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The new government faces
tough economic challenges
Asim Nisar

A

fter the political games are over, it is
the economy that matters most for
our future well-being. The economy
is in a shambles and much reconstruction and retooling will be needed.
During the worst days of the political
crisis, the rupee value and shares market
plummeted. The Eurobond yield maturing in
2024 went beyond 18 per cent, and exporters
tried to hold back receipts as long as possible.
There was a sharp rise in debt levels, going up
to Rs43 trillion. At the same time, the central
bank’s reserves fell below the $12 billion mark
due to the increasing trade gap and a widening current account deficit and higher debt
payments.
On the external front, the trade deficit in
nine months widened well above $35b, which
is much higher than the full-year budget target
of $28b. It may be added here that the full-year
trade deficit was $37b in 2018. The utilisation
of development funds in the first nine months
of the fiscal year has been much below the
target - Rs405b against a budget allocation
of Rs900b. Even this utilisation is mainly
because of maximum use of foreign funds for
development schemes — Rs80b against an
annual foreign exchange component of Rs100b.
On the other hand, the government
committed Rs31b out of the budget
in April to subsidise petroleum
products for all without making an
allowance for differentiation between the rich and the poor. On top
of all this, circular debt has now risen to Rs3 trillion and many power
plants are facing fuel shortages. The
PSO alone has over Rs500b worth of
receivables.
With the political transition,
the rupee has gained substantially
against the dollar. The PSX has also
responded positively under the perception that the new government
has historically been pro-business.
There is speculation that the rally
will be sustained as valuations are
at multi-year lows while earnings
remain resilient and dividend yields
attractive.There are also expectations of a foreign policy course correction that may help our exit from
the FATF grey list and an inflow of
dollars from international creditors.
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There are also expectations of fixed income
markets rally in response to the improving
outlook for external funding.
The economy faces severe challenges
which have to be addressed on a priority basis.
Inflation is expected to cross the 15% mark
soon as high commodity prices, a weak currency and subsidy reversals will hit consumer
prices hard. The new government will have
limited options other than administrative
measures to limit the damage. Higher interest
rates in an unbanked cash economy cannot
achieve much.
According to available figures, 5 billion
dollars were spent from our forex reserves
over the last one month, while our monthly
financing needs are around one billion dollars.
The new government will need to have to work
hard to stem this flow to rebuild the reserves
quickly. Options are limited as Eurobond
borrowing is prohibitively high while the IMF
funding requires tough decisions like increasing petrol, electricity and gas prices which the
new government cannot easily take.
Apart from new fiscal measures to raise
revenue, loss-making SOEs will have to be
privatized. Steps will also have to be taken to
cut expenditure as the deficit is projected to
hit an all-time high of Rs 4.3 trillion this year.
Proposals have recently been formulated to

increase tax rates for salaried individuals. But
this will be politically unpopular as middle income group earners have suffered a major hit to
their purchasing power over the last five years.
Above everything, in the present circumstances, ensuring the steady supply of energy
including coal, furnace oil and LNG is of
prime importance. Prices for these inputs have
skyrocketed amidst supply chain disruptions.
Recent gains on the export front could quickly
be lost if a solution is not found.
It may be mentioned here that the
government has been selling petrol and diesel
at about Rs150 and Rs145 per litre respectively
against the landing cost of Rs175 and Rs187 per
litre. This is on top of the waiver on taxes of
about Rs30 per litre petroleum levy and about
Rs25 per litre sales tax assumed at standard
17pc. Reversing this price trend would not be
easy for the Sharif administration. Already it
has shied away from the first test.
The new government faces a formidable
array of challenges on the economic front. Expectations are high while the ground realities
are daunting in their multifarious dimensions.
It remains to be seen how the new administration moves ahead to rescue a sinking economy.
It will soon find that winning the political
game is easier than tackling the economic
imbroglio.

ECONOMICS

Imran Khan’s rise and fall
Nasim Ahmed

I

mran Khan’s rise to power and dramatic
fall is a fascinating story.
Imran Khan came to power after 22
years of constant struggle in the political
field. He was not a traditional politician from
one of the established families. He was a new
entrant in the field and
came with new ideas.
He was a cricketing
hero, having won the
coveted World Cup for
his country and instantly
became a national and
international celebrity.
Immediately afterwards,
he launched his political
career from the platform
of Pakistan Tehreek-e-Insaf. His struggle was long
and arduous but gradually
he began to attract the
youth through his slogan
of Tabdeeli - change. It
was a powerful slogan
which became popular among the young
generation who also felt
disillusioned with the
status quo.
After 24 years
long struggle in 2018 he
won the election and
PTI emerged as the single largest party in the
National Assembly. However, the PTI had to
enlist the support of other smaller parties such
as MQM and GDA to form the government.
This was the basic handicap with which the
PTI came to power and in the end it proved its
undoing.
Imran Khan launched some laudable
initiatives for the welfare of the less privileged
sections of society. He handled the coronavirus challenge with great tact that earned
him plaudits from around the world. He also
managed to provide a substantial cash subsidy
to the needy families during the worst days of
the pandemic. The PTI government succeeded
in expanding the social welfare system and introduced a health insurance scheme in various
parts of the country.
But he committed some major blunders
in political decision-making. His decision to
appoint an inexperienced political newcomer
to the key position of chief minister of Punjab,
the country’s most populous province, was
whimsical and widely resented by his party
men. There were other challenges, too. The
cost of living increased manifold, with a sharp
POLITICS

rise in food prices. This greatly dented Imran
Khan’s popularity among the masses.
The PTI government’s difficulties were
compounded by poor governance, a deepening
economic crisis, fruitless accountability and
hostile propaganda in a section of the media.
Frequent U-turns, thoughtless foreign policy
statements and endless confrontation with the
opposition lost him support where it matters.

urally given pause for thought to the powers
that be. The situation is no less worrisome to
the combined opposition which is now faced
with the same challenges of governance as the
PTI, including rising food prices and petrol and
utilities charges.
PMD parties came together on the onepoint agenda of removing Imran Khan from
power. Now that the cementing bond is gone,

Political weather became murkier and murkier
due to Imran Khan’s ego-centric style, lack of
political wisdom and one-sided approach on
critical domestic and foreign policy issues. All
this provided an opportunity to the discredited opposition parties to join hands, approach
disgruntled elements in the ruling party and
send the right signals to the establishment
expressing their readiness to play ball.
All this is history now. What next? By
temperament, Imran Khan is a fighter and
he has indicated that he will not give up. His
narrative is that he is the victim of a US-led
conspiracy to affect regime change in Pakistan. The narrative is selling because there is
a streak of anti-Americanism in the streets of
Pakistan. Imran Khan is known for his undisguised anti-Western bias on foreign policy
issues, and his harsh criticism of America’s war
in Afghanistan. He openly refused to toe the
western line on the Ukraine war.
As was expected, Imran Khan has gone
to the people and been holding massive rallies
in various cities. His charisma has not faded
and the middle classes as well as starry-eyed
youth continue to support him. This has nat-

cracks have begun appearing in the ranks of
the new government. Never in the history of
Pakistan has a government composed of such
diverse and diametrically opposed elements
come to power. Dissenting voices are becoming louder, with the JUI chief asking for new
elections at the earliest. The MQM too is disgruntled. The appointment of Hamza Shahbaz
as chief minister of Punjab, while the father is
prime minister, has left the PML-N exposed
to charges of naked and ruthless pursuit of
dynastic politics.
The million dollar question now is: how
long will the PDM government last? How long
will the marriage of convenience work? Shehbaz Sharif’s position is more fragile compared
to Imran Khan’s.
According to many analysts, Shehbaz
Sharif will not be able to sustain his coalition
government for long as internal contradictions
within the rank and file of the united opposition are deep and unresolvable. The MQM,
PPP, Baloch MNAs and others pose a standing
danger to the Shehbaz Sharif administration.
The ultimate solution will perhaps lie in going
for early elections.
5

Can Imran Khan, his
party be banned?
Muhammad Ali

F

ormer Prime Minister Imran Khan
fears his Pakistan Tehreek-i-Insaf
(PTI) party could be banned under
a conspiracy for allegedly receiving
illegal foreign funds. It is obvious that the PTI
was neither created abroad nor funded by
any foreign government or party. If it is still
banned, it will be disastrous for Pakistan and
democracy.
Imran Khan and the PTI are immensely
popular among overseas Pakistanis and they
whole-heartedly donate to his hospital and
party. However, the then opposition, which
is in the government now, accused the PTI of
receiving funds from Indians and Israelis while
Imran Khan claims he has proof of the former
opposition parties and leaders receiving money
from abroad and their involvement in money
laundering. Under a court ruling, the Election
Commission of Pakistan (ECP) will decide the
PTI’s foreign funding case in a month. It would
have been better if the similar cases against all
opposition parties, which are now a part of the
coalition government, should have been heard
and decided simultaneously.
Despite his apprehensions about the
Election Commission of Pakistan (ECP), Imran
Khan still appears to be highly confident of the
outcome of the case when he called for an open
trial of the case and challenged the leadership
of all parties to face the proceedings too. He
challenged that all parties’ funds should be
made public and the PTI would emerge the
only political party to come clean.
The case was lodged by a disgruntled
member of the PTI in November 2014, apparently at the behest of the then opposition
parties. In a tit-for-tat move, the PTI also filed
a petition in the ECP, accusing the Pakistan
Peoples Party (PPP) and the Pakistan Muslim
League-Nawaz (PML-N) of receiving illegal
funds from the US and the UK, and using party
funds to launder money.
The provisions of the Article 6(3) of the
Political Parties Act, 2002, state, “Any contribution made, directly or indirectly, by any
foreign government, multi-national or domestically incorporated public or private company,
firm, trade or professional association shall be
prohibited and the parties may accept contributions and donations only from individuals”.
Under the law, maximum punishment is the
confiscation of the prohibited proceeds. Also,
6

matters pertaining to foreign funding do not
fall within the jurisdiction of the Election
Commission of Pakistan (ECP) at least as
far as probes are concerned, law experts say.
According to the Article-17(2) of the 1973 Constitution of Pakistan, the federal government is
mandated with making references on foreign
funding and forwarding them to the Supreme
Court of Pakistan within 15 days, which will
decide them.
The PTI has been accused of having
received funds from foreign individuals.
However, according to the law, there was no
bar on individuals donating funds to a political
party. Interestingly, there was no allegation
that the PTI had received funds from any other
state institution or agency. The Election Act,
2017 would also not be applicable to the PTI
because the party accounts being scrutinised
pertain to the year preceding 2013.
In fact, the case has already been decided
by the Supreme Court of Pakistan when it
discussed in detail the question of foreign
funding in its 2017 judgment on a petition
filed by PML-N leader Hanif Abbasi, who had
sought disqualification of Imran Khan. In its
judgment, the court had noted that it was not
the case that the PTI was formed or organised
at the instance of any government or political
party of a foreign country or was affiliated to
or associated with any government or political
party of a foreign country, or received any aid,
financial or otherwise, from any government or
political party of a foreign country. The court

had declared that any contribution or donation
which was prohibited under the law shall be
confiscated in favour of the state in the manner
as may be prescribed. So, the PTI will remain
unhurt even if it has received illegal funds from
individuals.
In the past, former Prime Minister
Nawaz Sharif and his party were also accused
by former Prime Minister Benazir Bhutto of
receiving funds from Al-Qaeda founder Osama
bin Laden to topple her government. According
to PTI leaders, the PML-N also received funds
from some Arab states and used party funds for
money laundering. They claim the much-publicised probe in the foreign funding case could
prove to be a “second Panama Leaks” for the
PML-N and would lead to unearthing of more
financial scandals of its leaders.
It is clear that the foreign funding case
cannot harm the PTI. However, it is not sure
about other parties and its leaders. In the
current situation, when Imran Khan is riding
on a popular wave after his ouster from power
through a no-confidence motion, it will be
difficult to ban his party even if the party has
received illegal funds. The common people will
not accept it. It will also create a serious law
and order situation in Pakistan. Last year, the
whole country faced chaos when the Tehreek-e-Labbaik Pakistan (TLP) was banned.
Besides dozens of religious activists, at least
six policemen also died in clashes. The same
situation could arise if an adverse action is
taken against Imran Khan and his party.
POLITICS

Challenges for the
new finance minister
Husnain Shahid

M

iftah Ismael, the new
finance minister, faces
an uphill task to revive
Pakistan’s economy,
which has deteriorated
after decades of mismanagement and inaction. Fast depleting foreign
exchange reserves, low exports, high inflation, growing fiscal deficit and rising current
account deficit are major challenges which are
not easy to handle.
Pakistan’s successive governments have
faced the same problems for decades but they
failed to plug the gaps for political gains. Every
government has inherited a bigger crisis than
its predecessor after President Gen (retd) Pervez Musharraf’s regime. The new government
faces the same dilemma. If it makes tough decisions, they would hurt the people. In fact, the
past government took some harsh steps to improve the economy, which increased inflation
in the country and made the lives of people
miserable. If the new government takes more
steps to revive the economy, it may provide an
opportunity to the opposition to exploit the
situation and provoke the people against it.
However, if the government succumbs to the
pressure and reneges on its promise of reforms,
the economy will worsen. It is time the government broke the cycle of passing the crisis to
the next government.
Experts say the PTI faced an economic
mess because the last PML-N government
failed to use favorable domestic and international circumstances to address the chronic
issues. Instead, the issues became more complicated by a wrong set of policies by the Pakistan
Muslim League-Nawaz (PML-N), especially
the policy to artificially stabilize the value of
the rupee for which (borrowed) $24 billion
were injected by the government in the open
market to keep the value of the rupee below
Rs105 a dollar from 2014-2017. The overvaluation of the rupee from 2014 to 2017, according to eminent economist Dr Hafeez Pasha,
was a serious mistake, leading to subsidized
imports and reduced exports, a large current
account deficit and fast rising debt repayment
liabilities.
The mismanagement and negligence of
decades have left an enormous mess for the
government to clear. The result is that the
country finds itself knocking on the doors of
the International Monetary Fund (IMF) for the
remaining tranche while Pakistan already owes
ECONOMICS

the IMF billions from previous programmes.
In fact, 30.7pc of Pakistan’s government
expenditure is earmarked for debt servicing,
which cannot be supported by its decreasing
revenues. Already on the Financial Action Task
Force’s (FATF) grey list, and with the current
government enjoying internal institutional
consensus on the national agenda, Pakistan
must focus its attention on resolving its economic woes before it finds itself on the shores
of bankruptcy, experts warn.
Fitch Ratings has revised its projection
for Pakistan’s current account deficit to 5pc
of the gross domestic product for the current
2022 fiscal year on near-term policy uncertainty and external risks through the country witnessed a peaceful change in government. The
rating agency said the recent oil shock would
push up the current account deficit and add to
the already high gross external financing needs
from an elevated debt-repayment schedule.
“We now forecast a current account deficit
of around five percent of GDP (around $18.5
billion) for the fiscal year ending June 2022
(FY22), up from four percent in our February
review. We expect this to moderate to around
four percent in FY23, as oil prices ease.”
Pakistan faces $20 billion in external
debt repayments in FY23, though this includes
$7 billion in Chinese and Saudi deposits.
However, the agency expects these to be rolled
over. Rupee depreciation on the back of higher
trade deficits and capital outflows, along with
debt repayments, has put pressure on liquid
foreign-exchange reserves with the State Bank
of Pakistan (SBP), which fell by $5.1 billion
between end-February and April 1, 2022, to
$11.3 billion. “We believe the decline also partly
reflects repayment of a $2.4 billion loan from

China that is slated to be renewed,” Fitch said.
Setbacks to the reforms made in line
with the International Monetary Fund (IMF)
programme or holdups in the programme itself
could make Pakistan’s access to the global debt
markets more difficult, the ratings agency said.
The previous government’s implementation
of reforms in line with an IMF programme
helped in accessing global debt markets,
which was highlighted by the issuance of a $1
billion sukuk in January 2022. Since then, the
country’s access to private creditor finance
has been challenged by external factors, such
as rising US interest rates and heightened
investor risk aversion around the Ukraine
conflict. “We believe setbacks to reform or the
IMF programme would make access even more
difficult,” it noted.
Pakistan has not been able to rely on
consistent foreign investment for more than
stopgap measures. It received $2 billion from
the United Arab Emirates (UAE) through the
Abu Dhabi Fund for Development (ADFD),
which provides concessionary development
loans. The inflow increased Pakistan’s foreign
reserves from $14.956 billion at the start of
March 2019 to $17.398 billion. Saudi Crown
Prince Mohammad bin Salman signed seven
Memorandums of Understanding (MoUs)
with Pakistan, pledging up to $21 billion worth
of investment over the next six years. However, relying only on foreign aid and friendly
countries for loans is not enough. If Pakistan
is to tackle its current account deficit in the
long run, the government must take substantial steps to improve the macroeconomic
conditions of the country and modernize its
industrial sector to become more competitive
in international markets
7

Key lessons to be learnt
from recent political crisis
Raza Khan

T

here are some key lessons which
Pakistanis must learn from the recent
political crisis that started with the
bringing of a no-confidence vote
against former Prime Minister Imran Khan in
March last and his ultimate ouster on April 9.
The political crisis in Pakistan could be
summarized: transpiring of an international
conspiracy to remove PM Imran Khan for
pursuing an independent foreign policy; the
collusion of the U.S., the alleged sponsor of the
conspiracy, with the then Pakistan opposition
parties; disallowing of the no-confidence motion
by the National Assembly deputy speaker under
Article 5 of the Constitution; an advice by PM
Khan to President Arif Alvi to dissolve the National Assembly; calling of fresh elections by the
President, the Supreme Court of Pakistan taking
suo motu action on the ruling of the NA deputy
speaker, declaring it unconstitutional, ordering
an immediate vote count on the opposition’s
no-confidence; resistance shown by the then
Prime Minister to delay counting; some behindthe-scenes role of the security establishment;
opening of the Supreme Court and Islamabad
High Court at midnight to deal with any eventuality; sudden resignation of NA Speaker Asad
Qaiser; success of the no-confidence motion;
removal of Mr. Khan as Prime Minister; election
of Shehbaz Sharif as new Prime Minister; the
PTI taking to the streets and the party tendering resignations en bloc from the National
Assembly.
The foremost lesson which we Pakistanis
must learn from the political crisis and events
associated with it is that the country’s political
system, instead of being a part of the solution of
the crisis is, in fact, a part of the crisis. In other
words, Pakistan’s parliamentary political system has been giving birth to crisis after crisis for
society. Since 1988, the year in which democracy
was restored in Pakistan after a long martial law
of Gen. Zia-ul-Haq, apart from the government
of Nawaz Sharif (1997-1999), which had a twothirds majority in the National Assembly, no
other government could attain a clear majority
in the assembly. It is because the powers-thatbe have been calling the shots from behind the
scenes and by pulling the strings ensuring that
no political party government has full control.
Consequently, whichever government takes the
saddle has to rely on small parliamentary groups
to remain afloat. Therefore, every government
has to focus more on appeasing the small coa8

lition partners than to work for the welfare of
the people or demonstrate good governance. So
none of the government could implement even
half of its respective electoral manifesto. The
situation we typically have seen in the latest political crisis. The PTI government was spending
much of its time to keep the Muttahida Qaumi
Movement, Pakistan Muslim League-Quaid
(PML-Q), Balochistan Awami Party (BAP) and
Grand Democratic Alliance (GDA) appeased
besides some independent MPs. Now when
13 parties including former opposition groups
and the MQM and BAP have formed a new
government, the government’s only agenda is to
keep itself intact. The only purpose of keeping
the government intact would be to get perks
and privileges and to bring about some key legislative changes, like revoking electronic voting.
In a nutshell, the parliamentary political system
is not the panacea for the innumerable ills of our
society.
The second lesson which must be learnt
from the political crisis in Pakistan is that
political parties are only there for power politics
instead of playing their role as ruling and
opposition parties to serve the people and work
for the stability of the country. In other words,
the ruling parties want to keep their power
intact by any means and the opposition parties
cherish to assume power by hook or crook, even
by violating the Constitution. In the situation,
we cannot have a stable political system that is
designed to serve the people, deliver key services
to the citizens and address their main issues, the
purpose of any successful political system.
The third important lesson which the
political crisis in Pakistan has taught us is
the theory of separation of powers which is
enshrined in the Constitution and is the essence
of any workable democracy and federation but

it has little place in Pakistan. In this regard, the
interference of political actors in the operations
of the judiciary is a case in point. Importantly,
when the higher judiciary was carrying out
proceedings on the constitutionality of the act
of the deputy speaker and was determining the
constitutionality of the acts of Prime Minister
Imran Khan and President Arif Alvi, the media
and public sphere was awash with comments
by political activists and leaders instructing the
superior judiciary, on the one hand, to declare
the acts unconstitutional and on the other, to
endorse them. On its part, the judiciary also set
no good example by taking suo motu action
on the issue of the ruling of Deputy Speaker
Qasim Suri, when the opposition parties were
just there on the doors of the Supreme Court to
submit a petition challenging the ruling. Then
the verdict of the Supreme Court declaring the
ruling of Mr. Suri, PM Khan and President Alvi
unconstitutional without going into the background of the causes of giving such a ruling by
the deputy speaker, despite that the latter had
mentioned the constitutional provision under
which he was empowered to give such a ruling.
Moreover, the stringent decision by the court
in which the National Assembly speaker was
ordered to even hold the session of the House
at such and such time and to take up voting on
the no-confidence motion without affording an
opportunity to the MPs to deliberate upon the
motion has not set a good example within the
context of the Article 69 of the Constitution in
which the parliamentary proceedings cannot
be challenged and any other state institution
cannot instruct the National Assembly on its
internal procedures. Then, the military despite
declaring that it is a totally apolitical institution
and shall not be dragged by politicians and the
media into political affairs, which is absolutely
very good. However, at the same time the military spokesman said the establishment had been
approached by the PTI government to work
to diffuse the situation. In this regard, according to the military spokesman, three options
were presented to Imran Khan. The military
leadership should not have even accepted any
mediatory role because it unnecessarily made its
role controversial.
Another lesson which we learn from
the political crisis is the highly irresponsible
manner the Pakistan mainstream media, what
to say of alternative or social media, covered and
reported the events and developments. Most TV
channels tried to sensationalize the events by
taking clear sides. The media ought to serve the
public interest instead of vested interests.
POLITICS

The worsening
energy crisis
Shahid Hussain

Recently, Prime Minister Shehbaz Sharif expressed his concern that Pakistan was facing
serious shortages of electricity and gas. He
regretted that the last government could not
assess the situation and failed to take timely
steps to improve the situation. His analysis
is based on facts. But it is also a fact that it is
not all that easy to overcome Pakistan’s energy
crisis after rates of gas and fuel have skyrocketed in the world.
Pakistan is facing an acute shortage of
power after its failure to run power plants to
full capacity. It is feared that the situation will
only worsen as Pakistan’s limited financial
resources restrict its ability to buy fuel from
overseas markets. The Ukraine-Russia war is
adding to its woes. “Pakistan’s power plants
are shut due to lack of petrol and fuel supply,”
Finance Minister Miftah Ismail said. “A large
number of plants are shut due to technical
faults. Altogether, this makes for the loss of
7,000MW energy in the country,” he added.
On the other hand, many cities and
towns are facing shortages of gas even in the
holy month of Ramazan. The new government
and its ministers have also warned of a serious
gas crisis in the country. The warnings mean
the ground reality will be even starker and gas
would not be available for cooking and people
would have to arrange for firewood or look for
other options.
Experts say Pakistan’s gas reserves are
depleting by almost 10pc annually and they
will stop production in less than 20 years.
Past governments failed to address the issue
and only took temporary measures to bridge
the gap between supply and demand. Though
the crisis is not the sole responsibility of the
present government, yet it will hit it badly and
raise questions about its ability to tackle issues. It will not only hurt the common people
but also malign the image of the government.
As the gas crisis is feared to worsen in
the coming months, the textile sector, which
is the biggest employer and foreign exchange
earner of the country, will be negatively
impacted. It may leave thousands of people
jobless and deprive the country of precious
foreign exchange earnings. The gas shortage
in the Sui Southern Gas Company Limited
(SSGCL) network, which serves Sindh and
Balochistan, is projected to touch 400 million
cubic feet per day (mmcfd). Estimates say the
ECONOMICS

gap between supply and demand is expected
to be around 350mmcfd in the Sui Northern
Gas Pipelines Limited (SNGPL) network,
which serves Punjab and Khyber Pakhtunkhwa.
Pakistan is importing gas to plug the
widening gap, but it has to pay a high price for
it, as it is far costlier than the indigenous product and the government has to provide it at
subsidized rates to domestic and commercial
consumers. It puts huge pressure on its foreign
exchange reserves, which remain at the bare
minimum level. There is a big difference in the
price of domestic and imported gas. Until last
year, imported gas cost Rs17 a unit and it was
sold at Rs14 per unit, which created a gap of
Rs3 a unit, which led to a serious crisis. Prices
of gas have skyrocketed in the world now and
the government will have to face even heavier
losses this year. Dependence on imports
also increases the circular debt of the energy
sector. According to the government, circular
debt in the gas sector has already jumped to
Rs532 billion.
Pakistan has relied on indigenous gas for
decades, but its reserves have depleted now after its reckless use. Only 27pc households have
access to piped gas while the remaining use
LPG cylinders, which are many times more ex-

pensive than piped gas. Pakistan has reached
a point where it really needs to think about it
seriously. All provinces and stakeholders need
to debate on the issue keeping a close eye on
the development of the country. It is also not
possible that a province progresses and the
country’s economy fails. The subsidy on gas
should also benefit poor people. The country
needs a comprehensive roadmap to come out
of the gas crisis.
It is a fact that no long-term planning
was made in the past to cope with the energy
crisis. Successive governments failed to exploit
the hydro potential of the country to produce
cheap electricity, which could be a better
option. However, all blunders and mismanagement of the past governments lie at the
doorstep of the new government.
Gas production in Pakistan is falling
fast, which means the crisis will worsen
every year. Peoples’ experience says when the
government warns of an impending crisis, it
is more serious than their imagination. The
government has promised to ensure the gas
supply to domestic consumers for cooking.
However, the situation will continue to
worsen. The government should start efforts
to build a national consensus by bringing all
provinces on board.
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Making 95pc Pakistanis literate
till 2025 seems impossible
Rasheed Ali

In April 2017, the federal government had
directed the National Commission for Human
Development (NCHD) to chalk out an action
plan to achieve a 90% adult literacy rate by
year 2025. However, after the passage of five
years, achieving the target still seems a far cry.
In 2022, Pakistan’s literacy rank is 113
among a total of 120 countries. Since 1990,
Pakistan has announced four education policies: in 1992, 1998, 2009, 2021, and a number of
development plans, including National Plan of
Action 2001-2015, and Education Sector Reforms (ESR), but the country miserably failed
to achieve all goals, set by the successive governments, as well as the United
Nations Millennium Development
Goal (MDG) of 88% literacy rate
by 2015.
The latest Education Policy
2021 included free and necessary
education for individuals. According to the Article 25-A of the Constitution of Pakistan, “The state
shall provide free and compulsory
education to all children of the
age group 5 to 16 years in such a
manner as may be determined by
law.”
The Economic Survey 202021 revealed that the literacy rate
in the country remains stagnant
at 60% and education-related expenditures witnessed a decrease
of 29.6% in the year 2019-20. According to the Pakistan Social and
Living Standards Measurement
(PSLSM) district level survey
2019-20, the literacy rate of the population (10
years and above) had been stagnant at 60% in
2019-20 since 2014-15.
The survey report showed that the cumulative education expenditures by the federal
and provincial governments in FY2020 stood
at 1.5% of the GDP compared to 2.3% in FY
2019-20. Expenditures on education had been
rising gradually till 2018-19 but in 2019-20, it
witnessed a decrease of 29.6% - from Rs. 868
billion to Rs. 611 billion.”
The survey also said the literacy rate
was higher in urban areas (74%) than rural
areas (52%) showing a huge disparity of 22%.
Punjab has the highest literacy rate of 64%,
followed by Sindh 58%, Khyber Pakhtunkhwa
(excluding merged areas) 55%, KP (including
merged areas) 53% and Balochistan 46%. The
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total number of enrolment in 2018-19 was
recorded at 52.5 million compared to 51 million
in 2017-18, which showed an increase of 2.9%.
The province-wise comparison reveals
that NER in Punjab and Balochistan remained
stagnant at 70pc and 56pc, respectively, while
a decline in NER has been observed in Sindh
and KP. If the same trend continues, Pakistan
will never be able to achieve the required literacy targets of 90% by 2025.
Reasons for the stagnant or declining literacy rates are no secret at all. At least 25,000
fake employees were identified in the Sindh
Education and Literacy Department during
the past years, while a list of 794 suspected
ghost teachers in district Qambar-Shahdadkot

federal and provincial governments in Pakistan
failed to implement this declaration, even
partially.
The official data showed that the nation
faltered on almost all things that mattered.
Allocating it less than 2% of the GDP, Pakistan
continued to spend much less on education
than its neighbours did, when it actually needs
to invest much more to beat the vicious circle
of disease, poverty, and violence. The government allocated only 2.68% of its GDP, which is
the lowest in South Asia.
One of the main purposes of election of
political parties as well as individuals to the
parliament is legislation for the wellbeing of
the country as well as the people living in it.

had also been released. The Sindh education
minister had told a private TV programme
host last year that during an investigation of
the Accountant General Sindh office and the
Education Department, about 25,000, out of
155,000, recorded employees were identified
as “fake”, and strict action was taken against
them.
It is a crucial question as to how the target of a 90% literacy rate could be achieved in a
country where 60% of the population is living
on less than 100 rupees a day?
The Incheon Declaration at the World
Education Forum (WEF) had urged the governments to allocate at least 4-6% of their GDP
for education and spend at least 15-20% of
total public expenditure on increasing literacy
rates. However, the official data shows that

The Constitution of Pakistan recognises free
primary education as a fundamental right, and
after the 18th Constitutional Amendment,
this sector has been devolved to the federating
units. Under the law, the four federating units
and other territories are bound to legislate
on Right to Education (RTE) in pursuance of
Article 25-A of the Constitution. However, for
a long period of time, the process of legislation
was not completed. Either the provinces failed
to legislate on the right to free and compulsory
education for the children, or implement the
legislation in letter and spirit. Most provincial
governments are yet to formulate the Rules of
Business. In such circumstances, only government authorities could be optimistic that the
target of 90% literacy rate would be achieved
by 2025.
EDUCATION

Lessons from China for
Pakistan’s farm sector
Dr. Zaheer Ahmad Babar

The Food and Agriculture Organisation (FAO)
ranks China first in the world in terms of
production of cereals, cotton, fruit, vegetables, meat, poultry, eggs and fishery products.
Pakistan is also among the world’s top ten producers of wheat, cotton, sugarcane, mangoes,
dates and oranges, and is ranked 10th in crop
production. Some rankings put the country at
seventh place at the crop production index.
Thanks to the great importance attached to
opening agriculture to the outside world,
China has increasingly closer links with other
countries in the field. However, Pakistan, despite having friendship “higher than Himalayas
and deeper than oceans” with it, has failed to
learn from it the art to get more yield from the
fields.
Lately, there has been more talk of
getting help from China to improve the
agriculture sector under the framework of the
China-Pakistan Economic Corridor (CPEC).
Former Prime Minister Imran Khan told
China’s Xinhua news agency in May 2021 that
the Pakistani government was collaborating
with China in learning agricultural techniques
to enhance the yield of crops, modernisation of
the irrigation system and value addition. The
two neighbours have also launched an online
platform to collect and display information
and achievements of agricultural and industrial
cooperation between them.
The Pakistan Bureau of Statistics show
that the agricultural sector contributes about
24% to the country’s gross domestic product
(GDP), accounts for a half of the employed
labour force and is the largest source of foreign
exchange earnings. It definitely needs to
change agricultural techniques to get more
yields with the changing times. But, it is a pity,
it is getting far less crop production compared
with other agrarian countries of the world.
A report released by the Pakistan
Business Council - a business policy advocacy
group, said that the country was considered
among nations which were getting the lowest
yield of various crops in the world. Pakistan’s
agricultural productivity ranges between
29% and 52%, far lower than the world’s best
averages for major commodities, the report
says. Pakistan produces 3.1 tons of wheat
from one hectare, which is just 38% of the 8.1
tons produced in France - the world’s best
productivity. Also, Pakistan produces 2.5 tons
of cotton per hectare, which is 52% of the 4.8
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tons produced in China.
The report revealed that sugarcane yield
stands at 63.4 tons per hectare in Pakistan,
which is 51% of the 125.1 tons Egypt produces
from every hectare, while maize productivity
is estimated at 4.6 tons per hectare, 41% of
the 11.1 tons that France is producing. In the
case of rice, Pakistan produces 2.7 tons from
every hectare, which is merely 29% of the 9.2
tons per hectare in the US. Also, 50% of the
agricultural products are wasted in Pakistan
due to unavailability of a sufficient cold chain,
logistics and processing facilities. The absence
of efficient, new seed varieties, intermittent
water supply and unenthusiastic marketing are
killing our agriculture, believe agriculturists.
Former Prime Minister Imran Khan
showed special interest in establishing the
farm sector on modern lines with the help of
China. Undoubtedly, China leads the world in
agriculture mechanization and Pakistan can
take advantage and learn from it and boost its
agriculture sector. Collaboration with the Chinese Academy of Agriculture Sciences could be
a game-changer for Pakistan. Pakistan needs
to exchange expertise on mechanization, new
variety development and germplasm.
Zhengbang Agriculture Pakistan (Pvt.)
Limited has planned an investment of Rs700
million to establish an agrichemical plant
in the Allama Iqbal Special Economic Zone
(SEZ), Faisalabad. With an area of 10.93 acres,
the plant would be put into operation by
June 2022 to produce 800,000 tons per year.
Other projects in the process of establishment
include large-scale vegetable and grain processing plants in Asadabad, Islamabad, Lahore
and Gwadar; and a meat processing plant in
Sukkur with an annual output of 200,000 tons
and two milk processing plants to produce
200,000 tons a year.
China has been assisting Pakistan to
improve the production of cash crops by
imparting valuable knowledge and technol-

ogy transfer. The country has also provided
Pakistan with unprecedented support during
the worst locust attack last year by sending
experts, equipment and chemicals, saving the
country from the threat of food shortages.
Syed Fakhar Imam, former federal Minister for National Food Security and Research,
told Cutting Edge that tropical agriculture was
developed in China, and Pakistan could learn
from it in order to promote and develop tropical farming in the country. He believes that
there is huge potential for bilateral cooperation
in production, processing and value addition of
tropical fruits and crops, like banana, palm oil,
king grass, etc.
Pakistan’s crop productivity can be
enhanced significantly by improving the availability of quality agriculture inputs like seed,
fertilizer, pesticide, herbicide, water and their
efficient, judicious and balanced use. Improvement in farmers’ access (timely and doorstep
availability at reasonable price and subsidy)
to these inputs and services through improved
agriculture credit would improve land productivity tremendously.
Waterlogged and salinised lands offer
great potential for agricultural production
if they are reclaimed by providing drainage
infrastructure and using chemical and biological amendments. These lands are being paid
urgent attention for drainage and reclamation
on a priority basis for productive and sustained
agricultural productivity.
China’s Foreign Ministry spokesperson
Zhao Lijian informed a press briefing recently
that as the CPEC had entered its second phase,
more Chinese agricultural technologies would
follow suit and head toward Pakistan. “China-Pakistan cooperation in cultivating rice,
corn, soybean, sugarcane and other crops has
yielded fruitful results and will play an important role in promoting the development of our
bilateral relations and deepening friendship
between our peoples,” the spokesperson added.
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Bilquis Edhi: The protector of
unwanted babies’ right to life
Dr. Fatima Khan
She paved the way for a new life for over
42,000 unwanted babies whose killing is taken
as an accepted norm in our society, though covertly and secretively. She provided motherly
jhulas (cradle) for protection of such babies
about whom no one is even ready to talk
about. She was Bilquis Bano Edhi, who passed
away in Karachi last week, but the jhulas she
placed at the
Edhi Foundation
centres across
the country
are still there,
to provide the
unwanted babies
with the right
to life.
An emotional appeal is
found written on
every jhula, for
those bent upon
killing these babies: “Don’t kill
them, put them
in jhula” (Qatal
na kar, jhulay
mein daal de).
Goodwin writes
that Bilquis
Edhi’s cradles
carried signs that
read, “Do not
kill the innocent
baby. Do not
make the first sin
worse”.
Bilquis
Edhi was
declared the
“Person of the Decade” by an international
organisation, the Impact Hallmarks (IH) in
2021. She was declared the most impactful
person of the first two decades of the 21st
century, after she spent more than six decades
of her life serving humanity. She had once
told the writer during her visit to Edhi Home
in the Gulberg area of Lahore, that the ‘jhula’
project was launched in Karachi initially, after
a large number of infants were found killed,
thrown in skips and left on garbage heaps, in
the mega city. Later, the project was expanded
across the country. “The sight of bodies of such
infants, eaten by rats and dogs, always caused
intense pain to me,” she had said. “N now they
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leave them alive. At least they don’t kill them,”
she had added.
Most of the infants left in jhula include
babies born out of wedlock. No one wants
to own such infants, and their murder is
mostly taken as an accepted norm in our
society. However, Bilquis Edhi believed it
to be against the fundamental teachings of
humanity. She believed it an absolute sin,
an outright dereliction and a far-reaching

less than a homicide, excerpts Prof Dr Qadhi
Aurangzeb Al Hafi in his inquiry conspectus
titled “Tracing Back the Roots of Bilquis
Edhi’s Jhula Pursuit”. Prof Hafi substantiates
Bilquis’s Jhula legacy as “a one person army’s
war against the massively prevalent infanticide.” “The battlefield set forth by her in front
of the far-flung and vast-pervasive infanticide,
would bear the witness of reigns and eras on
the face of incalculable lives of the innocent

transgression. Incidents have been reported
through the authentic accounts of history,
that during the era of the Righteous Caliphate “the women’s cases, who had committed
fornication, were brought to the court and it
was asked to impose the penalty of execution.
In case of any woman having pregnancy, the
Caliph was bound to adjourn, suspend and
postpone the penalty until the child was
born. Having given birth to her baby, the
woman found guilty was told to carry on
upbringing her baby until the child could
become capable of consuming food other than
mother’s feed and distinguish good from bad.”
The righteous caliphs considered it nothing

children”, reaffirms Prof Hafi, who has been
honoured not only for being the confederate
ally and co-recipient of the Bidecadal Merit
Award with Ms. Bilquis Edhi, but also for
the singular privilege of being considered
and acquiesced by her as her third son; the
conscripted one alongside her two biological
sons -- Faisal Edhi and Qutub Edhi.
The writer is a physician by profession. She
worked as an intern at the Capital Health (New
Jersey) & the Mount Sinai St. Luke’s Hospital (New
York). Rights and gender issues are the areas of special
interest to her. She can be reached at: fatima23393@
hotmail.com
A TRIBUTE

Britain’s Trojan Horse: A hoax
that still harms Muslims
Tahir Mahmood Alam
In 2014, sensationalist headlines
circulated in the United Kingdom about an
alleged Muslim plot to take over schools. The
so-called “Trojan Horse” involved “extremists”
infiltrating Birmingham to “sow terrorism”
in young minds. As the then chair of the Park
View Educational Trust, which ran three of the
schools in question, I suddenly found myself
in the centre of a media storm, subjected to
a multitude of government inspections and
inquiries looking into alleged improprieties. It
was a classic moral panic.
Subsequently, all of our schools were
deemed failures, despite having been ranked
as outstanding before. They were placed
under “special measures”, which created the
possibility of removing senior leadership in the
accused institutions. Of course, we rejected
the supposed findings of these inquiries and
protested the injustice and abuse of power.
As time rolled on, it became increasingly
clear that there was no evidence of “extremism
and radicalisation” taking place in the schools,
nor was there any evidence of a plot. Yet, the
damage was done. Years of hard work, creating
high-performing schools in highly deprived
areas, was destroyed through these interventions. In the process, the entire British Muslim
community was vilified and cast as suspicious
outsiders in their own country.
As one Muslim pupil succinctly put it
to a trusted teacher, “Why are they against
us?” The Trojan Horse and the reaction to it
framed participation by Muslims in schools,
and particularly those in leadership positions,
as “infiltration”. This was despite Muslims
constituting 98 percent of the student body.
Infiltration indeed.
Fast forward to 2022. A recent podcast
by The New York Times, “The Trojan Horse
Affair”, has highlighted serious flaws in the
government’s response to the original letter
that sparked this whole mess. It is shocking
that it took more than five years, and a foreign
media outlet, to investigate the malpractice
that ran rife through local and national governments, the courts and swaths of the British
media. The podcast reveals incompetence so
outrageous that it is hardly believable.
To wit: following the arrival of the
Trojan Horse hoax letter on his desk in January
2014, the then secretary of state for education,
Michael Gove, leapt at the opportunity to lead
an Islamophobic witch-hunt against the Park
View Educational Trust. At the time, it was a
highly successful multi-academy trust that was
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in fact developed at the
request of the Department for Education
(DfE). The podcast
makes abundantly clear
that Gove, from the
very start, was informed
that, in all likelihood,
the letter was fake. Yet
Gove decided to push
on nevertheless. No
need to let evidence get
in the way.
The media, meanwhile, was more than
happy to play along,
fuelling a moral panic
that sought to “protect”
children from extremist views and evil Muslims. As the podcast reveals, not a single confirmed incident underpinned the assertions in
the Trojan Horse letter. The plot to take over
these schools – the real Trojan Horse – was not
my own, but instead led by Gove.
At the time, I wrote to the DfE and ministers about the fallacious nature of the letter,
asking them to investigate its origins and
purpose. It fell on deaf ears, as did my request
to Peter Clarke, a former counterterrorism
chief appointed by Gove to lead an inquiry on
behalf of the DfE. Incredibly, discovering the
truth about the origin of the letter was not part
of his brief. The assertions that the letter made,
however, were to be diligently investigated.
It is important to recognise that the
effect of the hoax and the subsequent witchhunt is not confined to an event in the past
that affected only a few people. It is a lived
reality in the present, which is experienced
by Muslim children, parents, teachers, and
school leaders alike. Furthermore, it will have
lasting implications for future generations of
British Muslims. Regulations, laws, as well
as educational and security policies like the
Prevent strategy, which seeks to stop people
from becoming extremists, have been enacted
or reinforced with Muslims in mind.
Like many other teachers and governors
of schools, I suffered personal and professional
harm. I was unable to work in the vocation I
love and remain barred from running schools
or working as an inspector of educational
standards. Being labelled an extremist also
wreaked havoc on my personal life. My own
friends would request that I remove the
batteries from my phone in their presence, in
case any bugged recordings would associate

them with me and destroy their own careers.
In many cases, they were also forced out of
education.
As a result of the Trojan Horse hoax,
some 20 schools were inspected by the state.
Unsurprisingly, these were all predominantly
Muslim schools with Muslim majority educational leadership. Their supposed crime, of
course, amounted to nothing more than their
Muslim-ness. Inevitably, the investigations
found nothing untoward.
The Trojan Horse hoax served to legitimise, legalise, and institutionalise a discriminatory culture against Muslim children, where
their faith is viewed through the prism of
extremism and terrorism. A simple request for
prayer facilities in the school is put under the
microscope and evaluated through the false
paranoia of radicalisation. “We don’t want
others making this request,” one head teacher
explained to other members of staff (who then
informed me in my capacity as governor) when
refusing permission. There is something very
wrong with this approach in a supposedly open,
tolerant, and inclusive society, which ought to
respect freedom of religious belief and practice.
Ultimately, the effect of the Trojan
Horse hoax will be felt long into the future.
The threat of similar hysteria-driven offensives remains real as long as lessons are not
learned. It is for this reason that the scandal
must remain unfinished business. I endorse the
call of the Muslim Council of Britain (MCB)
for an independent inquiry into the travesty,
and for an investigation into establishing the
origins of the Trojan Horse letter. Those who
abused their power and authority in causing so
much harm should be held accountable. Those
unjustly and wrongfully maligned should be
fully exonerated.
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Fighting thalassaemia

Thalassaemia has become a common inherited
disorder as over 6,000 affected children are
born annually with ‘thalassaemia major’ in
Pakistan. This in effect means that 17 affected
babies are born each day in the country.
With the International Thalassaemia
Day just around the corner – May 8, to be precise – it is time to reaffirm our commitment
to raising awareness in various segments of
society, including the masses, the healthcare
providers and the policymakers, to improve
the lives and wellbeing of thalassaemia
patients. The disease is a global phenomenon
and is particularly associated with people in
the Mediterranean region, the Indian subcontinent and among those of Middle East origin.
The World Health Organisation (WHO) has
identified as a priority the control of haemo-globinopathies, particularly beta-thalassaemia, in the developing world. An estimated
5,000 to 9,000 children with beta-thalassaemia are born every year in Pakistan, although
no registry is available in the country. The
estimated carrier rate is 5-7 per cent, with 9.8
million carriers in the total population. In a
developing country like Pakistan, the burden
related to healthcare services, including blood
transfusions with effective iron chelation and
bone marrow transplantation, is often beyond
the local capacity. Prevention, as such, is
the only way forward. Population screening,
genetic counselling, prenatal diagnosis and
the option of terminating affected pregnancies remain the strategies of choice to devise
a control programme. Thalassaemia is a preventable disease and the hope lies in adopting
a preventive programme on the lines pursued
by countries like Italy, Cyprus and Iran that
either controlled the disease completely or
ensured significant reduction in the birth of
children with thalassaemia.
Rubab Zaman
Karachi

An irrational law

I am an overseas Pakistani working in
Malaysia and visit my parents annually. My
father’s heart attack prompted an urgent
visit recently and I rushed back on the first
available flight while coordinating with the
cardiologist and the family members to guide
the way forward.
Every minute of communication was
critical yet seamless until the minute I landed
in Pakistan and installed my local SIM card
in my phone. What followed was a complete
communication blackout because Pakistan
has a rule where people using foreign phones
need to pay some kind of taxes locally or face
being blocked, and my phone, deemed pending tax payment, was blocked. All communication among family members, myself and
doctors seized and all guidance on procedures
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and medical history along with it vanished
into thin air. Once I arrived at the hospital an
hour later, the situation had worsened and
the week that followed was worse, with all
further communication coming to a standstill.
I do not understand this tax requirement as I work abroad and pay all the
requisite taxes. An additional tax on a phone
that is used in Pakistan only for one week
in an emergency situation is unintelligent,
unwarranted and irrational. Pakistan calls
this a sales tax on imports. A sale is defined as
an exchange of a commodity for money, and
an import is bringing goods from a foreign
country to Pakistan for sale. My personal Malaysian phone is neither a ‘sale’ nor an ‘import’
by definition as I have no plan to sell it.
So, I fail to understand why it requires
a ‘sales tax’ on ‘import’. Along with this same
taxation logic, Pakistan should start taxing
all other items being brought in; for example,
the clothes I wear into the country. Come to
think of it, why not? A simple extrapolation
of the above rules for phones would deem
untaxed clothes not wearable, and, hence,
blocked from being worn in Pakistan. Perhaps we should have the tax authorities strip
us off our clothes on arrival too.
Junaid Khalid
Karachi

Commodity reports

A few weeks ago, I bought one litre pack of
a cooking oil brand for Rs420. A week later,
it was being sold for Rs445. And this week, I
bought the same pack for Rs489. The prices
are increasing on a daily basis, but my salary
is not. Consumers like me miss the monthly
commodity report which used to appear in
national newspapers on the first of every
month and used to show price comparisons.
Khalid Iqbal
Lahore

Loadshedding

Muslims around the world make special
arrangements for the holy month of Ramazan, but all that the residents of Thokar
Niaz Baig can do is to put up with frequent
and prolonged power load-shedding. The
temperature in the region rises up to 40°C.
Many people are compelled to skip their fast
to avoid dehydration. Are the authorities
concerned oblivious of the significance of the
holy month? The government and power authorities should put an end to loadshedding
in this month of fasting.
Ishmal Zahra
Lahore

Israeli aggression
and hypocrisy

While the Muslims are always associated
with terrorism, and Western media links all

terrorism-related events with the Muslims and
Islam, it does not condemn, or at least actively
ignores, Israeli state terrorism and Hindutva
ideology being imposed on and promoted in
India and in India-occupied Kashmir.
Is this not hypocrisy and double
standards of the international community? Is
belligerence and oppression by Israel not state
terrorism? Are the Hindutva goons, who have
unleashed communal violence and hate towards the Muslims in India and the occupied
valley, not terrorists?
Although Pakistan has made numerous
efforts to debunk the myth that Islam teaches
violence, the religion continues to be used for
political advantages by Western political leaders. This can be witnessed during the elections
in European countries, like France, and even in
the United States. During the Black Lives Matter (BLM) movement, the entire international
media focussed on the issue, and protests
erupted across the US. And these days we see
the West being sympathetic to Ukraine and
its white-skinned refugees while condemning
Russia for military intervention. Is the blood
of Palestinian people cheaper than the blood of
those in the West?
The Muslim world is not united and this
factor has been one of the reasons for the misery of the Muslims in occupied Kashmir, Syria,
Palestine, Myanmar and Yemen. Although
we recently had a meeting of the Council of
Foreign Ministers of the Organisation of Islamic Cooperation (OIC) in Islamabad where
Muslim unity was stressed, the Palestinian
issue remains unaltered. If anything, the issue
is a collective failure of the international
community.
There are scores of United Nations Security Council (UNSC) and General Assembly
(UNGA) resolutions that have repeatedly
called for an end to the illegal Israeli occupation of Palestine. But these efforts have gone
down the drain as Israel is backed by the US
to serve its interests in the Middle East. Emboldened by American support, Israel has expanded its settlements and continues to do so.
It has even abandoned the so-called two-state
solution. Now this fresh round of violence
in the occupied territory is ample evidence
that, like India, the Jewish entity, too, has no
respect for international humanitarian law.
Inaction on UN resolutions is an
indictment of those members of the global
community who possess the power to effect
a change, but are unwilling to act because of
a blind commitment to Israel. Despite claims
to the contrary, such powers have no respect
for international law. We cannot expect Israel
and its partners in crime in the US to save the
innocent Palestinians. The only solution to
this grave issue is unity within the Muslim
ranks.
Abdul Qadeer Seelro
Larkana
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These flowers lure pollinators
to their deaths. There’s a
new twist on how
Susan Milius

Fake — and fatal — invitations to
romance could be the newest bit
of trickery uncovered among some
jack-in-the-pulpit wildflowers. The
fatal part isn’t the surprise. Jack-inthe-pulpits (Arisaema) are the only
plants known to kill their own insect pollinators as a matter of routine,
says evolutionary ecologist Kenji Suetsugu of Kobe University in Japan.
The new twist, if confirmed, would be using deception to woo pollinators
into the death traps. Until now, biologists have found only three plant families with any species that pretend to offer love to insects, Suetsugu says in
Plants, People, Planet. But unlike deceit in jack-in-the-pulpits, those other
attractions aren’t fatal, just phony. The orchid family has turned out multiple cheats. Similar scams have turned up among daisies: A few dark bumps
that a human in bad light might mistake for an insect can drive male flies
to frenzies on the yellow, orange or red Gorteria petals. Enthusiasm wanes
with repeated disappointment though. And among irises, a species dangles
velvety purple petals where deluded insects wallow. Two jack-in-thepulpit species in Japan have now raised suspicions that their family, the
arums, should be added to the list of cheats. To visually oriented humans,
the 180 or so Arisaema species look like just a merry reminder of evolution’s
endless weirdness. Some kind of flappy canopy, sometimes striped, bends
over a little cupped “pulpit” with a pinkie-tip stub or mushroom bulge of
plant flesh peeping over the rim. Below the rim, swaths of flowers open in
succession — male blooms overtaken by flowers with female parts — as
the plant grows from slim young jack to big mama.

Tests of genetically modified
mosquitoes prove positive
Ralph Ellis

The first open-air study of genetically
modified mosquitoes in the United States
has yielded positive results, says Oxitec,
the UK-based company that ran the study.
However, Oxitec says larger tests
are needed to determine whether the insects can suppress the disease-spreading mosquito population in the wild, according to Nature.
Dengue, Zika, and yellow fever are some of the diseases the experiments
hope to reduce. Scientists at Oxitec mass produced and genetically modified male Aedes aegypti mosquito eggs in a lab. The males were released
into the wild to mate with females and pass along a gene designed to kill
the female offspring, which are the only ones that bite and spread the
diseases. The male offspring live on. Researchers placed boxes of Oxitec
mosquito eggs in Florida Keys and surrounded them with traps at a radius
of 400 meters, Nature said. The males that hatched mated with female
mosquitos and some females laid eggs in the traps, as well as in flower
pots, rubbish-bin lids, and soft-drink cans. The researchers collected more
than 22,000 eggs that were observed in the laboratory, Nature reported.
Hatching female mosquitoes that carried the lethal gene fluoresce under
a certain light in the lab, making it easy to spot them, Nature said. “The
firm reported that all females that inherited the lethal gene died before
reaching adulthood,” Nature said. The gene that kills females stayed in the
wild population for about three months, or three generations of mosquito
offspring, then disappeared. The next step is to conduct a larger trial to
confirm if genetically modified mosquitoes actually reduce the wild mosquito population, Nature said.
ROUNDUP

An arc of galaxies 3 billion
light-years long may
challenge cosmology
Lisa Grossman

A giant arc of galaxies appears
to stretch across more than
3 billion light-years in the
distant universe. If the arc
turns out to be real, it would
challenge a bedrock assumption
of cosmology: that on large scales, matter in the universe is evenly
distributed no matter where you look. “It would overturn cosmology
as we know it,” said cosmologist Alexia Lopez at a news conference
at the virtual American Astronomical Society meeting. “Our standard
model, not to put it too heavily, kind of falls through.” Lopez, of the
University of Central Lancashire in Preston, England, and colleagues
discovered the purported structure, which they call simply the Giant
Arc, by studying the light of about 40,000 quasars captured by the
Sloan Digital Sky Survey. Quasars are the luminous cores of giant
galaxies so distant that they appear as points of light. While en route
to Earth, some of that light gets absorbed by atoms in and around
foreground galaxies, leaving specific signatures in the light that eventually reaches astronomers’ telescopes.
The Giant Arc’s signature is in magnesium atoms that have
lost one electron, in the halos of galaxies about 9.2 billion light-years
away. The quasar light absorbed by those atoms traces out a nearly
symmetrical curve of dozens of galaxies spanning about one-fifteenth
the radius of the observable universe, Lopez reported.

30pc of COVID patients in
study developed ‘long COVID’
Ralph Ellis

About 30% of COVID-19 patients
developed the condition known as long
COVID, UCLA researchers said in a
study in the Journal of General Internal
Medicine.
The UCLA researchers studied 1,038 people enrolled in the
UCLA COVID Ambulatory Program between April 2020 and February 2021. Researchers found that 309 of them developed long COVID.
A long COVID diagnosis came if a patient answering a questionnaire
reported persistent symptoms 60-90 days after they were infected
or hospitalized. The most persistent symptoms were fatigue (31%)
and shortness of breath (15%) in hospitalized participants. Among
outpatients, 16% reported losing sense of smell.
The study’s findings differ from earlier research. The University
of California-Davis, for example, estimated that 10% of COVID-19
patients develop long-haul symptoms. A 2021 study from Penn State
University found that more than half of worldwide COVID-19 patients would develop long COVID. Part of the discrepancy can blamed
on the fact there is no official, widely accepted definition of long
COVID. The CDC has said it means patients who experience “new,
returning, or ongoing health problems 4 or more weeks after an initial
infection” the coronavirus. The UCLA study, meanwhile, included
patients still having symptoms 60 to 90 days after infection. Still, the
UCLA research team looked at demographics and clinical characteristics in an attempt to develop effective treatments. People with a
history of hospitalization, diabetes, and higher body mass index were
most likely to develop long COVID, researchers said.
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