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The woes of the Pakistan Democratic Al-
liance (PDM) and the Pakistan Muslim
League-Nawaz (PML-N) continue to multiply.
After hibernating for about six months, the
PDM has again become active but this time
the Pakistan Peoples Party (PPP) is not on
board. The PML-N is the major partner in the
alliance but it is plagued with serious internal
rifts with Shehbaz Sharif and Mariam Nawaz
pulling in opposite directions.

The government believes the media and the
opposition are twisting the facts about inflation
and prices are not as high as they are project-
ing. The approach is contrary to the ground re-
alities and indicates people will have to live
with crushing inflation in the remaining period
of his term after facing the hardest times of
their lives since his installation.
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Rising inflation and current account deficit have emerged as key risks
to the macroeconomic outlook of the country. The government contin-
ues to rely on borrowing as it received $1.6 billion in gross foreign loans
in July, 100pc higher than the same month of the previous year, to build
up foreign exchange reserves and repay maturing debt.

The rupee has become the worst-performing currency in Asia after
being the world’s best performer six months ago. Foreign direct invest-
ment is falling sharply. International institutions have downgraded the
Pakistan Stock Exchange. Pakistan faces a far higher trade deficit at
the end of the current fiscal year than the targeted deficit of $28.4 bil-
lion. Inflation is projected to increase in the coming weeks. It appears
the country has reached the level it was left by the previous government
three years ago.

The economic managers of the government are also feeling the heat
of the situation after claiming to put the country on the path to prosperity
and improving all economic indicators. According to a new report by
the Ministry of Finance, inflation may rise over 9pc because of mone-
tary expansion and a spike in international commodity prices and the
current account deficit could remain over half a billion dollars in August.
In its monthly economic outlook report, the ministry warned of the
widening of the current account deficit, again.

According to analysts, the trade deficit at the end of the current fiscal
year could be far greater than the targeted deficit of $28.4 billion. The
country’s July-August trade deficit has widened by 120pc to $7.5 billion
after imports witnessed a new historic peak, with exports growth not
matching the pace despite huge depreciation of the local currency
against the dollar. Pakistan’s exports have long remained around $2
billion per month and the trend does not clearly change despite about
40pc currency depreciation during the PTI government’s tenure in the
past three years. The rising imports would not only increase external
borrowing requirements but also dent the foreign exchange reserves.

However, the government expects the current account deficit to re-
main at manageable levels taking into account the monthly average of
remittances flows of around $2.5 billion and other secondary and pri-
mary income flows. The finance ministry says that imports of goods and
services will be around $6 billion in September, implying around $5.5
billion imports of goods. As a result, the current account would remain
in deficit at moderate monthly levels of around $500 million.

The current account posted a deficit of $773 million (or 2.8pc of
GDP) in July as against a surplus of $583 million last year. The central
bank has predicted up to a $9.5 billion current account deficit in the fis-
cal year as against a $13 billion projection by the Ministry of Finance.
The ministry said that the current account deficit had widened due to
growing import volume of energy and non-energy commodities, along
with a rising trend in global prices of oil, Covid-19 vaccines, food, and
metals.

On one hand, global economic recovery, especially in Pakistan’s
main trading partners, is a healthy sign for growth of exports and work-
ers’ remittances. However, rise in international commodities prices are
becoming a downside risk in terms of high imports value and building
inflationary pressure for Pakistan. Cognizant of the risks, the govern-
ment has already initiated building strategic reserves of essential com-
modities along with vigilant monitoring of imports, the ministry added.

Meanwhile, foreign direct investment fell sharply by 38.7pc during

the first month of the new fiscal FY22 compared to July FY21, following
the declining trend noted in the previous fiscal year. The State Bank of
Pakistan’s latest data shows that the country received only $90 million
as FDI during July against an inflow of $128.7m in the same month of
the previous fiscal.

On the other hand, the government received $1.6 billion in gross
foreign loans in July, 100pc higher than the same month of the previous
year, according to the Ministry of Economic Affairs. Due to increasing
reliance on foreign loans to manage foreign exchange reserves and
repay loans, the cost of external debt servicing has gone up signifi-
cantly. The State Bank of Pakistan said that during the first three years
of its tenure, the Pakistan Tehreek-e-Insaf (PTI) government had added
Rs14.9 trillion to public debt, which is 60pc more than the debt burden
in June 2018. The growing dependence on debt has exposed the coun-
try to many internal and external risks.

To compound the problems, the rupee has hit a 13-month low of
Rs166.98 against the US dollar in the inter-bank market due to a surge
in demand for the greenback to pay for imports. The rupee has become
the worst-performing currency in Asia compared to being the world’s
best performer six months ago. The local currency has depreciated al-
most 10pc (or Rs14.71) in the past four months, becoming the “worst
performer in Asia in a basket of 13 currencies compiled by Bloomberg,”
it reported. The rupee hit a 22-month high of Rs152.27 in May 2021,
but since then it has been sliding down.

In line with market expectations, Morgan Stanley Capital Interna-
tional (MSCI) downgraded the Pakistan Stock Exchange (PSX) among
lesser advanced economies into the Frontier Markets (FM) index with
effect from December 1, 2021. It had been classified in MSCI’s leading
Emerging Markets (EM) index since May 2017 when the benchmark
KSE-100 Index hit an all-time high of 53,000 points, but the country
failed to sustain the level and the index never returned to the high level
since then.

Meanwhile, inflation, the biggest tormentor of the people, continues
unabated as the Sensitive Price Indicator (SPI)-based weekly inflation
for the combined consumption group for the week ended on September
9 witnessed an increase of 1.37pc as compared to the previous week
while it went 13.64pc up on a year-on-year (YoY) basis. According to
data released by the Pakistan Bureau of Statistics (PBS), the combined
index was at 155.26 on September 9 as compared to 153.16 on Sep-
tember 2, while the index was recorded at 136.62 a year ago on Sep-
tember 10, 2020. During the week, out of 51 items, prices of 24
(47.06pc) items increased, rates of 5 (9.80pc) items decreased, while
prices of 22 (43.14pc) items remained unchanged. On a yearly basis,
the SPI increased across all quantiles ranging between 13.06pc and
17.20pc.

Pakistan’s inflation rate is mainly driven by current and past fiscal
and monetary policies, international commodity prices, US dollar ex-
change rate, seasonal factors and economic agents’ expectations con-
cerning the future developments of the indicators. Last fiscal year,
money supply witnessed expansion of Rs3.4 trillion, showing a growth
of 16.2pc over the preceding year. The finance minister has accepted
that an increase in international commodity prices could build pressure
on domestic inflation as well as on the balance of payments. It means
people will continue to suffer and cannot expect relief anytime soon.

Economics

Shahid Hussain

Losing hard-found gains?
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The woes of the Pakistan Democratic Alliance (PDM) and the
Pakistan Muslim League-Nawaz (PML-N) continue to multiply.
After hibernating for about six months, the PDM has again be-
come active but this time the Pakistan Peoples Party (PPP)
is not on board. The PML-N is the major partner in the alliance
but it is plagued with serious internal rifts with Shehbaz Sharif
and Mariam Nawaz pulling in opposite directions.

As announced, Phase 2 of the movement will culminate
in a march on Islamabad whose goal would be to ensure free
and fair elections in the country. Last time, the target was to
bring down the Pakistan Tehreek-i-Insaf (PTI) government but
the attempt failed after a series of public meetings could not
muster enough popular support for it.

As has been rightly observed by various political analysts,
the PDM was destined to fail as it was an unnatural alliance
of disparate political elements, opportunists and adventurers,
each one of them pursuing their separate agendas from its
platform.

As predicted, very soon the component parties pulled in the opposite
direction, indicating the demise of the alliance. When Yusuf Raza Gilani
became the leader of the opposition in the Senate with the support of ANP
and BAP senators, the PML-N said that it had been deprived of its right.

The incident sealed the parting of the ways between the PPP and the
PDM. The issuance of show-cause notices to the PPP and the ANP was
the last nail in the coffin of the troubled alliance. The PPP formally said
goodbye to the PDM, with the two sides charging each other of breach of
trust. There were serious differences of opinion between the PPP and the
PML-N over mass resignations as well as throwing an open challenge to
the establishment.

There is a consensus of opinion among political observers that like the
first round of agitation, the PDM’s second round will also fail to mobilise
the public. The PDM bitterly attacks the government and wants it to go,
but it has not presented any alternative plan of action to rescue the econ-
omy which it says has been destroyed by the PTI government.

Moreover, all big names in the PML-N are accused of mega corruption,
benami bank transactions and money laundering on a large scale. They
are all facing court cases, so the general perception is that the PDM is
being used by them as a Trojan Horse to save their skin.

The ongoing power tussle between factions of Shehzab Sharif and
Maryam Nawaz in the PML-N has added to the woes of the party. The party
is torn between two diametrically opposed narratives. While PML-N Presi-
dent Shehbaz Sharif stands for reconciliation and having a dialogue with the
establishment, Nawaz Sharif in London is not ready to moderate his rigid
stance and scale down his shrill narrative vis a vis the state institutions.

In his media talk in Karachi recently, Shehbaz stated that the solution
to the national issues, ranging from foreign policy to the economy, lies in
a consensus national government. But the following day, the PML-N issued
a clarification, saying Shehbaz spoke in his personal capacity regarding

his idea of a national government. Reacting sharply, Shehbaz Sharif,
through his spokesperson, reiterated his stand and added that it was not
the first time that he had given such a proposal.

The acerbic exchanges between the Shehbaz Sharif faction and the
sharp-tongued spokespersons of Maryam Nawaz in recent weeks indicate
that the PML-N leadership is at a loss to decide over how to tackle the
challenges it faces in the current political situation.

It appears that as long as Maryam Nawaz continues to speak, the ef-
forts by Shehbaz Sharif to present the PML-N as a party of moderation
and play the role of a peacemaker will come to naught. It is not the game
of playing good cop and bad cop. It is a clash between two world views -
accommodation vs confrontation or peacemaking vs aggressive party pol-
iticking. In the given circumstances, the PML-N becomes more irrelevant
in national politics as the time passes.

The PDM’s negative politics has so far not yielded any dividends. If
anything, its strategy has only muddied the political waters and created
hurdles to the smooth working of the present political dispensation. It is
time it changed its tactics and concentrated more on working within the
system to create space for itself. Instead of abortively trying to pull down
the government, it should engage with the government for electoral and
systemic reforms which are the crying need of the hour. Unfortunately, it
has rebuffed all offers from the government to sit down and discuss gov-
ernance and other issues. This is not the route to political rehabilitation
that the PML-N, the PPP and other PDM component parties are seeking.

On the issue of electronic voting machines the opposition parties have
unnecessarily taken a stand that defies all logic and good sense. If they
want free, fair and transparent elections, they must sit down with the gov-
ernment to discuss their reservations in order to plug the loopholes in the
current system. Trying to topple the government through strong-arm tactics
and street agitation is against the rules of the democratic game.

Nasim Ahmed

The woes of PDM
and PML-N

Politics
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Healthcare

Nasim Ahmed

Health: A neglected 
sector

Without doubt, health is one of the major
sectors in Pakistan that have not received
the attention that they deserve over the
last 70 years. The problems hobbling the
growth of the health sector are many, in-
cluding lack of sufficient budgetary alloca-
tions.

According to World Health Organiza-
tion (WHO) recommendations, for ade-
quate health coverage a country should
allocate at least 5pc of its GDP to the sec-
tor. Developed countries spend as much
as 8pc on health. As against this, Pakistan
allocates less than 3pc of its GDP to the
health sector and this amount too is not
fully and usefully utilized for the benefit of
the people.

Given the importance of the sector, the
government needs to make health one of
its top priorities. Without a healthy nation, a country cannot achieve opti-
mum social and economic development. To this end, the government
should allocate at least 5-6 percent of the GDP to the health sector.

Due to lack of sufficient funds, the health infrastructure has remained
underdeveloped. Hospitals lack basic health facilities like X-ray, ventilators,
ultrasound and other equipment. The number of hospitals and healthcare
units is also very low. The infrastructure of the Basic Health Units (BHU)
and Rural Health Centres (RHC) in Pakistan is woefully inadequate and
poorly maintained. Ambulances are not available in required numbers: as
such necessary health services cannot be provided to people in times of
emergency.

According to WHO, the doctor-to-patient and doctor-to-nurse ratio
should at least be 1: 100 and 1:4 respectively. But the doctor-to-patient,
doctor-to-nurse, and nurse-to-patient ratios in Pakistan are 1:1300 and 1:2
and 1:20 respectively. A highly unsatisfactory situation, indeed.

To make matters worse, the health sector suffers from an acute short-
age of trained and skilled workforce at both urban hospitals and rural dis-
pensaries as a result of which the ailing public is poorly served at both
urban hospitals and rural dispensaries.

To take care of this problem, not only should the standard of medical
education be improved but also in-service refresher courses should be in-
troduced and training workshops regularly conducted. The shortage of
paramedical staff calls for special attention in this context.

There is also an urgent need to set up more medical colleges to pro-
duce more health professionals to take care of the health needs of a bur-
geoning population. In the last few years a large number of doctors, nurses
and paramedics have left the country and are working in the US, Europe,
the UAE, Saudi Arabia and other countries. This has created a serious
dearth of health workers in hospitals in Pakistan. We should attract back
this medical talent by offering them handsome salaries and perks. This

step will go a long way in overcoming the shortage of qualified and trained
medical personnel in the country.

A serious problem of the health sector in Pakistan today is the rising
prices of medicines which have gone out of the reach of the common man.
In the last few years, the prices of medicines in the country have doubled
and tripled. According to a recent survey, over 60 percent of health expen-
diture is borne by patients from their pocket. Covid 19 has further compli-
cated the situation. High prices are one of the major obstacles to access
to medicines by the average man in Pakistan. Medical treatment and re-
lated services are also too expensive.

Over the years, no government in Pakistan cared to set up a free
healthcare system for the poor. In the cities large medical complexes in
the private sector have sprouted to cater to the rich. But the poor are at
the mercy of the ill-equipped and poorly staffed public hospitals. More than
35% of the population in Pakistan lives below the poverty line. These peo-
ple have no access to professional medical care and turn to quacks for “re-
lief”.

It is good that the Pakistan Tehreek-i-Insaf (PTI) government has lately
introduced a health card system which will enable the poor to access qual-
ity medical service both in the private and public sectors. At the same time,
a health insurance scheme for the poor should be started to benefit all sec-
tions of society.

As pointed out by many experts, the healthcare system in Pakistan
needs an effective mechanism of monitoring and evaluation so that its
shortcomings are identified and removed. A strong system of accountability
will also take care of efficiency and quality issues in our hospitals.

Health is a basic need and it is the responsibility of the government to
provide the facility to the people. Riasat-e-Madina which Prime Minister
Imran Khan has set as his goal should make health one of its topmost pri-
orities.
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The Pakistan Muslim League-Nawaz (PML-
N) has changed its narrative after the party
president, Shehbaz Sharif, has started call-
ing the shots. The party changed its slogan,
“respect the vote” to “vote for development
works” in the recently held Cantonment
Boards elections. However, it is believed that
the situation will not change for the party, as
it aims for personal benefits for the Sharif
family while keeping the doors of confronta-
tion and reconciliation open.

According to media reports, Shehbaz
Sharif sidelined his elder brother’s group in
the party’s campaign for Cantonment Boards
elections. It is said that he had convinced
Nawaz Sharif to allow him to win the election
in the Cantonment Boards where voters
have a strong love for the military leadership
and they dislike the PML-N’s anti-establish-
ment narrative. He also barred the Maryam
Nawaz group from attending the party meet-
ings. As a result, it stayed away from the election campaign. Instead, She-
hbaz Sharif’s group led the electioneering.

It is believed that ex-senator Pervez Rashid, who is the mentor of
Maryam Nawaz, has distanced himself from the party affairs after the in-
creasing clout of Shehbaz, who is not comfortable with those who are con-
sidered close to Maryam and have been pushing an anti-establishment
narrative. According to media reports, the Maryam group was also side-
lined in the process of preparation of the PML-N’s “white paper” against
the Punjab government’s three-year term.

Shehbaz Sharif is known for his reconciliation policy towards national
institutions while Nawaz Sharif and his daughter target them. The narra-
tives look different but their prime aim is the same. They want maximum
relief for themselves and each other. However, the “contrasting narratives”
have failed to bring them much relief. Shehbaz Sharif faces serious cases
of corruption and money laundering, though he has been released on bail.
His release on bail triggered rumours of his narrative working but it fizzled
out when he was not allowed to leave the country, though he made a se-
rious attempt to flee overnight.

It is clear that Nawaz Sharif and his group in Pakistan, led by Maryam
Nawaz, want to move forward with its narrative, to attack national institu-
tions to get maximum relief in court cases. On the other hand, the Shehbaz
Sharif faction aims at reconciliation and dialogue, and focuses on winning
the 2023 general elections. Some analysts fear the party may disintegrate
if Nawaz Sharif continues his narrative. Sources in the party told a news
channel that senior leaders want Nawaz Sharif to give a free hand to She-
hbaz to hold dialogue with institutions.

According to analysts, Shehbaz’s supporters believe that Maryam does
not understand practical politics, and he must be allowed to lead the party
and settle issues with institutions. Talking to a news channel, Maryam also
admitted that there was a difference of opinion in the party over the narra-
tive. However, she said she was following the narrative of Nawaz Sharif
which would prevail.

Some senior members are worried about the party’s future, especially
its performance in the next election. They point out that the PPP is creating
space for itself in the political field by getting closer to “powerful” quarters.
They are also worried about the fact that the PPP is planning to increase
its influence outside Sindh and setting sights on forming a government in
the Centre, while the PML-N, which enjoys huge support in the largest
province of Pakistan, is heading into a blind alley. They also fear that if the
situation does not change in the coming months, many electables of the
party will join other parties to secure their political future.

The defeat in the Azad Kashmir polls was not as shocking for the party
as was in the Sialkot by-polls. The PTI clinched the PP-38, Sialkot IV, seat
by defeating the PML-N, by a fair margin. It was a significant development
in all respects. It was a PML-N stronghold and a safe seat for the party
and its candidate whose family has dominated politics in the area. The
party had defeated the PTI in National Assembly by-elections in Daska a
few months ago. The defeat shows the PML-N’s “different” narratives are
losing steam and the party may not be able to win more than a few dozen
seats in the next election. It is clear that no narrative has worked for the
Sharifs and they have been left with the only option to hand over the party
leadership to genuine workers and quit politics. It is the only way to save
the party from disintegration.

It is a fact that the Sharif brothers are playing Jekyll and Hyde to save
each other. As Nawaz Sharif and his camp savage the establishment and
the judiciary, Shehbaz Sharif pretends to oppose them. However, their
“good cop, bad cop policy” has not proved much fruitful, though Shehbaz
and his son secured bails in serious money-laundering and corruption
cases, while Nawaz Sharif was allowed to leave abroad.

Some analysts claim that the powers that be do not want a party, which
they have promoted and nurtured for over three decades, to fade away
and they have chosen Shehbaz to head it as he is more flexible than his
elder brother and much closer to them. It is why he has survived Model
Town and other serious cases, they argue.

Politics

Muhammad Hassan

Over to Shehbaz now
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Prime Minister Imran Khan had promised to ensure the provi-
sion of pure milk to the people of Punjab and Khyber
Pakhtunkhwa, where his party rules. A pilot project was also
launched in Lahore, but its fate is not known and nobody in
the city can claim that they are getting pure milk. It also con-
tains harmful hormones injected to animals to increase their
production.

The government, on its part, has taken many steps to curb
the sale of substandard and spurious food. The provinces have
set up food authorities to check adulteration but they have not
been able to obtain desired results. Thousands of litres of
tainted milk is destroyed daily but the accused largely remain
unpunished and they continue their business. According to the
Economic Survey of Pakistan, the gross milk production of
Pakistan was nearly 62 billion litre in 2019-20. As buffalo milk
is thicker, it is easier to mix water in it. People who get milk
mixed with clean drinking water are lucky, because it is not as
harmful as milk contaminated with river, canal or pond water,
a practice used by sellers to preserve the thickness of the com-
modity.

Alarmingly, the World Bank has also warned that wholesome food has
gone out of the reach of the majority of Pakistanis as runaway food inflation
continues to challenge the government’s writ as well as policies. Address-
ing a webinar recently, World Bank (WB) country director for Pakistan Najy
Benhassine said, “Over 68pc of Pakistan’s population is unable to afford
a healthy diet.” According to estimates, prices of food and beverages have
increased by 14.83pc, with urban centers seeing a higher rise (15.3pc)
compared to rural areas (12.8pc), between May 2020 and May 2021.

Paradoxically, Pakistan has been ranked as “the cheapest country in
the world to live in” with a cost of living index showing 18.58, followed by
Afghanistan 24.51, India 25.14 and Syria 25.31, according to the cost of
living index by GoBankingRatesCompany. Several organisations have
used statistics to determine the cheapest countries to live in. One of these
companies is GoBankingRates and it uses four metrics to determine which
countries are the most affordable. The metrics used include rent, local pur-
chasing power, consumer price and groceries indices and information com-
piled is compared to the cost of living in New York City, one of the most
expensive cities in the world. However, people of Pakistan believe inflation
in the country is the highest in the world.

According to the Asian Development Bank (ADB), the rural extreme
poverty rate is five times higher than the urban extreme poverty rate in
Pakistan. In its latest report, it said that comparing 2020 to 2019, food in-
flation increased in 29 of the 41 reporting economies, of which 17 posted
food inflation of five percent or higher. The largest increases in food price
inflation were observed mostly in lower-middle income economies such
as Pakistan (11.3 percentage points), Sri Lanka (10.6 percentage points),
the Kyrgyz Republic (10.3 percentage points), and Bhutan (7.8 percentage
points). The pandemic pushed an estimated 75 million to 80 million more
people in developing Asia into extreme poverty as of last year, compared
with what would have happened without the Covid-19. Assuming that the
pandemic has increased inequality, the relative rise in extreme poverty-

defined as living on less than $1.90 a day-may be even greater. Progress
has also stalled in areas such as hunger, health, and education, where
earlier achievements across the region had been significant, albeit uneven.
According to the report, about 203 million people or 5.2pc of developing
Asia's population lived in extreme poverty as of 2017. Without the Covid-
19, that number would have declined to an estimated 2.6pc in 2020.

According to estimates, an average household in Pakistan spends
more than a third (nearly 36pc) of its consumption expenditure on food,
which is usually impure. Even medicines and water are not pure in Pak-
istan. According to a Drug Regulatory Authority of Pakistan (DRAP) report
last year, 446 drugs were found spurious from over 200,000 samples col-
lected from medical stores and health facilities in five years. However, the
regulatory authority has claimed that the number of spurious medicines
has been declining every year after strict action was taken against com-
panies.

It is also a fact that unsafe drinking water claims the highest number of
deaths in Pakistan. The discharge of untreated industrial waste, poor sew-
erage system, agriculture run-off and unplanned urbanisation have down-
graded water quality in Pakistan, depriving almost two-thirds of over 200
million Pakistanis of potable water, according to the Pakistan Medical As-
sociation (PMA). “One of the most pressing and fundamental health chal-
lenges the country faces is the unavailability of clean and safe drinking
water. Hepatitis B and C are several times more lethal viral diseases than
the coronavirus infection and resulting in around 300 to 325 deaths daily.
It is estimated that in Pakistan 30pc of all diseases and 40pc of all deaths
are due to poor water quality. Diarrhoea, a waterborne disease, is reported
as the leading cause of death in infants and children in Pakistan while
every fifth citizen suffers from illness and disease caused by polluted
water,” it said in a report.

It is clear that provincial governments have failed to provide clean drink-
ing water to people. They have also not succeeded in ensuring the provi-
sion of untainted and wholesome food to their population. They must make
laws to ensure harsh punishment to people involved in adulteration. 

Adulteration

Muhammad Ali

In search of untainted food

September 16-31, 2021



September 16-31, 2021 09

Politics

Muhammad Zain

Early elections?

The opposition parties have created an impression that the country has
reached a point where Prime Minister Imran Khan feels that snap polls are
necessary to move ahead. Instead of rejecting the notion outrightly, min-
isters say it is the prerogative of the prime minister to call elections any-
time. It has not only created confusion among people but also added to
political instability in the country.

It is a fact that Prime Minister Imran Khan has a razor-thin majority
in the parliament and he has failed to reform the system which was his
election manifesto. He is also facing rising demands of his coalition part-
ners. He himself will not be happy with his government’s performance
because it has failed to provide relief to the common people. The oppo-
sition has stalled his every effort to reform the system. He would have
called early elections long ago to end the impasse if the situation had
been favourable for him.

However, Prime Minister Imran Khan appears to be more confident of
completing his five-year term as the opposition alliance has broken up after
threatening his government with huge public gatherings last year. It is still
not the right time to call early polls. He will have to test the popularity of
his government in local polls in Punjab. It will also enable him to assess
the vote bank of the Pakistan Muslim League-Nawaz (PML-N), the only
stumbling block in his way to win the next general elections. He has re-
cently given the go-ahead to Punjab Chief Minister Usman Buzdar to weigh
options for early local polls. Knowing his limits and the experience of his
key coalition partner, the Pakistan Muslim League-Q, he has involved the
Chaudhrys of Gujrat to find ways to eliminate the PML-N from the province.
It appears that Punjab Assembly Speaker Ch Pervaiz Elahi has won the
confidence of the prime minister and he will be running the show in future.

Analysts believe the prime minister wants to keep the PML-Q leaders
on his right side after reports that they have worked out some election plan
with former President Asif Ali Zardari some two months back, though the
Chaudhrys denied it. Besides, the premier also wants to keep them away
from future political maneuvering against the Punjab government. It is clear
that the prime minister will not announce fresh elections until holding local
polls in Punjab. Local polls in Punjab are not possible this year because
of the pandemic situation. The government also needs time to change laws
and curtail inflation. If the PTI wins in major cities, Prime Minister Imran
Khan will have no hesitation in announcing fresh general elections by the
end of the next year.

The government is already working on a strategy to win the next gen-
eral elections. It includes giving voting and contesting rights to overseas
Pakistanis and holding polls under Electronic Voting Machines, which the
opposition parties oppose. Taking a cue from the ruling party, other political
parties have also launched their election campaigns. The ruling party in
the Centre, Punjab and Khyber Pakhtunkhwa has announced mega de-
velopment funds in budgets to attract voters. The federal government an-
nounced a Rs900 billion Federal Public Sector Development Programme
(PSDP) for 2021-22, which is 38pc higher than the last year’s programme
of Rs650 billion. In its third budget, the ruling party significantly increased
subsidies and incentives for big business, manufacturing, corporate market
and agriculture sectors. The Punjab government also rolled out a
Rs2,232.7 billion fiscally expansionary, growth budget for the current fi-
nancial year that doles out massive funds for PTI legislators for execution

of development projects in their constituencies under the district develop-
ment package, proposes launching of a universal health insurance scheme
and implementation of infrastructure projects across the province. The
Khyber Pakhtunkhwa government unveiled a Rs1.118 trillion budget for
the fiscal year 2021-22, with a record development outlay of Rs371 billion.
The PPP’s Sindh government unveiled a Rs329 billion Annual Develop-
ment Programme (ADP) for 2021-22, which is more than double the re-
vised ADP of the last fiscal year. The development expenditure of the
province was estimated at Rs329.032 billion.

Undoubtedly, the threat of the opposition alliance, Pakistan Democratic
Movement, has subsided and the ruling party is certain to complete its five-
year term. The PTI is strong in Khyber Pakhtunkhwa and may form a gov-
ernment in the province for the record third time, but it will have to work
really hard to defeat the PML-N in Punjab in the next election. The defeat
of the ruling party on one provincial assembly seat each in Punjab and
Khyber Pakhtunkhwa in recent by-polls has also exposed its vulnerability,
infighting and serious threats from the opposition in local and general elec-
tions. The PML-N won the PP-51 Wazirabad by-election by a fair margin.
The victory shows its vote bank has remained intact despite several set-
backs to the party since the last general election. It also indicates serious
challenges it poses to the ruling PTI when local elections are held. On the
other hand, the ruling party can be satisfied with the fact that its vote bank
has increased since the last general election, despite the reality that people
are annoyed at it over rising prices and bad governance.

The by-poll results show the PML-N has retained its vote bank in Pun-
jab. The ruling party’s spirit is still high as its candidates have obtained
more votes than the general election. However, if elections are held now,
it will face a big defeat because people are annoyed at it over high prices
and bad governance. However, the ruling party still has enough time to im-
prove its performance and win the general election in 2023. 
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The government believes the media and the opposition are twist-
ing the facts about inflation and prices are not as high as they are
projecting. The approach is contrary to the ground realities and
indicates people will have to live with crushing inflation in the re-
maining period of his term after facing the hardest times of their
lives since his installation.

The fiscal indicators show the country is not out of a fiscal
quagmire as its gross revenues are decreasing but expenditure
is growing at a double-digit pace due to a 30pc increase in debt
servicing. The government must focus on increasing its rev-
enues and reducing its expenditure to put the country on a path
to sustainable growth. According to estimates, inflation may
cross above 10pc and the rate of unemployment will further
jump by the end of the current fiscal year. Though prices are
expected to come down in the next few years, the unemploy-
ment rate will continue to rise in the foreseeable future. It means
more people will lose their jobs in the coming years. Pakistan’s
economy, which contracted in the last fiscal year, is projected
to grow, according to the World Economic Outlook, released by the In-
ternational Monetary Fund (IMF).

It is highly unjust to believe that prices are at a reasonable level in Pak-
istan and only the opposition and the media are twisting the facts. In fact,
international reports suggest Pakistan as an exception in the South Asian
region for having high inflation, in contrast to a mostly stable inflation rate
in the region on the back of weak domestic demand and broadly stable
currency markets. Flour and sugar crises and shortages and high prices
of vegetables have made the lives of the common people miserable but
the government is rubbing salt into their wounds by claiming that prices
are not high. The State Bank of Pakistan (SBP) has projected full-year in-
flation in the range of 7-9pc while the International Monetary Fund (IMF)
anticipates it at over 8.8pc for the year.

Data released by the Consumer Price Index proves people in Pakistan
continue to pay higher prices, especially for food items, mainly due to sup-
ply constraints as the government has yet to overcome the shortage of es-
sential commodities, like wheat, sugar and vegetables. Prices of flour and
sugar have not stabilized even after their imports. The government re-
mained in a state of denial over their shortages and claimed the crisis ex-
isted only in the media, which was hell-bent to malign its image. Prices of
food have surged sharply in the country, but it did not damage the credi-
bility of the government as did the flour and sugar crisis. The shortage was
perhaps the last straw. The common people were already facing the tough-
est times of their lives in terms of rising living costs fuelled by record-high
food inflation when the crisis occurred.

The World Bank pointed out Pakistan as an exception in the South
Asian region for having high inflation, in contrast to a mostly stable inflation
rate in the region on the back of weak domestic demand and broadly stable
currency markets. It noted the regional outlook has deteriorated recently,
and risks are tilted to the downside. Financial sector weakness will likely
weigh on activity unless balance sheet vulnerabilities are addressed. For
countries with elevated debt levels and large current account deficits, like

Pakistan and Sri Lanka, an unexpected tightening in global financing con-
ditions could sharply raise borrowing costs and lead to stops in capital in-
flows.

Growth in the region is expected to rise to 5.5pc, assuming a modest
rebound in domestic demand and as economic activity benefits from policy
accommodation in India and Sri Lanka and improved business confidence
and support from infrastructure investments in Afghanistan, Bangladesh,
and Pakistan. Significant depreciation of the Pakistani rupee resulted in
inflationary pressures. Monetary policy tightening in response to elevated
inflation restricted access to credit. The government retrenched, curtailing
public investment, to deal with large twin deficits and low international re-
serves. Pakistan’s budget deficit rose more sharply than expected. Con-
tributing factors were a shortfall in revenue collection, combined with a
sizable increase in interest payments.

The bank expected macroeconomic adjustment in the country, includ-
ing a continuation of tight monetary policy and fiscal consolidation. How-
ever, the lower growth rate forecast is in line with a similar decline in the
global growth rate during the current year and 1.5pc decline in the South
Asian region. Growth in Bangladesh is projected to remain above 7pc
through the forecast horizon, growth in Pakistan is projected to languish
at 3pc or less as macroeconomic stabilisation efforts weigh on activity.

According to the State Bank of Pakistan, it is vital for the government
to continue to address the underlying structural vulnerabilities and put the
economy on a balanced and sustainable growth trajectory. Besides, the
government will have to accept the fact that prices are beyond the reach
of the common man. It will have to take urgent measures to prove the op-
position and the media wrong. The government, especially in the Punjab
and Khyber Pakhtunkhwa, where the Pakistan Tehreek-i-Insaf (PTI) rules,
cannot absolve itself of profiteering, hoarding and black-marketing by re-
tailers. It has left the people at the mercy of mafias, while it does not require
money to take action against them. People want more serious efforts from
the government to bring down prices than changes in the bureaucracy.

Economics

Shahid Hussain

Unnoticed realities
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A very crucial development has taken place in the region as Taliban-con-
trolled Afghanistan has expressed its willingness to become part of the
multi-billion dollar China-Pakistan Economic Corridor (CPEC), breaking
years of Kabul’s recalcitrance to join the project.

The Taliban, who ultimately control Kabul and thus nearly the entire
Afghanistan after a 20 year-long militant struggle against the United
States-led North Atlantic Treaty Organization and 300,000-strong Afghan
National Defence and Security Forces (ANDSF), have recently expressed
interest in the CPEC extension into Afghanistan. Dubbing the CPEC an
important development project for the entire region, Afghan Taliban
spokesman Zabiullah Mujahid said in a recent press conference that the
Afghan government would like to become part of the project.

It is indeed great news for both China and Pakistan and the entire re-
gion as by making Afghanistan part of the CPEC the wider aims of Beijing’s
around one trillion dollar project of Belt & Road Initiative (BRI), of whose
part is the CPEC, could be realistically achieved. The BRI aims at eco-
nomically integrating around 60 countries of the Afro-Eurasian region
mainly through rail and road corridors and networks facilitating cross-re-
gional and intra-regional trade and investment.

It is very important to note that when in 2013 China’s President Xi Jin-
ping came up with the idea of the CPEC, in line with his dream project of
BRI, Beijing had highlighted that the success of the project depended on
peaceful relations between Islamabad and Kabul. According to a reported
statement of the Chinese Foreign Ministry on the eve of the April 20, 2015,
visit of Chinese President Xi Jinping to Pakistan, Beijing had asked Islam-
abad to upgrade the proposed plan to build roads under the China-Pak-
istan Economic Corridor (CPEC) from six to eight lane arteries extending
them to Afghanistan as the success of the project was highly dependent
on the access roads penetrating Afghanistan. It was a very significant ad-
justment of policy by Beijing as it has clearly indicated the inclusion of
Afghanistan into the project, which was not previously the case. Now when
the Taliban on the eve of the formation of their government in Afghanistan
have unequivocally announced that they would like to become part of the
CPEC, Beijing’s efforts and diplomacy seem to have succeeded.

Since 2015, China has consistently asked Pakistan to ensure normal
political relations with Afghanistan as well as to enhance its economic ties
with Kabul. Pakistan, on its part, has also responded positively sensing
China means business. It was under the Chinese influence and prodding
that Pakistan had also expressed interest in signing a free trade agreement
with Afghanistan. It was a departure from the decades of policy of restrict-
ing trade with Afghanistan because of the smuggling back of billions of
dollars of foreign goods meant for Afghanistan into Pakistani markets.
However, due to certain other problems and American’s pressure to open
trade with Afghanistan on the latter’s term, Islamabad has desisted from
signing a free trade agreement with Kabul. However, once the Taliban re-
turn to power formally it is expected that Pakistan would sign a free trade
agreement with Afghanistan.

At one point in 2015, Pakistan had invited the then Afghan military chief
General Sher Mohammad Karimi as the chief guest to a passing-out pa-
rade of cadets at the Pakistan Military Academy Kakul. The unprecedented
move to invite the Afghan Chief of General Staff was also an effort by Pak-
istan to improve ties with Afghanistan. Noticeably, Gen. Karimi’s visit had

also come a few days before the Chinese President’s visit. Growing eco-
nomic ties between Pakistan and Afghanistan are indeed very important
to build confidence and overcome the trust deficit between the two coun-
tries. Suspicions over each other’s role by Islamabad and Kabul have cost
Pakistan and Afghanistan dearly and resulted in large-scale political insta-
bility and security issues in the region. It is expected that after the return
to power of the Taliban the trust deficit would be overcome to a great ex-
tent, if not fully.

The inclusion of Afghanistan into the CPEC by Beijing was a strategic
decision. In fact, it was this writer, who before anyone else had proposed
the looping of Afghanistan into the CPEC, when it was unveiled in July
2013. The Cutting Edge at that time had written, “If Afghanistan is somehow
provided a link to the economic corridor it would further boost the prospects
of South Asian trade with Central Asia.” Such a foreign policy proposal was
made to Beijing and Islamabad keeping in view the immense benefits which
the three countries could reap by making Kabul part of the project.

The CPEC is a multi-billion dollar project which would link both coun-
tries' remotest parts and when completed could usher in an era of pros-
perity and development in the territories. The economic corridor would link
Pakistan’s underdeveloped and largely underutilised but strategically lo-
cated Gwadar seaport to the remote Kashgar border region in Western
China. The economic corridor would include both road and railway links.
The total length of the economic corridor would be more than 2000 kilo-
meters and it would be completed at a cost of around $60 billion, mostly
to be funded by China. The cost includes infrastructure development proj-
ects other than the actual routes. 

The trading route from Gwadar to China now again would pass through
three of the four Pakistani provinces including Balochistan, KP and Gilgit-
Baltistan region. Balochistan borders both Iran and Afghanistan, KP bor-
ders Afghanistan while Gilgit-Baltistan borders China and is situated next
to Indian Illegally Occupied Jammu and Kashmir.

By desiring to include Afghanistan into the CPEC, Beijing wanted to
get maximum advantage from the project by increasing intra- and inter-re-
gional economic ties and trade. This was not the initial purpose of China
as it only wanted to connect its remotest western regions to the shortest
seaport, Gwadar, to economically develop them. It was the objective of
Chinese foreign policy that Beijing came out of its traditional off-hand ap-
proach in Afghanistan’s affairs and started playing a proactive role in the
Afghan peace process in 2015. It was due to the initiative that the Afghan
Taliban sent their delegation to China for talks on Afghan peace.

By including Afghanistan into the CPEC, the project could be instru-
mental in increasing trade between the two states manifold while also fa-
cilitating intra-regional trade among South-Asia, Central Asia and the
Middle East. Unlike Europe, Americas and Australian continents, or for
that matter other regions of Asia, any economic project of import in our re-
gion must be inter-regional. In other words, the geostrategic realities of the
regions in which Pakistan and China are located are unique. It is the most
thickly populated region of the world housing two of the most populated
countries of the globe—China and India—respectively, while Pakistan and
Bangladesh follow with fifth and sixth positions. Moreover, the regions are
closely interlinked economically and culturally. In this situation, the inclu-
sion of Afghanistan in the CPEC would be of monumental value.

Diplomacy

Raza Khan

Taliban-controlled Afghanistan
to become part of CPEC
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Incumbent Member National Assembly, associated with a non-party Pashtun
Tahaffuz Movement (PTM), has announced the formation of a formal political
entity, National Democratic Movement (NDM), aiming at achieving some
general objectives instead of specific ones. The formation of the NDM was
announced recently by Member of National Assembly (MNA) Mohsin Dawar
along with a number of other leaders, like former Senator Afrasiab Khattak
of the Awami National Party (ANP); former MNAs Latif Afridi, Jamila Gillani
and Bushra Gohar, also from the ANP, apart from many leaders from former
Federally Administered Tribal Areas. Latif Afridi is also the President of the
Supreme Court Bar Association.

Announcing the basic principles of the party, Dawar said the NDM
would forge a greater alliance and unity among the oppressed ethnic
groups of society. He said political workers in the country, especially in
Khyber Pakhtunkhwa, “felt a political vacuum,” so there was a dire need
for a new democratic force. He said the youth, who were 64 per cent of
the country’s total population, would be in the driving seat of the party.
“Youth do not have representation in the country’s political process and
the dilemma is that our political parties do not have democratic culture to
provide an opportunity to the younger lot to come forward,” he said. The
lawmaker said the main principle of the NDM was the formation of an im-
partial, peaceful and tolerant society in which all citizens would enjoy equal
rights. He said the party would struggle for a new social contract among
the federating units that would be based on justice and recognise rights
on natural, financial and human resources.

The formation of the NDM would have important consequences provided
the leadership manages if adroitly. The foremost implication of the setting
up of the NDM is that the formerly popular PTM would get diluted as people,
like Manzoor Pashteen, have been merely attracting young Pashtun lads
and it has been people, like Mohsin Dawar, who not only got elected to the
National Assembly but also built a case regarding the alleged systematic
maltreatment meted out to tribal Pashtun groups. However, the PTM has
been far from convincing in its demands and any allegations against the
state agencies for disregarding and disrespecting the entire Pashtun ethnic
group within Pakistan. The PTM was formed when a young Pashtun man,
Naqeebullah Mehsud from Waziristan, was killed in an apparently fake en-
counter in Karachi by the police in 2013. The incident served as a trigger for
dissatisfied Pashtun young men, many of whom have faced atrocities and
maltreatment not only at the hands of law enforcement agencies but also
from terrorist groups, like the Tehreek-e-Taliban Pakistan (TTP), which also
emerged in Waziristan and was formed mostly by Wazir and Mehsud young
men, like Baitullah and Hakimullah Mehsud, way back in 2007.

Wazir, Mehsud and Dawar are three largest and most important tribes
inhabiting South and North Waziristan districts (formerly called “agencies”
of FATA before the 25th Constitutional Amendment to the Constitution in
2018 under which they were merged with Khyber Pakhtunkhwa). Indubitably,
Pashtuns, whether in ex-FATA, Peshawar, Swat or Bannu, D.I. Khan, some
of the worst affected areas of KP from terrorism, as well as northern
Balochistan, have suffered enormously and faced large-scale death and de-
struction. However, the demands of the PTM putting the entire blame on the
law enforcement agencies for the situation have not been fully justified. Still,
there has been a lot of substance in the argument of the PTM. Even Prime

Minister Imran Khan, himself an ethic Pashtun from Punjab province, at one
point had said that the demands of the PTM were justified but the way they
were trying to get the demands realized was wrong. Thus, the formation of
the NDM would go a long way in shaking the PTM. It is important to note
that Mohsin Dawar and Manzoor Pashteen have developed strong differ-
ences and it was expected that they would part ways. Moreover, Dawar
could not give a concrete answer when he was asked by journalists that
when the PTM was there why he had formed the NDM? The only answer
was that the PTM was not a formal political party while the NDM would be
and he and his fellows wanted to take part in parliamentary politics of the
country proactively.

The second important implication of the formation of the NDM would be
that age-old so-called Pakhtun nationalist parties, like ANP and to a certain
extent the Pakhtunkhwa Milli Awami Party (PkMAP) of Mehmud Khan
Achakzai, would get a serious blow. Most of the leaders of the NDM, as
mentioned above, are from the ANP and some are also from the PkMAP.
So, if the NDM would be managed deftly by its leaders, including Mohsin
Dawar, Latif Afridi, Afrasiab Khattak and others, it could pose a big challenge
to the ANP. In response to the formation of the NDM, the ANP provincial
spokesman and member of the KP assembly, Samar Haroon Bilour, said
the NDM formation would have no impact on his party as it included only
leaders who had been expelled from the party for disciplinary reasons and
had no political base and constituency. This is true to a certain extent but
political constituencies could be created any time as is evident from the phe-
nomenal rise of the ruling Pakistan Tehreek-e-Insaf (PTI) in the Pashtun
areas of Pakistan.

For the last nearly one decade, the PTI of Prime Minister Imran Khan
has been dominating the politics of Khyber Pakhtunkhwa. One key reason
for its dominance has been its capitalizing on the large-scale dissatisfaction
among the huge youth population. The young people of KP and former FATA
not only have faced the ravages of terrorism by the TTP, Al Qaeda and af-
filiated groups but also abject poverty and unemployment. In this situation,
the PTI was considered a messiah as its leaders braved to tread regions
like Waziristan where others failed to go even nearby. However, despite re-
maining in the government for eight long years in KP, the PTI has not been
able to address the issues of most young people. In particular, the current
government of Chief Minister Mahmud Khan even after three years has
seemingly failed to bring about any improvement in the lives of people,
specifically the young population. This is evident from the recent Gallup Pak-
istan, an independent think-tank focusing on public opinion surveys on dif-
ferent aspects of governance, in which CM Mahmud Khan’s government
performance is worse than the performance of the Punjab CM, where the
PTI also has its government. Against this backdrop, the NDM would capi-
talize on the situation and there is a strong possibility that a large number of
Pashtuns, who voted in the last two elections for the PTI, would vote for the
NDM. There is realization of the situation on the part of Mohsin Dawar and
other bigwigs of the NDM and more importantly their supporters in the back-
ground. Thus, the NDM and its supporters want to take advantage of the
situation. Consequently, both PTI, ANP and to a certain extent PkMAP and
Jamiat-e-Ulema-e-Islam-Fazl would also be affected by the formation and
possible rise of the NDM.

Politics

The new Pakhtun political
party and its implications
Raza Khan
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Rising business 
confidence

The confidence of businesspeople in the national economy has started
rising and it has reached the levels last seen before the 2018 elections.
Pakistan hopes to attract local and foreign investment after the Overseas
Investors Chamber of Commerce and Industry’s latest Business Confi-
dence Index noted “record improvement” in overall business confidence
in the country in recent months. It is a great achievement of the govern-
ment, especially at a time when the country is still grappling with the
COVID-19 pandemic and business confidence had plunged to an 11-year
low in June last year when a national lockdown was imposed to contain
the spread of the virus.

Business confidence in the national economy is rising because of neg-
ative interest rates in the last year and a huge monetary package an-
nounced by the State Bank of Pakistan to protect businesses and the
economy from the negative impact of the pandemic. A tax amnesty scheme
and the prime minister’s construction package for the housing and real es-
tate sector for an early economic recovery also played a big role in boosting
investor confidence. Furthermore, business-friendly policies and a large
fiscal stimulus announced in the recent budget to rapidly grow the economy
ahead of the 2023 polls have also contributed to the cause.

According to a survey conducted by the Overseas Investors Chamber
of Commerce and Industry (OICCI), Pakistan’s overall Business Confi-
dence Score (BCS) stood at 9pc, up from minus 50pc in the preceding sur-
vey held in May 2020. The survey, which collects feedback from frontline
business stakeholders on the environment and opportunities impacting
their respective operations, found a positive BCI, which was last seen in
April 2018. The survey is done face-to-face and across the country in nine
cities. It covers 80pc of GDP, with higher weights given to key business
centres of Karachi, Lahore, Rawalpindi-Islamabad and Faisalabad. The
survey sample consisted of 40pc respondents from the manufacturing sec-
tor, 35pc from the services sector and 25pc from retailers and wholesalers.
The growing confidence of the business community is driven by the three
sectors, with the first two recording an increase of 65 percentage points
each – manufacturing from negative 48pc to 17pc and services from neg-
ative 59pc to 6pc. The retail/wholesale sector went up 44 percentage
points from negative 44pc to zero.

According to the survey, many manufacturing concerns went back to
their 100pc capacity of production after lockdown restrictions were lifted.
Retailers and wholesalers were more affected by the restrictions as their
business hours were cut short. They believe the next six months will be
better with more sales and profits. The main driving force behind the turn-
around in the latest BCS is the significant increase in the optimism of re-
spondents for the next six months about their respective city’s business
situation (21pc), industry-business situation (19pc), own business situation
(20pc), anticipated sales volume increase (20pc), profit increase (22pc)
and return on investment increase (19pc). Feedback from OICCI members,
who were randomly included in the survey, also recorded a “sharp turn-
around”. It showed an improvement of 108 percentage points from minus
74pc to 34pc. Looking ahead, survey respondents expressed optimism for

the next six months, with 25pc expecting expansion in business operations,
39pc planning new capital investment and 12pc indicating plans for in-
creased employment in their respective businesses. The 2021-22 budget
proved positive for the business community as the BCI score was signifi-
cantly higher after the budget announcement, with respondents perceiving
new policies more transparent, consistent and predictable. The three major
threats to business growth identified by survey respondents are corruption
(67pc), volatile energy costs (66pc) and currency devaluation (60pc).

However, despite the positive development, net foreign direct invest-
ment (FDI) in Pakistan has slowed down to an eight-month low at $89.9
million in July, according to the central bank. The gross inflow of FDI
amounted to $176.3 million in July 2021, which was partially higher com-
pared to $168.7 million recorded in the same month last year. However,
the gross outflows more than doubled to $86.4 million in the month under
review compared to $40 million in the corresponding month last year. Ac-
cordingly, the net inflows dropped to an eight-month low at $89.9 million,
according to the State Bank of Pakistan.

Foreign investment is declining in the country despite improving busi-
ness sentiments because investors are still uncertain about the situation
in Afghanistan, exchange rate fluctuations, high inflation, rising current ac-
count deficit, the future of the IMF programme and pandemic resurgence.
Experts say the drop in net FDI inflows was witnessed as local projects
being run on foreign investment made higher outward payments to their
headquarters during the month. Moreover, inflows from China dropped dur-
ing the month due to a temporary lull in the second phase of the China-
Pakistan Economic Corridor (CPEC) and Belt and Road Initiative. They
say almost all foreign projects, such as power projects under Thar Coal
and investment in 3G/4G and 5G in the communications sector, were pro-
gressing well.

Moreover, infrastructure development and branchless banking in the fi-
nancial sector, investment in local mobile manufacturing and exports, man-
ufacturing of electric cars and charging infrastructure and oil and gas
exploration are progressing at a rapid pace. China is also expected to in-
crease investment in Pakistan’s Special Economic Zones (SEZs) and the
agricultural economy under the second phase of the CPEC. The inflow of
investment from China has temporarily slowed down following the comple-
tion of most of the power projects in Pakistan under phase-I of the CPEC.
Most telecom companies have already conducted successful trials of 5G.
They are expected to attract new investment to deploy 5G technology and
infrastructure in the country.

Besides, Pakistan has also started manufacturing mobile phones and
exported the first consignment of 5,500 smartphones to the UAE re-
cently. New players are expected to invest in mobiles and electric car
manufacturing in the country and the investment climate is favourable.
It should drive FDI upward in the coming months and years. The incen-
tives announced for the IT and telecom sector by the government with
an aim to increase exports are also expected to attract new foreign in-
vestment in the country.
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Due to a surge in demand for the US dollar to pay for imports,
the Pakistani rupee has come under increased pressure over
the last few weeks. According to media reports, the rupee is
now Asia’s worst-performing currency, compared to its stand-
ing as the world’s top performer six months ago. It hit a 13-
month low of Rs166.98 against the US dollar in the interbank
market in the first week of September.

The worsening trend was noted as early as May when
it became clear that the government wanted to opt out of
the harsh International Monetary Fund (IMF) policies in
favour of rapid growth before the next election. The pursuit
of the growth policy has only put extra pressure on the ex-
ternal sector in the shape of drastic import growth without
any significant improvement in exports. But the current
growth spurt is being financed through expansionary fiscal
and monetary policies and short-term expensive borrow-
ings without implementing productivity reforms. Thus, the
sustainability of the present boom remains uncertain amid
fears of further deterioration in the fiscal and current ac-
count imbalances.

There are a number of factors behind the current ex-
change rate volatility, including a slowly rising trade deficit, creeping infla-
tion and negative interest rates. The deteriorating market perception,
among others, is caused by the country’s lack of capacity to finance its for-
eign payment obligations. It is worth mentioning here that the 144pc year-
on-year surge in the trade deficit in August to the highest-ever level of
Rs4.23b has put new pressure on the rupee.

The changes in the regional situation are also having an effect on Pak-
istan’s economy as Afghanistan has always traditionally relied on Pakistan
and due to the recent discontinuation of US and European support the en-
tire burden has fallen on Pakistan. The collapse of the Pakistan rupee
against the US dollar has caused anxiety among traders and economists
because of its far-reaching consequences, including a spurt in inflation.

In the midst of general worry, some market watchers are of the view
that the dollar’s devaluation is just transitory because the dollar had risen
to 169 rupees in the previous year and then fallen to 153 rupees. It is ar-
gued that if the rupee is not devalued as a condition of talks with the Inter-
national Monetary Fund (IMF), the value of the Pakistan rupee against the
US dollar will soon stabilize. However, this is contingent upon the govern-
ment’s support to the State Bank of Pakistan (SBP)’s initiatives to
strengthen our currency.

Another reason is that over the last 2-3 years, Pakistan has received a
large number of external loans and also borrowed a significant amount
from the bond market, which had increased the supply of dollars. Addition-
ally, because of the Covid-19 situation, business activity has temporarily
slowed down, and as a result, the dollar exchange rate dropped to Rs.153.

Also, the Financial Action Task Force (FATF) has yet to remove Pak-
istan from its grey list. Of the 27 conditions, Pakistan has complied with
26 of them, but they have introduced six additional sub-conditions with the

remaining one. At the same time, there are rumors of dollars’ smuggling
to Afghanistan.

As is clear, the world’s unwillingness to conduct business with the Tal-
iban has forced Afghanistan to rely on Pakistan for everyday imports,
which will further exacerbate the demand and the value of the dollar may
increase in the coming days.

The only solution to the dire situation Pakistan faces is to give a fillip to
exports, but export growth so far is not enough. Some quarters have un-
derlined the need to impose an export emergency, impose tariffs on luxury
imports and adjust the discount rate.

At the same time, drastic steps need to be taken to curb import pres-
sure. This can be made by hiking the interest rate and imposing higher
Petroleum Levy on petroleum products to check the demand. Another ur-
gent requirement is to put a blanket ban on luxury imports, including cars
and other consumer items. All in all, the challenge of creeping devaluation
calls for remedial action on a wide front.

Some experts have called for an early upward adjustment in interest
rates, measures to restrict unnecessary imports, market interventions to
arrest further devaluation and steps to prevent the build-up of imported in-
flation and negative business sentiment. Traders booking dollars for future
import payments at a higher premium or spread indicates an expectation
of further rupee depreciation as the current account imbalance is antici-
pated to breach the State Bank of Pakistan’s projections of 2pc-3pc on ac-
count of stronger imports amid rebounding commodity and energy prices.
The freeze on the International Monetary Fund (IMF) loan programme and
the possible insecurity spillover from Afghanistan are also compounding
economic uncertainties and keeping the rupee under pressure.

Expecting the painfully slow uptick in exports and remittances to save
the growth momentum would be folly.

Economics

Asim Nisar Chaudhry

The challenge of 
creeping devaluation
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The recent increase in Pakistan’s trade deficit has
raised questions about the stability of its balance-
of-payments position. At the same time, the current
account deficit is also gradually rising up. According
to the latest data, the second month of the current
financial year saw a rise of 133 per cent in the trade
deficit due to an almost triple increase in the coun-
try’s imports compared to exports.

Observers have noted the reverse trend in the
trade deficit for the second consecutive month as
the merchandise trade deficit reached $4.05 billion
in August against $1.740b over the corresponding
month last year. It is feared that the trade deficit
might put pressure on the external side, but an in-
crease in remittances, growth in export proceeds
and the Roshan Digital Account will help mitigate
the burden to a large extent.

Initial estimates show that the rising import bill
might push the current account deficit to $10b in FY22. The deficit had
reached an all-time high of $37.7b in FY18. However, the government’s
measures led to a drop to $31.8b in FY19 and $23.183b in FY20. The trend
reversed and the trade deficit was recorded at $30.796b in FY21.

However, the trade gap has been widening since December last year,
mainly due to an exponential growth in imports and comparatively slow
growth in exports. The import bill in August rose by 89.9pc to $6.313b against
$3.324b over the corresponding month of last year. On the month-on-month
basis, the import bill increased by 12.7pc. In the outgoing fiscal year (FY21),
the import bill surged by 25.8pc to $56.091b from $44.574b the previous year.

Adviser on Commerce and Investment Abdul Razak Dawood recently
told the media that he was analyzing rising imports. He said maximum im-
ports comprised raw materials and capital goods because industries were
working on full capacity. According to him, the government has carried out
maximum tariff rationalisation on raw materials and capital goods during the
past two years to spur industrialisation in the country. “This will be a game-
changer,” the adviser said, adding that this was a silent revolution in the coun-
try’s history because of cheaper imports.

As per the State Bank of Pakistan’s statistics, around 628 businesses
have acquired concessionary bank loans worth Rs435.7b for setting up
new businesses and/or expanding their existing production lines in Pak-
istan under the Temporary Economic Refinance Facility. Encouragingly,
most expenditure has been made on the import of machinery related to
textiles, leather, chemicals, etc.

In the meantime, oil prices have increased substantially, which have
pushed up the import bill because of high demand for energy in the domestic
market. On the other hand, the increase in the import bill also helped the Fed-
eral Board of Revenue (FBR) post substantial growth in revenue collection
at the import stage. It is clear from a robust growth of 67pc posted in customs
collection alone in August from a year ago. The FBR also collects sales tax
and withholding tax at the import stage, which made a hefty growth mainly
because of rising imports.

Exports posted a growth year-on-year by 42.5pc to $2.257b in August
against $1.584b over the corresponding month of last year. On a month-on-
month basis, exports of merchandise dipped by 3.54pc. The average monthly
exports had stagnated at around Rs2.2b for the past few years. An an-
nouncement by the commerce ministry said that growth in exports was af-
fected by shipments’ delays due to heavy rains. The exports for August were
short by $143 million of the monthly target of $2.4b, it said.

Export proceeds went up by 18.2pc to $25.294b in FY21 from $21.394b
over the last year. The commerce ministry has set an export target of
$38.7b for the current financial year. The export target of commodities for
FY22 is $31.2b and that of services it is $7.5b. In the opinion of economic
experts, if the trade balance deteriorates further on the back of a stronger
build-up in imports to support the ongoing consumption-based economic
recovery going forward, the current account deficit for the full fiscal year
would likely breach the State Bank of Pakistan’s estimate of 2-3pc of GDP
during FY22 by a big margin.

This is a cause of concern for the country’s economic managers. The
10pc depreciation in the value of the home currency in the last three and
a half months and a slow rise in exports have spawned suggestions about
imposing an export emergency and curbs on luxury imports. No doubt,
the enhanced import of machinery and raw materials reflects ongoing in-
vestments by businesses in capacity expansion and new projects in the
textiles, leather, chemicals and other sectors is a welcome development,
but the government should prepare alternative plans to sustain the pres-
sure on the external sector.

The accumulation of the highest ever foreign exchange reserves in the
last couple of years and remittances by Pakistanis abroad may not keep the
pressure off the external sector for long. The uncertainties over the Interna-
tional Monetary Fund (IMF) programme, exchange rate volatility, the drying
up of foreign direct investment (FDI), etc. are pointers the government cannot
ignore. The long-term solution to our economic woes lies in pushing exports
and curtailing the consumption of unessential import-based luxuries.

Asim Nisar Chaudhry

Economics

Need to stabilise 
external trade sector
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Education

Rasheed Ali

The Impact Rankings 2021,
good news for country

The Times Higher Education (THE) Impact Rankings 2021, made public
last week by the prestigious London-based publication, provided the Pak-
istan Tehreek-e-Insaf government with an opportunity to brag to the oppo-
sition parties about its performance in the higher education sector, though
the picture is not as brighter as is painted by Federal Education Minister
Shafqat Mahmood.

Thirty-six universities in the public and private sector across the country
featured in the ranking of the higher education institutions (HEIs) for the
year under consideration, and educationists believe Pakistan could have
performed much better had the sector been provided with required budg-
etary allocations during the past years.

According to the data provided by the Times, one Pakistani university
featured in the 201-300 rank band, two in the 301-400, five in the 401-600,
nine in the 601-800, 10 in the 801-1,000 and nine in the 1,001+ rank band.
The Times rankings is a global performance index that considers univer-
sities against the United Nations’ Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs).
The organisers judge the universities across the globe on the basis of dif-
ferent indicators, including their learning environment, research, citations,
international outlook, and knowledge transfer, etc. The 2021 Impact Rank-
ings was the third edition and the overall ranking included 1,117 universi-
ties from 94 countries and regions. The results, Times said, were
generated after reviewing 108 million citations and 430,000 data-points
from participating institutions from all over the world.

“While the UK has 101 higher education institutes and China 97 among
top all 1,600 universities ranked, Pakistan has 21 universities in the list,”
read a statement. Like in other parts of the world, education too suffered
immensely in Pakistan due to an outbreak of the novel coronavirus pan-
demic. The lockdowns and the constant back and forth change of arrange-
ments between online and in-person classes made things difficult for the
sector during the period. However, despite the challenges, the country
managed to achieve a milestone.

The Times also recognised and appreciated Pakistani universities per-
formance. In the overall rankings for the year, Times said that Pakistani
universities climbed the ladder much faster than expected – particularly
over the past three years. Data recorded by the London-based publication
since 2016 shows significant progress in the areas of publications, teach-
ing reputation, international co-authorship, research, and other indicators.
“The average score changes for 2021-22 is even better than that of India,”
said Times Higher Education.

In a series of tweets, Shafqat Mahmood remarked that for the first time,
seven Pakistani universities made it to the top-800 (up from 2), 11 in the
top-1000, and 21 in the top 1600. Sharing a link to the report on Twitter,
the minister said: “Pakistan is one of the world’s fastest-improving nations
on key metrics for universities. We are among the top five nations for im-
provements in research citations and industry links. Last three years have
seen the greatest upward movement of Pakistani universities in global
rankings. We still have ways to go, but the direction is right, and the pace
is good. Credit goes to the PTI government and the universities that made

us proud.”
According to the ranking, the National University of Sciences and Tech-

nology (NUST) featured in the 300 rank band, while University of Agricul-
ture, Faisalabad, and COMSATS University Islamabad featured in the 400
rank band. University of Lahore and NED University of Engineering and
Technology were listed in the 401-600 rank band.

The publication listed the Fatima Jinnah Women University, Jinnah
Sindh Medical University, and the University of Sargodha in the 601-800
rank band. The Iqra University, Dow University of Health Sciences and
Quaid-e-Azam University were included in the 801-1,000 rank band.

According to the rankings, five more universities from Pakistan have
secured a spot in the Times University Rankings including Government
College University Faisalabad, Hazara University Mansehra, International
Islamic University, Islamabad University of Malakand and the University
of Peshawar.

“In line with Prime Minister Imran Khan’s vision, for the first time ever,
a Pakistani university (University of Agriculture Faisalabad) is now ranked
top 24th globally for Climate Action. Similarly, NUST is the 67th leading
university working on Affordable and Clean Energy,” said Times.

Subject-wise, Times said, significant improvement was recorded in Busi-
ness and Economics, Life Sciences, and Physical Sciences. “The results
generated (in Pakistan) are the outcome of continued institutional reforms
and incentives introduced by the Higher Education Commission (HEC), under
the leadership of the Prime Minister and Shafqat Mahmood, who serves as
the Education Minister,” the London-based publication commented.

The praises heaped by Times and the bragging uttered by the minister
aside, there is no denying the fact that the higher education sector is afflicted
with gigantic issues. The faculty, administration and students are found com-
plaining whenever asked about the status of the higher education sector.
The Federation of All Pakistan Universities Academic Staff Association
protested ‘meagre’ allocations for the sector soon after the announcement
of the annual budget for financial year 2021-22. The association said it had
demanded a Rs150b non-development budget, but the government set
aside only Rs66.25 billion, which was almost negligible. It said allocations
were made in the budget for setting up new universities and opening new
campuses, but nothing was done for providing facilities to old universities.
The non-development budget is meant for salaries, but equipping science
laboratories is also part of spending of the allocations. For FY2021-22, the
government allocated Rs66.25b for non-development budget, compared to
Rs. 64.1b for the same head in fiscal year 2020-21. The Higher Education
Commission’s recurring budget was Rs63.1 billion in 2017-18, Rs65.02 bil-
lion in 2018-19, Rs64.1 billion in 2019-20, and the same allocation, Rs64.1
billion, was made in 2020-21, showing that the recurring budget had re-
mained almost stagnant during the past years. However, no mentionable
funds are ever allocated for improving the quality of education, faculty or re-
search laboratories. People attached with the sector believe Pakistan’s rank-
ings could go up significantly if more attention is paid to the sector, especially
in the form of more budgetary allocations
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Conflict

Faheem Amir

The reality behind the
Afghan war

It is a simple truism that every war is fought to protect some partisan interests,
capture some resources, enforce new order, enslave other peoples, destroy
a country and nation, show and prove mighty power, crush emerging threats
and create fear among the masses and states of the world. Every war is jus-
tified by using religion, ideology, human rights and other catchy slogans. Every
war enriches a class of people while kills and impoverishes others. The Afghan
war has all these bitter characteristics and factors.

The US and its NATO allies have lost the Afghan war. In the twenty years’
war, around 6,000 Americans, including soldiers, civil contractors, lost their
lives. Over 100,000 Afghans were killed while the US spent more than $2 tril-
lion on this war. According to the Bureau of Investigative Journalism, “the US
launched more than 13,000 drone strikes in Afghanistan between 2015 and
2020, killing up to 10,000 people”.

In spite of the atrocities, spending, military and technology might, the US
and its NATO allies failed to achieve their designs in Afghanistan. Afghanistan
has once again proved  itself a graveyard for the empires. History tells that,
since World War II, the US has indulged in many actual and proxy wars around
the world. In the wars, millions of people have been killed and trillions of dollars
have been spent. But the US has not won even a single war. America’s defeat
in Vietnam, pulling out of Iraq and now withdrawal from Afghanistan have tar-
nished its image of being invincible and superpower. However, many Western
writers believe that the military-industrial complex of the US has earned a lot
of money through the wars. They are of the view that the military-industrial
complex has again won in Afghanistan despite America’s defeat in the war.

Simon Jenkins writes in the Guardian: “Joe Biden declares an end to “an
era of major military operations to remake other countries”. A president’s job,
he says, is to protect and defend the “fundamental national security interest
of the United States of America”. That does not include trying to construct new
nations in foreign states. Quite so. But Biden isn’t the first president to make
such claims. Each of his recent predecessors won power as non-interven-
tionists, but tried to hold on to it by waging war. Bill Clinton said America’s mis-
sion abroad was “not about fighting a war”, it was about bringing people to
the peace table. He ended up bombing Iraq and Yugoslavia. At first, George
Bush agreed with Clinton’s sentiment. On coming to office, Bush’s aide, Con-
doleezza Rice, emphasised his opposition to foreign adventures. “We don’t
need to have the 82nd Airborne escorting kids to kindergarten,” she told the
media. Yet the Bush doctrine had soon proclaimed an American crusade for
“the expansion of freedom in all the world with the ultimate goal of ending
tyranny”. Not to be outdone, Barack Obama vowed to “pivot” foreign policy
towards Asia, and be out of Afghanistan by 2011. He then surged into
Afghanistan with 110,000 American troops. Donald Trump said Afghanistan
was “a complete waste”. He then postponed departure for four years, leaving
it up to his successor to handle. For powerful states, foreign wars may begin
to look good: roaring planes, falling bombs and surging armies grab headlines.
The glory of guns outbids that of money. But money ultimately has more
power. Generals on both sides of the Atlantic have been pleading for what
amounts to one last push. Behind them, military, industrial, diplomatic and
even charitable sectors bulge with money and have a vested interest in con-
tinued occupation”.

John Pilger in his article titled “The Great Game of Smashing Nations” as-
serts that more than a generation ago, Afghanistan won its freedom, which

the US, Britain and their “allies” destroyed. “I confess that (countries) are
pieces on a chessboard,” said Lord Curzon in 1898, “upon which is being
played out a great game for the domination of the world.” The viceroy of India
was referring in particular to Afghanistan. A century later, Prime Minister Tony
Blair used slightly different words. “This is a moment to seize,” he said follow-
ing 9/11. “The Kaleidoscope has been shaken. The pieces are in flux. Soon
they will settle again. Before they do, let us re-order this world around us.” On
Afghanistan, he added: “We will not walk away (but ensure) some way out of
the poverty that is your miserable existence.”

The invasion of Afghanistan was a fraud. In the wake of 9/11, the Taliban
sought to distance themselves from Osama bin Laden. They were, in many
respects, an American client with which the administration of Bill Clinton had
done a series of secret deals to allow the building of a $3 billion natural gas
pipeline by a US oil company consortium. In high secrecy, Taliban leaders had
been invited to the US and entertained by the CEO of the Unocal company in
his Texas mansion and by the CIA at its headquarters in Virginia. One of the
deal-makers was Dick Cheney, later George W Bush’s vice president.

For two decades, Americans have told each other one lie after another
about the war in Afghanistan. The lies have come from the White House, Con-
gress, the State Department, the Pentagon, and the CIA, as well as from Hol-
lywood, cable news pundits, journalists, and the broader culture.”

In The Intercept, James Risen discloses: “America’s early adoption of
drone warfare in Afghanistan helped make a fortune for Neal Blue, the chair
of General Atomics; the Southern California energy and defense corporation
manufactured the Predator, the first armed drone to fly over Afghanistan.
(General Atomics subsequently produced the Predator’s follow-on model, the
Reaper.) Blue and his brother, Linden Blue, vice chair of General Atomics,
maintained low public profiles throughout the war, but as owners of privately
held General Atomics, they were among the first — but hardly the last —
American contractors to enrich themselves as blood spilled in Afghanistan.”

According to Tariq Ali, “During the Afghan war; Lockheed Martin had a
1,236 percent return on its investment, Northrop Grumman had a 1,196 per-
cent return, Boeing had a 975 percent return, General Dynamics had a 625
percent return, and Raytheon had a 331 percent return. The military-industrial
complex got exactly what it wanted out of this war.”

Andrew Cockburn writes in the Spectator: “The departure of American
troops from Afghanistan is being lamented (or hailed – see the Chinese press,
passim) as a defeat. But this is a shortsighted attitude, at least from the point
of view of the US military and the multitude of interested parties who feed at
its trough. For them, the whole adventure has been a thumping success, as
measured in the trillions of taxpayer dollars that have flowed through their
budgets and profits over the two decades in which they successfully main-
tained the operation.”

The US defeat and withdrawal from the Afghan war would not create
peace in Afghanistan, the region and the world. Because, very soon, new
conflicting fronts would be opened to enrich the military-industrial complex
of America and its allies. Tragically, in these new wars, innocent people will
be killed ruthlessly again in the name of religion, democracy, freedom and
human rights. A new great game will be played on the dead bodies of inno-
cent and poor people just to satisfy the insatiable lust for wealth of a cruel
and cunning ruling class



September 16-31, 202118

Pakistan’s water scene seems full of contradictions as well as incapacity
on the part of authorities concerned to not only secure its natural re-
sources but utilise them efficiently. The country is fast heading towards
being declared a water-scarce country, from its current status of a water-
stressed nation. But, at the same time, a huge quantity of rainwater is
wasted almost every year after monsoon heavy showers wreak havoc
on large spates of populations, both in urban and rural areas.

The country has been issued warnings about water scarcity sepa-
rately by the United Nations Development Programme (UNDP) and the
Pakistan Council of Research in Water Resources (PCRWR). Pakistan
has been told very clearly that it would lose its freshwater resources in
just four years time, in 2025, if it does not take corrective measures soon.

According to official data, the per capita surface water availability of
5,260 cubic metres per year in 1951 had turned into around 1,000 cubic
metres in 2016, and that is likely to further drop to about 860 cubic meters
by 2025. The PCRWR says that Pakistan had reached the “water stress
line” in 1990 and crossed the “water scarcity line” in 2005.

According to Pakistan Council of Research in Water Resources offi-
cials, the Indus river system receives an annual influx of about 134.8 mil-
lion acre feet (MAF) of water. The mean annual rainfall ranges from less
than 100 millimetres to over 750 millimetres. Surface water comprises
glacial melt up to 41pc, snowmelt up to 22pc and rainfall 27pc. Collec-
tively, that amount of water should meets all freshwater needs of the
country if the precious commodity is used judiciously and efficiently, be-
lieve water experts.

As far as the groundwater is concerned, the country is currently ex-
tracting 50MAF from underground aquifers — which has already crossed
the sustainable limit of safe yield. Syed M Abubakar, an environmental
journalist, says Pakistan’s water woes can largely be bifurcated into is-
sues of quality and quantity. The water coming into our systems over the
past decades has not changed much, but its demand has soared due to
an exponential rise in our population. Existing reservoirs’ storage capac-
ity cannot sustain the population boom while its capacity has also been
reduced over the years, he believes.

The recent census results say the country’s population has reached
207.7 million, which will cross the 395-million mark, on its 100th anniver-
sary in 2047. With this fast-rising population, the demand for water will
increase exponentially. According to an IMF report, the demand for water
is on the rise in Pakistan and it is projected to reach 274 million acre-
feet (MAF) by 2025, while the supply is expected to remain stagnant at
191MAF, resulting in a demand-supply gap of approximately 83MAF.

A report, released by the PCRWR last year, said that Lahore’s popu-
lation of over 11 million is supplied with 1.29MAF of groundwater daily,
which is extracted through hand-pumps, motor pumps, and tube-wells.
In 1960, there were about 20,000 tube-wells in Punjab, and today, water
experts say there are more than a million.

The WWF-Pakistan said in its report, issued recently, the depletion
of groundwater in Lahore has reached critical levels with the rate of about
2.5 to 3.0 feet per year. The water table, in the central part of the city,

has receded below 130 feet, and in the Gulberg area, it has fallen below
147 feet approximately. It is projected to recede below 230 feet in most
areas by 2025, if groundwater is not conserved and the present trend of
extraction continues.

Khalid Mohtadullah, a civil engineer by training with vast experience
in water resources policy, says a lot of problems around water scarcity
can be resolved if Pakistan invests in water savings by building storages
at all levels. “We are storing less than 8pc of the available surface water
flows. After meeting the environmental flow requirements of the river sys-
tem, we still permit the rest of the surplus flow to go to the sea unutilised,”
the water expert regrets.

He believes that Pakistan should be storing around 40pc of the sur-
face water flows to have a sustainable irrigation system. Given the seri-
ously uneven water availability in our rivers during the year, the lack of
adequate storage at all levels makes it almost impossible to manage our
water resources satisfactorily, he adds.

He says that in case the lower riparian plays the dying delta card,
when 75 to 80pc of water is available in just three months of the year,
and only a trickle in the remaining nine months, the principle that "every
drop stored is a drop saved" will help keep the delta alive and stop sea
water intrusion. The stored water can always be released in a consistent
manner around the year or as required according to sound principles of
equity and good water management, he believes.

A good initiative launched by the Punjab government last year made
the people of Lahore heave a sigh of relief when the Water and Sanita-
tion Agency (WASA) installed the city’s first rainwater storage system.
For the pilot project on Lawrence Road, a concrete tank was installed
underground in the nearby Bagh-e-Jinnah park. New drains were laid in
the surrounding roads to channel water into the storage tank.

The system can store 6.4 million litres of water, which will be used to
water the park and surrounding areas. The project’s catchment area
spans over 25 acres – home to around 30,000 people, with roads used
by more than 40,000 motorists every day. It cost Rs150 million and is es-
timated to save Rs23 million every year from flood damage, a WASA of-
ficial said. Lahore receives around 600mm of rain per annum, and
rainwater harvesting can solve the city’s depleting water resources prob-
lem.

Experts believe that harvesting rainwater is essential to institutionalise
the response to yearly urban floods and with a little ingenuity can turn a
crisis into an opportunity to utilise the water resource and recharge our
depleting groundwater aquifers. "The experience of the Lahore pilot proj-
ect has been very good and we are now planning another 25 sites with
rainwater collection tanks at points of depression in the city," an official
said.

However, Muhammad Ashraf, Chairman of the Pakistan Council for
Research in Water Resources, says that the best way to use rainwater
is to recharge the groundwater with the collected rainwater, instead of
storing it in tanks for reuse. Recharging is cost-effective, he said, and
can help address urban flooding and improve the water table.

Opinion

Dr. Zaheer Ahmad Babar

Innovative ways needed 
to address water woes
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The dust has settled on a chaotic United States withdrawal from
Afghanistan. It began with faulty predictions of the Afghan gov-
ernment’s longevity (at least 18 months, we were told in April),
continued under the protective wing of its adversaries, and con-
cluded with a drone strike which killed some of the Afghans, sev-
eral of them children, whom the US was so keen to evacuate.

Longtime observers of the US and NATO war, with its fre-
quent unmet timelines and repeated insistence that change was
just around the corner, should not be surprised. Despite amass-
ing a wealth of data on Afghanistan and making profitable ca-
reers for an army of analysts, contractors and assorted
“experts”, the International Security Assistance Force (ISAF), to
paraphrase Sun Tzu, failed to understand either its enemy or
the nature of its own intervention.

Two days before the fall of Kabul, UK Defence Secretary
Ben Wallace declared that Afghanistan was “heading towards
civil war”, suggesting the history of Afghanistan and the frag-
mented nature of the Taliban movement meant al-Qaeda would
“probably come back”. Since then, his views have been echoed
by former US ambassador Ryan Crocker, Republican Senator
Lindsey Graham, and numerous other commentators and politicians. Such
statements are based on an outdated understanding of the situation in
Afghanistan and the greater Middle East. After 2001, al-Qaeda found more
fertile ground outside Afghanistan, chiefly in places where governance was
shattered and local resentments created by US invasions and bombing
campaigns (Iraq, Yemen, Libya).

It has been the presence, rather than the absence, of US violence that
has created support for the organisation. Meanwhile, more extreme outfits
like ISIL (ISIS) have superseded al-Qaeda both in importance and in their
ability and willingness to strike on US territory. By contrast, the Taliban has
shown no inclination to take its fighting outside Afghan borders, despite
many opportunities to do so, and was tacitly collaborating with US forces
against ISIL in Afghanistan. In the present day, no government can guar-
antee that none of its nationals will ever carry out an attack in another
country – could Australia?

But there is every reason to take seriously the Taliban’s evident interest
in establishing a peaceful order in Afghanistan. The tragic ISIL attack on
Kabul airport only underscores the urgency of doing so. The claim that the
Taliban is fragmented is also a common misconception. Drawing an inac-
curate parallel between the divided mujahideen insurgency against the So-
viet occupation in the 1980s and the Taliban, this assertion has been made
repeatedly over the years, notably during the Obama presidency as an ex-
cuse to avoid serious negotiations: if the Taliban leadership has no control
over its constituent commanders, who is there to negotiate with?

Such beliefs led to Obama’s stop-start policy of negotiations inter-
spersed with head-hunting by drone strikes. The former, often focused on
trying to wean away individual commanders and split the insurgency,
yielded no political achievements; the latter resulted in no lasting military
gains. In reality, the Taliban has operated for many years as a cohesive
insurgent movement with consultative leadership and multiple centres of
power. At times there have been internal tensions and even violence be-

tween them, but as a whole, the movement has displayed the ability to
weather these conflicts and remain intact.

The Taliban’s highly coordinated military campaign this summer, mean-
while, contrasted sharply with the failure of the mujahideen to capture the
provincial city of Jalalabad in the aftermath of the Soviet withdrawal in
1989, a failure that breathed three more years of life into the then widely
unpopular communist government.

That is not to go to the other extreme of claiming that the Taliban is a
completely unitary actor. The movement remains decentralised, and com-
pliance of individual commanders with, for example, the Taliban code of
conduct in war, has been uneven. Nevertheless, its leadership has demon-
strated the capacity to articulate the movement’s red lines, develop con-
sensus around policies which do not cross them, and largely enforce it.

Accompanying ISAF and the Afghan government’s failures over the
years has been a steady narrative drumbeat in search of a scapegoat,
most commonly Pakistan, which has been accused of providing support
for the Taliban. Students of the history of counterinsurgency will note noth-
ing unusual here: incumbent governments routinely attempt to deny insur-
gents any indigenous legitimacy, instead blaming their failures on the
clandestine machinations of foreign sponsors. Thus, for the US, the Viet-
cong were puppets of the USSR and North Vietnam; for the French, the
Algerian nationalists were puppets of Egypt and the USSR; for the Soviets,
the mujahideen were the puppets of the US and Pakistan.

And indeed, claims of support are accurate so far as they go: not only
Pakistan, but a number of regional powers (Iran, China, Russia, several
Arab states) have maintained ties with the Taliban over the last decade,
even as they have also supported ISAF’s mission and the Afghan govern-
ment in various ways. Weapons and funds, either acquired on the black
market or through state support, flowed through some of these channels
– although the biggest source of Taliban weapons was likely the Afghan
security forces themselves.

Ahmad M Siddiqi

Opinion

The West is getting
Afghanistan wrong – again
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Each anniversary of the 9/11 attacks generates debates on how to balance
security with liberty in the United States. What is often lost in the conversation
is the role that race plays in constraining civil liberties for religious minorities.
Today, the targets are Muslims. A century ago, it was Jews and Catholics.

The racialisation script is the same. First, the religious minority is vilified in
the media and among public officials as a disloyal fifth column. Then, the reli-
gion’s followers are racialised as a threat to the (Anglo-Saxon Protestant)
American way of life. Finally, the religion is expelled from the realm of religion
by relabelling it as a dangerous political ideology.

For the past two decades, Americans have been subjected to a continuous
stream of doomsday media portraying Muslims as terrorists. Few, if any, news
stories describe how the millions of Muslim doctors, teachers, business owners,
lawyers, and other working folks positively contribute to American society. In-
deed, according to a 2018 University of Alabama study, from 2006 to 2015,
terrorism committed by Muslims was covered 357 percent more times than
terrorism committed by non-Muslims in the US.

Politicians have legitimised the media’s vilification of Muslims by authorising
massive surveillance, deportation, and prosecution of Muslim communities.
Whether it was the Bush administration’s special registration through the Na-
tional Security Entry-Exit System (NSEERS) or the Obama administration’s
Countering Violent Extremism programme, both Republican and Democratic
administrations have sent the same message to the American people: Muslims
are a domestic security threat.

Donald Trump followed suit in a presidential campaign platform of xeno-
phobia and Islamophobia. In March 2016, he declared: “I think Islam hates us
… [T]here is a tremendous hatred and we have to be very vigilant and we have
to be very careful and we can’t allow people coming into this country who have
this hatred of the United States and of people who are not Muslim.” Shortly
after walking into the White House in January 2017, Trump acted on his cam-
paign promise, issuing the Muslim ban.

In a society that proclaims religious freedom as a fundamental value, sup-
port for discrimination against Muslims stands as an obvious contradiction. But
if the religious minority is treated as a racial group, then their mistreatment falls
within the long tradition of discrimination against Black Americans, Native
Americans, and other racial minorities.

As I explain in my book The Racial Muslim: When Racism Quashes Reli-
gious Freedom, physical appearance is not the only basis on which racism op-
erates. Religious identity can also be a trigger of discrimination. To be sure, a
person’s skin colour, hair texture, facial features, and national origin define
where minority groups fit in socially constructed racial categories. But the en-
tanglement of whiteness with (Protestant) Christianity in the US has historically
racialised followers of non-Protestant sects and religions. The further away a
group was from whiteness and Protestantism, the less privileges were afforded.

So when millions of Southern and Eastern European immigrants arrived
on US soil between 1880 and 1924, they found themselves in a state of racial

precarity. Although white by law due to their European origin, their Jewish and
Catholic religious identities rendered them socially an “in-between race” – su-
perior to Black people, Native Americans and Asians, but inferior to Northern
European Protestants. In the 1920s, a potent Klu Klux Klan condemned
Catholics as a people whose parochial schools, foreign-born priests, and serv-
ices in a foreign language threatened Anglo-Protestant national identity. Merely
practising their religion attracted Protestants’ suspicion that Catholics were se-
cretly plotting to eliminate individual liberties. White nativists alleged that the
teachings of the Roman Catholic Church were inconsistent with liberalism’s
principles of self-governance and thus a threat to American democracy. These
conspiracy theories mirror those of the anti-Shariah campaigns that emerged
after 9/11 targeting Muslims.

Overt anti-Semitism was also as mainstream then as Islamophobia is today.
The media in the early 1900s described Jews as clannish, separatist, parasitic,
pushy, dishonest, and agents of Bolshevism. When the Jewish population in-
creased to more than three million in 1920 (mostly from Eastern Europe), white
Protestant nativists deployed theologically based racism in claiming Jews were
Judaised Mongols and Khazars of Turkish origin. Hyperbolic depictions in the
media of Jews with bulging eyes, protruding sensual lips, hooked noses, and
animal-like jaws were common in the first half of the 20th century. By 1938, the
racialisation of Jews led to nearly 54 percent of Americans believing Jews were
to blame for their persecution in Europe.

Fast forward eight decades to 2017 – 50 percent of Americans believe
Islam is not part of mainstream America and only 48 percent expressed warm
feelings towards Muslims, according to a Pew Research poll. Muslims’
racialised identity stands in stark contrast to Americans’ association of Christi-
anity with peace, civilisation, charity, and forgiveness, notwithstanding a his-
torical record of violence in its name. That Christianity is treated as normal and
Islam as dangerous arises from the third factor legitimising systemic discrimi-
nation against Muslims: the re-categorisation of Islam from a divinely inspired
religion to a violent political ideology.

Islamophobia

Sahar Aziz

9/11 and the racial 
limitations of religious
freedom in America
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Somdeep Sen

The revelation that Pegasus – spyware developed by the Israeli cyber-
arms company NSO – was used to surveil opposition politicians, activists,
public officials and journalists in India, has once again confirmed that the
right to privacy, freedom of speech and expression and freedom of the
press are threatened under Prime Minister Narendra Modi’s Hindu nation-
alist government.

Dismissing the controversy, a member of Modi’s Bharatiya Janata Party
(BJP), Basavaraj Somappa Bommai, declared, “It is a conspiracy involving
foreign press where these kinds of misinformation campaigns have been
done against India … Using digital platforms, they try to destabilise differ-
ent countries. Now, the eyes are set on India.” However, opposition politi-
cians have accused Prime Minister Modi of “treason”. And, the Press Club
of India (PCI) described this as an unprecedented attack on Indian democ-
racy. The PCI tweeted, “This is the first time in the history of this country
that all pillars of our democracy – judiciary, parliamentarians, media, ex-
ecutives and ministers – have been spied upon.”

But it is not mere happenstance that technology developed by an Israeli
company was used by the Hindu nationalist leadership in India. Over the
years, the two countries have developed a robust strategic, military and
technology partnership. Furthermore, there has long been an ideological
alliance between the BJP and Israel that helps further the ambitions of
both parties.

Relations between Israel and India have not always been as friendly
as they are today. In 1938, Mahatma Gandhi had famously said, “Palestine
belongs to the Arabs in the same sense that England belongs to the Eng-
lish or France to the French.” Jawaharlal Nehru – who eventually became
the first prime minister of independent India – expressed his sympathies
for the Jewish population facing persecution in Europe. However, Nehru
also insisted that “fundamentally the problem of Palestine is a nationalist
one. The Arabs are struggling against imperialist control and domination.
It is a pity, therefore, that the Jews of Palestine instead of aligning them-
selves with this struggle have thought it fit to take the side of British impe-
rialism and to seek its protection against the inhabitants of the country.”

India remained invested in the idea of Arab freedom in Palestine in the
lead up to its independence in August 1947 and thereafter. It was an
elected member of the UN Special Committee on Palestine (UNSCOP).
And, in September 1947, it was one of only 13 countries that voted against
the United Nations’ Partition Plan for Palestine. In a statement against the
partition plan, the Indian representative and member of UNSCOP, Sir
Abdur Rahman, said, “The people of Palestine have now admittedly
reached a stage of development where their recognition as an independent
nation can no longer be delayed. They are in no way less advanced than
the people of the other free and independent Asiatic countries.” Rahman
added that the failure to grant independence to Palestinians would lead to
continued violence in the region.

As Israel secured UN membership, signed armistice agreements with
its neighbours and was recognised as a sovereign state by the leading
powers, India also eventually felt compelled to recognise Israel in 1950.

However, India’s leanings towards the Soviet Union during the Cold War
and status as a key architect of the Non-Alignment Movement meant that
its allegiance was with its Arab allies and it had very limited, if any, diplo-
matic relations with the Western bloc-allied Israel at the time.

In 1956, during the Suez Crisis, India extended its support to Egypt and
Gamal Abdel Nasser. In 1974, it became the first non-Arab country to
recognise the Palestinian Liberation Organization (PLO) as the sole, legit-
imate representative of the Palestinian people. In 1975, the government
of India also allowed the PLO to open an office in New Delhi as confirma-
tion of its continued support to the Palestinian “struggle for the restoration
of their inalienable rights in their homeland”. India recognised the State of
Palestine in 1988 and it opened the doors of its first representative office
in Palestine in 1996.

However, with the fall of the Soviet Union, India engaged in a process
of economic liberalisation and, with it, began to reposition itself in world
politics. This included its relationship with Israel. In 1992, under the lead-
ership of Prime Minister PV Narasimha Rao, India established formal diplo-
matic ties with Israel, but remained committed to the Palestinian cause
and its economically crucial ties with other countries in the Middle East.

Today, bilateral relations between India and Israel is a multifaceted af-
fair. Between April 2020 and February 2021, bilateral merchandise trade
(excluding defence) stood at $4.14b. Indian software companies have a
growing presence in Israel. Both countries signed a comprehensive coop-
eration agreement for the agriculture sector in 2006. The fifth phase of this
agreement is currently being implemented. India and Israel also signed a
Science and Technology Cooperation Agreement in 1993. And, in 2017, a
$40m India-Israel Industrial R&D and Innovation Fund (i4F) was estab-
lished. Eleven ongoing projects have been funded under i4F.

In December 2020, the two countries signed an agreement to increase
cooperation in the fields of healthcare and medicine. At the height of the on-
going COVID-19 pandemic, Indian and Israeli authorities have also worked
together to develop a rapid COVID-19 testing kit. In March 2021, it was an-
nounced that India’s Premas Biotech and Israel’s Oramed had jointly devel-
oped a COVID-19 oral vaccine. In recent years, there has also been an
uptick in cultural exchange, tourism and people-to-people contact.

Politics

India’s deepening love
affair with Israel
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Afghanistan

Obaidullah Baheer

What to make of the Taliban’s 
‘exclusive’ caretaker government

The Taliban, further widening the gap between its rhetoric and actions,
announced a Taliban-exclusive “caretaker” government on September 7.
No woman from any ethnic group or political fraction has been given a
post in the new administration. The formation is also ethnocentric, with
Pashtuns making up more than 90 percent of the cabinet. The an-
nounced setup has left the Hazara minority – Afghanistan’s third largest
ethnic group – without any role in government. This setup will severely
hinder the Taliban’s prospects of international recognition and it seems
the movement is indifferent towards that outcome.

The anxiety Afghan citizens have about the future has led to protests
across Kabul. The Taliban used the absence of a formal government as
an excuse to be evasive when asked about difficult issues such as the
national flag, extrajudicial killings and women’s rights. Though a smart
strategy meant to buy the movement more time with the international
community, it further deteriorated the little trust the urban population had
in its ability to address the pressing problems facing the country. With
the announcement of a caretaker government, however, the Taliban does
not even have that excuse to hide behind, anymore.

Though the Taliban labelled the current government as a “caretaker”
in order to avoid international scrutiny over its lack of inclusivity, it is
highly unlikely that the top brass of the Taliban leadership to whom these
positions have been offered would cede them to anyone else in the near
future. The Taliban would likely argue that the extraordinary situation in
Afghanistan demands such a transitional setup, and a more permanent,
and perhaps inclusive, government could be announced once everything
settles down. However, there is little reason to believe that a different
metric would be used in deciding who would get the most important posts
in a more permanent setup.

The Taliban’s apparent disregard for the international community’s
demand for the inclusion of ethnic and political opposition, as well as
women, in Afghanistan’s government is alarming for several reasons.
The Taliban risks straining its ties with Iran by refusing to include mem-
bers of the mostly Shia Hazara minority in its administration. The Haz-
ara community had been persecuted by the Taliban during its previous
reign, and including it in the new government would have been an op-
portunity for the movement to make amends. Moreover, it would have
helped demonstrate that it really has changed and is now more tolerant
towards the Shia.

After the Taliban’s takeover of Kabul, its ideological opponents, fear-
ing for their safety, fled the country. Yet, the Taliban chose to exclude
from its caretaker government even the remaining parties which are all
more or less ideologically aligned with it. This was in contradiction with
its earlier statements about not wanting to monopolise power, and
caused the international community to become even more sceptical
about its intentions. It also showed that former President Hamid Karzai
and Dr Abdullah Abdullah’s efforts to give the Taliban a veneer of legiti-
macy by triggering a democratic transition have been in vain.

The Taliban also appears to have missed an opportunity by refusing
to introduce a female member to its new cabinet. The Taliban would have
won significant favour with the Afghan public as well as the international
community if it had announced a woman, even a Taliban member, to head

the Ministry of Women’s Affairs. It would have also helped with containing
the women’s rights demonstrations gaining momentum in the country.

It seems, despite its rhetoric of inclusivity, the Taliban never intended
to include anyone from outside its movement in its administration. De-
spite this, it still took two weeks to reach a consensus over who would
be in the government – and this is also a bad omen. This confirms the
initial rumours of strife within the movement over who would occupy
key positions. This conflict may resurface in the future, in the shape of
a contest for power and relevance, and hinder the functioning of a Tal-
iban government.

Afghans and the international community have long been fearing that
the Taliban would assign its members to governmental posts based on
their individual contributions to the movement’s military campaign. With
the announcement of the caretaker government, these fears have been
realised. The apparent absence of a merit-based system for appoint-
ments shows the Taliban’s inability to comprehend the complexity of gov-
ernance. A system that divides government positions as spoils of war
among Taliban members is unlikely to be sustainable or successful.

The only silver lining in the Taliban’s announcement of a new caretaker
government is that the political vacuum in Afghanistan seems to have
been filled, no matter how imperfectly. The paralysis of government or-
gans was directly affecting the security situation in the country as well as
the day-to-day lives of common Afghans. Now, to maximise the gains
made through the formation of a new government, the Taliban needs to
reinstate former members of the Afghan police force in Kabul to their
posts. Their training and understanding of protocols would enable them
to handle the demonstrations in the country efficiently. The Taliban fighters
currently maintaining security in the city have a battle-hardened nature
which leads to a heavy-handed approach in managing demonstrations.

The Taliban would have to stop perceiving the outside world as ene-
mies if it wants the world to stop perceiving it as such. If the Taliban per-
sists in its defiant attitude and disregard of international expectations,
even its closest allies would be forced to distance themselves from it,
leaving Afghanistan alone on the international arena. And the price of
this isolation, as always, will be paid by the common Afghan.
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Your View

The federal government has filed a petition against the Supreme Court judg-

ment of July 6, 2021, which had held that the Protection against Harassment of

Women at the Workplace Act of 2010 was a cosmetic legislation with its limited

application. The judgment, in my view, was pragmatic and realistic wherein the

SC had pointed out glaring limitations of the act. The government’s review peti-

tion banks more on the theoretical aspect and seeks to adopt a wider interpre-

tation of “harassment” as defined in the act. The petitioner has observed that

the act was enacted primarily to provide protection and relief to women at the

workplace. The SC judgment does not undermine the prime objective of the

act, as one of the judges had observed that anyone could be subject to harass-

ment though in a culture and society like Pakistan, women were the distressing

majority of victims. According to the judgment, any other demeaning attitude,

behaviour or conduct, which might amount to harassment in the generic sense

of the word, as it was ordinarily understood, howsoever grave and devastating

it might be on the victim, was not actionable within the contemplation of the ac-

tionable definition of harassment under the act. Giving such restrictive meaning

to “actionable” harassment by the legislature in its wisdom impinges the very

object and purpose for which the act was promulgated. Besides the above ob-

servations of the judges in this case, the employers face difficulty while imple-

menting the act of 2010. The enquiry committee constituted under the act to

investigate the harassment complaints consists of three members. One of the

members should be a woman, one representative of the senior management

and should be a senior employee. If there is a collective bargaining agent

(CBA) union in the organisation, one of the three members is to be nominated

by it in place of the senior employee. The purpose of having a separate en-

quiry committee than the one constituted for holding a domestic enquiry for

other misconducts committed by employees is the sensitive nature of harass-

ment cases. However, the procedure for holding an enquiry prescribed under

the act is similar to that of other misconducts. On receipt of the complaint, the

accused is issued a charge-sheet. Thereafter, a formal enquiry is held after the

submission of explanation by the accused. Both the complainant and the ac-

cused are entitled to cross-examine the witnesses produced during the en-

quiry. There is no issue in adopting this procedure of cross-examination during

enquiries for other misconducts. However, it is unrealistic to expect a female

victim of harassment to put questions to the man against whom she has filed a

complaint. In most cases of sexual harassment, women are reluctant to lodge

a written complaint, as they do not want their friends and colleagues to know

about the incident. If on persuasion of her superiors, the victim lodges a com-

plaint, she prefers to be part of an investigation that is conducted only by

women. In order to make the act more pragmatic, the confrontation between

the complainant and the accused even in the presence of the members of the

enquiry committee should be avoided. The female complainants should only

be enquired by a sub-committee comprising women, and another sub-commit-

tee consisting of men should interrogate the male accused. Members of the

two sub-committees may formulate their recommendations based on the evi-

dence recorded and documents exhibited during the separate investigations

so conducted and forward them to the competent authority for final decision.

Parvez Rahim

Karachi

Safer workplaces for women
The jammers installed at the Karachi Central Prison are caus-

ing significant hindrances for almost a decade in the daily life

of people living nearby. They have pushed them into the Stone

Age, leaving them without telecommunication and internet

services.

Several letters and requests have been filed in this regard, but

no heed has been paid to the plight of the residents to date. It

is a known fact that telecommunication and internet services

are vital for every individual and with the ongoing Covid pan-

demic, the importance of mobile phone services has increased

manifold. The lack of the internet service has deprived people

of much needed e-services like food deliveries, ride-hailing

etc. Arranging online classes for students living in the affected

areas is a nightmare. In view of the Taliban takeover in

Afghanistan and subsequent good relations with them, the

government should deactivate the jammers as the security

threats due to the Tehreek-i-Taliban Pakistan (TTP) have lost

their intensity. Please, end the misery of the people, and pro-

vide them with the long-awaited relief and the freedom to live

in the digital age.

Muhammad Asad

Karachi

Jail jammers

I was hardly 10 when the then Soviet Union invaded

Afghanistan. Everyone glued to the television waiting for

news about the latest. PTV would tell us about various feats

of the mujahideen, like the destruction of Soviet tanks. It re-

ally was a grim decade for Afghans, and Pakistanis as well.

Our poor country extended all kinds of help it could to its

Afghan brethren. To some, it was Pakistan’s war against the

approaching Communist bear. Then the tide turned, the Sovi-

ets went back and the rest is history. A superpower was de-

feated.

Soon after it, Afghanistan became the hub of terror. The only

superpower stepped in to sort the terrorists out. The Ameri-

cans had so much to gain from their presence in Afghanistan.

Iran, China and Russia would now feel exactly what the US

had been feeling about Cuba. And the only Muslim nuclear

state was just at a stone’s throw away. The stones they did

throw. A hybrid war was unleashed, media manipulated, cor-

rupt politicians were nurtured, and not to forget the long series

of suicide bombings. The aim was to make another Libya or

Iraq out of Pakistan. They failed; they failed for 20 long years,

until they went back. Another superpower faced a defeat.

Zeeshan Ahmad, 

Lahore

Two superpowers!
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Astronomers may have seen a star gulp
down a black hole and explode

New ideas on what makes a planet habit-
able could reshape the search for life

Adam Mann Lisa Grossman
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For the first time, as-
tronomers have cap-
tured solid evidence of a
rare double cosmic can-
nibalism — a star swal-
lowing a compact object
such as a black hole or
neutron star. In turn, that
object gobbled the star’s
core, causing it to explode and leave behind only a black hole. The first hints
of the gruesome event, described in the Science, came from the Very Large
Array (VLA), a radio telescope consisting of 27 enormous dishes in the New
Mexican desert near Socorro. During the observatory’s scans of the night
sky in 2017, a burst of radio energy as bright as the brightest exploding star
— or supernova — as seen from Earth appeared in a dwarf star–forming
galaxy approximately 500 million light-years away. “We thought, ‘Whoa, this
is interesting,’” says Dillon Dong, an astronomer at Caltech. He and his col-
leagues made follow-up observations of the galaxy using the VLA and one
of the telescopes at the W.M. Keck Observatory in Hawaii, which sees in the
same optical light as our eyes. The Keck telescope caught a luminous outflow
of material spewing in all directions at 3.2 million kilometers per hour from a
central location, suggesting that an energetic explosion had occurred there
in the past. The team then found an extremely bright X-ray source in archival
data from the Monitor of All Sky X-ray Image (MAXI) telescope, a Japanese
instrument that sits on the International Space Station. This X-ray burst was
in the same place as the radio one but had been observed back in 2014. 

Piecing the data together, Dong and his colleagues think this is what hap-
pened: Long ago, a binary pair of stars were born orbiting each other; one
died in a spectacular supernova and became either a neutron star or a black
hole. As gravity brought the two objects closer together, the dead star actually
entered the outer layers of its larger stellar sibling. 

When considering where to
look for extraterrestrial life, as-
tronomers have mostly stuck
with what’s familiar. The best
candidates for habitable plan-
ets are considered the ones
most like Earth: small, rocky,
with breathable atmospheres
and a clement amount of warmth from their stars.
But as more planets outside the solar system have been discovered, as-
tronomers have debated the usefulness of this definition. Some planets in
the so-called habitable zone, where temperatures are right for liquid water,
are probably not good for life at all. Others outside that designated area might
be perfectly comfortable. Now, two studies propose revising the concept of
“habitable zone” to account for more of the planets that astronomers may
encounter in the cosmos. One new definition brings more planets into the
habitable fold; the other nudges some out. “Both papers focus on questioning
the classical idea of the habitable zone,” says astronomer Noah Tuchow of
Penn State University. “We should extend the range of places that we look,
so we don’t miss habitable planets.”
Some overlooked planets could be much bigger than Earth, and potentially
receive no starlight at all. Astrophysicist Nikku Madhusudhan of the University
of Cambridge and colleagues propose a new category of possibly habitable
planet that could be found at almost any distance from any kind of star. These
hypothetical planets have a global liquid-water ocean nestled under a thick
hydrogen-rich atmosphere. Madhusudhan calls them “Hycean” planets, for
“hydrogen” and “ocean.” They could be up to 2.6 times the size of Earth and
up to 10 times as massive, Madhusudhan and colleagues report in the As-
trophysical Journal. That thick atmosphere could keep temperatures right for
liquid water even with minimal input from a star, while the ocean could protect
anything living from crushing atmospheric pressure.
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People hospitalized for COVID-19, and even some with milder cases, may suf-
fer lasting damage to their kidneys, new research finds.
The study of more than 1.7 million patients in the U.S. Veterans Affairs system
adds to concerns about the lingering effects of COVID -- particularly among
people sick enough to need hospitalization. Researchers found that months
after their initial infection, COVID survivors were at increased risk of various
types of kidney damage -- from reduced kidney function to advanced kidney
failure. People who'd been most severely ill -- requiring ICU care -- had the high-
est risk of long-term kidney damage. Similarly, patients who'd developed acute
kidney injury during their COVID hospitalization had higher risks than COVID
patients with no apparent kidney problems during their hospital stay. But what's
striking is that those latter patients were not out of the woods, said Dr. F. Perry
Wilson, a kidney specialist who was not involved in the study. They were still
about two to five times more likely to develop some degree of kidney dysfunction
or disease than VA patients who were not diagnosed with COVID. "What stood
out to me is that across the board, you see these risks even in patients who did
not have acute kidney injury when they were hospitalized," said Wilson, an as-
sociate professor at Yale School of Medicine in New Haven, Conn.
There is some question about the degree to which the kidney problems are re-
lated to COVID specifically, or to being sick in the hospital, according to Wilson.
It's unclear, for instance, how their kidney function would compare against that
of patients hospitalized for the flu. But the study found that even VA patients

who were sick at home with COVID were at increased risk of kidney problems.
"There were risks, albeit smaller, among these patients who never had major
problems when they were sick," said senior researcher Dr. Ziyad Al-Aly, an as-
sistant professor at Washington University School of Medicine in St. Louis. Wil-
son said the "big question" is why? "Is this reflecting some ongoing immune
system stimulation and inflammation?" he said. "It will take more research to
figure that out."

A four-in-one pill containing "ultra-low doses" of different medications can
provide better blood pressure control than standard drug treatment, a new
clinical trial from Australia shows.

About 80% of people given the "quadpill" achieved a healthy blood pres-
sure of 140/90 within three months and continuing out to a year, compared
to 60% of people who started on a single medication and added others as
needed, researchers reported. "Starting on this very low-dose combination
of blood pressure medicines was more effective than the common approach
of starting one medicine at full dose and then adding medicines in a stepwise
manner to improve blood pressure control," said lead researcher Dr. Clara
Chow, a professor of medicine at the University of Sydney. "And even at 12
months there was no catch-up -- that is, the group initiating on the quadpill
still had better blood pressure control at 12 months," with most of them still
taking just the single four-in-one pill, Chow continued. Some blood pressure
treatment guidelines already recommend using combinations of different pills
to better reach healthy levels, said Dr. Eugene Yang, chair of the American
College of Cardiology's Prevention of Cardiovascular Disease Section.

Combining these different medications into one pill could help people
better stick with their treatment, said Yang, medical director of the University
of Washington Medicine Eastside Specialty Center in Bellevue. "A lot of what
drives this strategy is to improve adherence, because we know the more
pills you take, the lower the adherence is," Yang said. Four different tried-
and-tested blood pressure medications were combined into one pill and ran-
domly prescribed to half of a group of nearly 600 Australians, to test for safety
and effectiveness. Chow and her colleagues figured there would be less
chance of side effects since each medication included in the pill would
amount to a quarter of what would normally be prescribed. "A quarter dose
of each blood pressure medicine is not a quarter as effective, actually it is

more like 60% as effective," Chow explained, "And the four types of medi-
cines included here each worked in different ways to lower blood pressure;
that is, they were synergistic. So when combined, four quarter doses gives
you the maximum effect for minimum dose." Their suspicion was right, as
there were few serious side effects in the group that took the quadpill. "The
side effects from any of these medications at the ultra-low dose would be
exceedingly small. Side effects are almost always dose-related, and these
are ultra-low doses," said Dr. Robert Carey, dean emeritus of the University
of Virginia School of Medicine and co-author of the American Heart Associ-
ation's blood pressure treatment guidelines. By three weeks, the average
blood pressure of the quadpill group was 120/71, compared with 127/79 in
the group receiving standard care. Carey said such a quadpill would be of
most benefit to developing countries and remote parts of the United States
where there is less access to health care. In such places, "you have less
ability to measure blood pressure at home or in the office, less ability to add
on and titrate medication doses," Carey explained.

Kidney damage another consequence of 'long COVID’

4-in-1 blood pressure pill could improve outcomes

Amy Norton

Dennis Thompson
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Dune
Ben Travis

In Dune, much is made of
dreams. It’s the first word of
Denis Villeneuve’s film, spoken in
a booming, bone-rattling
voiceover before a single pro-
duction logo has even appeared.
It’s prophetic dreams of a blue-
eyed girl on the planet Arrakis that drive protagonist Paul Atreides (Timothée
Chalamet) towards his mysterious future. Villeneuve himself has often
named Dune as his dream project. And for science-fiction devotees, espe-
cially those who have long-worshipped Frank Herbert’s dense tome and
waited decades for it to be brought to the screen in a more successful in-
carnation than previous filmmakers have managed, make no mistake: Vil-
leneuve’s Dune is the adaptation you always dreamed of. A lot has been
written of the complexity of Dune — a 1965 book whose near-impenetrability
on the page is legendary, with a story so expansive and mythology so
sprawling that even talented filmmakers like Alejandro Jodorowsky (whose
version never came to fruition) and David Lynch (who disowned his own
1984 take) stumbled in their attempts to capture it. Notably, many of its im-
ages and ideas have instead disseminated into everything from Star Wars
to Studio Ghibli’s Nausicaä of the Valley of the Wind. Villeneuve’s approach
is to split the story in half — Dune is actually, by its own title card’s admis-
sion, Dune: Part One. It’s a bold gambit — especially since the implied ‘Part
Two’ is yet to shoot, and its existence is seemingly predicated on the finan-
cial success of this first instalment — but going by everything achieved here,
it’s a narratively vital decision. 

Shorta
Ian Freer

A kind of Danish Les Misérables
meets Training Day, Shorta —
Arabic for “police” — is a familiar
but highly effective cops-come-
under-fire-on-a-housing-estate
thriller. Co-directed by Anders
Ølholm and Frederik Louis
Hviid, it’s an exciting, well-crafted policier, full of inventive action, but is
also thoughtful and sensitive, giving its characters space to breathe and
examining the situation from all sides. It opens with impressionistic but
effective filmmaking, as cops try to restrain 19-year-old Muslim Talib Ben
Hassi (Jack Pedersen) while hauling him into a cell. Present at the ag-
gressive arraignment are white officers Mike Andersen (Jacob Lohmann)
and Jens Høyer (Simon Sears), who are subsequently put together on
the beat so Høyer can temper Andersen’s macho, racist tendencies. The
pair go on patrol in Copenhagen’s dangerous Svalegården district — the
tension Høyer feels every time Andersen stops and searches someone
is palpable — and, following the announcement of Talib Ben Hassi’s
death in custody, soon come under fire from an increasingly violent Arab
community. After an artsy opening, Anders Ølholm and Frederik Louis
Hviid deliver urgent, matter-of-fact filmmaking. In exciting, tense, well-
staged set-pieces, Høyer and Andersen are pursued through estates,
high-rises and grocery stores, their journey becoming more challenging
after they arrest Amos Al-Shami (Tarek Zayat, excellent) in a pointless
stop and search. 

Misha and the Wolves
Hanna Flint

If a Holocaust survivor told
you, in granular detail, the cir-
cumstances of her childhood
journey across Nazi-occupied
Europe on foot as part of a
wild wolfpack, would you ask
for proof? That’s the ethical
conflict playing out in Sam Hobkinson’s riveting documentary about
Misha Defonseca and the women who, for better and for worse, played
a part in putting her too-good-to-be-true account on an international
stage. The first half of the film concerns itself with how Defonseca’s ac-
count came to light, through interviews with the people she lived
amongst in Millis, Massachusetts, after moving to the US in 1988. Neigh-
bours, a radio host, synagogue friends and even the owner of a local
wildlife sanctuary share their memories of the Belgian animal-lover, and
together they paint a sympathetic picture of why they readily believed
every word of her intrepid yarn. The revelations are well-paced. Amongst
the talking heads is Jane Daniel, the publisher who convinced Defon-
seca to put pen to paper to produce and release ‘Misha: A Mémoire of
the Holocaust Years’ together. Daniel details her side of the working re-
lationship: dramas over an Oprah appearance are illustrated from vari-
ous angles, but a disagreement over royalties and profits led to her being
successfully sued by the author for a career-ending amount. This is
where things take a shocking turn, as Hobkinson begins to retrace the
steps of Daniel’s well-overdue investigation into the veracity of Defon-
seca’s assertions.

Candyman
Kambole Campbell

The latest in a number of
horror franchises that have
received the ‘legacy-quel’
treatment — soft reboots that
sweep aside what is viewed
as messy and disposable
canon (think David Gordon
Green’s Halloween) — Nia
DaCosta’s new take on Candyman directly continues the story of the orig-
inal and most beloved entry in the series. The film revives Bernard Rose’s
1992 cult horror, continuing its mythologising of buried, collective historical
trauma in the form of its eponymous vengeful spirit, but also attempts to
self-reflexively engage with the missteps of its predecessor. And where
the original used gentrification and academia as a route into discussions
of government-enforced social barriers, DaCosta builds upon how this has
continued into the present day. The film returns to a now-gentrified Cabrini
Green, the location of the first film. Through a new art project, Anthony
(Yahya Abdul-Mateen II) unwittingly unleashes the Candyman, who kills
anyone who summons him by saying his name five times in a mirror. With
her 2018 debut feature Little Woods, DaCosta has experience in navigat-
ing socio-economic boundaries and broken governmental systems with
nuance. Candyman would seem a perfect continuation of her interests.
It’s an interesting expansion on the character’s mythos, taking the stronger
elements from its derided sequels — though anyone looking forward to
seeing Tony Todd back in the role again might be disappointed. 
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I Love This Game
Patrice Evra

In I Love This Game, the long-awaited au-
tobiography of Patrice Evra, the former
Manchester United and France star looks
back on a remarkable life and career. Hav-
ing played alongside some of the club's
greatest legends, such as Ryan Giggs,
Cristiano Ronaldo, Wayne Rooney and
Paul Scholes, in one of United's most suc-
cessful eras, Evra has now found a new
role as an in-demand pundit and social
media star. But, as he reveals in this frank,
often shocking, but always compelling
memoir, beneath the surface things were
not so simple, and he had to fight all the way to get to the top. Initially,
it was football that saved him from being sucked into the gang culture
of his tough neighbourhood of Les Ulis in the suburbs of Paris. Then,
once he achieved his dream of becoming a professional, he had to deal
with racism and a notorious dispute with Luis Suarez; he also became
a central figure in the infamous ‘strike’ by the France national team in
the 2010 World Cup; and there was the moment he launched an attack
against a Marseille fan while warming up. “I Love This Game” has be-
come Evra’s catchphrase. Throughout this wonderful book, his passion
for his sport shines through and there are revealing and entertaining be-
hind-the-scenes insights about the players and managers he’s worked
with, from Sir Alex Ferguson to Paul Pogba, who knows him as Uncle
Pat. With infectious enthusiasm and sharp observation, Evra takes the
reader where few football autobiographies dare to tread.

Will
Will Smith

One of the most dynamic and
globally recognized entertainment
forces of our time opens up fully
about his life, in a brave and in-
spiring book that traces his learn-
ing curve to a place where outer
success, inner happiness, and
human connection are aligned.
Along the way, Will tells the story
in full of one of the most amazing
rides through the worlds of music
and film that anyone has ever
had. Will Smith's transformation
from a fearful child in a tense
West Philadelphia home to one of
the biggest rap stars of his era
and then one of the biggest movie stars in Hollywood history, with a
string of box office successes that will likely never be broken, is an
epic tale of inner transformation and outer triumph, and Will tells it
astonishingly well. But it's only half the story. Will Smith thought, with
good reason, that he had won at life: not only was his own success
unparalleled, his whole family was at the pinnacle of the entertain-
ment world. Only they didn't see it that way: they felt more like star
performers in his circus, a seven-days-a-week job they hadn't signed
up for. It turned out Will Smith's education wasn't nearly over. This
memoir is the product of a profound journey of self-knowledge, a
reckoning with all that your will can get you and all that it can leave
behind. Written with the help of Mark Manson, Will is the story of how
one exceptional man mastered his own emotions, written in a way
that can help everyone else do the same. Few of us will know the
pressure of performing on the world's biggest stages for the highest
of stakes, but we can all understand that the fuel that works for one
stage of our journey might have to be changed if we want to make it
all the way home. The combination of genuine wisdom of universal
value and a life story that is preposterously entertaining, even as-
tonishing, puts Will the book, like its author, in a category by itself.

Adjaye, Africa, Architecture
David Adjaye

At just over forty, David Adjaye is one
of the world’s most exciting and ac-
complished architects, and has built
many highly acclaimed houses and
public buildings in the UK and the
USA. Over a ten-year period, the Tan-
zanian born, London-based architect
has visited 53 major African cities and
photographed thousands of buildings,
sites and places that few of us will ever
be able to visit. This 7-volume slip-
cased edition documents Adjaye's trib-
ute to African metropolitan
architecture. The individual volumes present cities according to the
terrain in which they are situated.

Parag Khanna

Move

In the 60,000 years since people began colonis-
ing the continents, a recurring feature of human
civilisation has been mobility - the constant
search for resources and stability. Seismic
global events - wars and genocides, revolutions
and pandemics - have only accelerated the
process. The map of humanity isn't settled, not
now, not ever.
As climate change tips toward full-blown crisis,
economies collapse, governments destabilise
and technology disrupts, we're entering a new
age of mass migrations - one that will scatter both the dispossessed and
the well-off. Which areas will people abandon and where will they resettle?
Which countries will accept or reject them? As today's world population,
which includes four billion restless youth, votes with their feet, what map
of human geography will emerge? Here global strategy advisor Parag
Khanna provides an illuminating and authoritative vision of the next phase
of human civilisation - one that is both mobile and sustainable. As the book
explores, in the years ahead people will move to where the resources are
and technologies will flow to the people who need them, returning us to
our nomadic roots while building more secure habitats. Move is a fasci-
nating look at the deep trends that are shaping the most likely scenarios
for the future. Most importantly, it guides each of us as we determine our
optimal location on humanity's ever-changing map.




