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Will Imran’s long march
achieve its objectives?

P

Nasim Ahmed

akistan is mired in a deep political
crisis, with the PTI and the coalition
partners pitted against each other in
what seems to be a mortal combat.
The nation is dangerously polarized
into two camps and there are no signs of the
country returning to political stability anytime
soon. With each passing day, political division
is deepening in society and the tolerance level
shrinking. Apprehensions have been expressed
about the possibility of street clashes between
the followers of the two rival groups.
A raging war of competing narratives is
on. After losing power
through a no-confidence motion, former
Prime Minister Imran
Khan has created a
compelling narrative
designed to convince
the people that his
government was ousted through a foreign
conspiracy with the
help of local collaborators. He is successfully
playing the victim card
and attracting large
crowds. Imran Khan
and his party are making the best possible
use of social media to
create a groundswell of
support in the country.
Their propaganda
holds a special appeal
for the educated urban
middle class.
The PML-N and its allies are on the back
foot on the political front. As is well known, a
large section of the youth relates to the narrative being promoted by the PTI. Imran Khan
also pursued a hectic schedule of rallies. After
addressing huge public meetings in Lahore,
Mianwali, Abbottabad, Peshawar and Multan,
he has now announced a march to Islamabad.
As per his announcement, the PTI chairman
wants the long march to Islamabad to lead to
immediate elections. To this end, he has bent
all his energies to mobilise mass support and
build pressure on the government.
The coalition government is doing its
utmost to fight off the offensive from Imran
Khan. But the economic figures are a big hurdle
for it. The price spiral seems unstoppable. The
4

coalition government faces a number of difficult tasks. If fuel price hike takes place, it will
hit the common man hard. An immediate task
is to present the next budget. Expenditures are
far in excess of income, and financial support
promised by friendly nations is yet to materialize. The economic situation is worsening by
the day.
The de-seating of ex-PTI members by
the Supreme Court has been a big blow to the
government, particularly in Punjab where the
fate of the newly elected Chief Minister Hamza
Sharif hangs in the balance. If he fails to win
a vote of confidence he will fall from power.
This development is not without its impact on

near the Red Zone. In all probability it will be
a repeat of the PTI dharna staged against the
PML-N government in 2014. And much more
fiery than the earlier one. But, according to
some analysts, something more than a sit-in
will be needed to force the government to its
knees. But what Imran Khan plans to do next
is yet to be revealed.
What will be the government’s response
to the PTI’s onslaught? Surely, it will not want
the PTI long march to become a dharna with an
extended life in the middle of the federal capital. With the two Sharifs once again occupying
the seat of power in the capital and Pakistan’s
largest province, Imran Khan has been attack-

Islamabad where PM Shehbaz Sharif maintains
a shaky hold.
The next few months promise to be
tough and the government would have to pay
a high political cost in the next elections. As a
diversionary tactic, the government may resort
to legal action against the PTI. It is reported
that the government is mulling options to file
corruption cases against former PTI ministers.
To start with, Farah Gogi is being targeted
as an example of PTI bigwigs’ involvement in
financial irregularities and corruption.
Imran Khan’s aim is to keep the political
pot boiling. His long march can only succeed
if he can force an early election. Marching into
Islamabad with a very large crowd is only the
first step. Once he is inside the federal capital,
perhaps the PTI chairman will set up camp

ing the PML-N for pursuing dynastic politics
and infringing the basic rules of participatory
democracy. The PTI also keeps hammering the
theme of ‘corruption’ and ‘foreign conspiracy’.
The challenge faced by the government is
not an easy one. Emotions are running high. In
the charged atmosphere, the PTI is playing its
cards well by arousing its supporters and then
cashing in on their anger against the ouster of
their leader from the top office.
Political pundits and analysts are of the
opinion that elections are the only way out of
the cul-de-sac the country has stumbled into.
But there are differences of opinion on the
issue among the constituent parties of the government. As a result, uncertainty is deepening
with each passing day, and the economy is on
a ventilator.
POLITICS

Mounting threats to economy
Shahid Hussain

Rising current account deficit and inflation are
the biggest challenges for the policymakers of the
country. Rising commodity prices are an international issue and Pakistan will have to live with it.
Inflation in the world and Pakistan is expected
to decrease after the end of the Russia-Ukraine
war. However, it will take months and years and
the level of inflation will not be too low.
Experts believe seasonal factors are
behind the hike in the current account deficit,
which is increasing rapidly. Besides the current
account deficit and inflation, increasing poverty and unemployment are also serious issues.
According to the State Bank of Pakistan, the
country made a lot of import-related payments last year. Besides,
there were some new imports —
for example, vaccines imported to
fight the pandemic. Food import
payments have been high. The government imported flour and wheat
to reduce the prices of the products
in the country. “For a country like
Pakistan, which is considered to
be an emerging market, a moderate
amount of current account deficit is
appropriate, especially if the country wants to keep the economic
growth rate between three and four
per cent,” according the State Bank
of Pakistan. It believes a current
account deficit that was 2-3pc of
the GDP is sustainable.
Undoubtedly, remittances
have increased remarkably over the
past few years and the SBP believed
they would remain “resilient” in the
coming months and years. The central bank kept the policy rate at 7pc
for more than a year to support the
economy during the pandemic. According to the SBP, Pakistan’s current account deficit is fully funded
which means it has enough sources
to meet its growing needs. There have been
three warning signs in the past whenever the
country’s current account deficit skyrocketed — when the CAD was increasing very fast,
when the exchange rate remained unchanged
and the SBP’s reserves were falling. The three
signs do not exist together, experts say.
However, international financial institutions see weak public finances, external finance vulnerabilities, low governance
indicators, economic uncertainties from the
pandemic and political challenges as big issues
for Pakistan. According to Fitch Ratings, a
decline in external vulnerabilities has been facilitated by adherence to a market-determined
ECONOMICS

exchange-rate regime, which has served as a
shock absorber during the pandemic. Progress
towards institutionalising this framework, if
sustained, should limit medium-term risks by
keeping current account deficits contained
and reducing foreign-exchange (FX) reserve
pressures. External inflows have supported an
appreciation of the Pakistan rupee against the
US dollar and a further rebuilding of FX reserves. “We forecast a widening of the current
account deficit to 1.9pc of GDP in FY22 as the
recovery in domestic demand and higher oil
prices push imports higher,” the rating agency
said in its report on Pakistan.
The agency expects inflation to moderate
to an average of 8.3pc over FY22, from an av-

forecast a further narrowing to 6.6pc of GDP
on improving revenue and declining expenditure. The government interest burden as a
share of revenue is high, at a Fitch-estimated
38.7pc in FY21, and the narrow revenue base
remains a challenge for fiscal sustainability,”
the rating agency noted.
Experts say budgetary estimates were
highly fragile and the budget deficit may exceed
8 to 8.5pc GDP, equivalent to Rs4.5 trillion.
Over 8.5 million people are unemployed in
Pakistan, the highest number in the country’s
history. The population below the poverty line
stands at 38pc. According to some experts, the
government also fudges figures on inflation,
as actual prices are much higher than rates

erage of 9.0pc in FY21, as the temporary rise in
food prices subsides, and the rise in oil prices
moderates. “Risks remain that inflationary
pressures could prove more persistent, particularly given a negative real policy rate, which
could prompt a higher degree of tightening by
the SBP,” it added. External debt repayments
will remain high, at about $8 billion-10 billion
per annum over the next few years. Public
finances remain a key weakness for the sovereign. “We project the general government fiscal
deficit will narrow slightly to 7.5pc of GDP in
FY21, from 8.1pc in FY20, as revenue growth
has been resilient due to tax administration
improvements and the growth rebound. We

calculated by the Pakistan Bureau of Statistics
(PBS). The government claims prices are coming down, while the ground reality is different
from it. The past government had adopted a
contractionary policy, which improved fiscal
indicators. The indicators have started worsening after it relaxed the policy and imports
increased. As the indicators improved or
deteriorated, they could not provide relief to the
common man. Prices of food have skyrocketed
in recent months. Wheat flour, cooking oil and
sugar have gone out of the reach of people. They
cannot be pacified with improving fiscal indicators or fudged data of the Pakistan Bureau of
Statistics. They need real relief from high prices.
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Tackling labour market crisis
Muhammad Hassan

The coronavirus left over 100 million workers
out of jobs in the world. It is obvious that
people of poor countries have been hit hard
by lockdown restrictions and Pakistan is no
exception, where thousands of jobs had been
lost even before the onset of the pandemic
as a consequence of economic policies of the
government.
According to the Asian Development
Bank (ADB), between 1.5 million and 2.3
million jobs could have been lost in Pakistan
in the wake of the coronavirus pandemic,
when the authorities imposed strict lockdown
restrictions which resulted in an economic
downturn in the country. It maintained that
the employment
prospects of the
region’s 660 million
young people were
severely challenged.
It also urged governments to constructively engage
their young citizens
in policy and social
dialogue and adopt
“urgent, large-scale,
and targeted interventions.”
“Prioritizing
youth employment
and maximizing
youth productivity in the recovery process will
improve Asia and
the Pacific’s future
prospects for inclusive and sustainable
growth, demographic transition and social
stability,” said the 2020 report, adding that job
losses among the region’s youth was likely to
continue throughout the year and “could result
in youth unemployment rates doubling.” With
a negative economic growth rate in 2020, the
report claimed that young Pakistanis might
have lost about 1.5 million jobs. The country’s
unemployment rate that stood at 8.9pc in 2019
rose between 17.3 and 21.5pc in 2020.
A new assessment by the International
Labour Organisation (ILO) shows the labour
market crisis created by the pandemic is far
from over, and employment growth will be
insufficient to make up for the losses suffered
until at least 2023. Global unemployment
is expected to stand at 205 million in 2022,
surpassing the level of 187 million in 2019.
It corresponds to an unemployment rate of
6

5.7pc. Excluding the Covid-19 crisis period,
such a rate was last seen in 2013. The ILO’s
World Employment and Social Outlook:
Trends 2021 projects that the global crisis-induced “jobs gap” will reach 75 million, before
falling to 23 million in 2022. The related gap
in working-hours, which includes the jobs
gap and those on reduced hours, amounted to
the equivalent of 100 million full-time jobs in
2021 and 26 million full-time jobs in 2022. The
shortfall in employment and working hours
came on top of persistently high pre-crisis levels of unemployment, labour underutilisation
and poor working conditions.
The worst affected regions in the first
half of 2021 were Latin America and the Caribbean, and Europe and Central Asia. In both,
estimated working-hour losses exceeded 8pc

was due to inequitable access to Covid-19 vaccines. The limited capacity of most developing
and emerging economies to support strong
fiscal stimulus measures will also take its toll,
the ILO said, warning that the quality of newly
created jobs will likely deteriorate in those
countries. The fall in employment and hours
worked has meanwhile translated into a sharp
drop in labour income and a rise in poverty.
Compared to 2019, 108 million more workers
around the world were categorised as poor or
extremely poor, meaning they and their families live on less than $3.20 per person per day.
The report highlighted how the Covid-19
crisis had worsened pre-existing inequalities
by hitting vulnerable workers harder. For
many of the two billion people who work in
the informal sector, where social protections

in the first quarter and 6pc in the second quarter, compared to global working-hour losses of
4.8pc and 4.4pc in the first and second quarter,
respectively. The pandemic pushed over 100
million more workers into poverty. “Covid-19
has not just been a public health crisis, it’s also
been an employment and human crisis,” ILO
chief Guy Ryder said. “Without a deliberate
effort to accelerate the creation of decent jobs,
and support the most vulnerable members of
society and the recovery of the hardest-hit economic sectors, the lingering effects of the pandemic could be with us for years in the form of
lost human and economic potential, and higher
poverty and inequality,” he warned.
And while global employment is expected to recover more quickly in the second half of
2021, provided the overall pandemic situation
does not worsen, the ILO warned that the
recovery would be highly uneven. This, it said,

are generally lacking, pandemic-related work
disruptions have had catastrophic consequences for family incomes and livelihoods. The
crisis has also disproportionately hit women,
who have fallen out of the labour market at a
greater rate than men, even as they have taken
on more of the additional burden of caring for
out-of-school children and others. Youth employment, meanwhile, fell 8.7pc last year, more
than double the 3.7pc for older workers.
According to a report by the Lahore
School of Economics, the net job losses in
Pakistan were estimated at 0.7 million in
2020 as the country’s gross domestic product
(GDP) growth became negative in the wake
of lockdowns. The loss of jobs and livelihood
was mainly found in the informal sector, where
0.6 million people lost employment, whereas
in the formal economy, only 0.1 million people
lost their livelihoods.
JOBS

NRO II reversed?
Muhammad Zain

When former Prime Minister Imran Khan talked about pressure on him to provide National
Reconciliation Ordinance (NRO)-like relief to
the then opposition leaders, everybody thought
he was talking nonsense to divert the public
attention from high inflation and alleged bad
governance of his government. When his government was removed through a no-confidence
motion, people realized that an NRO II had already been granted to all politicians, who were
facing serious corruption and money-laundering cases against them.
The new arrangement is way smarter
than the previous NRO, under which relief was
provided to politicians from corruption cases
by former President Pervez Musharraf in 2007.
Former Prime Ministers Benazir Bhutto and
Nawaz Sharif were major beneficiaries of it. It
was clear that international forces had pressurized President Pervez Musharraf to provide
relief to them when they wanted a new set-up
in Pakistan for their Afghan war. Later, President Pervez Musharraf accepted that it was his
major mistake and apologised to the nation for
providing relief to “corrupt” politicians.
Under the new NRO, all politicians, who
were facing serious corruption and money-laundering cases, were brought to power by
international forces, so that they could scrap
the cases against themselves. It was a clever
move as everything remained hidden from the
common people. It was an announced NRO, so
that no beneficiary or the hands who provided
it were identified. It was perhaps because the
first NRO had been declared illegal by the
Supreme Court of Pakistan and the new NRO
was kept secret for the same fear. On October
5, 2007, President Pervez Musharraf’s NRO
had granted amnesty to politicians, political
workers and bureaucrats, who were accused
of corruption, money-laundering, murder and
terrorism between January 1, 1986 and October
12, 1999. The NRO was declared unconstitutional by the Supreme Court of Pakistan
on December 16, 2009, but not before it had
benefited 8,041 people, including 34 politicians
and three ambassadors. Between 2008 and
2013, when the Asif Zardari-led PPP was in
power, the NAB was ordered to close down
corruption inquiries against 60 leaders of the
ruling coalition.
However, the NRO II is different in many
ways. If looked closely, it appears that work on
it had started soon after Imran Khan came to
power in 2018. Under a systematic way, all corruption and money-laundering cases against
all top politicians slowed down. They were
also granted bail in many cases. Imran Khan,
ECONOMICS

who had no control over the NAB or other
law-enforcement agencies, unlike the tenures
of the PPP and the PML-N, watched it happen
helplessly. In this way, his plan and slogan of
accountability was tainted and demolished.
People in Pakistan know that the no-confidence motion against former Prime Minister
Imran Khan could not have succeeded without
the help of international forces. No government
in Pakistan has ever been removed through a
no-confidence motion and the success of the
motion against Imran Khan itself proves that it
had been managed by foreign powers. The former Prime Minister could easily have managed
the creation of forward blocs in the opposition
to save his governments in the Centre and
Punjab, if the international establishment
had not been supporting the then opposition.
Over 30 PML-N legislators also met him but,
according to him, they were ordered to remain
in their party to ensure his ouster. However,
the international powers miscalculated his
popularity. He became more popular after the
common people saw people who were facing
corruption and money-laundering cases had
been imposed on them. Now, Imran Khan is
using the people’s power to reverse the tide.
National institutions are also feeling the
heat of his huge public rallies and upcoming
long march. As he feared that leaders of the
coalition government have started removing officials investigating and pursuing their cases in
courts, the Supreme Court has restrained executive authorities from transferring, posting and
removing officials involved in the investigation
or prosecution of high-profile corruption cases
against top government functionaries, especially Prime Minister Shehbaz Sharif and Punjab

Chief Minister Hamza Shehbaz. The court
took suo motu notice of alleged government
interference in the affairs of prosecution as
well as investigation branches in high-profile
cases and a five-judge larger bench, headed by
Chief Justice Umar Ata Bandial, ordered that
no prosecution case would be withdrawn until
the next date of hearing. The court also issued
notices to the interior secretary, director general of the Federal Investigation Agency (FIA),
chairman and regional directors of the National Accountability Bureau (NAB), prosecutors
general and advocates general and heads of
prosecution branches of the FIA and the NAB
to file their statements in writing. The order
also asked the relevant authorities to submit
the names of officers and their successors in
the investigating and prosecution branches of
the FIA and the NAB in high-profile cases, who
had been transferred, posted or removed from
their positions in the last six weeks. The court
sought the names of persons who had been removed from the exit control list (ECL) during
the last six weeks.
The court order has upset the government and its allies. They claim the court is
interfering in its affairs. However, despite
the court notice, it will not be much difficult
for politicians in the government to get relief
in the cases. It is a fact that employees of the
NAB, FIA, police or any other department cannot resist pressure from the government. The
court cannot force them to work on merit. It
would have been possible only if our institutions had been independent and free of political interference. The government can influence
them easily to provide relief to itself. However,
Imran Khan can upset their applecart.
7

A new strategy needed
to boost exports
Muhammad Asim Nisar

The latest State Bank of Pakistan figures show
healthy growth in exports. During the first
nine months of the current fiscal year, July
2021 to March 2022, Pakistan’s overall exports,
including the exports of goods and services,
fetched $28.85 billion as compared to $23.11
billion during the same period of the last year.
This denotes a year-on-year growth of 24.8pc.
But while exports have grown, imports
too are increasing fast. During the nine months
of this fiscal year, total imports, including
those of goods and services, totalled $62.131
billion against $44.409 billion last year. This
means imports grew faster than exports—by
39.9pc to be exact.
Needless to say, large
gains made in exports mean
little if imports outweigh them,
because in the final accounting
the country has to pay more
foreign exchange than whatever
it receives.
Pakistan’s overall
exports, as a percentage of its
GDP, are far below what they
should have been. In 2013,
the country’s total exports,
including exports of goods and
services, were equal to 13.3pc
of GDP. Then, they fell year
by year and sank to 8.3pc in
2017. From there, the situation
started improving and in 2020
total exports made up 10pc of
GDP. This is obviously a very
low share of exports in GDP
(Global average was 30.3pc of
GDP in 2013 and 26.5pc of GDP
in 2020). This means not enough attention is
being paid to penetrating deeper into existing
export markets and to the manufacturing of
more value-added items of existing product
lines.
In 2010, the list of our top export destinations, according to volumes of export earnings, included (1) USA (2) the UAE (3) China
(4) Afghanistan (5) the UK (6) Germany (7)
Bangladesh (8) Spain (9) Belgium and (10)
the Netherlands. Unfortunately, in the next 11
years Pakistan could not make gains in export
earnings from any of these countries — except
China and the US.
In the case of China, export earnings increased from $1.21bn in 2010 to $2.04bn. That’s
8

it. On the other hand, imports from China
went up from $3.28bn in 2010 to $13.3bn in
2021. Pakistan could have increased its exports
to China to new heights year after year during
these 11 years but that did not happen. There
is an urgent need, therefore, to seek trade concessions from China and prepare our exporters
to produce more and better quality items for
Chinese markets.
Though Pakistan has not been able to
push its exports as high as it could in the US
markets, its total exports to the US which
stood at $3.56bn in 2010 gradually went up to
$5bn in 2021. It is relevant to note here that Pakistan now runs a trade surplus with the US.
Our imports from the US in 2021 stood slightly

It calls for action on a wide front with input
from policy makers as well as proposals from
industrialists and businesspeople. A mechanism needs to be developed to seek greater
input from provincial governments and private
sector representatives in the framing of trade
policies.
In this connection, the Pakistan Trade
Development Authority (PTDA) can play a
vital role if it consults representatives of the
private sector and experts on specific lines of
exports on a continuing basis. It has also been
suggested to create a federal governmental
body for promoting services exports along
the lines of PTDA with due representation of
private sector leaders in services exports.

below 2.5bn.
The basic weakness of our foreign trade
is that we have few value-added products for
export, while we spend much on inessential
imports. This situation needs to be corrected.
The solution lies in producing more value-added export products so that even a small growth
in exports can lead to big value gains.
Export growth depends on a number
of factors, including the identification of
potential markets, developing new lines of
products, focusing more on existing markets
and products, improvement in manufacturing
processes to produce quality products with
higher average per unit price.
Boosting exports is not an easy task.

As the freight cost of foreign shipments
has skyrocketed due to higher insurance and
container charges due to Covid-19, experts say
that developing countries like Pakistan should
engage in trading more with neighbouring
countries. With the regional scenario improving, there is tremendous potential for Pakistan
increasing its exports to India, Iran, Afghanistan, Bangladesh and Nepal.
We need to learn from the Bangladesh
example. Bangladesh has gone ahead of Pakistan through sheer hard work and developing
its manufacturing capacity to meet the needs
of the world market. Services export is also its
strong point. We should try to follow in its
footsteps.
ECONOMICS

Irreparable damage
Raza Khan

The damage which has been inflicted on the
state structure and political system of the
country by the change of regime in Pakistan
is monumental and seems to be irreparable. A
change of regime through a no-confidence vote is
normal in a parliamentary democracy, therefore,
the throwing out of the PTI government, led by
Prime Minister Imran Khan in April this year
should have been considered very much normal.
However, the dislodging of PM Imran Khan’s
government was something extraordinary
because of the forces and factors involved in
bringing about the change.
This is now beyond doubt that the United
States, through its Undersecretary for Central
and South Asian Affairs, Donald Lu, in a meeting
in Washington with Pakistan Ambassador Asad
Majeed on March 8, 2022, threatened Pakistani
state institutions to help bring down the government of Prime Minister Imran Khan as he was
working against American interests. Prime Minister Shebaz Sharif also himself admitted on the
floor of the National Assembly that the threat
was in fact thrown at Pakistan. In the Lu-Majeed
meeting, the US asked Pakistani state institutions to dislodge the PTI government because
Imran Khan was going closer towards Russia
and reinforcing Pakistan’s ties with China and as
both Russia and China are strategic competitors
of Washington. Pakistan, an old American ally,
getting closer towards these states, was considered a threat to US interests in the region. The
former Prime Minister revealed the details of Lu’s
meeting with Majeed and also held a meeting of
the National Security Committee, having members from top civilian and military office-holders
in which it was found that Washington’s threat
to the Pakistani ambassador was a “blatant
interference” in Pakistan’s internal affairs and,
therefore, it had decided to send a diplomatic
demarche to Washington. Prime Minister Khan,
since his last days in power, has very articulately
exposed the US conspiracy against his government, which naturally is a conspiracy against
Pakistan for being against an elected government
of Pakistanis. Imran Khan, since his ouster on
April 8, has built a very strong narrative that the
US conspiracy has been given a practical shape
by current Prime Minister Shehbaz Sharif-led
opposition parties and, therefore, it needs to
be investigated by a judicial commission. His
party, through its former Deputy Speaker of the
National Assembly, Qasim Suri, tried to end
the no-confidence motion against Imran Khan
by invoking the Article 5 of the Constitution of
Pakistan. However, the ruling was subsequently
declared ultra vires by the Supreme Court of
POLITICS

Pakistan. The court also ordered immediate
counting on the no-confidence motion against
Prime Minister Imran Khan and also set a very
stringent timeframe for the purpose by directing
former National Assembly Speaker Asad Qaimer,
a PTI loyalist, to execute the order in letter and
spirit.
However, the Speaker instead tendered
resignation, paving the way for acting speaker,
Ayaz Sadiq, from the opposition to hold counting on the no-confidence motion, which succeeded. The next day, Shehbaz Sharif was chosen
by the present Members of National Assembly
as Prime Minister but with a majority of mere
two votes. However, since coming to power, the
13-party former opposition and current ruling
alliance has wreaked havoc on the country with
complete inability to arrest economic downslide.
The 45-day performance of the current Prime
Minister Shehbaz Sharif-led regime has been so
pathetic that the economy has virtually nosedived with the country’s currency losing its value
significantly. The country’s foreign exchange
reserves registered a decline of six billion dollars
and inflation reached unprecedented levels.
While ousted Premier Imran Khan is insisting
on holding fresh elections, the current ruling
coalition of 13 parties chose not to go for new
polls for fear of losing the perks and privileges of
power and elections. However, the economic and
political situation of Pakistan is so serious that
the current ruling coalition has to take many
politically unpopular steps, like raising the prices
of petroleum products, which would be the last
proverbial straw on the already encumbered
back of the common people.
Realizing that taking such unpopular
steps would be politically disastrous for the
PML-N and other ruling parties, the coalition
is now asking the other stakeholders of state
powers, the military and the judiciary, to fully
support the dispensation in taking the bold decisions. Former Prime Minister Shahid Khaqan
Abbasi said that the country’s establishment
must support the coalition government in taking
unpopular decisions, which he thinks is exigently needed to arrest the economic downslide.
But this is clear evidence of the ruling alliance’s
incompetence and chicanery to implicate the
military, the judiciary and the civilian bureaucracy to hide its incompetence and selfishness.
Obviously, the state institutions would not take
the blame of the incompetence and insincerity
of any civilian setup for fear of losing their own
credibility and stature within the state structure
and the eyes of the public. This has pushed the
country and the current ruling coalition to a
virtually Catch-22 situation and there is no way
forward within the bounds of the current system
apart from holding fresh elections.

Had the present setup of PM Shehbaz
Sharif, comprising at least 13 political groups,
been able to provide some economic relief to the
general people reeling under the poor governance
of the PTI in terms of controlling the prices of
staples and petroleum products, it could have
justified its existence slightly. However, the
sham and bizarre manner through which the
present ruling alliance of former opposition parties assumed power cannot be justified. It would
have been far better for Prime Minister Shehbaz Sharif and his ruling mates to dissolve the
National Assembly soon after ousting PM Khan’s
government and call fresh elections. It would
have built confidence in the political system
and would have been beneficial for the economy
and democracy in the country. Unfortunately,
the present ruling alliance came to power for
personal reasons and their rhetoric that they assumed power only to provide economic relief to
people and to protect the country from economic
default has totally fizzled out. In the process,
damage which the regime change in Pakistan has
inflicted on the entire state structure, political
system and above all civil society organizations
like bar associations and the media is irreparable.
The incompetence and insincerity of
key positions in state institutions and political groups have become totally exposed for
everyone to see. This does not augur well for the
country at all while it is a serious blow to the
current state structure. Then the regime change
episode in Pakistan has shown that the parliamentary political system is so fragile and has so
many lacunas that it is very easy for a powerful
foreign actor to force a change for its liking by
threatening our diplomats, providing support
and bribes to opposition parties. Moreover, the
manner in which certain members of parliament
demonstrated by selling their loyalties and
ditching the majority party is at best indigestible for the common people who send them to
the assemblies to legislate on key matters and
work towards their welfare. Then the way the
coalition partners of the former ruling party,
the PTI, left the government while bargaining
till the last hour before the no-confidence vote
shows that the parliamentary political system,
which has not given a clear majority to any
political party in the last 30 years sans the
PML-N in 1997 and 2013, with the help of the
establishment, is a non-functioning system. All
these weaknesses of the present state dispensation and political system, which has finally
given birth to a coalition of 13 political groups,
mostly working as family limited companies,
prove the system is no panacea for the problems
and issues of Pakistanis and their society. Thus,
what is needed is an out-of-the-box thinking
because it is a matter of protecting the state.
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Killing students’ creativity
Rasheed Ali

Thinking of employing pedagogical methods,
taught during teacher training programmes for
imparting lessons in a classroom, is only a mad
idea and nothing else, Muhammad Jabbar, a
senior teacher at a government high school for
boys in the suburbs of Lahore on the Multan
Road, tells his new colleague, Khwaja Muhammad Usman. The newly appointed teacher
is worried about controlling his class, which
consists of 49 students. Though he got only a
few months to regularly teach a class before the
coronavirus pandemic struck, yet he has failed
so far to stop his students from making a noise
in the classroom and throwing paper planes
at each other during his almost one-year stint
in the school as a social studies and Pakistan
studies teacher.
When he shared his problem with some
colleagues in the staff room, Muhammad Jabbar came to his rescue with some “golden principles’ of pedagogy and controlling students
“effectively’ in a classroom. “You can’t control
them through the teaching methods in practice
in some developed countries, or being practised
by the elite English medium schools of Lahore,”
warns the seasoned teacher on the basis of his
16-year experience in the field. “These devils
are the offspring of small farmers, labourers,
rehriwallahs (street hawkers), and domestic
servants, and they know only one language,
and that is the language of danda (the rod),”
explains Muhammad Jabbar, an Urdu language
teacher, with MA/MEd degrees to his credit.
“Never give them a chance to get on your
nerves. From day one, tell them how strict a
teacher you are. Make the whole class stand up
on their desks and tell them not to sit until all
of them regurgitate the answers one by one in
one go, without stammering,” the senior teacher in his mid-forties tells his junior.
“You may use “guide books” for saving
your and your students’ time, as they have
arranged all lessons in the form of good questions and their precise and concise answers.
And never shy away from using the rod, if you
find some “devils” creating any hurdle to the
“teaching” process,” Jabbar finishes his advice
on the keynote.
Muhammad Jabbar is the member of a
hugely large teaching fraternity in Pakistan
that believes in the “tried, tested and successful” method of teaching and controlling a class.
“But what would happen to the creativity among your students in this “tried and
tested” pedagogical method,” Khwaja Usman
was asked. “Yes, this is a crucial question, and
I do believe in promoting creativity among
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students,” the young teacher says. “But the academic lessons and the ground realities are quite
contradictory, rather poles apart, in Pakistan,”
he tells Cutting Edge shyly. “I am teaching
middle and secondary classes, from class 6 to
10, and I find it really hard to employ any new
teaching style, which is different from what
they have become used to in their previous
six-seven years,” Usman expresses his helplessness. He believes that nurturing creativity
should start from pre-school and it should be
nourished, promoted and polished throughout
their schooling. But, he regrets, the situation on
the ground is quite the opposite.
Dr. Robina Shaheen did her PhD thesis
on the subject, through a survey of 1,008 primary schools. She says that while policy documents mention the introduction of creativity in
education, and the curriculum lays emphasis on
the concept in a comprehensive
manner, designated textbooks
and teaching practices do little
more than encourage rote learning and regurgitating information.
The measurement of
children’s creativity in her study
showed that children have the
ability to produce ideas which
are, at times, also original. But
they appear to be weaker in
other areas, such as being able
to produce abstract titles, and
remaining open to going beyond
the “ordinary” in their thinking, she tells Cutting Edge. “This is due to the fact that much
of teaching is only geared towards knowledge
acquisition and not creativity promotion,” she
adds.
It is an account of some of those who
acquired academic education in the teaching
discipline and then were imparted special
training and refresher courses time to time to
equip them with best pedagogical techniques.
Now you think of those who are neither
properly qualified nor trained, but are still
acting as teachers in a large number of private
schools. Their academic qualification ranges
from matriculation to a Bachelor’s degree, and
in some cases a Master’s degree, mostly in social sciences. A majority of them get hands-on
teaching training, and their selection criterion
is the monthly wages they ask from school
owners at the time of their selection. The less
the salary they demand, the more the chances
of their getting a teaching job.
According to the All Pakistan Private
Schools Federation, there are at least 197,626
private schools across the country. Over 97,810
private schools are functioning in Punjab,
39,850 in Sindh and 29,660 in Khyber-Pakh-

tunkhwa, and almost 50 per cent of students,
as per some statistics, study in the private
schools.
A survey conducted by Alif Ailaan
showed that there are nearly 1.4 million
teachers in Pakistan – both in the public and
private sectors – of which 0.65 million (51 per
cent) teach in government-run schools, and the
remaining are employed by the private schools.
And what would happen to creativity and creative thinking among students of these private
schools, who are taught by totally untrained
teachers, is anybody’s guess?
However, Ms. Nyla Shabbir, a senior
teacher at a private school, does not agree that
teachers of all private schools are untrained.
“Ours is a big school system with our head
office on Wahdat Road Lahore, and it has all
arrangements in place to impart training to its

teaching staff,” says the in-charge of class 9.
“Almost all teachers of the school system undergo training and refresher courses during the
summer vacation, and they can compete with
teachers of any school, public or private, on the
basis of their teaching skills,” she claims.
But her claim is not bought fully by
Ahmad Moeez, a parent whose children are
studying at a branch of Ms Nyla’s school
system. “They might be imparted training on
pedagogical methods, but that must have no
concern with the promotion of creativity and
creative thinking among their students,” Mr.
Moeez tells Cutting Edge. “What I see in my
children, who are studying in three different
classes, this school system only prepares its
students for getting good grades in exams,”
he explains. It must be acknowledged that
students of the school system, and some of its
likes, prepare their students very well in rote
learning and regurgitation of information, and
that is why their students get very good grades
in board exams and even secure top positions.
But as far as the promotion of creativity and
creative thinking among their students is
concerned, they are as dumb as students of any
other school, believes Ahmad Moeez.
EDUCATION

No rains, no canal
water in Cholistan
Dr. Zaheer Ahmad Babar

Chaudhry Ghulam Mustafa has sent an SOS to
government authorities: “Help Cholistan villages, and save them from complete destruction.
“Tell the Khadim-e-Azam, we – the
people of Cholistan villages – are dying thirsty.
There’s no rain for months. Tell him, we are
also without canal water for many months,” the
Lambardar of Chak No 337/HR says.
The small village of Chaudhry Ghulam
Mustafa is situated at the brink of Cholistan
in tehsil Fort Abbas of district Bahawalnagar.
Situated at the tail-end of the Hakra Right
canal, a whole lot of about 30 villages could
get little canal water for their crops for the last
many years.
“Irrigation Department officials are
selling our share of water to affluent zamindars having land near the water head-works,”
alleges Chaudhry.
Water theft might have not pained Ghulam Mustafa and the likes much had they been
getting an uninterrupted electricity supply for
tube-wells. But power is also a scarce utility in
the region.
“And running tube-wells on diesel is
simply unaffordable because of very high fuel
prices,” the small zamindar continues to relate
the sufferings of the area dwellers.
Chaudhry Irshad Ali, a resident of nearby
Chak 338/HR, has a slightly different viewpoint. He believes that theft is not the single
reason for the unavailability of canal water in
the area. “The old water channel has lost the
capacity to hold the required quantity of water
with the passage of time,” the former tehsil
naib nazim says. He regrets that the population of over a hundred thousand people has
reached the verge of disaster, partly because of
corruption in the Irrigation Department and
mainly because of the canal’s capacity problem.
However, he adds, it is a lack of a sense of
responsibility and mismanagement on part of
the Irrigation Department that no efforts have
been made during the past 30 years to enhance
the capacity of the channels.
Chaudhry Irshad Ali says that the worst
affected villages on the Minor 4L of the Hakra
Right canal include: 329/HR, 330/HR, 331/HR,
332/HR, 333/HR, 334/HR, 335/HR, 336/HR,
337/HR, 338/HR and 339/HR. Other villages on
some other tail-end water channels are Chak
No 316/HR, 317/HR, 319/HR, 320/HR, 321/HR,
POLITICAL ECONOMY

322/HR, 323/HR, 324/HR, 325/HR, 326/HR,
327/HR, 328/HR Sharqi and Gharbi, 340/HR
and Chak No 341/HR, etc. The area has three
union councils with more than 30,000 voters
living there, the ex-naib nazim explains the
demographic details of the area.
Chuadhry Irshad says that the water
channels had been upgraded the last time in
1976, and since then no plan has been made
or implemented for enhancing their capacity.
He says that up to Rasafa town of Tehsil Fort
Abbas, canal water availability is satisfactory
to some extent. But, all villages situated down
the stream are facing acute water shortages.
However, an XEN of the Irrigation Department in Bahawalnagar has other reasons to
relate about the shortage of water in the region.
He says per acre water allowance is very less
than the required quantity, and that is the rootcause of the problem. He says the canal system
was installed for the first time in the region in
1927. Initially, it was a sub-division, and 1,100
cusecs of water was allocated for it. It was
redesigned only after three years, in 1929-30
and then in 1987 for the last time to enhance
the water quantity for the region.
The XEN says that the canal system
supplying water to the region is one of the
longest in the country, hence, more water
losses. The original canal starts from Sulemanki
Headworks at the River Satlej near the Indian
border. It is called the Sadiqia Canal, which
supplies water to the Hakra main canal at its
tail-end. And where it ends, it again divides
into two branches: Hakra Left canal and Hakra
Right canal. And the Hakra Right canal ends
at the village of Chaudhry Ghulam Mustafa in
Cholistan.
Due to high temperatures and a very long
distance the canal covers, the ratio of water
losses is very high, the XEN gives another reason for the short supply of water to the Marot

region. He says that currently water is being
released to the canal system at the rate of 3.6
cusecs per 1,000 acres, which is very less compared with the needs of the region. The official
believes that at least 5.5-6.0 cusecs of water
should be supplied for every 1,000 acres of land.
He claims that he has sent a request to the
department in this regard, which is in process
at the head office after clearance from the circle
office. He believes that the water shortage at
the tail-end can be solved by increasing water
allowance from 3.6 cusecs to 5.5 cusecs per
1,000 acres.
The XEN claims currently the water
supply is being made for every two weeks with
a week break, and water is reaching even the
tail-ends. However, he wonders how come
irrigation officials could sell the water share of
tail-enders in the presence of a farmer organisation. He says the organisation has a complete
monitoring setup with farmers committees at
even union council level. They can lodge an FIR
in case of any water theft, adds the XEN.
The Irrigation Department sub-division
officer (SDO) concerned also defends the
department against the corruption charges. He
says that in fact the approved water capacity
for the region is less than the requirement. He
says that the current water allowance of 3.6
cusecs was initially allocated keeping in view
38-42 per cent per acre crop intensity. But with
the passage of time, the intensity has increased
and, therefore, the area needs more water.
The irrigation official suggests remodelling water channels to resolve the water shortage issue. But, he adds, funds shortage has been
hindering progress of the project. He hopes the
department would resolve the water shortage
and related issues in the coming years, though
Chaudhry Ghulam Mustafa has serious doubts
about it, keeping in view tall claims made with
the area people in the past too.
11

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

More than 80% of Pakistan’s population feels
women are not safe in the country, according to the Quarterly Performance Evaluation
Survey (QPES) report, released by the Pulse
Consultant. It is a matter of great concern
for all, indeed. But unsafe from whom, must
be a natural question. From men, who have
expressed their concern about women’s safety?
If all of them, both men and women, are concerned about the safety of women in society,
that means they want women to stay safe. If
such a huge part of society wants the safety
of women, then why are they still unsafe?
Before the findings are analysed
further, let’s have a look at more details of
the report. The consultant firm says on its
official website that the survey was conducted through CATI (Computer Assisted
Telephonic Interviews), a state-of-the-art
technology in which all calls are recorded.
The website explains that the Quarterly
Performance Evaluation Survey (QPES) is
an indigenous tracking tool, through which
data has been collected on a quarterly basis
with the help of unbiased, well-structured,
non-leading questions and instrument since
Nov 2018, on public perceptions and opinions about the government’s performance
and the current political situation.
According to it, the survey findings
were based on 1,809 respondents’ opinions,
who were interviewed by telephone on
Oct 4, 2021. It showed that most Pakistanis,
who see women safe to some extent in the
country, are from Balochistan, where 74% of
people vouched for it. The highest perception
of “unsafety” was reported from Khyber-Pakhtunkhwa, which was 46%, and Punjab was
second, reporting 35% perception of “unsafety”.
The ratio of people who consider women unsafe
in Pakistan from Sindh, was 26% in the survey.
There might be some other reasons for
people’s perception about the unsafety of
women in Khyber-Pakhtunkhwa, like militant
groups, who have openly been opposing
education for women and the provision of
basic human rights to them, but in Punjab and
Sindh provinces, the reasons are obvious. The
major reason for the respondents from the two
provinces, expressing their concern about the
safety of women, is violent incidents taking
place in a large number in the near past. The
electronic and print media have been rife with
reports on almost a daily basis of rape, gang12

rape, sexual assaults during robberies and even
on highways.
It is a common perception in society that
poor and helpless women are more vulnerable to criminal, violent and sexual attacks.
The highest feeling (45%) of “unsafety” was
reported by the “lowest socio-economic class”
and “somewhat safe” was mainly reported by
respondents belonging to the “middle class”
(57%). However, almost half (51%) of the
female respondents from the “upper class” and
one-third (38%) from the “lowest class” expressed concern about their safety while going

staged the drama herself for gaining “cheap”
publicity. If we accept their version for a moment, does that mean she should be subjected
to torture? She was tossed into the air, groped,
slapped, her clothes were torn off, and what
not. Alas! No one was there to stop them,” Prof.
Raana adds.
Prof. Rubeena Zakar says approval of
such treatment of women is found in our society at every level: in our homes, at workplaces,
in shopping malls, on roads and streets, everywhere. “You must have heard the appreciative
words uttered by someone for a goon, who had

outside the home. Interestingly, males consider
females less safe (22%) in Pakistan, compared
to female respondents (29%).
Prof. Dr. Rubeena Zakar, director of the
Institute of Social and Cultural Studies, University of the Punjab, Lahore, wonders what is
the respondents’ concept and perception about
women safety? Who are those people, men
and women, who pose a threat to the safety
of women in society, she asks. “If such a large
majority of people, i.e. over 80%, are concerned
about the safety of women in society, why
don’t we see its impact practically,” she asks.
“Do they believe in the safety of only their own
women?”
Prof. Dr. Raana Malik, chairperson of the
Department of Gender Studies at University of
the Punjab, says that dozens of men misbehaved with a TikToker at the Minar-e-Pakistan that embarrassed every sensible Pakistani.
“On the social media, a campaign was launched
against the victim. According to them, she had

kissed an unidentified girl sitting in a motorcycle-rickshaw on a Lahore road. Its video
went viral on the social media,” recalls the
sociologist. She believes the safety perception
about Pakistani women cannot improve until
men in our society respect all women, whether
they have any blood relation with them or not.
“Women must teach their male children from
day one that their female siblings are as important and respectable as they themselves are.
They will have to be taught since their childhood that all women in society are respectable
to them; whether they are their blood relations
are not. Only then we can establish a safe society for women,” she suggests.
The writer is a physician by profession.
She has worked as an intern at the Capital
Health (New Jersey) & the Mount Sinai St.
Luke’s Hospital (New York). Rights and
gender issues are the areas of special interest
to her. She can be reached at: fatima23393@
hotmail.com
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George W Bush is not funny
Belen Fernandez

Everyone has by now heard about the latest
gaffe by former United States president and
unconvicted war criminal George W Bush, father of the 2003 US invasion of Iraq and other
fantastically bloody escapades.
In a recent speech at his very own
George W Bush Presidential Centre in Dallas,
Texas, Bush condemned the “absence of checks
and balances” in Vladimir Putin’s Russia,
which had enabled “one man to launch a
wholly unjustified and brutal invasion of Iraq”.
Quickly realising his not-really-mistake, Bush
corrected himself: “I mean, of Ukraine” – but
added slightly under his breath: “Iraq, too, anyway”. The spectacle elicited gleeful laughter
from the audience, as did Bush’s subsequent
attribution of the Iraq-Ukraine mix-up to his
age: “Seventy-five”.
Granted, the linguistically challenged
ex-head of state has long made people chuckle
with his so-called “Bushisms”, which have
over the years included the following peculiar
utterances: “I know how hard it is for you to
put food on your family”; “I know the human
being and fish can coexist peacefully”; “They
misunderestimated me”; and “Rarely is the
question asked: Is our children learning?”
But the effective annihilation of a nation
is hardly a laughing matter. Ditto for the
reduction to a split-second “Iraq, too, anyway”
of hundreds of thousands of deaths, countless
massacres of Iraqi civilians, the forcible displacement of millions of people, and the saturation of the country with toxic and radioactive
munitions that continue to cause congenital
birth defects, cancer, and all manner of other
maladies nearly two decades after the launch of
the “wholly unjustified and brutal invasion”.
One can imagine the horror that would
ensue were a nonwhite non-Westerner
to crack a joke about, say, the September
11 attacks, or some other event paling in
comparison – in terms of human and material
destruction – to the war on Iraq. Bush and his
audience, on the other hand, are by virtue of
imperial entitlement permitted to snicker at
a reference to the mass slaughter of nonwhite
non-Westerners as though it were merely
an instance of self-deprecating humour on
the part of the former imperial commander-in-chief.
Of course, this is not the first time Bush
has unintentionally said something deeply
revealing about his own belligerence. There
was that time in 2006, for example, when he
remarked in an interview with CBS Evening
News: “You know, one of the hardest parts of
my job is to connect Iraq to the war on terror”.
OPINION

Nor, it so happens, is it the first time
that he has joked about the whole premise
of the Iraq war. Back in 2004, during the
annual cringe-fest known as the White House
Correspondents’ Dinner, Bush narrated a slide
show featuring a picture of him looking under
furniture in the Oval Office: “Those weapons of
mass destruction have got to be here somewhere”, he quipped to applause and laughter.
This, mind you, was just one year after
the launch of a war that was supposedly meant
to save the world from the apocalyptic threat
of Iraq’s alleged WMD arsenal. In an April
2004 dispatch for The Nation, titled Laughing
With Bush, David Corn – then the magazine’s
Washington editor – called out the president
for his Correspondents’ Dinner “performance”
and the attendees for their ingratiating response.
In front of an “audience of people who

indiscriminate killing of civilians in various
foreign lands. In the end, these presidential
punchlines achieve the sort of barbarity
disguised as banality that reflexively tickles
America’s funny bone.
Meanwhile, despite the perennial hullaballoo surrounding the threat of weapons of
mass destruction, US leaders often seem to find
the very concept of mass destruction downright hilarious. Recall that morning in August
1984 when Ronald Reagan went into jokester
mode for the microphone check preceding his
live radio broadcast: “My fellow Americans,
I’m pleased to tell you today that I’ve signed
legislation that will outlaw Russia forever. We
begin bombing in five minutes”.
US allies, too, share a similar sense of
humour and would-be wit – not to mention
microphone issues. In July 2006, during the
G8 conference in none other than Russia, an

supposedly spend their days pursuing the
truth”, Corn wrote, “Bush joked about misstatements (if not lies) he had used to persuade
(if not hornswoggle) the American people and
the media”.
In other words, the entire situation was
itself a joke – albeit not at all funny. The Correspondents’ Dinner has also played host to other
bouts of presidential humour-that-wasn’t –
including in 2010 when then-president Barack
Obama undertook to announce that members
of the Jonas Brothers band were in attendance
at the venue and that his daughters Sasha and
Malia were “huge fans”.
Obama continued: “But boys, don’t get
any ideas. I have two words for you: Predator
drones. You will never see it coming”. After
pausing to allow for laughter and applause, the
president received even more giggles with the
line: “You think I’m joking”.
Never mind that US military drones were
then, as now, notoriously associated with the

unattended microphone captured the banter
between Bush and British Prime Minister Tony
Blair, his faithful accomplice in the quest to
obliterate Iraq.
It was less than a week into the latest
effort by Israel – another imperial accomplice
– to obliterate Lebanon via a 34-day bombing
campaign that ultimately killed some 1,200
people, mainly civilians. Bush addressed his
counterpart as: “Yo, Blair”, and, according to
the transcript of the chat on the BBC website,
the pair had a good laugh over the important
matter of a sweater Blair had gifted Bush:
Bush: “I know you picked it out yourself.”
Blair: “Oh absolutely – in fact, I knitted it!”
The duo then proceeded to discuss the
bloodshed in Lebanon, which in Bush’s view
could be resolved not by getting Israel to
stop massacring people but rather by getting
Lebanon’s Hezbollah organisation – which,
logically, was fighting back – “to stop doing
this s***”.
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Medical research

It is unfortunate that medical research is a
neglected field in the country. There are many
governmental organisations, professional
societies and pharmaceutical companies that
can contribute to quality research, at least in
human diseases that are indigenous or prevalent in Pakistan.
However, the Higher Education Commission (HEC) does not seem to have a budget
for private institutions or health centres. It
only funds public organisations and universities, where health research is not taken seriously. Besides, multinational pharmaceutical
firms working in Pakistan are also indifferent in this regard. These US and European
companies provide enormous funding to both
government and private institutions for health
research in their home countries. However,
the irony is that their subsidiaries in Pakistan
rarely support research here despite earning
huge profits.Another issue is that we do not
seem to have an infrastructure in the field
of medical research yet. There is no national
medical research council that can provide basic
clinical and ethical guidance and approve and
monitor indigenous and outsourced projects
by Pakistani researchers. Outsourced clinical
trial projects for drugs and vaccines involving human subjects are generally provided to
countries, such as Pakistan and India, where
informed consent by the participants is never
obtained or a fake consent is provided to the
principal organisations. The relevant authorities should look into the matter and encourage
medical research for the benefit of our people.
Prof Syed M. Hasnain
Karachi

Unlearnt lessons

As goes the famous Paulo Coelho line, a
mistake repeated more than once is a decision.
That being so, have we decided? This is what
we, the Pakistanis, have to decide once and for
all. Are we not tired of our tendency to repeat
our mistakes? Or are we too tired to even learn
from our mistakes?
Mistakes happen. We all make them. It
is part of what makes us human, but humans
also tend to learn from those mistakes and try
not to repeat them. Why can’t we do that?
In the absence of learning and avoiding the
ghosts of the past, awful consequences have
to be faced. The current uncertainties – both
political and economic – may well be seen in
that context as well. Perhaps that is the only
context in which we should see them. As
things happen, a large number of fresh voters,
the young adults, become stakeholders in
deciding how the country shall be governed by
casting their votes in favour of this candidate
or that. Generally speaking, the voters are not
very informed because they don’t know the
difference between the candidates in their
14

constituencies and the policy stance of the
political parties they represent. Most votes, as
such, are cast on the basis of emotional slogans
rather than rational reasoning. As individuals,
we can start by taking off our blinkers and
blinders. Instead, we shall take interest in
being informed voters.
A government that comes to power on
the basis of such informed voting will have to
deliver because it will have to take the electorate seriously. It will have to put the house
in order. It will have to take care of, say, the
state-owned enterprises (SOEs), like Pakistan
Railways, Pakistan International Airlines,
Pakistan Post and many others, including Pakistan Steel Mills. Restructuring and reforms in
the sector will have to be executed or else the
government will feel the heat of the informed
electorate. When that starts happening, the
grip of feudalism will begin to loosen and
over time this deep-rooted menace will be
rendered ineffective in national politics. Many
of the people are unaware even today that the
Constitution has granted them the right to
information. Every citizen has the right to have
access to information in all matters of public
importance subject to regulation and reasonable restrictions imposed by law. One can obtain the details of information and expenditure
from public offices incurred during the fiscal
year and other related information.
This in effect means that the electorate can keep an eye on the government even
between any two electoral exercises. But we
do not make use of that facility. Left to their
own devices, politicians and kingmakers have
a field day. And what do they do? They keep
repeating the mistakes of the past, leaving the
electorate to face the consequences. To wait for
the politicians to change is a passive approach
to turn things around. People can start with
themselves by being informed and rational.
Let’s do it.
Taha Soomro
Karachi

Depleting water resources

Depleting water resources and outdated
infrastructure together cause loss of water
which calls for urgent tangible steps to escape
the catastrophic impacts of climate change.
Pakistan is among the countries worst affected
by the climate change phenomenon.
Fast-growing population, unplanned
urbanisation, sudden heatwaves and massive
floods are threatening lives. Pakistan is also
among the high-risk countries in terms of
severe water scarcity, and it has the lowest
productivity ratio per cubic metre of water.
There is a great need for an effective data-sharing system between Pakistan, Afghanistan, China and India over transboundary rivers for better management of water. Moreover,
Pakistan should construct small hydropower
projects upstream to mitigate the impact of

floods that are not only reducing storage capacity, but also damaging infrastructure.
There should also be remodelling of
water distribution and irrigation infrastructure
to protect our water resources.
Khan Faraz
Peshawar

New horizons

In today’s world, everyone is moving forward
at a frenetic pace in order to get somewhere
farther and higher. Climbing up the ladder
of success is the target irrespective of one’s
gender. Women are equally participating in
every discipline and challenging themselves
with tough career choices just as men have
been doing for long. And, yet, there is no dearth
of parents in our society who consider their
20-year-old children naive and clueless about
today’s rapidly changing world, and do not
allow them to make their own career choices.
They always feel comfortable with certain conventional career options and set certain conditions before allowing their children to opt for
a particular field. However, they forget that by
not letting their child explore new horizons,
they are destroying uniqueness and creativity
in their own children with their own hands.
There is nothing wrong if someone
wants to become an artist. It is an equally
challenging and respectable profession as any
other, and the decision of the individual should
be respected and taken seriously. Parents need
to understand that ‘interest’ is really something
worth considering. The solution to this issue
is communication. Instead of compromising
on their aspirations, children need to convince
their parents with facts and figures about
how important it is to make the right career
decision. Our media is already doing a good job
by at least breaking gender-based stereotypes.
Still, we have a long way to go and more work
needs to be done to make parents aware of the
need to do their parenting right on the basis
of proper understanding of their children and
their choices.
Syeda Fiza Mubbasher
Rawalakot

New bus routes

It is heartening to learn that 121 buses would
soon reach Karachi from China so that the various projects may finally get functional. However, a new bus route should be introduced from
Landhi, Korangi to Numaish Chowrangi via
Korangi Crossing, Qayyumabad, FTC Flyover
and Saddar to connect with the Green Line bus
rapid transit system. It will facilitate thousands of residents of Korangi residential areas.
The authorities concerned should consider this
suggestion to provide maximum benefit to the
commuters.
Muhammad Naeem Anwar
Karachi
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Experiments hint at why bird
nests are so sturdy

Could video games boost a
child’s intelligence?

To build its nest, a bird won’t go
for any old twig. Somehow, birds
pick and choose material that will
create a cozy, sturdy nest. “That’s
just totally mystifying to me,”
says physicist Hunter King of the
University of Akron in Ohio. Birds seem to have a sense for how the
properties of an individual stick will translate to the characteristics of
the nest. That relationship “is something we don’t know the first thing
about predicting,” King says. A bird’s nest is a special version of a granular
material: a substance, such as sand, made up of many smaller objects. King
and colleagues combined laboratory experiments and computer simulations to better understand the quirks of nestlike granular materials, the
researchers report in a study to appear in Physical Review Letters. In the
experiments, a piston repeatedly compressed 460 bamboo rods scattered
inside a cylinder. The computer simulations let researchers analyze the
points where sticks touched, which is key to understanding the material,
the team says. The more force the piston applied to the pile, the stiffer the
pile became, meaning it resisted further deformation. As the piston bore
down, sticks slid against one another, and the contact points between
them rearranged. That stiffened the pile by allowing additional contact
points to form between sticks, which prevented them from flexing further, the simulations showed. Changes in the pile’s stiffness seemed to lag
behind the piston’s motion, a phenomenon called hysteresis. That effect
caused the pile to be stiffer when the piston pushed in than when the
material bounced back as the piston retracted. Simulations suggest that
the hysteresis arose because the initial friction between sticks needed to
be overcome before the contact points started to rearrange.

Folks often believe that video
games rot a kid’s mind, but a new
study argues the opposite could be
true. Children actually might get a
brain boost from playing hour after
hour of video games, researchers report. American kids between 9 and
10 years of age who spent more time playing video games experienced
a significant increase in their intelligence scores when retested two
years later -- amounting to an extra 2.5 IQ points above the average.
“Children who played more video games were the ones experiencing
the most gains in intelligence after two years,” researchers concluded
in their paper, which was recently published in the journal Scientific
Reports. “This is evidence of a beneficial causal effect of video games
on cognition.” Other forms of screen time -- watching videos or
chatting on social media -- had neither a positive nor negative effect
on a kid’s intelligence, the researchers found. The study received no
funding from the video game industry. “We didn’t examine the effects
of screen behavior on physical activity, sleep, well-being or school
performance, so we can’t say anything about that,” senior researcher Torkel Klingberg, a professor of cognitive neuroscience at the
Karolinska Institute in Stockholm, said in an institute news release.
“But our results support the claim that screen time generally doesn’t
impair children’s cognitive abilities, and that playing video games can
actually help boost intelligence,” Klingberg said. “This is consistent
with several experimental studies of video-game playing.”

Emily Conover

A century ago, Alexander
Friedmann envisioned the
universe’s expansion
Tom Siegfried

For millennia, the universe did a pretty
good job of keeping its secrets from science. Ancient Greeks thought the universe
was a sphere of fixed stars surrounding
smaller spheres carrying planets around
the central Earth. Even Copernicus, who
in the 16th century correctly replaced the Earth with the sun, viewed
the universe as a single solar system encased by the star-studded outer
sphere. But in the centuries that followed, the universe revealed some of
its vastness. It contained countless stars agglomerated in huge clusters,
now called galaxies. Then, at the end of the 1920s, the cosmos disclosed
its most closely held secret of all: It was getting bigger. Rather than static
and stable, an everlasting and ever-the-same entity encompassing all of reality, the universe continually expanded. Observations of distant galaxies
showed them flying apart from each other, suggesting the current cosmos
to be just the adult phase of a universe born long ago in the burst of a tiny
blotch of energy. It was a surprise that shook science at its foundations,
undercutting philosophical preconceptions about existence and launching a new era in cosmology, the study of the universe. But even more
surprising, in retrospect, is that such a deep secret had already been suspected by a mathematician whose specialty was predicting the weather. A
century ago, Russian mathematician-meteorologist Alexander Friedmann
composed a paper, based on Einstein’s general theory of relativity, that
outlined multiple possible histories of the universe.
ROUNDUP

Dennis Thompson

Holistic program may help
people with Alzheimer’s,
dementia
Batya Swift Yasgur

In 2018, David Elliot, an 83-year-old
retired international businessman,
was diagnosed with Alzheimer’s
disease. His health care providers
encouraged his wife, Susan, to join
a caregiver support group and encouraged David to join a group
for patients as soon as possible. The Elliots had been told that if
such care wasn’t started early, a person with Alzheimer’s could
become “set in their ways” and decline more quickly, Susan says.
So they began searching for the right support but couldn’t find the
services they needed. “We didn’t know what to do or where to go,”
Susan says. “Should we give up?” Fortunately, they were referred to
Together Senior Health, which offers a cognitive health program:
Moving Together, dedicated to reducing the impact of memory loss,
Alzheimer’s, and other dementias for older adults and also relieving
the stress that caregivers have. “It is a very rounded program, it’s
suitable for people with different types of dementia, including Alzheimer’s disease, which is what I have – and it has helped me tremendously,” David says. “We look forward to it and look forward
to carrying on with it in the future, because the biggest problem
I see with Alzheimer’s is that there doesn’t seem to be an end in
sight.” Together Senior Health’s program improves cognitive health
through an array of approaches, including movement, mindfulness,
body awareness, music, social connection and community, and
sense of purpose, according to Cynthia Benjamin, CEO of Together
Senior Health.
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