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Challenges for Prime
Minister Shehbaz Sharif
Muhammad Ali

N

ewly-elected Prime Minister
Shehbaz Sharif has formed a
coalition government in Pakistan after overthrowing Prime
Minister Imran Khan’s government through a no-confidence motion. He
faces a number of serious challenges, including
high inflation, a weak economy, terrorism
and unemployment, almost what Imran Khan
had inherited from the government of Nawaz
Sharif. The younger Sharif’s immediate test
will be how to bring down prices and improve
the living standard of the common people as
the country is coming out of the adverse effects
of the pandemic.
Prime Minister Shehbaz Sharif is heading
a government, which has over 11 coalition
partners. Former Prime Minister Imran Khan
had only three major coalition partners, which
continued to blackmail him till the end of
his government. Shehbaz Sharif will also face
the same problem. His party, the Pakistan
Muslim League-Nawaz (PML-N), and the
main coalition partner, Pakistan Peoples Party
(PPP), have opposite ideologies and have been
bitter rivals until the recent past. It is sure they
cannot work together for long and will contest
the next election against each other, riving
their bitter rivalry.
The former ruling party, the Pakistan
Tehreek-i-Insaf of former Prime Minister
Imran Khan, will pose a serious challenge to
the new government. Though his party has
resigned en bloc from the National Assembly,
yet Imran Khan is pulling huge crowds in
public rallies. He has also tarnished the image
of almost all of his rival politicians, including Prime Minister Shehbaz Sharif, former
President Asif Zardari, PPP Chairman Bilawal
Bhutto, Maulana Fazlur Rehman and others.
According to Imran Khan, the conspiracy to
remove him through the no-confidence motion was hatched by the US, which it denied
several times. The former opposition leaders
and now coalition partners of the newly-elected government also rubbished the allegations, but most people believe Imran Khan is
right. It is why they are attending his rallies
in a large number. His popularity, which
had decreased after massive price hikes and
bad governance, increased immensely when
the former opposition parties brought the
no-confidence motion against him and openly
resorted to horse trading to bring down his
4

government. His sympathisers say it was his
great achievement that he brought Shehabz
Sharif and Asif Zardari together, who accused
each other of massive corruption in the past.
They still face serious corruption and money
laundering cases.
Despite different ideologies and interests,
it is a shocking fact that all anti-establishment
parties and politicians have joined hands and
they are in the government now. It could pave
the way for the return of Imran Khan to power
with an overwhelming majority in the next
election. He will also not give a free hand to the
new government to implement its agenda.
The new government will have to continue with harsh “harsh measures” taken by Imran
Khan’s government for sustainable economic
growth. It will be difficult for it to provide
immediate or meaningful relief to people from
rising prices. In fact, it will have to withdraw
subsidies on fuel and power, which are hurting
the economy badly. If withdrawn, it would
add to inflation in the country. In the current
situation, the government has not been left
with much room to maneuver.
According to the Pakistan Development Update of the World Bank, Pakistan’s
economic growth will strengthen to an average
of 2.7pc for FY2022-23. “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, mainte-

nance 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,”
it said in its last report on Pakistan.
The Asian Development Bank has forecast Pakistan’s economic growth rate to slow
down to 4pc this year from 5.6pc in FY21 owing
to tighter fiscal and monetary policies and
Russia-Ukraine war fallout. In its annual flagship publication Asian Development Outlook
(ADO) 2022, the ADP said, “Pakistan’s growth
is forecast moderating to 4pc in 2022 on weaker domestic demand from monetary tightening
and fiscal consolidation before picking up to
4.5 in 2023. Slower growth in the current fiscal
year reflects the government reactivating its
stabilisation programme under the International Monetary Fund (IMF) Extended Fund
Facility to narrow the current account deficit,
raise international reserves, and cut inflation”.
Alarmingly, it expected inflation to pick up
in FY22, averaging 11pc, reflecting higher
international energy prices, significant currency
depreciation, and elevated global food prices
from supply disruptions. Because Pakistan is a
net importer of oil and natural gas, with both
comprising almost 20pc of total imports, the
country will continue experiencing strong
inflationary pressure for the rest of the current
fiscal year from the jump in global fuel prices
related to the Russian invasion of Ukraine, it
observed.
The new government is facing challenges
which are difficult to resolve in a few months
or years. All the issues are decades-old and
deep-rooted. It is also a fact that the PML-N
and the PPP have ruled the country for decades
and they are also partly to blame for the
current situation. It is yet to be seen how they
turn around the economy now.
Decades of dedicated efforts are needed
to resolve Pakistan’s issues. The government
will need a strong political will and the cooperation of all provincial governments and political parties to resolve them. People have high
hopes for the new government. Like Imran
Khan, Prime Minister Shehbaz Sharif has also
made tall claims. People of Karachi will also
look to him to resolve their issues. He has little
time to meet too many expectations of his large
number of coalition partners and the common
people. His performance in difficult times will
set the tone for his success in the next election.
OPINION

Pakistan’s democracy: Uncertain
times, unresolved issues

D

Nasim Ahmed

emocracy in Pakistan has had a
chequered and ill-fated career. Beginning in the fifties, the country
saw many governments coming
and going until Ayub Khan struck
and introduced the basic democracies system.
This system went out the window when
Bhutto took over after the fall of East Pakistan.
Bhutto was followed by Zia-ul-Haq’s martial
law and the game of musical chairs between
the PPP and the PML-N in the nineties.
After two five-year terms completed by
the PPP and the PML-N from 2008 to 2018, it
was hoped that democracy had finally grown
firm roots. But this was not to be as proven
by the events of the last few weeks. Since the
day the PTI took over, the opposition chose
the path of confrontation and agitation. The
opposition said that the PTI government was
illegitimate and called Imran Khan a selected
prime minister.
An endless series of public demonstrations, street agitation and short and long
marches by the opposition culminated two
weeks back in the tabling of a no-confidence
motion against the prime minister. Prior to
that, hectic political activities were seen
with PTI legislators defecting and joining
the opposition alliance. Various parties and
independents allied with the government also
revolted. The PTI accused the opposition of
trying to topple the government through horse
trading and vote buying.
The government also
hurled charges of a foreign-backed campaign
for regime change.
Things came to a
head with the tabling
of the no-confidence
motion in the National
Assembly. The government filibustered and
tried to delay matters
for as long as possible.
The situation took a
dramatic turn when the
deputy speaker threw
out the no-confidence
motion on the ground
that it was foreign-sponsored.The political crisis
worsened by the day as
the PDM accused PM
Khan of deviation from
the Constitution, while
the government made
POLITICS

a strong case of blatant interference by the
US in collusion with forces opposing the PTI
government.
The PTI’s fate was sealed when the Supreme Court ruled that the no-confidence vote
should be immediately held. Subsequently, it
was passed with 174 votes in favour and the PTI
government was undone. The chapter of New
Pakistan is now closed, and a new era has begun. How would one rate the PTI government?
Objectively speaking, Imran Khan failed
to deliver on most of his promises not because
of his lack of will or incompetence but due to
the unrealistic nature of the targets he set. The
task of structural reforms was much bigger
than he thought it was. How could the new
government have improved governance so soon,
given well-entrenched mafias occupying key
positions in various sectors. No doubt, the PTI
government did well in meeting the challenge
of the coronavirus epidemic, but it could not
control the prices which dented its popularity.
With Shehbaz Sharif taking over as the
new prime minister, the PDM has come into
power but it remains to be seen how it will
fare and even survive, given the numerous fault
lines in its ranks.
The PDM is a house divided since its
inception because of internal ‘trust deficit’
and disagreement on various national issues.
The PML-N has not had a smooth relationship
with the military establishment, with the two
Sharif brothers playing good cop/bad cop. The
PPP, with its government in Sindh, went its
own way by getting surety from the powers

that be for a larger share in the next political
set-up. The JUI-F has its own axe to grind,
with its chief known for his greed for power
and a disdain for principles. Other constituents
in the PDM have no other aim than to get a
share in the perks of power.
The biggest question now uppermost in
the people’s mind is how long the new PDM
government will rule. Will it complete the
remaining period of the current five-year term
or call early elections? The current political
situation is highly volatile. There is a mountain
of economic problems waiting to be solved.
Clearly, the prices cannot be brought down
immediately as promised. Imran Khan has
already taken to the streets and is mobilizing
mass support to challenge the government.
By not allowing the PTI government
to complete its five-year term, the PDM has
shaken up the system and opened the door to
political instability. A no-confidence motion
is a new tool that any opposition can employ
to bring down a sitting government. To cobble
together a new alliance, members from the
rival parties will need to be enticed and that
will mean horse trading and vote buying which
is against the law. It is unfortunate that the
judiciary during the recent crisis did not take
notice of the phenomenon. Also dangling in the
air are questions pertaining to the sovereignty
of parliament, supremacy of the Constitution
and independence of judiciary. All these issues
will need to be resolved when a new government takes over following the next elections
which are not far away.

5

A hefty rise in policy rate

T

Asim Nisar

he State Bank of Pakistan’s
Monetary Policy Committee held
an emergency meeting last week
to raise the discount rate by 250
basis points — from 9.75 to 12.25
percent – a big rise indeed. The hike in policy
rate has elicited a sharp reaction from the
business circle.
The Islamabad Chamber of Commerce
& Industry (ICCI) president has strongly
criticised the SBP’s decision to jack up the
benchmark interest rate to 12.25pc. According
to him, the sudden jump in the interest rate
would badly affect the growth of business
activities and hurt exports. In a meeting of the
business community of the federal capital, the
ICCI president said the policy interest rate
was 4pc in India, 4.75pc in Bangladesh, 3.7pc
in China, 0.5pc in Thailand and 0.75pc in Hong
Kong, but it had been increased to 12.25pc in
Pakistan, which was almost the highest in the
region. He warned that the massive hike in
the policy interest rate would adversely affect
all sectors of the economy and lead to further
downfall in trade and industrial activities.
By all accounts, the latest SBP policy
rate is a hefty rise necessitated by a number of
complex economic factors, including a historic
high of 35.39 billion dollars in trade deficit. On
the other hand, the foreign exchange reserves
had plummeted to 11.3 billion dollars due to
repayment of debt including a syndicated loan
facility from China and settlement of an arbitration award with Reko Diq, envisaging a 900
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million dollar payment to Antofagasta Plc.
Also, last month core inflation covering
non-food and non-energy items rose to 8.9
percent, headline inflation 12.7 percent and the
Sensitive Price Index 16.79 percent, year-onyear. As pointed out by experts, the discount
rate has been linked to headline inflation as a
matter of policy decision by the State Bank of
Pakistan since 2019. The rise in the discount
rate implies a contractionary monetary policy
but since the country’s fiscal policy is expansionary its impact on the rupee-dollar parity
may be limited.
According to the Monetary Policy
Statement, risks to external stability have risen
which is evident from a continued improvement in the non-oil current account deficit.
However, despite visible improvement in
the non-oil current account deficit, the MPC
decided to increase the interest on export
refinance by 225 basis points — from 3 to 5.5
percent — and widened the set of import items
(luxury items but excluding raw materials)
subject to cash margin requirements.
It is relevant to add here that the political crisis in the country contributed to a 5
percent depreciation in the value of the rupee
(from 178.6 rupees to the dollar on 8 March
when the last MPS was held to 188 rupees to
the dollar on 7 April) and a sharp rise in the
domestic secondary market yields as well as
Pakistan’s Eurobond yields and CDS spreads.
Overall, the decision to raise the discount rate indicates serious concern over the
country’s deteriorating economic situation. It
is reported that the reason for not raising the
rates in March was pressure from the govern-

ment which continued to use the exchange
rate as a shock absorber, as per the advice by
the International Monetary Fund (IMF) in the
sixth review documents.
Among other things, the SBP in its statement noted that Pakistan’s external financing
needs in the current fiscal year are fully met
from identified sources. This statement is
important for the IMF which has indicated
that it will engage with the new government
as it was one of its conditions throughout
the programme which was highlighted in the
staff-level agreement of May 12, 2019, notably
“financing support from Pakistan’s international partners will be critical to support the
authorities’ adjustment efforts and ensure that
the medium-term programme objectives can
be achieved.” That support was identified at a
whopping 38.6 billion dollars in just 39 months
by the then economic team leaders, with 10
billion dollars used for budget support as acknowledged by the Finance Ministry recently
in parliament.
Objectively speaking, the decision to
raise the interest rates, unwelcome for the
productive sectors, was necessary. But to make
the rise result-oriented it should be followed
by appropriate policy decisions by the government on the fiscal side, including slashing of
current expenditure. There is an urgent need
for the new government to begin slashing
unnecessary and wasteful expenditures. A new
austerity regime should be enforced in order
to make savings wherever possible. On the
revenue side, instead of raising taxes, the tax
net should be widened to cover many untaxed
sectors with substantial earnings.
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Can the new government
bring down prices?

T

Shahid Hussain

he biggest failure of Imran Khan’s
government was that it failed to
reduce the prices of essentials.
Undoubtedly, high inflation is an
international issue but the PTI
government shied away from taking action
against profiteers and hoarders and prices
fluctuated daily instead of weeks and months.
Rising prices will also be a serious challenge
for the new government as oil and international commodity prices continue to rise.
Undoubtedly, Pakistan’s economic indicators have improved in the last three years but
the new government will not be in a position to
provide massive relief to people. Former Prime
Minister Imran Khan had cut the power tariff
by Rs5 a unit and frozen fuel prices; Rs149.86 a
litre for petrol and Rs144.15 a litre for high speed
diesel. The subsidy on fuel costs the country
over Rs66b a month. If the new government
withdraws the subsidies on power and fuel, it
will push the prices of all essentials even higher.
If it continues the subsidies, it will become
unbearable for the country in the long run.
According to international and national
estimates, inflation is unlikely to come down
in Pakistan in the near future. Instead, the
Asian Development Bank has forecast inflation
to pick up in the current fiscal year, averaging
11pc, reflecting higher international energy
prices, significant currency depreciation, and
elevated global food prices from supply disruptions. “Because Pakistan is a net importer
of oil and natural gas, with both comprising
almost 20pc of total imports, the country will
continue experiencing strong inflationary
pressure for the rest of the current fiscal year
from the jump in global fuel prices related to
the Russian invasion of Ukraine,” the lending
agency said in its annual flagship publication
Asian Development Outlook (ADO) 2022.
It also forecast Pakistan’s economic growth
rate to slow down to 4pc this year from 5.6pc
in FY21 owing to tighter fiscal and monetary
policies and Russia-Ukraine war fallout. “Pakistan’s revenue collection is still lower when
compared with peers and it needs a strong
reform effort to achieve its tax-to-GDP potential of 22-25pc. Pakistan’s growth is forecast
moderating to 4pc in 2022 on weaker domestic
demand from monetary tightening and fiscal
consolidation before picking up to 4.5 in 2023,”
the ADB said. “Slower growth in the current
fiscal year reflects the government reactivating
its stabilisation programme under the InternaECONOMICS

tional Monetary Fund (IMF) Extended Fund
Facility to narrow the current account deficit,
raise international reserves, and cut inflation,”
it added.
The ADB projected growth in South
Asia to slow to 7pc in 2022, from 8.3pc in
2021, before picking up to 7.4pc in 2023. “The
subregion’s growth dynamics are largely driven
by India and Pakistan. Growth in India is forecast at 7.5pc this year, against 8.9pc in 2021,
and 8pc in 2023, driven by strong investment
growth. Bangladesh’s rapid 6.9pc growth in
2021 will continue into 2022 and 2023, and
growth will accelerate in Bhutan and Nepal.
After a vigorous rebound in 2021, growth in the
Maldives will slow but remain strong, supported by the recovery in global tourism. Weaker
growth is expected in Sri Lanka as consumption and investment remain muted due to
monetary policy tightening, supply shortages,
and inflationary pressures,” it observed.
In its latest report, the State Bank of
Pakistan said core inflation was rising significantly in both urban and rural areas. "As a
result of new developments, average inflation
forecasts have been revised upwards to slightly
above 11pc in FY22 before moderating in FY23.
The current account deficit is still expected to
be around 4pc of GDP in FY22. While the nonoil current account balance has continued to
improve, the overall current account remains
dependent on global commodity prices,” it
noted.
Taking cues from global and domestic
developments, the central bank jacked up the
benchmark interest rate by a massive 250 basis
points to a two-year high at 12.25pc. The State
Bank of Pakistan sprang into action for the
rate hike amid the domestic currency making
a sudden and colossal drop of almost 2pc (or
Rs3.39) and hitting a historical low level of
Rs189.51 against the US dollar. The rate hike
aims to indirectly extend its support to the
rupee to partially recover ground against the

greenback.
According to the SBP, the domestic political uncertainty, elevated global commodity
prices, mainly the crude oil price in the wake
of the Russia-Ukraine war, a significant drop
in the country's foreign exchange reserves and
US Federal Reserve hints for strong upward
revision in its benchmark interest are some of
the global and domestic developments which
forced authorities concerned to increase the
interest rate and let the rupee plunge under the
automatic and flexible exchange rate mechanism. Besides, the large current account deficit
and elevated inflation reading compelled the
central bank to jack up the key policy rate.
"Since the last monetary policy committee
meeting on March 8, the outlook for inflation
has deteriorated and risks to external stability have risen," it said in its monetary policy
statement.
Externally, future markets suggest that
global commodity prices, including oil, are
likely to remain elevated for longer and the
Federal Reserve is likely to increase interest
rates more quickly than previously anticipated, likely leading to a sharper tightening
of global financial conditions. While timely
demand-moderating measures and strong
exports and remittances saw the February
current account deficit shrink to $0.5 billion,
its lowest level this fiscal year, "heightened
domestic political uncertainty contributed to a
5pc depreciation in the rupee and a sharp rise
in domestic secondary market yields as well as
Pakistan’s Eurobond yields and CDS (Central
Depository Systems) spreads since the last
MPC meeting,” the SBP noted.
The current situation shows the new
government will not be able to provide immediate relief to people from rising prices. The
situation can improve if the Ukraine war ends.
In the meantime, it should take measures to
convince the people it is serious about tackling
inflation.
7

The new government’s
dilemma

T

Husnain Shahid

he last government of Prime Minister Imran Khan had made fiscal
and monetary adjustments which
improved economic indicators of
the country but hurt the people
badly. If the new government withdraws steps
for monetary tightening and fiscal consolidation, the country will face dire economic
problems and if it continues the policies, people
would continue to suffer from high inflation. It
is a dilemma of the government which has come
to power after holding a Mehengai Mukao (End
inflation) march.
A Pakistan Muslim League-Nawaz
(PML-N) is always known for tax exemptions
and relief to traders. It will be interesting to
note how it provides relief to its biggest vote
bank at a time when Pakistan urgently needs to
increase its revenue. The last PML-N government had kept the dollar artificially low against
the rupee. In fact, the last PPP government also
resorted to the practice, which kept the prices
of essentials under control, but cost the country
dearly. It will be interesting to see if the PML-N
coalition government continues the policy and
whether the economy can withstand it? It is
also to be seen whether Pakistan reneges on its
commitments to international lenders?
Like the past government, the new government also faces serious economic challenges.
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
8

growth,” it noted.
The Asian Development Bank (ADB) forecast Pakistan’s economic growth rate to slow
down to 4pc this year from 5.6pc in FY21 owing
to tighter fiscal and monetary policies and
Russia-Ukraine war fallout. “Pakistan’s growth
is forecast moderating to 4pc in 2022 on weaker
domestic demand from monetary tightening
and fiscal consolidation before picking up to
4.5 in 2023”, the ADB said in its latest report. It
expects inflation to pick up in FY22, averaging
11pc, reflecting higher international energy
prices, significant currency depreciation, and
elevated global food prices from supply disruptions. Because Pakistan is a net importer of oil
and natural gas, with both comprising almost
20pc of total imports, the country will continue
experiencing strong inflationary pressure for the
rest of the current fiscal year from the jump in
global fuel prices related to the Russian invasion
of Ukraine, it observed.
The domestic political uncertainty, elevated global commodity prices, mainly the crude
oil price in the wake of the Russia-Ukraine
war, a significant drop in the country's foreign
exchange reserves and US Federal Reserve hints
for strong upward revision in its benchmark
interest are some of the global and domestic
developments which forced State Bank of
Pakistan to increase the benchmark interest rate
by a massive 250 basis points to a two-year high
at 12.25pc. Besides, the large current account
deficit and elevated inflation reading compelled
the central bank to jack up the key policy rate.
Externally, future markets suggest that global
commodity prices, including oil, are likely to remain elevated for longer and the Federal Reserve
is likely to increase interest rates more quickly
than previously anticipated, likely leading to a
sharper tightening of global financial conditions, the central bank elaborated.
Undoubtedly, there are some positives
but the economy still faces serious challeng-

es. According to the Ministry of Commerce,
Pakistan’s exports for March grew by 17.3pc
to $2.773 billion as compared to $2.365 billion
in March 2021. Exports during the past nine
months of this financial year have reached
$23.332 billion as compared to $18.688 billion
over the corresponding period of the last fiscal
year which is around 25pc increase. The export
proceeds in March posted a growth of 17.3pc
to $2.773 billion this year from $2.365 billion
over the corresponding month of the last year.
The average monthly export proceeds hover
between $2.5 billion and $2.8 billion.
Pakistan’s current account deficit also
nosedived to a sustainable level at an eightmonth low of $545 million in February. The
current account deficit (CAD) narrowed down
to one-fifth against an all-time high at $2.53
billion in January 2022. Exports were close to
all-time highs, rising 16% in February compared
to January. Imports fell by 18pc to their lowest
level in FY22, the State Bank of Pakistan (SBP)
reported. Besides, receipt of strong workers'
remittances improved 2pc during February
compared to the previous month of January, the
central bank data suggested.
The Federal Board of Revenue (FBR) has
surpassed its collection target by Rs247 billion
from July to March of the current financial year.
The FBR collected Rs4,382 billion from July
2021 to March 2022, which exceeded the target
by Rs247 billion. It represents a growth of about
29.1pc over the collection of Rs3,394 billion
during the same period last year. According to
the Asian Development Outlook (ADO) 2022,
Pakistan’s revenue collection is still lower when
compared with peers and it needs a strong
reform effort to achieve its tax-to-GDP potential
of 22-25pc.
It is clear that the new government cannot
delay the implementation of critical structural
reforms which could lead to further fiscal and
macroeconomic imbalances.
ECONOMICS

Inefficient water
management practices

I

Dr. Zaheer Ahmad Babar

t may sound distressing and unbelievable
to many that for producing a kilogram of
sugarcane, 1,500-3,000 litres of water is
consumed in Pakistan, but it is a reality.
The statement does not mean
that sugarcane plants consume all that water
during the growth process, but it does indicate
extreme inefficiency in our water management
practices.
Hundreds of thousands of million acre
feet (MAF) freshwater is wasted every year
when it flows from the hilly areas, where the
sources of rivers are situated, to plains and
then onwards to canals, big and small, and
watercourses, and up to the vast fields where
crops are irrigated with this water.
Besides wasting its freshwater throughout its long journey due to inefficient conservation techniques, the country mostly grows
more water-intensive crops. For instance,
sugarcane requires 1,500-2,500mm of rainfall
(or water from other sources) to complete the
growth cycle, according to a research study
conducted by the Pakistan Council of Research
in Water Resources (PCRWR).
A huge quantity of freshwater is wasted
for growing rice in different regions of the
country. At 0.45-kg per cubic metre, Pakistan’s rice water productivity is 55 per cent
lower than the average water productivity of
one kilogram per cubic metre for rice in Asian
countries.
University of Agriculture Faisalabad
(UAF) Vice-Chancellor
Dr Iqrar Ahmad Khan
says that one kilogram of
rice production requires
4,000 litres of water,
which is not suitable in
the prevailing situation.
Talking to Cutting Edge
at a university function,
he lamented that Pakistan exports rice worth
Rs. 2 billion at the cost of
water worth Rs.10 billion
annually.
Environmental
journalist Syed Muhammad Abubakar says the
livelihoods of a vast majority of the country are
linked to growing more
rice and more sugarcane,
AGRICULTURE

therefore the crops will remain popular. Without any education or awareness about how
not to save water or how to utilise efficient
irrigation methods, the wastage will continue,
he believes.
According to the Pakistan Economic Survey, rice sowing has been on the rise during the
past years. It was sown over 2,724,000 hectares
three years back, and the area under the crop
rose to 2,899,000 hectares the next year. Higher domestic prices and availability of inputs
at subsidised rates, good advisory along with
increase in export contributed to more land
being used to grow rice, the survey explained.
This 6.4 per cent increase ultimately yielded a
production high of 7,442,000 tonnes. Last year,
6,849,000 tonnes of rice were produced in the
country.
According to the survey, the area under
the sugarcane crop also increased during the
period. Sugarcane was cultivated on an area of
1,313,000 hectares three years back. Good economic returns encouraged the growers to bring
more area under cultivation in the next two
years. The 7.8 per cent rise in acreage translated into a 7.4 per cent hike in production: from
75.482 million tonnes to 81.102 million tonnes
during the period.
The National Water Policy (NWP) data
shows that around one million tube-wells
in the country pump out about 55 MAF of
underground water for irrigation, which is 20
per cent more than what’s available from the
canals, showing that the agriculture sector is
highly water-intensive.

The economists believe that a country
like Pakistan, tethering on the edge of water
scarcity, should de-incentivise the growing of
water-intensive crops. In practice, this means
convincing the farmers that they will not be hit
by a financial loss if they switch to other crops.
Dr. Tariq Banuri, the founding executive director of Sustainable Development Policy Institute
(SDPI), agrees that Pakistan is wasting its
water resources due to inefficient consumption
patterns and negligible recycling. In a talk with
Cutting Edge, he regrets that our systems are inefficient. He believes that in a bid to fight water
scarcity, farmers should plant less water-intensive crops amid the situation when Pakistan is
standing among countries ranked at the bottom
of the per capita water availability index.
Dr. Khalid Mohtadullah, an expert in
water resources policy, regrets that 95 per
cent freshwater is utilised for agriculture in
Pakistan and still the country is among those
with the lowest productivity. The Water and
Power Development Authority (WAPDA) says
that the country has the lowest productivity
per unit of water i.e. 0.13kg/m3 in the region,
compared to India at 0.39kg/m3 and China at
0.82kg/m3.
Dr Iqrar Ahmad Khan, the UAF VC
and an agricultural scientist, suggests taking
measures, including an efficient irrigation
system, increased water storage capacity,
short duration varieties of crops and creating
awareness among people about rational water
usage, if the country wants the survival of its
agriculture system.
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Education really a top priority of Sindh?

O

Rasheed Ali

n June 15, 2021, Sindh Chief
Minister Syed Murad Ali Shah
presented the provincial budget
for financial year 2021-22 and
delivered his ninth consecutive
budget speech. Like all his previous speeches,
he declared education the topmost priority of
the Pakistan People’s Party government while
announcing “enhanced” allocations for the
sector.
TOPMOST priority! Every year. Very
interesting. It would also be very interesting
to share the fact with the readers that the
“most forward looking political party” of the
country with the Oxford educated leadership
ever, has been ruling the province for the last
over 40 years, excluding not more than seven,
eight years when it had to remain powerless.
But still 52% of children – 58% girls (Unicef
report) in the age group of 5 to 16 years, are
out of school; out of total 49,103 schools,
5,922 are without basic facilities like toilets,
drinking water, electricity or boundary walls,
while 37,705 have only one of these facilities
(report presented in Sindh cabinet last year);
around 70% of schools are without science
teachers and laboratories; 4,364 schools in
interior Sindh are without shelter while 10,516
are working in a single room; 18,660 schools
have only one teacher, while 12,136 are without
any teachers, and the list of such failings and
deprivations goes on.
But we return to the original topic, and
have a look at the allocations, made by the PPP
Sindh government for the education sector for
financial year 2021-22. Reading out his speech
in the assembly, the chief minister said that
the highest percentage of resources had been
diverted towards education in 2021-22. “It will
see an increase of 13.5% over the allocation
of the financial year 2020-21. So, for the next
financial year, we propose to enhance the
budget for education to Rs. 277.5 billion, from
the previous Rs. 244.5 billion.”
In the outgoing fiscal year, the annual
development programme allocation for the
education sector was Rs. 21.1 billion, which
comprised school and college education,
universities, empowerment for persons with
disabilities, and skill development. And in
2021-22, the government earmarked Rs. 26
billion for the sector, the minister announced.
According to the proposed allocations for
2021-22, the budget for the school education
and literacy department has been increased to
Rs. 222.102 billion.
The school education and literacy
department has been allocated Rs. 14 billion
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for 117 ongoing schemes and 186 new schemes.
Most schemes are for upgrading existing
government schools from primary to secondary levels, rehabilitating and improving
schools, providing furniture, basic and missing
facilities, construction and reconstruction of
existing dangerous school buildings.
Perhaps the allocations would also help
open schools which had been closed last year
for lack of either teachers or students. The
provincial school education secretary told
the Sindh High Court on March 10, 2021, that
6,866 public schools across the province had
been closed due to lack of teachers, while
7,974 were closed for a low number of students
attending them. Isn’t it surprising that more
than 6.2 million children in the province, and
a majority of those living in interior Sindh, are
out of school, but the government was forced
to close “costly newly built” school buildings
for lack of students.
And what about those school buildings?
For what purposes the buildings are used
when no students come to attend them?
The opposition leader in Sindh Assembly, Haleem Adil Shaikh, disclosed in February
2021 that the school buildings in interior Sindh
had been turned into cattle pens. He said the
provincial government had constructed school
buildings with millions of rupees, but those
were being used as cattle pens by influential
people. He claimed that 70% of schools in interior Sindh had been closed and the buildings
were being used as cattle pens. Millions of
rupees, allocated in the budget, are provided
for the assembly members’ proposed educational schemes, who first make money in the
process of construction of buildings through
their relatives and friends, and then convert the
buildings into their autaqs (guest houses) or
cattle pens when students do not attend them
for lack of teachers and other facilities there.
According to a report, at least 30 primary girls and boys schools were inoperative
and 10 school buildings turned into Autaqs
(guest houses) in Dadu district of Sindh. The
education secretary also informed the SHC
that posts of 32,510 primary schoolteachers
and 14,039 junior elementary school teachers
had been vacant in different districts of the
province.
The chief minister announced Rs. 1
billion as “grant-in-aid’ for education management organisations (EMOs) for handing over
the management of various schools to them.
That clearly shows the provincial government’s
intentions of gradually handing over schools
to private parties, though “Article 25A of the
Constitution of the Islamic Republic of Pakistan, 1973, provides for free education to all

children of aged five to sixteen as a fundamental right and its provision is a responsibility of
the State.”
However, the chief minister declared the
Sindh Education Foundation a major arm of
the government for public-private partnership
in the education sector, which currently holds
a portfolio of around 475,000 students in 1,800
schools and centres across the province. The
foundation will be functionalising around 500800 viable government school buildings under
its public-private partnership model, the CM
announced.
According to the budget speech, the
government allocated Rs. 6.6b for the purchase of furniture and fixtures, Rs. 6.1b for
new activities with the help of international
donor agencies and Rs. 2.3b for free textbooks,
amongst other expenditures. And God knows
what fraction of those huge funds would be
used for the real head, for which the amounts
have been allocated.
For FY 2021-22, the budget for college
education in Sindh has been increased by
11.8% to Rs. 22.8b. An allocation of Rs. 4b has
been proposed in the annual development
programme 2021-22 for 43 ongoing and 64 new
schemes. A sum of Rs. 100 million has been
allocated for Bakhtawar Cadet College for
Girls in Shaheed Benazirabad, being described
as the first institution of its kind in Pakistan.
Interestingly, the institute is named after a
Bhutto family daughter, and the city is named
after her mother, Benazir Bhutto. Besides, Rs.
292.55m has been earmarked for seven cadet
colleges in Sindh.
The chief minister also announced five
new public colleges. “We have kept Rs. 1 billion of the endowment fund in the next fiscal
year 2021-22,” he said. Rs. 120m has also been
allocated for the Sindhi Adabi Board, Jamshoro. There is also a grant for IBA Community
Colleges and allocations also increased by 50%
from Rs. 80m to Rs. 120m. Some 17 new degree
colleges will also be established in districts
of Hyderabad, Jamshoro, Sukkur, Shikarpur,
Jacobabad, Sanghar, Umerkot and three
districts of Karachi division — Korangi, Malir
and West.
According to the budget proposals, the
grant for public sector universities has been
increased from Rs. 11.07b of the outgoing year
to Rs. 13.314bn for the upcoming financial
year. Also, Rs. 416.516m has been allocated for
the Sindh Higher Education Commission for
FY 2021-22. An amount of Rs. 1.2b has been
allocated for scholarships to students securing
A1 grade in SSC and HSSC in the educational
boards of Sindh, which must be appreciated by
all, if implemented on merit.
EDUCATION

How to make our society a
safer place for women
Dr. Fatima Khan

M

ore than 80% of Pakistan’s
population feels women
are not safe in the country,
according to the Quarterly
Performance Evaluation
Survey (QPES) report, released by the Pulse
Consultant. It is a matter of great concern
for all, indeed. But unsafe from whom, must
be a natural question. From men, who have
expressed their concern about women’s safety?
If all of them, both men and women, are concerned about the safety of women in society,
that means they want women to stay safe. If
such a huge part of society wants the safety of
women, then why are they still unsafe?
Before the findings are analysed further,
let’s have a look at more details of the report.
The consultant firm says on its official website
that the survey was conducted through CATI
(Computer Assisted Telephonic Interviews),
a state-of-the-art technology in which all calls
are recorded. The website explains that the
Quarterly Performance Evaluation Survey
(QPES) is an indigenous tracking tool, through
which data has been collected on a quarterly
basis with the help of unbiased, well-structured, non-leading questions and instrument
since Nov 2018, on public perceptions and
opinions about the government’s performance
and the current political situation.
According to it, the survey findings were
based on 1,809 respondents’ opinions, who
were interviewed by telephone on Oct 4, 2021.
It showed that most Pakistanis, who see women safe to some extent in the country, are from
Balochistan, where 74% of people vouched for
it. The highest perception of “unsafety” was reported from Khyber-Pakhtunkhwa, which was
46%, and Punjab was second, reporting 35%
perception of “unsafety”. The ratio of people
who consider women unsafe in Pakistan from
Sindh, was 26% in the survey.
There might be some other reasons for
people’s perception about the unsafety of
women in Khyber-Pakhtunkhwa, like militant
groups, who have openly been opposing
education for women and the provision of
basic human rights to them, but in Punjab and
Sindh provinces, the reasons are obvious. The
major reason for the respondents from the two
provinces, expressing their concern about the
safety of women, is violent incidents taking
place in a large number in the near past. The
electronic and print media have been rife with
RIGHTS

reports on almost a daily basis of rape, gangrape, sexual assaults during robberies and even
on highways.
It is a common perception in society that
poor and helpless women are more vulnerable to criminal, violent and sexual attacks.
The highest feeling (45%) of “unsafety” was
reported by the “lowest socio-economic class”
and “somewhat safe” was mainly reported by
respondents belonging to the “middle class”
(57%). However, almost half (51%) of the
female respondents from the “upper class”
and one third (38%) from the “lowest class” expressed concern about their safety while going
outside the home. Interestingly, males consider
females less safe (22%) in Pakistan, compared
to female respondents (29%).
Prof. Dr. Rubeena Zakar, director of the
Institute of Social and Cultural Studies, University of the Punjab, Lahore, wonders what is
the respondents’ concept and perception about
women safety? Who are those people, men
and women, who pose a threat to the safety
of women in society, she asks. “If such a large
majority of people, i.e. over 80%, are concerned
about the safety of women in society, why
don’t we see its impact practically,” she asks.
“Do they believe in the safety of only their own
women?”
Prof. Dr. Raana Malik, chairperson of the
Department of Gender Studies at University
of the Punjab, says that recently dozens of
men misbehaved with a TikToker at the Minar-e-Pakistan that embarrassed every sensible
Pakistani. “On the social media, there has been

a campaign against the victim lately. According
to them, she had staged the drama herself for
gaining “cheap” publicity. If we accept their
version for a moment, does that mean she
should be subjected to torture? She was tossed
into the air, groped, slapped, her clothes were
torn off, and what not. Alas! No one was there
to stop them,” Prof. Raana adds.
Prof. Rubeena Zakar says approval of
such treatment of women is found in our society at every level: in our homes, at workplaces,
in shopping malls, on roads and streets, everywhere. “You must have heard the appreciative
words uttered by someone for a goon, who had
kissed an unidentified girl sitting in a motorcycle-rickshaw on a Lahore road recently. Its
video went viral on social media,” recalls the
sociologist. She believes the safety perception
about Pakistani women cannot improve until
men in our society respect all women, whether
they have any blood relation with them or not.
“Women must teach their male children from
day one that their female siblings are as important and respectable as they themselves are.
They will have to be taught since their childhood that all women in society are respectable
to them; whether they are their blood relations
are not. Only then we can establish a safe society for women,” she suggests.
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
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Sri Lanka: Gota needs to go – but
so does the ethnocratic state
Mario Arulthas

U

nprecedented protests have
gripped Sri Lanka, with huge
crowds calling for the resignation of President Gotabaya
Rajapaksa, known as Gota.
The recent economic crisis has hit the country
hard, and anger against the government,
which was overwhelmingly popular with the
country’s Sinhalese majority ethnic community when it came to power in 2019, has spilled
out onto the streets.
In response, the entire cabinet resigned,
but Gota and his brother – former president,
now Prime Minister Mahinda Rajapaksa –
have so far held on.
With the demand of “Gota Go Home”
unmet, protests are spreading rapidly across
much of the country, despite a government-imposed state of emergency and a shortlived social media ban. Yet the Tamil-majority
northeast of the island, a region that has seen
continuous protests in recent years, has been
relatively quiet. Tamils undoubtedly want the
Rajapaksas gone; their grievances against the
ruling family, and the Sri Lankan state as a
whole, run deep. But they have good reason to
hesitate before joining this protest movement. They’ve seen Sinhalese frustration with
the Rajapaksas coalesce and then evaporate
before, and suffered the consequences of
failed promises of reform. And many of them
know from painful experience that the risks
for them of turning out into the streets are far
graver than for their Sinhalese countrymen.
Sri Lanka’s troubles seem never-ending.
In the decades since its independence in 1948,
the small island has seen ethnic pogroms
against Tamils, leftist rebellions, a Tamil
independence movement, genocide, anti-Muslim violence, coup attempts, and persistent
economic problems. The current economic
crisis, a culmination of decades of economic
mismanagement by successive governments,
has hit all communities hard. Fuel shortages, electricity outages and price inflation on
essential items have made life difficult. People
across the island have to queue for hours to fill
up their vehicles and buy gas for their stoves.
School exams have been cancelled and some
newspapers stopped printing – both due to
a lack of paper. Hospitals are running low on
essential medicine and have been forced to
cancel surgeries.
Last week, visiting Indian foreign minister Subramaniam Jaishankar took to Twitter
to ask the local Indian High Commission to
12

support a local hospital after news of its struggles were tweeted – bypassing the government. All this has been highly embarrassing
for the government, keen to show the world
that it is a stable destination for tourism, a
significant source of revenue that has been hit
hard by the pandemic.
Under the Rajapaksa presidency,
nepotism became the order of the day – the
Rajapaksa clan occupies several key positions
in the government. The president’s brother,
Mahinda Rajapaksa, was president between
2005 and 2015 and is now prime minister.
In the recently dissolved cabinet, two other
brothers, Basil and Chamal, and the prime
minister’s son Namal were all ministers.
The family controlled 24 percent of the
national budget – with nine ministerial roles
and seven out of 30 available cabinet positions
in their hands until this week. The Rajapaksas
and their relatives live lavishly – social media
posts frequently show them in fancy cars or
on luxury holidays. All of this fuelled the outrage of many of their former partisans in the
Sinhala-majority south, resulting in large-scale
protests, attended by a cross-section of Sri
Lanka’s diverse population.
But this is not the first time the Rajapaksas have faced pressure from their main
constituency. In 2015, Mahinda Rajapaksa lost
the presidency to a so-called “good governance” coalition, made up of former allies and
opposition parties. He lost because many of
his supporters had grown frustrated with corruption and nepotism, while Tamils continued
to refuse to vote for a man they sought to have
prosecuted at an international tribunal for
overseeing mass atrocities during the war.
However, the short-lived “good-governance” government, supported by an over-enthusiastic West and a Colombo-centric civil
society, failed to deliver on their promised
reforms. The 2019 Easter Bombings, in addition to that government’s mismanagement of
the economy, with corruption and disputes
plaguing the coalition, laid the foundation for
a return of the Rajapaksas.
In 2019, Gota, running on a hardline
Sinhala nationalist platform, won with an
overwhelming majority among Sinhala voters,
who bought into his chauvinist messaging on
the back of the bombings, which sparked anti-Muslim violence in parts of the country. In
2020, Rajapaksa strengthened his presidential
powers, weakening parliament and taking the
country in an ever more autocratic direction,
rejecting Tamil and international demands for
justice, pardoning war criminals and establishing structures that allow him to govern

without the oversight of parliament.
Meanwhile, Sri Lanka’s economy,
already underperforming as a consequence
of the war and longstanding protectionist
policies, continued to deteriorate. Since his
election in 2019, Rajapaksa has only accelerated the economic decline with half-baked
policies, including tax cuts and a ban on
chemical fertilisers, which has severely impacted agricultural yield. Sri Lanka’s economy,
characterised by a high debt-to-export ratio,
a bulging public sector and low FDI, was already ripe for collapse. The pandemic’s impact
on tourism and global supply chains, along
with the outbreak of war in Eastern Europe,
were more than enough to send the country’s
economy into freefall.
What is new for the Sinhala population,
however, has been experienced repeatedly
by the Tamil population over the last four
decades. Engineered economic hardship was
part of the Sri Lankan state’s wartime strategy. Large parts of the Tamil areas were under
a strict embargo during the war, with the government restricting fuel, medicine, sweets and
even electronic toys. So while the current economic crisis is difficult for people across the
island, for the Tamil people, a certain muscle
memory has kicked in. People in the northeast
have swiftly switched to kerosene lamps and
bicycles, as they did during the war. And for
them, straitened economic circumstances are
hardly the worst of what they have experienced at the hands of the Rajapaksas.
The current protests, while harshly
critical of the president, have failed to centre
his most egregious crimes. While Gota was
defence secretary, Sri Lankan troops executed bound Tamil fighters, committed sexual
violence against captive female fighters and
shelled civilians who were queueing for food.
These acts left an indelible imprint on the
Tamil psyche. The protest’s key slogan, “Gota
Go Home”, for Tamils is not sufficient. They
don’t want him to go home, they want him to
go to The Hague, to stand trial for war crimes,
crimes against humanity, and genocide.
That Gota’s responsibility for mass
atrocities is not playing a part in the protest
movement is indicative of the deep-rooted
problem in Sri Lanka, one that goes beyond
the Rajapaksas. The country has failed to
build an inclusive society due to successive
governments’ (and their voters’) insistence
on Sinhala-Buddhist supremacy, and the
resultant ethnocratic nature of the state and
its institutions as protectors of the Sinhalese
community, at the expense of Tamils and
Muslims.
PROTESTS

The ‘Ukraine effect’ on the world’s
poorest and most vulnerable

G

Jan Egeland

lobal human suffering was
already unprecedented before
Ukraine exploded. Today, 24
million people in Afghanistan
rely on humanitarian aid to
survive. Ten million people in the Sahel region
are severely hungry. Seven million people in
Ethiopia are being hammered by the worst
drought in decades. The list goes on.
At the start of the year, Norwegian Refugee Council teams in Ukraine were making
plans to hand over aid projects to local organisations, as much of the destruction caused
by the conflict in 2014 had been repaired and
rebuilt. The economic situation had even
improved for many of those affected by the violence. We began redirecting relief workers and
resources to some of these other major crises.
Fast forward three months and Ukraine
is witnessing the fastest mass flight this century – more than 10 million people have already
fled their homes. Two health facilities a day are
being attacked. Towns lie in rubble. Cities are
besieged. Hundreds of thousands of women,
children and men are without clean water or
power. The Ukraine conflict will not only be
devastating for countless Ukrainians, but also
for millions of vulnerable people elsewhere.
Three major areas will be hit particularly hard
by “the Ukraine effect”.
First, a worldwide food and energy crisis
is now inevitable. Ukraine and Russia together
export 27 percent of the world’s wheat, and
Russia is a major global supplier of fertiliser.
Ongoing hostilities could force international
food and animal feed prices up by 20 percent,
and massively affect hunger levels in food-insecure hotspots.
In Africa, 25 nations import more than a
third of their wheat from Russia and Ukraine.
Somalia is already feeling the effect of rising
prices amid worrying shortages, importing almost all its wheat from the warring nations. Our
staff tell us prices are on the rise in places families are already hit hard by drought. Even before
this brutal war, the World Food Programme
warned that 2022 would be a year of catastrophic hunger, with 44 million people in 38 countries
teetering on the edge of famine. The global food
body is now slashing food aid to other emergencies across East Africa and the Middle East, in a
knock-on effect of stretched funding.
Second, funding for protracted and
forgotten emergencies is under threat. Donor
budgets are facing immense pressure to realloOPINION

cate funding in response to the colossal human
cost of Ukraine’s conflict. Some donors are
reportedly pulling funding from aid budgets in
other regions to fill the gaps, which will have
significant consequences for millions.
The deeply disappointing outcome of the
international pledging conference for Yemen
is an indicator that our fears are well-founded
and funding may be being squeezed in other
parts of the world, despite immense and worsening needs. Aid budgets for neglected crises
are already desperately low. Humanitarian appeals for Myanmar, Palestine and South Sudan
are each less than 8 percent funded. Contrast
this with the success of the United Nations’
two emergency appeals calling for a total of
$1.7bn for people affected by Ukraine’s conflict.
Both were close to fully funded the day they
launched. This shows what is possible with
political drive and an outpouring of public
sympathy. These forgotten crises need to be
scaled up, not down.
Finally, the Ukraine conflict has paralysed UN Security Council action. Relations
between permanent members have frozen as
nations align along old battle lines.
Agreements to act and resolve humanitarian bottlenecks in other crises are near
impossible. Aid organisations desperately need
UNSC action to end protracted crises and prevent new conflict, and to enable the delivery of
life-saving relief across borders in places like
Syria.
We need the Council to ensure parties to
the war in Yemen agree on political talks and
a sustained ceasefire. We need the permanent
members to rally all sides in Libya’s conflict
towards peace. The Council members showed
what political will could achieve just three

days after the Ukraine invasion began. They
voted for an emergency session of the UN General Assembly to adopt a resolution demanding
Russia ends its military operation. This is the
first time in 40 years such a session was set up,
despite human rights violations in places like
Palestine and Myanmar desperately needing
similar action. UNSC powers must divorce
their Cold War polarisation around Ukraine
and prioritise the mandate of this crucial
mechanism above political interests.
Europe is experiencing its worst refugee
crisis since World War II. While giving
Ukraine the attention it needs, we must also
widen our focus to avoid a tidal wave of tragedy in the world’s other crises. The International Rescue Committee’s suggestion to channel
50 percent of the total international aid to
fragile and conflict-affected nations is a sound
step in the right direction. But beyond funding,
world leaders need to break the deadlock of
indifference towards conflicts in other parts of
the world.
The speed at which the UN, the European Union and other international partners
acted in response to the war in Ukraine
should trigger the same urgency for solutions
to the major and neglected crises of our time.
Widespread and hard-hitting condemnation,
urgent appeals for a cessation of conflict,
opening borders to citizens seeking protection, and rapidly mobilising funding, must be
replicated in other emergencies. When I visited
eastern Ukraine in the weeks leading up to the
invasion, I warned that too little attention was
being given to its looming catastrophe before
it was too late. As we sit transfixed on the horrors happening there now, we risk other crises
boiling over behind the scenes.
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Traffic chaos

My house is situated near the Kuchahri Railway Station in Sheikupura. Whenever a train
passes, the traffic is disrupted, causing chaos
all around. There are many hospitals nearby
and patients suffer due to traffic jams. The traffic police must be deployed to manage smooth
flow of traffic. The authorities concerned
should also construct an underpass at the site.
Syeda Alishba Batool
Sheikupura

Utility Stores

The Utility Stores Corporation (USC) recently
announced a special discount on certain food
items during Ramazan. In order to know about
the locations of USC outlets, I tried to call the
toll-free numbers as well as the helpline, but
to no avail. Through the website I learnt that
none of the 67 outlets was in Malir, Landhi and
Korangi areas. Why? The USC should open an
outlet in these localities for the convenience of
the masses.
KM Shafi
Karachi

Mansehra Roads

Days before a recent VIP visit on March 25,
the National Highway Authority (NHA)
hastily repaired a section of the Karakoram
Highway (KKH) in Mansehra. The top
asphalt layer is too thin to withstand the
weight of heavy traffic and, thus, signs of
disrepair and potholes are emerging already.
The entire road network of the city is in need
of a complete overhaul. Besides, the Mansehra-Abbottabad portion of the GT Road is in
a desperate need of repair. We wish the VIP
could make regular visits to the city so that
the residents may have improved infrastructure even if temporarily!
Noman Waheed
Mansehra

Illegal tube-wells

I hail from one of the rural areas of Peshawar
where the underground water table is decreasing day by day. This is because most of the elite
have installed high-powered tube-wells which
run without any safety measures and waste a
lot of water. As a result, the rest of the people
are unable to access groundwater even for
domestic use.
Taimour Khan
Peshawar

Anti-depressants

Lately, I have witnessed an alarming trend of
over-prescription of anti-depressant medications by general practitioners in the country.
Many doctors have been prescribing not only
anti-depressants, but also sleep medications,
anxiolytics, as the doctors call it, to the majori14

ty of patients who present to their clinics with
vague descriptions of their symptoms.
It is worth mentioning that the majority of the bodily symptoms that the patients
experience are psychosomatic in nature,
which means these symptoms do not have any
physical cause and the investigations do not
reveal any abnormalities. Instead of putting
such patients on anti-depressants and a whole
lot of other drugs blindly, general practitioners
should refer them to a psychiatrist which is
the ethical and the right thing to do. Most
commonly prescribed anti-depressants belong
to the class of selective serotonin reuptake
inhibitors (SSRIs) and these should be prescribed carefully while taking into account the
patient’s age, gender, family history and other
co-morbidities, if any.
Also, these anti-depressants cause some
serious side-effects and it is the responsibility
of the doctor to educate about the potential
side-effects of each anti-depressant as well
as anxiolytics, and prescribe these drugs only
if the other treatment options, like cognitive
behavioural therapy, mindfulness, relaxation
exercises, and so on, have been utilised and
failed to bring about any improvement. Likewise, abruptly stopping the use of anti-depressants should be discouraged, as it does serious
harm to the body.
Dr Muhammad Usman Amjad
Dera Ghazi Khan

Taking care of a
derailed entity

Pakistan Railways (PR) enjoyed monopoly
when the road infrastructure was not as good as
it is today. As a matter of fact, roads were originally paved to access the railway stations. The
railway had about 8,000km track in the early
years of Pakistan that remains as such till date.
The system should have been expanded
with the increase in social and economic activities. Contrary to this, roads gained momentum
dramatically, expanding literally by leaps and
bounds in the 1970s. They comprise 260,000km
under the aegis of the National Highway
Authority (NHA) which has the power of
collecting toll tax and surcharge on petroleum
products. PR has to make do with the fare and
freight structure that is strictly controlled by
the cabinet.
There has not been any five-year plan to
update the PR infrastructure, no attempt to
digitise its assets, no analysis of its staff in the
changing circumstances, and no serious efforts
to pinpoint the threats to the system vis-àvis opportunities. PR is overstaffed and has
superfluous lands, reflecting the ineptitude,
indecisiveness and tactlessness of people who
rode its bandwagon unfamiliar with this highly
technical department. There has not been any
mechanism put in place to this day determining the amount of a loss whether it was the
result of the purchase of substandard material

or the mismanagement. Also, there is no mechanism to know when a gadget reaches the end
of its useful life and needs a replacement.
The hierarchy at the top can take
landmark decisions if it is conversant with the
technicalities of the system or lend ears to the
candid opinions of their team that has experience. There have been attempts to privatise the
PR in 1975, 1997 and 2006. All failed as wooing
investors was tantamount to alert the entire
system in their service. Actually those who level
allegations of inefficiency and corruption themselves lack the desired courage, resolve and
dedication to put the system on an even keel.
Indian Railways is a case in point. In the
early years of the decade of 2010s, a panel of
supply chain and logistics experts prepared a
report that the Indian railway was a gone case,
thanks to persistent losses it had sustained
over the decades, and it would collapse before
2016.
Here emerged on the scene Lalu Prasad,
the Indian railway minister asking the railway
board of directors to suggest what could be
salvaged to start a new beginning. He declared
in unequivocal terms that he would neither
allow himself nor anybody else to interfere in
railway business. He would, however, oversee
the progress on the recommendations himself.
He religiously followed his words. Indian railway staged a stunning comeback, registering
a profit within three years. I met Prasad as a
member of the PR delegation that visited India
in 2008. I was the PR chief operating superintendent. He enquired about the number of
employees in the PR and its operating efficiency. On my reply that we had 150,000 officials
who had been almost halved by this time, he
revealed with a visible sense of pride that the
Indian railway was manned by 1.5 million individuals and no employee had been deprived of
the benefits accrued by the organisation. Even
the coolies had been made permanent.
Pakistan has about one-fifth of the
Indian population, the strength of the PR
employees, therefore, should have been about
300,000. PR can become a thriving entity if
it is not kept in isolation as a competitor of
the road infrastructure. For this purpose, the
ministry of transport is required to be put in
place bringing ports and shipping, NHA and
PR under one command.
Vision 2025 envisages Pakistan as a
bridge between the regional powers to boost
the overall economy of the region. The goal
may be attained when main segments involved
in logistics complement each other. The Japan
International Cooperation Agency (JICA) has
concluded that by spending annually merely
20pc of the income generated by NHA through
toll tax and surcharges on railway, the latter
may renovate its entire infrastructure as well
as phase out its ageing rolling stock.
Muhammad Saleem
Rawalpindi
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Binary stars keep masquerading
as black holes
Liz Kruesi

As astronomy datasets grow
larger, scientists are scouring them
for black holes, hoping to better
understand the exotic objects. But
the drive to find more black holes is
leading some astronomers astray.
“You say black holes are like a needle in a haystack, but suddenly
we have way more haystacks than we did before,” says astrophysicist
Kareem El-Badry of the Harvard-Smithsonian Center for Astrophysics in
Cambridge, Mass. “You have better chances of finding them, but you also
have more opportunities to find things that look like them.” Two more
claimed black holes have turned out to be the latter: weird things that
look like them. They both are actually double-star systems at never-before-seen stages in their evolutions, El-Badry and his colleagues report in
Monthly Notices of the Royal Astronomical Society. The key to understanding the systems is figuring out how to interpret light coming from
them, the researchers say. In early 2021, astronomer Tharindu Jayasinghe
of Ohio State University and his colleagues reported finding a star system
— affectionately named the Unicorn — about 1,500 light-years from
Earth that they thought held a giant red star in its senior years orbiting
an invisible black hole. Some of the same researchers, including Jayasinghe, later reported a second similar system, dubbed the Giraffe, found
about 12,000 light-years away. But other researchers, including El-Badry,
weren’t convinced that the systems harbored black holes. So Jayasinghe,
El-Badry and others combined forces to reanalyze the data. To verify
each star system’s nature, the researchers turned to stellar spectra, the
rainbows that are produced when starlight is split up into its component
wavelengths. Any star’s spectrum will have lines where atoms in the stellar atmosphere have absorbed particular wavelengths of light.

What does full sequencing of the
human genome mean for health?
Damian McNamara

While scientists celebrate putting together the last pieces of the human genome – a
major accomplishment decades in the
making – the rest of us are left wondering
what this breakthrough could mean for
our own health and well-being.
Advances in diagnosis and treatment of cancers, development disorders, infertility, and many diseases driven by genetic changes are expected
to come out of this new research, experts say. “Hallelujah. We finally
finished one human genome. This is the beginning of a transformation,
not only for genomic research but for clinical medicine,” said Evan Eichler,
PhD, who spoke at a media briefing sponsored by the National Human
Genome Research Institute. “This is going to have substantial impacts
for basic research and clinical genomics moving forward,” said Karen
Miga, PhD, director of the Miga Lab at the University of California, Santa
Cruz. Miga is another lead investigator involved in the research from the
Telomere-to-Telomere (T2T) Consortium, which brought hundreds of
researchers together on the project. The T2T name makes sense because
telomeres are the end caps of DNA strands, and mapping the entire human genome means arranging our genes from one end to the other.
In addition to mapping new segments of these building blocks of
the human body, researchers also revealed DNA segments in centromeres.
Centromeres are located where arms of the chromosomes are pinched in
the middle to form an “X” shape.
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A magnetic field reversal 42,000
years ago may have contributed
to mass extinctions
Carolyn Gramling

A flip-flop of Earth’s magnetic poles between 42,000 and
41,000 years ago briefly but dramatically shrank the magnetic
field’s strength — and may have
triggered a cascade of environmental crises on Earth, a new study suggests.
With the help of new, precise carbon dating obtained from ancient tree fossils, the researchers correlated shifts in climate patterns,
large mammal extinctions and even changes in human behavior just
before and during the Laschamps excursion, a brief reversal of the
magnetic poles that lasted less than a thousand years. It’s the first
study to directly link a magnetic pole reversal to large-scale environmental changes, the team reports in the Science.
During a reversal, Earth’s protective magnetic field, which
shields the planet from a barrage of charged particles streaming from
the sun, can lose strength. So some researchers have suggested that
these flip-flops may be linked to extinction events. But evidence
for this has proven elusive. In fact, “the general belief had been that
geomagnetic changes had no impact on climate or anything else,”
says Alan Cooper, an evolutionary biologist at BlueSky Genetics in
Adelaide. One reason for that belief is a dearth of precise dates for
the timing and duration of the geomagnetic event to correlate with
environmental, ice core and magnetic rock records.

Post-COVID risk for blood clot
lasts at least six months
Robert Preidt

COVID-19 increases people’s risk of
dangerous blood clots and bleeding for
months after infection, researchers say.
The new findings suggest that
COVID-19 is an independent risk
factor for deep vein thrombosis, pulmonary embolism and bleeding.
“Our findings arguably support (treatment) to avoid thrombotic
events, especially for high-risk patients, and strengthen the importance of vaccination against COVID-19,” the study authors concluded
in the report in the BMJ. While the added risk of clots and bleeding
was known, it was unclear how long it lasted, the researchers noted
in a journal news release. To find out, the investigators compared
more than one million people in Sweden who tested positive for
COVID-19 between Feb. 1, 2020, and May 25, 2021, and a control
group of more than 4 million people who did not have a positive
COVID test. Compared to the control group, COVID-19 patients
had a significantly higher risk of deep vein thrombosis, or DVT, (a
blood clot in the leg) for up to three months after infection; pulmonary embolism (a blood clot in the lung) for up to six months; and a
bleeding event for up to two months. After accounting for a number
of possibly significant factors, the researchers concluded that those
with COVID-19 had a five times’ higher risk of DVT; a 33-fold higher
risk of pulmonary embolism; and a nearly doubled risk of bleeding in
the 30 days after infection.
Deep vein thrombosis occurred in 0.04% of COVID-19 patients
and 0.01% of control patients. Pulmonary embolism occurred in
0.17% of COVID-19 patients and 0.004% of control patients.
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