent from the Middle East, where
tens of thousands of American troops are deployed on numerous military bases. Still, Israel
wants the Biden administration to understand
that it views Khamenei’s Iran like the US views
Putin’s Russia – a danger not only to itself and
the region, but to the whole world.
Secretary of State Antony Blinken has
tried hard, perhaps too hard, in recent days
to emphasise that the US and Israel are still
acting together not only against Russia but
also Iran. To no avail. And if or when he asks
his counterparts at the “Ben Gurion summit”
to stand behind the US on Russia, doubtless,
they will ask him why the US is not standing
behind them on Iran.
OPINION

Canada just got a little
more interesting
Andrew Mitrovica

C

anada is a big country with a
small imagination – politically
speaking. A lot of Canadian politicians and pundits prefer it that
way since predictability is often
considered a synonym for stability. And stability is often considered a virtue in a cautious
country with little affinity or enthusiasm for
imaginative thinking – politically speaking.
So, when the governing Liberal Party, led
by a chastised and vulnerable Prime Minister
Justin Trudeau, agreed to strike an entente
with Jagmeet Singh, the leader of the pretend
socialists – the New Democratic Party (NDP)
– Canada became a little more interesting –
politically speaking. Distilled to its core, the
Liberal-NDP pact calls for Singh to prop up
Trudeau’s minority government until 2025. In
exchange, Trudeau will try to find the money
in post-pandemic budgets to relieve struggling
Canadians of the pricey costs to take care
of their teeth and to buy prescription drugs.
Trudeau gets what he wants: to remain prime
minister for longer than most observers –
including yours truly – thought possible. Singh
gets what he wants: credit for helping people
who need help that could, over time, pay
dividends. To be clear: this is not a coalition –
where Singh and company would be obliged
to sit, knee-to-knee, in a room full of apostate
Liberal cabinet ministers. Instead, Singh has
leveraged the NDP’s hold on the balance of
power in parliament into what amounts to
a “coalition-light”. Much more importantly,
he has won, on paper, commitments – not
promises – from Trudeau to do what the prime
minister has, until now, been reluctant to do.
On a stubborn, practical note, Singh
knows that it will take years for the NDP to
replenish its running-on-empty coffers before
it can even contemplate bankrolling a costly
federal election campaign. As such, Singh’s
decision to act as Robin to Trudeau’s Batman
until 2025 is a necessary by-product of the party’s halting balance sheet, as well as a genuine
bid to aid Canadians in need.
Alas, the Trudeau-Singh axis – negotiated in secret by a nestful of aides – had
the requisite dose of backroom dealing and
intrigue to trigger a hysterical reaction among
outraged conservative politicians and commentators who were so appalled that they pleaded
with God on Twitter to save Canada from
OPINION

being disfigured beyond recognition or, worse,
destroyed by a pair of Fidel Castro-loving
revolutionaries.
As a general rule, I find that if excitable
conservative politicians and columnists turn
to the heavens as part of an apoplectic tantrum
that Canada is about to be transformed into a
slightly more agreeable version of North Korea,
then someone, somewhere, has earned a hearty
round of applause for having done something
right. While I have some misgivings with how
the Trudeau-Singh pact came about and the
unelected apparatchiks who pieced it together,
anytime a government makes what appears to
be a binding pledge to help people who require
help, that is, by any measure, a good thing.
Still, the confirmed cynic in me wonders
not only if Trudeau will be around long enough
to keep his word, but if Singh could also have
pried more from a government eager to avoid
a non-confidence vote and another federal
election. Having worked on Parliament Hill
decades ago, I can assure you the distrust and
enmity between Liberals and the NDP were
once as deep as any Himalayan crevasse.
A healthy dose of that distrust and enmity persists. It was born, in large part, by the
Liberal Party’s historic habit of tacking to the
left when the prevailing winds blow. This has
translated into Canada’s we’ll-do-and-say-anything-to-win-an-election party stealing, outright, programmes that the NDP championed
when it was a real and not pretend socialist
party. (These days – true to milk-toast form –
the pretend socialists have banned the word
“socialist” from their party’s constitution.)
Understood in this context, Trudeau’s
apparent appetite to play let’s make a deal
with Singh confirms, once more, a defining
Liberal trait and a wounded prime minister’s
parochial calculus to stay in the job rather than
any abiding need to serve the public interest.
Given the NDP’s traditional scepticism and
distrust – I am being charitable – of the LiberaI
Party’s intentions and motivations, Singh may
have thought it prudent to fashion, reportedly over months, an agreement with Trudeau
privately and only consult with his paltry
25-member caucus after the fact to prevent
potentially fatal leaks.
For a party that professes a near-religious devotion – hand on pretend socialist
heart – to transparency and “grass-roots” democracy, Singh’s behind-closed-doors accord
with Trudeau is antithetical to those sup-

posed solemn conventions. In any event, the
Trudeau-Singh pact makes plain the laser-thin
daylight between the Liberals and Canada’s
pretend socialists on domestic and foreign
policy. Indeed, Singh was elected NDP leader
as an effervescent rebuttal to an effervescent
prime minister.This may go some way towards
explaining Singh’s and his tenured-for-life
advisers’ sorry failure to wrestle, for example,
fairer and just amendments to a number of
adamant and inhumane Liberal foreign policies
as tangible reciprocity for the NDP’s marriage
of convenience and somewhat conviction.
Chief among them is Trudeau’s evangelical support for Israel. This, despite a library of
reports by human rights groups that Canada’s
can-never-do-any-wrong ally in the Middle
East is guilty of apartheid as it continues to
methodically evict, jail, traumatise, maim and
kill Palestinian children, women and men
whenever it wants to, for whatever reasons it
wants to, for as long as it wants to. I am sure
that Conservatives and their hyperbolic apologists take considerable solace in that.
But their frantic appeals to God for salvation from the Trudeau-Singh axis may reflect a
sober admission that if, one day in perhaps the
not-so-distant-future, the NDP and Liberals
move, conceivably, from an entente to a merger, then the prospects of Conservatives forming
a future government may dwindle to nil. The
numbers on this score are absolute.
In the 2021 election, more than 8.5
million Canadians voted for Liberal and NDP
candidates combined, or the equivalent of
nearly 50 percent of the popular vote. The 2019
election results were almost identical to the
percentage point. Canadians vote centre-left.
If even a slice of soft or disenchanted Liberal
voters drifted their way, Conservatives would
face a herculean task – given the country’s
immovable loyalty to electing government via
first-past-the-post – to defeat a Liberal-NDP
union. The Conservative Party has veered back
to the hard right, joining its rabid ideological
brethren down south in embracing a litany of
imaginary grievances disguised as “freedoms”
as the dominant governing principle and
flirting with crazed conspiracy theories. While
it devotes time and energy to what looks
destined to be a divisive and draining leadership contest between the lunatic right and
not-so-lunatic right, the Liberal-NDP entente
may prove agreeable to voters already inclined
to vote centre-left.
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Toxic waste

Pakistan is advancing in research, science
and technology. It has numerous laboratories
dealing with biological, material and chemical
stuff that often has hazardous substances. A
significant amount of toxic waste containing acids, chemicals, grease and oils is being
produced in these labs. This waste has occasionally been disposed of improperly that can
damage the environment.
Proper handling of laboratory waste is
of core importance for environmental safety.
Improper handling of such waste can cause
water pollution and waterborne diseases as
the pollutant enters the sanitation system.
Moreover, it contributes to solid waste and
air pollution. The liquid waste may block the
drains resulting in sewage malfunctioning.
The government should devise a national
laboratory waste management plan to handle
all waste produced inside the laboratories.
A licensed disposal facility with a proper
transportation system should be employed for
this purpose. Each category of waste should
be addressed differently as per its packaging
requirements. Well-labelled and leakage-proof
containers should be placed inside each
laboratory to collect waste separately. It will
avoid intermixing laboratory waste with other
waste materials.
These containers, after having been
properly labelled and sealed, should be transported from each laboratory to a temporary
storage site. It should later be taken away
by a licensed waste management agency for
proper dumping. Prolonged storage of waste
in residential areas should be avoided. All the
managers and staff involved should be given
proper training to reduce possible dangers.
Documentation and record-keeping of waste
should be encouraged. In a nutshell, proper
waste management practices will be helpful
in reducing pollution, conserving natural resources, and minimising environmental harm.
It will also help us accomplish the targeted
Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs).
Iqra Jamal
Islamabad

The indomitable
spirit of Karachi

Every once in a while in Karachi, you would
get frustrated when you are getting back from
work and there is a roadblock for some religious or celebratory rally; you would be angry
and frustrated when the electricity goes off
and you had just gotten home, all tired with a
worked up appetite.
But there will be moments when Karachi
would simply cheer you up like no one else
does. For instance, when a stranger comes
up to help you with a flat tyre and hopefully
leaving you with all your possessions intact!
A smile will run across your face when you
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look at the mischievous little faces with flags
in their hands celebrating Independence Day
with adorable naivete. And there is that unbeatable wit that you would watch when, say,
a motorcyclist almost bumps into a rickshaw
and then both of them would be heard telling
each other: Yaar, bhai, aaein, aap hi aajaein.
The mischief lies in the sarcastic tone and the
twinkle in the eye that is difficult to imagine if
you have never been to the city.
For me, all the Karachi-induced frustration takes a backseat when I go to events, read
about incidents and witness sudden gestures
that bring Karachiites together in a very raw,
very surreal way. Be it Independence Day celebrations, literary festivals, food galas or cultural events. It is right there. As a kid, a stranger
makes your day strengthening your case as
you plead with your parents for a roadside
gola-ganda. And the moment when you realise
that you have just had a casual but wholesome
conversation with a complete stranger.
Karachi by many could be defined as the
busiest city of the country, a city always in a
rush, a city of terror, a city of great food, etc.,
and all those are nothing but mostly true. But,
Karachi, basically, is a city of its people. The
people who bring out a jumper cable out of
nowhere to help you fix your car, people who
would share a single box of food and a water
bottle with as many as they can, and the people who would mourn with you and celebrate
with you without even having known you. The
spirit of Karachi is indomitable.
Hearing stories and stories and even
more stories of human interaction, all the
stories suddenly start sounding relatable. You
have either been through them or have seen a
friend going through them. They are so tangible. So relatable, just because they are so true
and commonplace.
Stuck in the rut of life – and in the traffic
jams – people tend to forget what Karachi is
all about. But every now and then, something
happens that brings the feel all the way back.
It is these moments that make one believe that
somehow things will be worked out sooner or
later. Karachi, I owe you big time!
Subul Khan
Karachi

Reko Diq project

The fresh signing of a deal related to the Reko
Diq project has been claimed as a big victory.
But not everybody agrees with this assertion.
Experts argue that no international tenders
were floated before giving the project to
Barrick Gold Corporation. On the other hand,
the mining company cannot be expected to be
naïve enough to not only waive the $11 billion
dollars penalty imposed on Pakistan, but to
also agree to make a fresh investment of $10
billion.
Some people insist that the Reko Diq

reserves, if properly estimated and mined, can
change the very destiny of this county. That
being so, the matter should be probed afresh
by the relevant authorities before giving the
Canadian company a go-ahead in this regard.
Also, it should be ascertained if the grounds
on the basis of which the Supreme Court had
cancelled the agreement in January 2013 have
been addressed by the singnatories.
Muhammad Sharif Chaudhry
Lahore

Drugs and diseases

This is with reference to the article ‘mRNA
and Ghalib’ by former special assistant to the
prime minister on health, Dr Zafar Mirza, in
which he offered his expertise of producing
highly expensive medicines, including one for
the treatment of autoimmune diseases using
messenger ribonucleic acid (mRNA) technology.
This is appreciable. I know, somehow,
the RNA, but what is mRNA is difficult for me
to understand. I urge the writer to let us know
about it. What is the difference between RNA
and mRNA? What is pharmacology? How do
they differ in empirical, chemical and structural formulae? What are their functions in the
human body?
Without the knowledge of these and
other aspects, such as chemical, physical and
biochemical properties of these substances
and the differences in their weights and physical constants, I do not think one can make
drugs and medicines against autoimmune and
other diseases. Initially, apart from the vaccine, what dosage form would he like to start
with? I cannot understand how they can get
hold of mRNA in vaccine preparation, too. Are
these substances mentioned in any chemical
index or anywhere else? What is the availability of mRNA? Is it mentioned in British and
American pharmacopoeia? Are they included
in Sigma or Aldrich marketing product lists?
I would appreciate if the writer could
introduce the technology of manufacturing
active and inactive pharmaceutical substances
that would be worthwhile, for these are hugely
imported from India and other countries for
which billions of dollars are spent. There are
about more than 500 local pharmaceutical
companies, but it is unfortunate that none
of them has ever moved in this direction,
although, perhaps, I think they get incentive
for doing research.
As for autoimmune diseases, these are
characterised by pain, ache, fatigue, tingling
and numbness of hand and fingers, psoriasis,
etc., and various types of arthritis which are
currently being managed by way of providing
relief through non-steroidal anti-inflammatory
drugs (NSAIDS).
Dr M. Qudrat-e-Khuda
Karachi
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Mammals’ bodies outpaced
their brains right after the
dinosaurs died

A global warming pause
that didn’t happen hampered
climate science

Modern mammals are known for
their big brains. But new analyses
of mammal skulls from creatures
that lived shortly after the dinosaur
mass extinction shows that those
brains weren’t always a foregone
conclusion. For at least 10 million
years after the dinosaurs disappeared, mammals got a lot brawnier but
not brainier, researchers report in the Science. That bucks conventional wisdom, to put it mildly. “I thought, it’s not possible, there must be
something that I did wrong,” says Ornella Bertrand, a mammal paleontologist at the University of Edinburgh. “It really threw me off. How am
I going to explain that they were not smart?” Modern mammals have the
largest brains in the animal kingdom relative to their body size. How and
when that brain evolution happened is a mystery. One idea has been that
the disappearance of all nonbird dinosaurs following an asteroid impact
at the end of the Mesozoic Era 66 million years ago left a vacuum for
mammals to fill. Recent discoveries of fossils dating to the Paleocene —
the immediately post-extinction epoch spanning 66 million to 56 million
years ago — does reveal a flourishing menagerie of weird and wonderful
mammal species, many much bigger than their Mesozoic predecessors.
It was the dawn of the Age of Mammals. The extinction of the dinosaurs
opened a door soon filled by a strange menagerie of new mammal species,
many much larger than their earlier ancestors. Among these were Arctocyon primaevus, a carnivore closely related to modern pigs and sheep.
Although these Paleocene mammals had relatively small brains, brain size
increased during the following epoch, the Eocene.

It was one of the biggest climate
change questions of the early 2000s:
Had the planet’s rising fever stalled,
even as humans pumped more
heat-trapping gases into Earth’s
atmosphere? By the turn of the century, the scientific understanding
of climate change was on firm footing. Decades of research showed
that carbon dioxide was accumulating in Earth’s atmosphere, thanks
to human activities like burning fossil fuels and cutting down
carbon-storing forests, and that global temperatures were rising as
a result. Yet weather records seemed to show that global warming
slowed between around 1998 and 2012. How could that be?
After careful study, scientists found the apparent pause to
be a hiccup in the data. Earth had, in fact, continued to warm. This
hiccup, though, prompted an outsize response from climate skeptics
and scientists. It serves as a case study for how public perception
shapes what science gets done, for better or worse. The mystery of
what came to be called the “global warming hiatus” arose as scientists built up, year after year, data on the planet’s average surface
temperature. Several organizations maintain their own temperature
datasets; each relies on observations gathered at weather stations
and from ships and buoys around the globe. The actual amount of
warming varies from year to year, but overall the trend is going up,
and record-hot years are becoming more common.

Carolyn Gramling

Lack of sleep may lead to
unhealthy belly fat, study shows
Marcia Frellick

If you’re not getting enough sleep, you
may be at higher risk for having more
unhealthy belly fat, a new study suggests.
Researchers at the Mayo Clinic studied
12 healthy people in the hospital for a few
weeks to control how much sleep they got and closely monitor how much
they ate and the energy they exerted. The people in the study were not
obese, and they ranged in age from 19 to 39. The first 4 days, all of them
were allowed to sleep for 9 hours. For the next 2 weeks, half of them were
limited to 4 hours of sleep each night, while the rest could still sleep for
9 hours. After that, both groups had 3 days and nights of recovery, with
9 hours in bed. All the people involved could eat as much as they liked
throughout the study. The people who got less sleep ate, on average, about
300 more calories each day, compared to those in the 9-hour sleep group.
The researchers found that people in the restricted sleep group had up to
a 9% increase in belly fat and an 11% increase in unhealthy belly visceral
fat, which surrounds the organs deep inside the belly and has been strongly linked to heart disease and other conditions like Alzheimer’s disease,
stroke, and type 2 diabetes. “Our findings show that shortened sleep,
even in young, healthy and relatively lean subjects, is associated with an
increase in calorie intake, a very small increase in weight, and a significant
increase in fat accumulation inside the belly,” Virend Somers, MD, PhD, a
researcher in cardiovascular and sleep medicine at the Mayo Clinic, says
in a news release about the study.
ROUNDUP
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Light-up ‘skin-like’ plastic is
the next step for wearables
Natalie Sabin

Imagine a tiny, stretchable, glowing
Band-Aid on your finger or arm, and
you are picturing the latest wearable
technology advance from researchers at
Stanford University.
Professors in the school of engineering there have created a
new type of polymer, or synthetic plastic material, that can light up.
They used it to build a flexible color display similar to what you’d
see on any digital screen. But unlike your cellphone, it holds up when
stretched or flexed. The discovery is the latest in a quest to build
“skin-like” wearable electronics -- thin, flexible devices that promise
greater comfort and accuracy than the more rigid, bulky wearables of
today. Unlike previous attempts at flexible displays, this model does
not lose brightness when stretched. You can stick it to an arm or
finger, and it won’t rip when you bend or flex.
The engineers say this bright, stretchy technology may someday unlock many new ways of improving health and fitness. For
example, instead of sporting a clunky fitness tracker on your wrist,
imagine wearing a skin patch continually monitoring health data,
like your heart rate, with the display right on the device. Even more
futuristic: Picture a telehealth appointment where a doctor would
not just be able to see and hear you, but also examine the texture
of your skin for problems via a flexible patch. “Getting closer to the
human body will allow us to get more information,” says chemical
engineer Zhenan Bao, PhD, one of the Stanford researchers who
developed the new material. Skin-like wearables are one way to get
closer for all manner of measurements.
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