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Politics — A bleak picture

Nasim Ahmed
Pakistan is in a state of extreme uncertainty
and fear – fear of the unknown. Nobody knows
what will happen next. There is a sense of foreboding in the air. How long will the present
government last? Will elections be held soon
or next year? These and similar questions are
in the public mind. And no definite answer is
coming from any quarter.
Pakistan has gone through a period of
serious political crisis. Imran Khan as prime
minister is no more, and in place of the PTI, the
PDM has formed the new government. After
several weeks of action and reaction from the
government and the opposition side, the deepening constitutional crisis was solved through
timely intervention by the Supreme Court
following which the no-confidence motion was
put to vote and Imran Khan was ousted.
But the situation remains as volatile and
unstable as before.It is not clear how the new
coalition government works as it is composed
of about a dozen parties with competing
and clashing interests. What brought them
together was their opposition to Imran Khan
but that glue is no more. Now begins the hard
task of governance. Some coalition partners
have already begun making dissenting noises.
With international commodity prices rising,
there is no way inflation can be controlled any
time soon.
On the other hand, ousted Imran Khan
is on a roll. He has gone to the streets and is
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holding massive rallies telling his supporters
that he was de-seated through a conspiracy
hatched by his political rivals with the support
of foreign forces hostile to Pakistan. He is selling the victim card and his narrative is evoking
a response in the length and breadth of the
country. He is also hammering his usual theme
of a corrupt political group having captured
the ramparts of power. He has named the PDM
government as an imported one.
The country is totally polarized and tensions are high. The situation is far from settling
down. The new government is on a course to
file cases against Imran Khan, President Alvi
and former NA Speaker Asad Qaiser. There
is talk of bringing charges of violation of the
Constitution under Article 6. If court proceedings start on these lines, there will be a violent
reaction from PTI supporters, a majority of
whom are the youth of the country.
The PTI government was sent packing
because of its inexperience, incompetence and
lack of good governance. But the way it was
removed has raised many questions about the
future of democratic stability in the country.
The PDM has come to power through an
artificially manufactured majority put together
through defections and horse trading. The allied parties also broke away from the PTI government under invisible pressure. This is how
a properly elected government was brought
down. The no-confidence motion was the first
of its kind in Pakistan’s history, and a door
has been opened through which any group of

disgruntled and power hungry politicians can
switch sides to blackmail or topple a sitting
government.
The new PDM government, which has
come to power, has many question marks
against it. More than 70 percent of its 35-strong
ministers are on bail from the courts which
sent a wrong signal to the outside world. There
has also been strong criticism in the media of
father Shehbaz Sharif as Prime Minister and
his son Hamza Shahbaz as Chief Minister of
Punjab. This has been characterised as further
strengthening of dynastic politics in Pakistan
which is surely not a good sign for the growth
of democratic culture in Pakistan.
In the meantime the economy is sinking
deeper into crisis. The rupee is daily losing
its value against the dollar and forex reserves
are fast dwindling. The IMF has imposed new
stringent conditions, including an increase in
fuel prices. This will unleash a new wave of
inflation putting the common man’s budget
under severe strain. Shehbaz Sharif has visited
Saudi Arabia in search of emergency aid but
how much such temporary support will sustain the economy is an open question.
Analysts predict that things will hot up
in the coming months. Elections are still over a
year away. Sane voices are calling for early elections as a way to extricate the country from the
present state of uncertainty and fear of more
chaos ahead. But from the government’s side
there are no signs that it has any plans to go for
early polls.
POLITICS

Our cyclic journey
Shahid Hussain

People are passing through the hardest time of
their lives after prices of essentials have skyrocketed in the country. The past government
was mainly responsible for it but the new government is also finding it hard to lesson public
woes. The nation is once again apprehensive of
a showdown among politicians and fear for the
future of democracy in the country is growing
after ousted Prime Minister Imran Khan has
launched a movement against the government.
Dictators and dictator-like elected leaders have
brought Pakistan to a point where problems of
the people have compounded and politicians
change parties to remain in power to line their
own pockets.
Like the previous governments, the new
coalition government is trying to
run its affairs through borrowing.
The last PTI administration relied
on short-term foreign commercial
loans. Like the PTI government,
the new coalition government has
contacted the IMF for the revival
of its loan package. When it was in
opposition, it criticized the government for turning the country into a
“beggar” and promised to abandon
the “harsh” IMF programme. After
coming to power, it is willing to
accept even harsher conditions of
the IMF. It also savaged Imran Khan
for seeking loans from Saudi Arabia
and the United Arab Emirates. It
has done the same now. The new
government also plans to contact
China for loans. However, it was
annoyed when the then Prime Minister Imran Khan had reached China
for the purpose. It is clear that the
new government is also taking new loans to
repay old debt.
Skyrocketing prices of essentials have
already maligned the image of the government
among the public. It had promised to reduce
prices after coming to power. Instead, prices
of electricity, foodstuffs and essentials have increased. They are expected to increase further
after the revival of the IMF programme. It has
already eroded the credibility of the government in the public. Their belief in its ability to
perform has shattered badly.
Pakistan has the world’s second highest
number of out-of-school children, with an
estimated 22.8 million children aged 5-16 not
attending school, representing 44pc of the
total population in this age group. In the age
group of 5-9 years, some five million children
are not enrolled in schools and after the priANALYSIS

mary school age, the number of out-of-school
children doubles, with 11.4 million between the
ages of 10 and 14 not receiving formal education.
According to the Pakistan Education
Statistics 2016-17, of the total educational
institutions (149,852), only 51.5pc of the
buildings are deemed satisfactory: whereas,
21pc don’t even have a boundary wall. In Balochistan, 51.64pc of school buildings require
repair; 78.78pc don’t have electricity; 70pc
don’t have latrines and 43.8pc of schools lack
clean drinking water. Over 1.9 million children
out of 2.7 million are out of school and the
retention rate from grade 1 to grade 5 is 41pc
in the largest province of the country. A report
states that each year 165,869 girls are enrolled
in the primary section and the number drops to

governments and ruled the country for about
30 years. However, elected governments have
also failed to make a difference as elected
representatives proved to be inapt, corrupt,
egotist and tried to concentrate all powers
into their own hands. The threat to Pakistan’s
sham democracy has always come from inapt,
corrupt and belligerent politicians.
Pakistan has been a battleground for
foreign players since its inception. Many Pakistanis believe the US interference in Pakistan’s
internal affairs is the main reason for sham
democracy in the country. It is a fact that the
US masterminded events in Pakistan, when
and where required. Civil governments were
toppled in the past when the US wanted to
advance its agenda after a domestic or international crisis. Pakistan’s history reveals that

44,076 in the middle section and further down
to only 20,015 in the higher section. In Sindh,
36.5pc of the buildings don’t have latrines;
42.77pc don’t have drinking water; with more
than 6.4 million children out of school.
Access to safe drinking water and sanitation is still a challenge in Pakistan. The total
economic cost of poor sanitation in Pakistan is
nearly Rs343.7 billion – 3.94pc of the country’s
GDP, according to the World Bank. According
to the United Nations International Children’s
Emergency Fund (UNICEF) and the World
Health Organisation, 27,000 children die each
year from diarrhea-related diseases in Pakistan. Though prices, health and education are
provincial subjects after the passage of the 18th
Amendment, yet the Centre cannot absolve
itself of the situation.
In Pakistan, dictators toppled civilian

the US has encouraged military takeovers and
then exploited the “illegitimacy” of the military
rulers to advance its designs in the region.
As all dictators have held local government elections in the country, all political parties have tried to avoid them, even though local
bodies are considered basic democracy all over
the world and the best way to empower people
on their doorsteps. According to the Constitution, it is the responsibility of the provincial
governments to hold local government polls
within three months of the general election but
that has not happened since 2002.
The new government also faces stiff
challenges. However, it comprises all political parties which have ruled the country for
decades. It is hoped that they would use their
experience to put the country on the path to
prosperity.
5

Uncontrollable prices
Muhammad Hassan

Prices continue to skyrocket in the country
even in the presence of a new government
which has come to power on the promise of
providing immediate relief to people. Rates
of almost all essentials and daily-use items
have increased in the first month of the new
coalition government. Though one month
is not enough to judge the performance of a
government, yet the new setup must have now
realised that it was easier to criticise the PTI
government than actually take steps to reduce
prices.
Rising commodity rates is an international phenomenon, triggered first by the
pandemic and then the Russia-Ukraine war.
The past government was helpless before the
international developments and so is the new
government. In fact, the new government will
have to hike the power tariff and fuel prices,
which would generate a new wave of inflation
in the country. The inflation rate in April skyrocketed to 13.4% – the highest since January
2020, putting the new government in a tight
spot at a time when it has already committed
with the International Monetary Fund to raise
fuel prices to revive the stalled $6 billion (now
$8 billion) bailout package.
According to the Pakistan Bureau of
Statistics, the Consumer Price Index (CPI)
measured inflation rate has clocked in at
13.4%. The pace of prices’ increase accelerated
due to a surge in the rates of food and transport commodity groups. It was the highest
rate since January 2020, when inflation was
recorded at 13.7%. The April reading has beaten the expectations of the Ministry of Finance
that predicted the 12.5% inflation rate. The
fresh reading has also made the decision-making for the new government difficult because
of its politically sensitive nature. If it goes for
an increase in the prices of petrol and high
speed diesel as promised with the IMF to
secure a lifeline for the country, it would face
a severe backlash. The IMF has asked Pakistan
to immediately withdraw subsidy on petrol,
which would result in roughly a Rs29.6 per
litre increase and also half the diesel subsidy in
the first phase, which is currently estimated at
over Rs73 per litre.
The CPI-based inflation rate jumped
12.2% in urban areas and 15.1% in villages and
towns, according to the PBS. It remained in
double digits due to an increase in the prices
of food items, which had been taxed by the
last government. The pace of food inflation
accelerated to 15.6% in cities and 17.7% in
villages and towns last month. Core inflation
6

– calculated after excluding food and energy
goods – jumped to 9.1% in urban areas and
10.9% in rural areas. Prices of tomatoes were
higher by 125% last month compared to a year
ago, followed by a 62% increase in the rates of
onions, and over 60% of various types of ghee
and cooking oil. Prices of pulses increased
by over 40%, fruits 30%, meat one-fourth
and vegetables by one-fifth. Average inflation during the first ten months (July-April)
remained in double digits and shot to over 11%
— far higher than the government’s target of
8% and the initial projection made by the SBP.
Prices of food items, including pulses, cooking
oil and gram flour, have also risen at utility
stores across the country as the government’s
Ramazan Relief Package has come to an end.
On the other hand, the National Electric
Power Regulatory Authority (Nepra) approved increasing the power tariff by 57 paisa
per unit for the July-September quarter of the
current fiscal year – a move that would put an
additional burden of Rs14.3 billion on the consumers. Earlier, it had raised the power tariff
by Rs4.8/unit on account of fuel adjustment
for February. The country is again facing power outages, because of lack of availability of
fuel as well as high losses after low recoveries
and increased losses.
To compound the inflation problem,
the rupee continues to maintain its record
breaking spree, as it surpassed a major barrier
of Rs190 against the US dollar for the first
time in the inter-bank market mainly owing
to political and economic instability in the
country. The rupee dropped 0.72% (or Rs1.36)
to an all-time low at Rs190.02 against the
greenback on May 11, compared to Rs188.66

a dollar on the previous day, according to
the central bank. Considering the rupee has
declined significantly below its fair value,
experts say the government should support
the currency by giving a clear timeframe for
the next general election and elaborating on
the steps it has taken to resume the IMF’s loan
programme as soon as possible. The rupee
has declined to Rs190 against the US dollar
because of concerns on political and economic fronts. Besides, the depletion of foreign
exchange reserves has also mounted pressure
on the rupee.
According o a think tank, rising prices
have become a threat to the new government.
An artificial difference between supply and
demand of wheat has been engineered by
hoarders, which is driving up prices across the
country, said the Pakistan Economy Watch
(PEW). Pakistan is facing a wheat shortfall of
three million tonnes which should be imported without delay to ensure food security as
wheat prices in the international market continue to rise due to low supply, high demand
and the war between Russia and Ukraine. In
fact, flour prices have already increased by
over Rs10/kg in the country after wheat supplies to four mills have decreased.
It is feared that the country could face a
severe wheat and flour crisis in a few months.
As the current wheat harvest is expected to remain low, Pakistan will have to import wheat,
which has become dearer in the world market
after the Russia-Ukraine war. On the other
hand, Pakistan’s foreign exchange reserves
are depleting fast. The import of wheat will
further put pressure on them and weaken the
rupee, which would add to inflation.
OPINION

IMF’s tougher
conditions
Muhammad Asim Nisar

After several rounds of tough negotiations,
Pakistan and the International Monetary Fund
(IMF) have agreed on new parameters to work
together. These include an extension of the
stalled bailout programme by up to one year
and an increase in the loan size to $8 billion,
giving breathing space to the new government.
The two sides discussed the possibility
of unlocking about $1.8 billion World Bank
lending that too had stuck up because of either
lack of fulfillment of actions promised by the
last government or because of the bureaucratic
snags.
It may be recalled here that the ousted
PTI-led government and the IMF had signed a
39-month Extended Fund Facility (July 2019
to September 2022) with a total value of $6
billion. However, the PTI government failed to
fulfil its commitments as a result of which the
programme remained stuck and $3 billion was
not disbursed.
But before things move, Islamabad would
have to formulate the budget strategy for the
next fiscal year 2022-23 in consultation with
the IMF.
At the same time, it would need to undo
some of the policies of the former regime which
were in violation of the commitments it had
given to the IMF Board in January this year.
According to some analysts, the decision
to stay in the IMF programme for longer than
the original period would stabilize the jittery
markets and restore the confidence of inves-
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tors. On the successful conclusion of talks, the
technical staff of Pakistan and the IMF would
start engagement to see the budget position in
light of the irresponsible decisions made by the
previous government.
However, before formally securing the
IMF approval for increasing the programme
size and the cash limit, the government will
have to show that it is sincere about making the needed tough policy decisions. For
instance, the IMF has asked Pakistan to
withdraw fuel and electricity subsidies that
former premier Imran Khan had announced on
February 28, in total disregard of fiscal prudence and to regain popular support lost due
to double-digit inflation in the country.
Finance Minister Miftah Ismail said last
week that the government was giving Rs21 per
litre subsidy on petrol and Rs51.54 per litre on
high-speed diesel that in the month of April
alone would cost the taxpayers Rs68 billion.
These subsidies would have to be withdrawn
to revive the programme. The Petroleum Division has estimated that another Rs192 billion
would be needed to pay for the May-June fuel
subsidies, according to the energy ministry’s
summary for the Economic Coordination Committee (ECC).
It has also been agreed between the two
sides that the IMF staff would look at the actual fiscal numbers of the ongoing fiscal year as
against the targets agreed with the global lender in December 2021. The PTI government had
committed with the IMF that it would ensure
a primary budget surplus to the tune of Rs25

billion. However, the finance ministry has now
estimated that there could be a primary deficit
of Rs1.3 trillion by the end of June.
During discussions with the IMF, the
issues of Pakistan’s debt sustainability, curtailing imports, growing current account deficit
and increasing foreign exchange reserves were
also taken up. But no details are available as
to what decisions were taken to tackle these
perennial challenges to the national economy.
Herein lies the rub. Going to the IMF is
no solution to our problems. In fact, experience
shows that an IMF programme creates a debt
dependence syndrome from which a country
cannot extricate itself. In many countries in
Latin America this has happened.
According to experts, countries like
Pakistan would be better off developing indigenous solutions to their economic woes. The
first step towards this would be to gradually
move towards reducing the debt burden.
And the debt burden can be reduced only by
increasing our export income. For this, a new
package of incentives should be offered to increase agricultural and industrial productivity
for which there is immense potential.
At the same time, new measures should
be taken to curtail current expenditure and
increase revenue to minimize fiscal and current
account deficits. Another urgent need is to
attract foreign investment without which the
economy cannot be revived. It is equally important to launch a new initiative to persuade
overseas Pakistanis to send more remittances
to bolster a tottering economy.

7

No early election?
Muhammad Zain

In its London meeting, the Pakistan Muslim
League-Nawaz (PML-N) has decided not to
hold early elections. The decision reflects the
confidence of the government and its coalition
partners to weather the storm of worsening economic indicators and ousted Prime
Minister Imran Khan’s march on Islamabad
scheduled for later this month.
However, the decision of the ruling
coalition partners not to hold early elections
is fraught with risks. The new government is
weak and it is not in a position to take bold
decisions to improve the economy and provide
immediate relief to people from high inflation.
Instead, it immediately needs to hike the
power tariff and fuel prices to check the rising
current account deficit. On the other hand, the
International Monetary Fund (IMF) has asked
Pakistan to take a number of steps to do away
with subsidies extended by the previous government, including raising the fuel price and
power tariff, to revive its Extended Fund Facility (EFF). As the new government desperately
seeks to revive the $6b package, the IMF has
set a series of prior conditions involving steep
fiscal adjustment close to Rs1.3 trillion. The
IMF wants fuel prices increased to breakeven
and taxes restored, the amnesty scheme for
industries discontinued, circular debt reduced
and fiscal savings ensured in order to completely reverse the Feb 28 relief package.
To compound problems for the new
government, the IMF has demanded that
Pakistan fix the next fiscal year’s tax collection
target at Rs7.25 trillion, which will require the
imposition of additional taxes of around Rs300
billion, including withdrawal of agriculture tax
exemptions and increase in the burden on the
salaried class. The target is nearly Rs350 billion
higher than what tax authorities believe can
be generated in the fiscal year 2022-23 without
imposing new taxes. The Rs7.25 trillion tax
collection target will be Rs1.15 trillion, or 19%,
higher than this year’s revised target of Rs6.1
trillion.
The new government has not been able
to hike fuel prices and the power tariff despite
its utmost desire, because it believes the harsh
steps will make it unpopular immediately and
if new elections are called or it was forced to
call in a few months under pressure from Imran Khan, it will be difficult for it to compete
against him.
On the other hand, Imran Khan’s
narrative that the new government has been
imposed on Pakistan through a US-backed
conspiracy is gaining popularity. He is leading
8

huge public rallies. In Pakistan, people used to
distribute sweets after the ouster of a Prime
Minister in the past. Imran Khan is the first
Prime Minister in Pakistan’s history, who has
been removed through a no-confidence motion.
Nobody thought he would become so popular
overnight. He plans to bring more that 2m
people to Islamabad to lock it down. He also
plans to block all major cities, until his demand
for early elections was accepted. However, no
government in the recent past could be ousted
through protests. It will be a real test of the
government and its coalition partners if he
starts his sit-in at Islamabad. However, it will
also be interesting to see how he reacts if he
forces early elections and then loses.
In the current situation, the Pakistan
Peoples’ Party (PPP) and its leaders are most
comfortable. Its leaders are enjoying an intense
fight between the PTI and the PML-N. According to media reports, the PPP has joined the
government of Prime Minister Shehbaz Sharif
on the condition that the PML-N would support its 20 candidates for National Assembly
seats and 40 candidates for Punjab Assembly seats in Punjab in the next election. The
PML-N has reached a similar agreement with
a religious party. Reportedly, the PPP and the
PML-N have also reached an understanding to
make PPP Chairman Bilawal Bhutto Zardari
the Prime Minister of Pakistan in 2028.
According to former Prime Minister
Nawaz Sharif, he has received guarantees that
Imran Khan will not be able pose any threat to
his party in the next election. He is confident
that his party will sweep the next year’s elec-

tion. His decision not to hold early elections
shows his confidence that he no longer considers Imran Khan a threat to his party or its
coalition partners. He also believes Imran Khan
will not be able to force early elections through
his march or sit-in. It also proves his confidence that his government will not become
unpopular even if takes some harsh measures
to improve the economy.
On the other hand, stakes are heavily
loaded against Imran Khan in the present
system. He has annoyed many institutions
through his slur. But he still believes he will
win the next elections by a two-thirds majority. He was removed when his popularity was
waning after bad governance and high inflation. His party would have been eliminated in
the next polls if he was allowed to complete
his term. Those who have removed him would
also have calculated all risks and benefits.
Many experts also foresee a comfortable
victory for him in the next election. However,
they forget the reality that he was not less
popular in the last election but managed to
win only a razor-thin majority in the Centre
and Punjab. Pakistan’s history also proves that
no ousted government could return to power
in the next election. Pakistan’s political conditions have never been more hostile to him and
more favourable to all other parties. In fact, he
lacks essential qualities which are required by
Pakistani politicians. He should realise that Pakistan needs pragmatic, committed, patriotic
and honest leaders, like Nawaz Sharif, Shehbaz
Sharif, Asif Zardari, and all others, who are
presently in the coalition government.
POLITICS

How to avoid complete
political chaos
Raza Khan

If sense still does not prevail among the top
political parties, politicians and the powersthat-be, Pakistan is heading towards a political collapse that would have far-reaching
consequences for the security of the country
and its citizens. It would also have disastrous economic and social repercussions. At
the moment, despite the formation of a new
government led by Prime Minister Shehbaz
Sharif, Pakistan is facing profound political
instability. More importantly, given the
designs of the current dispensation formed
by at least 13 disparate parliamentary groups,
political instability could not be overcome.
First of all, the new government, which
came to power after the first-ever successful no-confidence vote against a sitting
prime minister in the history of Pakistan, is
hanging by a proverbial thread as it has now
a majority of only one vote. In the National
Assembly of 342 members, a simple majority
could be attained by any party or group of
parties having the support of at least 172
members. When Prime Minister Imran Khan
was thrown out of power through a no-confidence vote, the then opposition and now
ruling parties bagged 174 votes in favour of
the no-confidence vote.
With the same number, its nominee, Shehbaz Sharif, was elected as Prime
Minister. Unfortunately, one of its members
belonging to the Muttahida Qaumi Movement (MQM), died due to natural causes and
now the government is left with a majority of
just one vote. Noticeably, more than 24 members of former Prime Minister Imran Khan’s
party, Pakistan Tehreek-e-Insaf (PTI), have
changed loyalties but did not vote during
the election of the new Prime Minister. The
PTI filed a reference against the members in
the Election Commission of Pakistan (ECP)
to unseat them and ban them for life from
taking part in politics, however, the ECP
has rejected it. The PTI has also taken the
matter to the Supreme Court of Pakistan for
its advisory opinion on the fate of the MPs,
who have changed their political loyalties.
The case is pending while hearings are going
on. It seems that the PTI members would be
disqualified and they would not be able to
join the present government and give it the
much-needed numerical strength.
In this situation, a government comPOLITICS

posed of parties with divergent and even
seemingly irreconcilable standpoints could
lose the support of a small party having
three-four members any moment. In this
case, the government would no longer be in
majority and with the head of state, President Arif Alvi, belonging to the PTI, he may
ask Prime Minister Shehbaz Sharif any moment to take the vote of confidence, which
would be very difficult to attain.
Whether Prime Minister Shehbaz
Sharif’s government remains in power for the
rest of the 16 months tenure of the present
National Assembly or even for some months,
it would be an extremely weak government.
In case the government falls, new elections
would become inevitable, however, holding
fresh polls would be stupendously problematic given the highly divided political arena
of the country and the incapacity of the Election Commission of Pakistan (ECP). It must
be kept in mind that around 130 PTI MNAs
have already tendered their resignations.
This is nearly half of the National Assembly.
Holding by-elections on such a large number
of constituencies would not be a cakewalk. Moreover, if the ECP somehow holds
elections on the vacant seats, which have to
be held within 90 days, the PTI would not
take part in it and the present setup may be
able to elect nearly all of its members. In this
case, the present government would be able
to have an absolute majority in the National
Assembly.
However, the million dollar question
is whether the agitating PTI would allow
this to happen. Even if the PTI may not be
able to stop by-elections on its vacant seats,
whether the powers-that-be would let it
happen? Perhaps not. Even getting a twothirds majority would not save the present
government because the narrative which
the ousted Prime Minister Imran Khan has
been able to build that he has been thrown
out and Shehbaz Sharif has been brought in
is a part of an America-hatched conspiracy
for regime change in Pakistan as his (Imran)
policy of going closers towards Russia was
not acceptable to Washington. Importantly,
Imran Khan and the PTI call the present
dispensation of PM Shehbaz Sharif an “imported government” which is “unacceptable”
to them. Carrying the burden of the label of
“imported government,” PM Shehbaz Sharif’s
government, with no majority of its own,

would remain in extreme pressure. Thus, it
would be of no use to the people, state and
society.
On the other hand, in case fresh elections are called by the present government
as demanded by the PTI and which is also
presented as a panacea by several senior
members of the ruling alliance as the only
way forward, then the loser of the polls
would not accept the results. As things are
unfolding now, ousted PM Imran Khan is
riding a wave of unprecedented popularity
as a huge number of Pakistanis have come
to believe his narrative that his removal and
bringing the present dispensation is a part
of the US dictated regime-change agenda.
So, if the PTI wins the next polls, then all
other political parties would not accept the
results and in case the present 13 political
groups, which have joined hands and formed
the government, win a majority, whether
contesting together or separately, the PTI
would not accept the result of polls by any
means. It would suck in fully the military
and the judiciary into the political quagmire.
Already, despite general uttering of respect
for the military and the judiciary both sides
of the political divide have vituperated the
political role of the military and the judiciary. As the present parliamentary political
system stands completely exposed in the
last month or so, and it is of no use to the
country and society, some out-of-the-box
solution has to be discovered to go get out of
the current political morass. However, the
solution would require the cooperation and
consensus of all key political stakeholders as
well as main state institutions. It would be
very difficult to achieve.
Then what is the alternative solution? In the present situation, it seems that
holding fresh elections with the minimum
involvement of the military and civilian
bureaucracy is the only way forward. Once
relatively fair and transparent elections are
held the incoming government may be able to
come up with some out-of-the-box solution. Then such a solution would have a fair
amount of legitimacy and any opposition to
it would not hold water. So let’s have fresh
elections in Pakistan with all institutions
strictly sticking to their constitutional role
and hopefully the doomsday scenario could
be avoided. Otherwise, it is confusion, chaos
and conflict all around us.
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Teaching the teacher
Rasheed Ali

There has been little change in learning levels
among students in Pakistan over the past
many years and educationists hold the quality
of the national education system generally,
and teachers’ competence, capability and
efficiency particularly, responsible for it.
Though the list is not exhaustive, some
of the key issues related to the quality of existing teachers in Pakistan stem from irrational teacher educators’ deployment in teacher
education institutions; insufficient resources
and professional development opportunities,
and the absence of a robust quality assurance
(QA) mechanism including accreditation of
teacher education programmes.
Improving standards and sustainability
of quality teacher education programmes
in Pakistan, in fact, poses a challenge to the
authorities concerned. Teacher education
programmes, which focus on quality, are either short-lived or small scale. Long-term and
large-scale programmes, on the other hand,
do not address quality without coming up to
the accreditation standards.
The National Accreditation Council
for Teacher Education (NACTE) is playing a crucial role in enhancing standards
of the teaching programmes in educational
institutions for teachers, in the public and
private sectors. Under the powers given in
the Ordinance 2002, the Higher Education
Commission (HEC) constituted the NACTE
as an autonomous body on August 30, 2007,
for ensuring the quality of teacher education
programmes in the public and private institutions in the country.
According to NACTE Secretary Dr
Irshad Ahmad Farrukh, the council has representation of the federal education ministry,
provincial departments of education, public
and private sector universities, Pakistani and
foreign prominent teacher educators and
experts, the HEC and the Planning Commission. He says that all existing teacher
education degrees and postgraduate diploma
programmes including BEd, MEd etc., fall
within the jurisdiction of NACTE.
According to the HEC rules and regulations, accreditation is mandatory for all relevant education academic programmes, offered
by the public and private sector institutions.
The council assists and advises teacher education institutions in planning their academic
programmes. It facilitates the intellectual development of prospective teachers (students)
interested in pursuing the teaching profession
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and provides professional assistance to the
institutions concerned.
Elaborating, the secretary says that
while framing norms and criteria for accreditation of degree programmes in teacher education, the council considers the overall scope
of the programme, curricula/ syllabi matching with the level of degree programmes,
approval of the programme by competent
authority of the institution, and the requisite
infrastructure.
Other requirements include the faculty,
their number and qualifications, level of compatibility with international standards and
trends, level of skills to be developed by the
programme, student support services, library
facilities, internship/ practice teaching facilities for students and other amenities, financial
assistance/ loan, and market needs etc.
About the jurisdiction of the council,
the secretary says that teacher education
degree programmes will be considered for
accreditation if they are offered by an institution of higher learning in one of the following
categories:a). Institutions chartered by the federal
government or a provincial government in the
relevant field.
b). Institutions affiliated by the
chartered universities or degree awarding
institutions through the respective universities/institutes.
c). Institutions offering degree programmes under affiliation/collaboration with
foreign universities under the approval of the
HEC.
d). When a multi-campus institution
presents a programme for accreditation, each
campus will be considered as a separate institution in the evaluation process.
The secretary says that accreditation
has been made mandatory in Pakistan for all
teacher education programmes leading to the
award of degree by the public and private
teacher education institutions.
Functions of the council, adds the
secretary, include developing and reviewing
policies and procedures for accreditation
of teacher education programmes; laying
down criteria on which teacher education
programmes should be assessed and equated; approving a list of academic auditors for
different programmes in accordance with the
selection criteria to be framed by the council
for this purpose; constituting an accreditation committee to evaluate teacher education
programmes; considering the recommendations of the accreditation committee regard-

ing accreditation of programmes; and to
prepare an annual report on the activities of
the council and submit it to the controlling
authority.
The secretary says the mission of the
council is to ensure the conduct of high
quality teacher education programmes as an
integral part of higher education through a
sustained professional internal evaluation
(self-evaluation) and external academic
audit (accreditation visit). According to the
secretary, NACTE draws all its powers from
the HEC for quality assurance of teacher
education programmes. It was given Rs4
million per annum for the first five years after
its establishment in 2007.
Later, the HEC started gradually reducing funding for the council. In 2013, it was
given Rs3 million, next year Rs2 million and
last year, it was given only one million rupees.
The reason for the reduction in the
NACTE funding is the perception that the
council has enough resources to run on its
own.
However, adds the NACTE secretary, it
is a wrong perception as the council is facing
hardships in visiting all educational institutions which have applied for accreditation
of their programmes. So far, the council has
accredited 175 teacher education programmes
in the country and more than 100 applications
are pending. Currently, the council is not
visiting educational institutions for lack of
manpower and resources, adds the NACTE
secretary.
The main aims of the council are quality
assurance, quality improvement and quality
maintenance of teacher education programmes.
The secretary says that the council has
the latest equipment and software for assessing the teacher education programmes for
accreditation, thanks to Unesco, which provided all financial resources for the purpose.
The council assesses 52 indicators and
awards one of the four levels - W, X, Y and
Z - to any programme. The most appropriate
programme is given ‘W’ level, while the lowest level is ‘Z’, and the accreditation is given
for three years.
The council also issues warnings to
students and parents about the quality of
different teacher programmes, which have
not been accredited and which do not meet
the required standards. The secretary believes
that more resources and manpower could
help the council perform its functions more
efficiently.
EDUCATION

India’s controversial dams
Dr. Zaheer Ahmad Babar

The Pakistan-India water dispute has a
long history. In the past, India exploited the
water situation in its favour as the sources,
or headwaters, of four out of five major rivers
of Pakistan are situated in Indian territories.
During the 117th meeting of the Permanent
Indus Commission, held between the officials
of both countries in Islamabad in the first
week of March 2022, Pakistan expressed its
serious concern on the Kiru hydroelectric
project (HEP), located upstream the Chenab
River and India’s new run-of-the-river small
hydroelectric projects on western rivers.
Pakistan also objected to Indian projects,
including Pakal Dul and Lower Kalnai, which
could potentially deprive it of its water share
in future.
According to official sources, Pakistan
conveyed to the visiting delegation on the
issue of the 1,000MW Pakal Dal hydropower
project on the Chenab River that the Pakistan
Commissioner for Indus Water (PCIW) had
decided to invoke Article 9 of the treaty that
provides for resolution of differences and disputes through various international forums of
arbitration. Pakistan has serious objections to
the spillway and freeboard of the project.
In the past too, Pakistan has time and
again warned that the unchecked construction
of run-of-the-river hydroelectric projects by
India on Pakistan’s rivers posed an existential threat to the country. At a seminar, the
representatives of the Punjab Water Council
(PWC), Farmers Associates of Pakistan (FAP),
Research Institute of Natural Resources
of Pakistan (RINP), and Water Resources
Development Council (WRDC) discussed the
future impact of the Indus Basin Water Treaty
of 1960 on the water availability to farmers, in
the light of the decisions on the Baghlihar and
Kishanganga hydroelectric projects of India.
The attitude and action during the past
decades clearly showed that violation of the
Indus Basin Treaty was in line with India’s
national policy of backtracking on its pledges
and breaking international agreements and
defying the UN. It seems India intends to
complete its water denial plan to Pakistan in
future after which Pakistan would be deprived
of its share of water. Pakistan’s condition will
become worse than Somalia and Ethiopia, the
two drought-ridden countries. And if India
opens the gates of the illegally built dams, it
could sink Pakistan within 48 hours, believe
water experts.
In 2011, India released 80,000 to 100,000
cusecs of water after its dams were filled and
could no longer accommodate additional
POLITICAL ECONOMY

water. On August 16, 2011, India spilled more
than 70,000 cusecs of additional water into the
Sutlej River without prior information to Pakistani authorities, inundating dozens of villages
in the Ganda Singhwala area of Kasur district,
which caused billions of rupees losses to the
farmers. Water experts say that New Delhi,
in sheer violation of the Indus Water Treaty,
released more than 70,000 cusecs of water into
the Sutlej on the Pakistani side, which raised
its level to an alarming level and washed away
dozens of villages in Kasur after creating an
emergency flood situation in the entire area.
According to experts, the Kishanganga
hydroelectric project had already diverted a
portion of the Neelum River from Pakistan,
reducing power generation at the Neelum-Jhelum hydropower plant of Pakistan. India
claimed the project had diverted 10% of the river’s flow, while other estimates stand as high
as 33%. Water flow below the Neelum-Jhelum
dam in Pakistan’s Neelum Valley has been rendered minimal, as both projects diverted water
to the Jhelum River. It had had an adverse
impact on the Neelum Valley.
Pakistan, in the past, moved various
world forums, though no favourable results
could be obtained for various reasons. In 2010,
Pakistan appealed to the Hague’s Permanent
Court of Arbitration (CoA), complaining that
the Kishanganga project violates the Indus
River Treaty by increasing the catchment of
the Jhelum River and depriving Pakistan of its
water rights. In June 2011, the CoA visited both
Kishanganga and Neelum-Jhelum projects.

After Pakistan failed to get a favourable
decision from the Hague’s Permanent Court of
Arbitration (CoA), it asked the World Bank in
August 2016 to appoint a court of arbitration
to review the designs of the Kishanganga project and another project on the Chenab, called
Ratle. In 2018, Pakistan wrote to the World
Bank demanding that it ensured India abided
by the treaty. There is no decision yet against
India over the injustice committed to Pakistan.
And now India has launched more controversial water projects.
Experts say with climate change and, as
a consequence, shrinking water availability
across the Middle East, Asia and sub-Saharan Africa, violent conflict between states is
increasingly likely. It has been estimated by
experts that by 2025, more than two billion
people are expected to live in countries that
find it difficult, or impossible, to mobilise
water resources needed to meet the needs
of agriculture, industry and households.
Population growth, urbanisation and the rapid
development of manufacturing industries are
relentlessly increasing demand for finite water
resources. Symptoms of the resulting water
stress are increasingly visible. In northern China, rivers now run dry in their lower reaches
for much of the year. In parts of Pakistan and
India, groundwater levels are falling so rapidly
that from 10% to 20% of agricultural production is under threat. The only way to stop this
water war in the Subcontinent region is to
stop India from constructing dams on Pakistani rivers and blocking their water.
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Empower women through skills
Dr. Fatima Khan

Allah Jawaya Dahar and Haneefan Mai are
happy they made a good decision seven years
ago when they admitted their only daughter
Musarrat Mai to Madrasa Fatima-tuz-Zahra
in Multan to get religious education. Being
a vegetable vendor, Jawaya found it hard to
financially afford his daughter’s education in
some private college when she failed to get
good marks in her matriculation examination
and hence admission to a government college.
A family acquaintance suggested Jawaya admit
his daughter to the madrasa where she will
not only learn the Quran but also skills, being
imparted there with the help of a non-governmental organisation.
Though himself totally illiterate, yet
Allah Jawaya believed his all children – a
daughter and three sons – should get an education. Finding no way out to let her continue
education in some private college, he decided
to admit 17-year-old Musarrat Mai to the
madrasa. During her first year at the madrasa,
the girl was asked by her teacher if she would
like to join some skill development courses
– including garment stitching and candle-making. She happily accepted it. In eight-month
duration courses each, she learnt both skills in
one-and-a-half years. On the completion of the
courses, she could make candles with the material provided as well as stitch clothes with a
sewing machine, donated by the organisation,
without any supervision.
She was not only completing her four-year
madrasa education, but also earning four to five
thousand rupees a month, and supplementing
her father’s meagre incomes. Three years back,
Musarrat completed her religious education
and was offered not only a teaching job at the
madrasa but also a supervisory role in imparting
the skills to more students. Last year, she was
married off by her parents, with a big dowry she
had herself purchased with her income.
The madrasa management has set up
candle-making and stitching units on its premises, with the help of an interest-free microfinance organisation. Dozens of female students
like Musarrat have been earning money after
their study hours. The money earned through
the activity is distributed among working
madrasa teachers and students at the end of
the month.
Twenty-three-year old Sabeen Zahra
also has a story to relate. She is also a madrasa
student, though in Bahawalpur. She goes to
her madrasa in the morning, and returns home
after 3pm. Last year, she attended a ‘Computer Literacy & Typing Course’, which was
organised by an organisation in her madrasa,
Jamia Manzoorul Mashaikh. It brought about a
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great employment opportunity for her. She was
lucky to be hired by a tuition centre for girls,
situated at the University Chowk, Bahawalpur,
soon after completing the course. From 4pm to
8pm, she not only works as ‘Admin In-charge’
at the academy but also gives computer lessons
to beginners. Her younger brother drops her off
at the madrasa in the morning and picks her up
in the evening from the academy on a motorbike. She says she is getting religious education
for the world hereafter, but she always wanted
to get some job beyond the madrasa system, to
supplement the income of her father, who runs
a small grocery shop. And the computer course
has helped her get the academy job.
There are dozens of similar stories one
comes across at the madrasas, selected by The

learn employment skills in their madrasas.
The director said that a multidimensional approach was proposed to address the
issue of poverty by imparting skills to madrasa
teachers and students to increase their employability and engage them in community work
beyond religious services. Memorandums of
understanding were signed with madrasa managements, and established training centres/
institutions in these districts were engaged for
successful execution of the project.
In the first phase of the project, skills
such as computer literacy, garment stitching,
candle-making, health and hygiene, and beautician courses were offered to female students.
More than 500 girls and 1,000 boys enrolled at
various madrasas benefited from the courses.

Media Foundation (TMF), a non-profit organisation, for skill development among women
in southern Punjab districts almost eight years
ago. Imtiaz-ur-Rehman, director programmes
at TMF, said that the project was launched in
2015 for women empowerment through skill
development among teachers and students of
madrasas in three districts of southern Punjab
including Multan, Muzaffargarh and Bahawalpur.
Imtiaz-ur-Rehman said that southern
Punjab is one of the most underdeveloped
regions in the country. Such interventions,
he said, contribute towards reducing poverty
among the local population. To ascertain the
level of interest among madrasa teachers and
students for learning some employment skills,
and the job market needs, a survey-based
research study was conducted in selected madrasas in three south Punjab districts. It was
encouraging that, in response to a question,
100 per cent respondents said they wanted to

Ayesha Anwar, a teacher at Jamia
Jamal-ul Madaris in Multan, termed the
intervention beneficial both for teachers and
students. The 26-year-old herself actively
participated in all skill development activities
in her madrasa. She believed the skill development projects would not only benefit students
but also their families at large. The madrasa
teacher said that skill development should be
made a part of the syllabus, so that students
would have more options to make their living
after graduating from madrasas. She says that
English language courses should also be conducted in madrasas to enhance the chances of
their interaction with the outside world.
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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Climate change is devastating
the Global South
Saleemul Huq, Mohamed Adow

Right now in India and Pakistan, a record-breaking heatwave is impacting the
daily lives of nearly a billion people. Scorching
temperatures are damaging wheat harvests,
preventing many labourers from working outdoors, and making people vulnerable to serious
health issues and even death.
Kenya and Bangladesh are suffering too:
Northern Kenya is facing a prolonged drought
that is putting rural communities at greater
risk of starvation and last year, torrential rains left one-quarter of Bangladesh under water and destroyed
the homes of millions. These are
some of the latest examples of how
the 3.6 billion people in developing
countries are bearing the brunt of
the climate crisis, and a preview of
what the “new normal” will look
like if the global community doesn’t
immediately step up its climate
action.
Given their power, wealth,
and responsibility for the climate
crisis, the onus is particularly on
rich countries in North America and
Europe to help vulnerable countries
weather climate impacts – and it
has never been more urgent. Despite
the negligible contribution that
most vulnerable countries have
made to cause climate change, these
countries are the most ambitious in
tackling it – but they cannot fight
this crisis on their own. Not only
is this the moral thing to do, but
it will also help minimise the challenges and
costs down the road, such as disaster recovery
efforts and the migration of climate refugees
forced to leave their homelands as they become
increasingly uninhabitable.
The decisions adopted at the UN’s
COP26 climate negotiations last year fell far
short of the expectations of vulnerable developing countries. We can’t wait any longer to
act. Recently, the ACT2025 consortium (Allied
for Climate Transformation by 2025), a coalition amplifying the voices of vulnerable countries in the climate negotiations, announced
a call to action for progress at the COP27 con
conference in Egypt this November.
First, countries – especially G7 and G20
countries – must commit to further reducing
emissions to keep the goal of limiting global
temperature rise to 1.5 degrees C (34.7 degrees
OPINION

Fahrenheit) – the threshold scientists believe
will prevent the most dangerous climate impacts – within reach. More ambitious climate
pledges have lately helped the world close
the warming gap from a predicted 4 degrees
C to now 2.1 degrees C. However, since every
fraction of a degree of warming will make an
enormous difference in the scale of climate
impacts and their effect on the lives of the most
vulnerable, the progress made so far is not
enough.
Second, developed countries must deliver

losses and damages that are too extreme for
countries and communities to adapt to. While
such impacts are global in nature, they hit the
most vulnerable the hardest, such as low-lying
islands disappearing due to rising sea levels,
farmers no longer being able to support crops
due to extreme heat, or communities forced
to abandon ancestral homelands that can no
longer support them. This injustice must be
addressed, yet so far the only governments
to offer funds to help the victims suffering
climate-related losses and damages have been

adequate funding to help developing nations
address climate change – and make sure this
funding will benefit the most vulnerable by
empowering communities to pursue the adaptation solutions they need. This includes delivering $600bn by 2025, a goal that developed
countries are not yet on track to achieve.
Third, countries must implement stronger adaptation measures, including coming to
an agreement on a global goal on adaptation
and how to track progress as well as delivering
adequate, quality finance to support adaptation on the ground. Adaptation initiatives
range from restoring coastal ecosystems that
buffer storms to growing drought-resistant
crops. Success will require governments to ensure local communities have decision-making
power over adaptation efforts.
Fourth, developed countries must
commit to providing finance specifically for

Scotland and the Wallonia province in Belgium
– both welcome contributions, but wealthier
developed countries now need to take the lead.
And lastly, countries that have ratified
the Paris Agreement must implement rules
that will hold countries and non-state actors
accountable for their commitments. This
includes ensuring that governments actually
have the wherewithal to achieve the goals
they’ve set and that climate progress is measured accurately and transparently.
Shortly after COP27, we will be a quarter
of the way through the decade that scientists
agree will be critical to determine the future
of life on this planet. What will the world
have to show for it? Climate change is at our
doorsteps, and vulnerable countries don’t have
a moment to lose. The world needs to be all in,
all together, to swiftly and fairly address this
global crisis.
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Thalassaemia prevention

It is high time the stakeholders took the
issue seriously and acted immediately. In
addition to the mental agony for parents
as well as siblings, the average annual
treatment expenses for around 110,000
thalassaemia major children is estimated to
be around Rs40 billion which puts immense
pressure on our feeble healthcare system
and sluggish economy. Despite financial and
mental struggle for years, parents helplessly see their children dying, most of them
before reaching their 15th birthday.
An obligatory thalassaemia prevention
programme, comprising screening of carrier
couples and prenatal diagnosis, has played
an effective role in lowering thalassaemia
births in Iran. In Pakistan, the federal government as well as the three provincial governments in Khyber Pakhtunkhwa, Sindh
and Balochistan have introduced legislation
making pre-marriage tests mandatory, but,
unfortunately, the laws are not implemented. Punjab is yet to introduce the law, but
is the only province that has taken the
lead to initiate a public-sector prevention
programme called the Punjab Thalassaemia
Prevention Programme.
Some communities in Karachi have
made pre-marriage thalassaemia tests mandatory and have successfully avoided the
birth of thalassaemia major children in their
communities. This can be replicated by
others, too. At the national level, a comprehensive long-term unified prevention plan is
needed to extirpate or at least minimise the
birth of thalassaemia major children in the
country.
Tariq Mehmood
Karachi

Our crumbling power sector
The country has been facing a severe power
crisis because almost all power-generating
plants in the public sector are closed owing
to shortage of furnace oil and lack of timely
maintenance. Currently, the shortage of
electricity is to the tune of 3,000MW due
to which loadshedding is being carried out
for five to six hours daily throughout the
country.
However, practically many feeders
remain shut for more than 12 hours in
rural areas, causing hardship to domestic,
commercial, agricultural and industrial
consumers in sweltering heat. Rampant corruption, maladministration, bad
governance, political interference and
unfair labour practices in the distribution
companies (Discos) are the main reasons for
this crisis. Consequently, Discos, too, suffer
huge financial losses.
The present board of directors (BoD)
of Discos have miserably failed to check
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these practices, maladministration and
lack of accountability, which could have
brought some improvement in the system
and helped us overcome the present crisis.
The relevant ministry had called applications a while ago from candidates having
professional competence, experience and
skills in areas such as engineering, finance,
human resource management, corporate and
company laws and taxation through public
advertisement.
But discarding the earlier advertisement, boards were formed on political
consideration by inducting the services of
non-professionals having no practical experience and knowledge of the assigned work.
Ironically, members of one board were made
simultaneously members of three to four
other boards of Discos, too, giving undue
favour.
Today, we are paying dearly for such
blatant misuse of power and rampant
corruption. These members of the boards
miserably failed to check increasing line
losses worth billions of rupees on a monthly
basis, decreasing recovery.
They did not take any action against
anyone on account of inefficiency and
dereliction of duties and ignored illegal adjustments of detection bills worth millions
of rupees monthly in almost all Discos. The
boards in gross violation of rules, increased
their own fees and conducted regular meetings beyond the prescribed limit mentioned
in Public Sector Companies (Corporate
Governance) Rules, 2013, causing huge financial losses to the sinking companies. No
prompt action and decisions were made by
the boards to improve the financial health of
the Discos for obvious reasons.
This needs a high-level enquiry into
the affairs of companies, particularly those
operating in south and north regions, to
detect irregularities carried out by boards in
gross violation of the rules. I would suggest
to the ministry concerned to dissolve all
boards of Discos, and professionals having
integrity and reputation should be included in the new boards on the basis of merit
without any political consideration through
competitive process. This should be done to
revive the power sector which otherwise is
a burden on the national economy as subsidies of billions of rupees are regularly being
paid to the Discos from the exchequer and
even then they are not surviving.
Besides, stern action should be initiated against all corrupt officials involved
in power theft for making financial gains
and occupying key positions on the basis
of political affiliations. All chief executive
officers of the said companies should be
appointed on merit through competitive
process.
Only efficient boards and result-ori-

ented management of the companies can
steer the power sector out of the current
crisis, or the consumers will face an even
worse power crisis. If that happens, the
country’s industrial and agriculture sectors
will suffer even more.
Tariq Majeed Memon
Hyderabad

People’s welfare

In our country people are committing
suicides, throwing their young children
into canals and rivers, and dying from lack
of healthy food and clean water along with
lack of medical services in abject poverty.
People are not able to arrange marriages of their daughters, cannot afford to
send their children to school, little girls and
boys and ailing elderly are on the streets
begging, exposed to all sorts of violence and
insecurity. The list of the misery of the hapless, helpless poor is long. They are forced
to live in subhuman conditions in their
homeland. Now my question is: should we
allow more than one Haj and more than one
Umrah to anyone who has little to spare for
the needy and a lot to spend on such trips.
Shuja ur Rahman Khan
Karachi

Islamophobia

Muslims across the world are facing
Islamophobia, and are being emotionally
attacked by racists who practice blatant
discrimination. This prejudice has led to
several attacks on Muslims and their places
of worship worldwide.
I recently watched a disturbing video
clip on social media of a book from the
famous children’s book series, Biff, Chip and
Kipper, whose controversial story, The Blue
Eye, has sparked a debate. The story portrays racial discrimination against Middle
Eastern Muslims.
The story depicts two main characters, Wilf and Biff, on a magical adventure
to the Middle East. However, they describe
Middle Eastern Muslims as ‘not friendly’
and ‘scary’. Anti-Muslim sentiments are indirectly being infused and injected into the
minds of Western children. Consequently,
it will generate a sheer hatred for Muslims
irrespective of their actions. Muslims living
in the Western world already face numerous challenges, like Islamophobia, racism,
discrimination, bullying, etc., and this story
portraying Muslims negatively is worsening
the already grave situation for the followers
of Islam.
Anti-Muslim sentiments of any sort
anywhere in the world should be condemned in the same way as anti-Semitism is.
Sadia Arbab Soomro
Larkana
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Another COVID surge is here,
but it may be less severe

Are ants the future of
cancer detection?

Rising COVID-19 case numbers and
hospitalizations likely mean we’re
in a new phase of the pandemic.
And the number of Americans dying
from COVID-19 is also anticipated to
grow, although the surge in the short
term is not expected to look like previous waves.
That’s the takeaway from a team of experts from Johns Hopkins
University, who told reporters that, in the short term, this new surge is
not expected to be as severe as previous waves. But, they said, that all
could change. Cases rose threefold in the last several weeks compared to
a 25% increase in hospitalizations due to COVID-19, said David Dowdy,
MD, PhD.
Dowdy predicted death rates will also rise. Those numbers typically
follow hospitalization rates by a few weeks, “but we’re not going to see
them skyrocket,” he said. COVID-19 still kills an average of 300 Americans per day, so we’re not done with the pandemic yet, said Dowdy,
associate professor of epidemiology at the Johns Hopkins School of Public
Health. “People are still dying of COVID and we can’t rule out the possibility of a major wave in the coming months.”
On a more positive note, Dowdy said the average case of COVID-19
is getting milder over time. “This is probably more because we as a
population are building up the immunity, not because the variants are
necessarily getting milder on their own,” Dowdy said.
Although good news for most, he added, “What this means is that
for people who are still unvaccinated, don’t have that immunity built up,
or who have weakened immune systems, this virus is still a very dangerous and deadly one.”

Cancer diagnosis is frightening,
invasive, time-consuming, and
expensive. And more than 1.6
million people get that cancer
diagnosis every year in the United States. That’s a lot of biopsies
and a lot of looking at cells under highly sensitive microscopes.
But what if detecting cancer in those samples was as simple
as taking a whiff? We know some animals, like dogs and mice, have
very sensitive noses that can sniff out disease. Inspired by those
studies, French scientists decided to explore whether much smaller
creatures that are known for their olfactory prowess could do the
same: ants.
“Using olfaction to detect diseases is not a novel idea,” says
Baptiste Piqueret, PhD, a researcher at Sorbonne Paris Nord University and lead author of the study. “Knowing how well ants can learn
and how they use olfaction, we tested the abilities of ants to learn
and detect diseases.” While this is still far away from real-life clinical
use, it could one day lead to a cheaper, more accessible alternative for
detecting cancer. What would this new diagnostic method look like?
Cancer cells make volatile organic compounds (VOCs) – organic chemicals that smell and can serve as biomarkers for diagnosis. To train the ants to target VOCs, the researchers placed breast
cancer cells and healthy cells in a petri dish -- but the cancer cells
included a sugary treat. “We associated a reward to the smell of
cancer,” Piqueret says.

Damian McNamara

The sun’s searing radiation led
to the shuffling of the solar
system’s planets
Liz Kruesi

In the solar system’s early years, the
still-forming giant planets sidestepped,
did a do-si-do and then swung one of their
partners away from the sun’s gravitational
grasp. Things settled, and our planetary
system was in its final configuration.
What triggered that planetary shuffle has been unknown. Now,
computer simulations suggest that the hot radiation of the young sun
evaporating its planet-forming disk of gas and dust led to the scrambling
of the giant planets’ orbits, researchers report in the Nature.
As a result, the four largest planets may have been in their final
configuration within 10 million years of the solar system’s birth about
4.6 billion years ago. That’s much quicker than the 500 million years that
previous work had suggested. The planetary-shuffling mechanism that
the team uncovered in the computer simulations is very innovative, says
Nelson Ndugu, an astrophysicist who studies forming planetary systems
at North-West University in Potchefstroom, South Africa, and Muni
University in Arua, Uganda. “It has huge potential.”
Heaps of evidence, including observations of extrasolar planetary
systems forming, had already indicated that something in our solar system’s early history jumbled the giant planets’ orbits, which scientists call
the giant-planet instability. “The evidence for the giant-planet instability
is really robust,” says Seth Jacobson, a planetary scientist at Michigan
State University in East Lansing.
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Mom’s voice holds a special
place in kids’ brains. That
changes for teens
Laura Sanders

Young kids’ brains are especially tuned
to their mothers’ voices. Teenagers’
brains, in their typical rebellious
glory, are most decidedly not. That
conclusion, described in the Journal
of Neuroscience, may seem laughably obvious to parents of teenagers, including neuroscientist Daniel Abrams of Stanford University
School of Medicine. “I have two teenaged boys myself, and it’s a kind
of funny result,” he says. But the finding may reflect something much
deeper than a punch line. As kids grow up and expand their social
connections beyond their family, their brains need to be attuned to
that growing world. “Just as an infant is tuned into a mom, adolescents have this whole other class of sounds and voices that they
need to tune into,” Abrams says. He and his colleagues scanned the
brains of 7- to 16-year-olds as they heard the voices of either their
mothers or unfamiliar women. To simplify the experiment down to
just the sound of a voice, the words were gibberish: teebudieshawlt,
keebudieshawlt and peebudieshawlt. As the children and teenagers listened, certain parts of their brains became active. Previous
experiments by Abrams and his colleagues have shown that certain
regions of the brains of kids ages 7 to 12 — particularly those parts
involved in detecting rewards and paying attention — respond more
strongly to mom’s voice than to a voice of an unknown woman. “In
adolescence, we show the exact opposite of that,” Abrams says. In
these same brain regions in teens, unfamiliar voices elicited greater
responses than the voices of their own dear mothers.
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