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The ruling alliance’s dilemma
Muhammad Zain

The coalition government is in a dilemma
over holding fresh elections. Results of recent
Punjab by-polls have fortified former Prime
Minister Imran Khan’s position in the system.
However, he may not force the government for
early polls by dissolving Punjab and Khyber
Pakhtunkhwa assemblies as he believes the
ruling alliance will continue to lose public support over rising prices even if it completes its
term till August next year. On the other hand,
the government believes it has already hit the
rock bottom of its popularity after taking some
“harsh” decisions to revive
the economy and it has no
option but to complete its
term and hope for the best.
Almost all parties in
the government are in favour of completing its constitutional term. However,
there is difference of opinion in the Pakistan Muslim
League-Nawaz of Prime
Minister Shehbaz Sharif
over the issue of elections.
Most of its leaders claim
they had been “trapped” to
move a no-confidence motion against former Prime
Minister Imran Khan,
which paved the way for
the coalition government
to come to power. The
party is upset after losing
by-polls in Punjab. It is
also disturbed over some
court decisions. It wanted
smooth sailing after coming to power in the Centre
and Punjab, but the pan has not worked. The
Supreme Court’s ruling on the Punjab chief
minister’s election also disappointed it.
In the situation, former Prime Minister
Nawaz Sharif favours early elections, although
his party had come to power after a nod from
him and it aimed to complete its tenure. Then,
the party thought the situation would become
more difficult for its leaders if former Prime
Minister Imran Khan was allowed to complete
his term or even if he remained prime minister
till October and November this year, when he
could make key appointments. After the loss
in Punjab by-polls, the party believes it has
been “betrayed and trapped.” Former Prime
Minister Nawaz Sharif is now in favour of
early polls after announcing a week ago that
the government would complete its tenure and
elections would be held on its scheduled time.
He believes his party would continue to lose
4

public support if it remains in power. However, he wants to return to Pakistan to take part
in electioneering. PML-N leaders believe he
still can revive the party’s fortunes and cases
against him should be dropped to provide a
level playing field to it before the next election.
However, he is unlikely to get relief from
courts. Even if allowed to return to Pakistan
without going to jail, he cannot compete with
Imran Khan and his popular narrative.
On the other hand, Prime Minister
Shehbaz Sharif and his coalition partners
believe they have taken all the worst possible decisions to revive the economy and

for early elections besides working on a plan to
complete its term.
As the government is weighing its options, former Prime Minister Imran is optimistic that elections will be announced in six to
eight weeks. In a recent meeting with his party
legislators from Punjab, he asked them to get
ready for the general election. Earlier, former
interior minister Sheikh Rashid claimed that
matters with regards to snap polls had been
settled. "Instead of by-elections, matters on
new elections have been settled. The nation
will soon hear about the date for elections in
October, formation of a new Election Commis-

the situation will only improve for them till
the next election. They have already started
working on a plan to consolidate their position
in the National Assembly. The government
has accepted the resignation of 11 PTI MNAs.
In a bid to hold by-polls on the vacant seats,
the government plans to accept resignations
of all PTI MNAs in phases. However, it is still
not sure about the success of its plan, as some
of its recent decisions indicate that it is also
getting ready for snap polls at the same time. It
was widely anticipated that fuel prices would
increase in August after the massive devaluation of the rupee in the recent weeks. Instead,
the government slashed the price of petrol by
Rs3.05 per litre and light diesel oil by Rs0.12
per litre. The government has also announced
tax relief for small shopkeepers who use less
than 150 units of electricity in a month. The
steps indicate the government is also preparing

sion and a caretaker government,” he tweeted,
adding that PPP leader Asif Zardari had also
agreed to it. “Only JUI-F chief Maulana Fazlur
Rehman is left out,” he claimed.
According to media reports, backdoor
talks have already started for holding early
elections in the country. However, Imran Khan
and Nawaz Sharif have differences over the
date. Imran Khan wants the general election to
be held in October or November, while Nawaz
Sharif thinks polls in March or April 2023 will
suit his party. There is also a deadlock between
the two parties over the appointment of a new
Chief Election Commissioner, as Imran Khan is
not willing to contest elections under current
Chief Election Commissioner Sikandar Sultan
Raja. It is hoped all issues related to elections
will be solved amicably, which not only would
end political instability but also pave the way
for economic stability in the country.
POLITICS

The neglected
children of Pakistan
Nasim Ahmed

According to new estimates jointly released
by the UNICEF, World Health Organization
(WHO), Population Division of the United Nations Department of Economic and Social Affairs
and World Bank Group, the number of global
under-five deaths dropped to its lowest point
on record in 2019 – down to 5.2 million from
12.5 million in 1990. However, since then, the
COVID-19 pandemic has caused major disruptions in health services all around the world that
could reverse decades of progress in the sector.
In a recent statement Henrietta Fore,
UNICEF Executive Director, said: “When
children are denied access to health services
because the system is overrun, and when women
are afraid to give birth at the hospital for fear
of infection, they, too, may become casualties
of COVID-19. Without urgent investments to
re-start disrupted health systems and services,
millions of children under five, especially newborns, could die.”
Over the past few decades, steady improvement in health services have gone a long
way to prevent child death caused by low birth
weight, complications during birth, pneumonia,
diarrhea and malaria. However, the progress
made so far is under threat from disruptions in
the child and maternal healthcare system caused
by resource constraints and a general uneasiness
with using health services due to the fear of
getting COVID-19.
A UNICEF survey conducted in 77 countries found that almost 68 per cent of countries
reported at least some disruption in health
checks for children and immunization services.
In addition, 63 per cent of the countries surveyed reported disruptions in antenatal checkups and 59 per cent in post-natal care. On the
other hand, the WHO has found out through
a survey of 105 countries that 52 per cent of
countries reported disruptions in health services
for sick children and 51 per cent in services for
the management of malnutrition.
Health interventions are important
for stopping preventable newborn and child
deaths. For example, women, who receive care
by professional midwives trained according
to international standards, are 16 per cent less
likely to lose their baby and 24 per cent less
likely to experience preterm birth, according
to the WHO.
Based on the responses from countries th t
participated in the UNICEF and WHO surveys,
the most commonly cited reasons for health
HEALTHCARE

service disruptions included parents avoiding
health centers for fear of infection; transport
restrictions; suspension or closure of services
and facilities; fewer healthcare workers due to
diversions or fear of infection due to shortages
in personal protective equipment, such as masks
and gloves; and greater financial difficulties.
According to the survey, Afghanistan, Bolivia, Cameroon, the Central African Republic,
Libya, Madagascar, Pakistan, Sudan and Yemen
are among the hardest hit countries. Seven of the
nine countries had high child mortality rates of
more than 50 deaths per 1,000 live births among
children under five in 2019. In Afghanistan,
where 1 in 17 children died before reaching age

Pakistan until the early 1990s, at 86 deaths/1,000
live births. It has decreased 24 points and
declined to 62 deaths/1,000 in the last three
decades, but Pakistan is still in the group of
countries with the highest infant mortality rate.
The low status of women’s education, poor economic conditions and low level of using public
healthcare services are closely tied to higher
infant death rates in Pakistan. Experts say that
health interventions in Pakistan should be designed to reach the most under-served—women
and children—especially in rural areas.
Poverty and inequality in health is pervasive in Pakistan. The provisions and conditions
of health are very dismal. Pakistan is in the

5 in 2019, the Ministry of Health reported a
significant reduction in visits to health facilities.
Out of fear of contracting the virus, families are
avoiding pre- and post-natal care, adding to the
risk faced by pregnant women and newborn
babies. Even before COVID-19, newborns were
at the highest risk. In 2019, a newborn baby
died every 13 seconds. Moreover, 47 per cent of
all under-five deaths occurred in the neonatal
period, up from 40 per cent in 1990. With severe
disruptions in essential health services, newborn
babies could be at much higher risk of dying.
For example, in Cameroon, where 1 out of every
38 newborns died in 2019, the UNICEF survey
reported an estimated 75 per cent disruptions
in services for essential newborn care, antenatal
checkups, obstetric care and post-natal care.
The findings of various surveys emphasise the need for urgent action to restore and
improve childbirth services and antenatal and
postnatal care for mothers and babies, including
having skilled health workers to care for them
at birth. Working with parents to assuage their
fears and reassure them is also important.
The infant mortality rate was very high in

bottom 5% of countries in the world in terms of
spending on health and education. It is ranked
the lowest in the world with sub-Saharan Africa
in terms of child health equality.
According to the latest studies, children
under 5 years of age in Pakistan account for
about 16.34% of the total population, 11.76%
(2.5 million) of whom suffer from diarrhea
frequently. More than one-third of the households have no toilet in the house, and only 29%
of the households are connected with pipeborne drinking water. About 7.73% (1.6 million)
children have never been immunized.
Child health issues in Pakistan are related
to factors such as poverty, illiteracy, lack of
knowledge, and awareness of child healthcare,
inadequate provision of health services, and poor
infrastructure. The World Health Organization
recommends a minimum allocation of 5% GDP
on healthcare, but Pakistan spends less than 1%
on health, which is the lowest in South Asia.
Unless we substantially increase budgetary allocations for health, we cannot save our children
from the threats posed by various childhood
diseases.
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Rising tide of threats
Muhammad Hassan

Recent floods in the country remind the
government of increasing threats from climate change. In fact, three million people in
Pakistan are affected by natural catastrophes
every year, which is almost 1.6pc of the total
population of the country. Hundreds of people
and cattle are killed and crops on thousands of
acres are destroyed every year during the monsoon but successive governments have failed to
take steps to curtail the losses.
Over 1.2 million people have migrated
from the Indus delta to Karachi in the past two
decades after their livelihood and living areas
were affected by climate change. According to
the United Nations Population Fund, nearly
half of the country’s population will be living
in urban cities by 2025. It highlights how
climate change would hurt the country and its
people in the years to come.
In the last few years, dozens of deaths
were caused by extreme weather in Pakistan in
winter, reminding the country and the world
about their inadequate efforts to tackle the
global warming crisis. Experts warn winter and summer conditions will continue to
become harsher in Pakistan, which is the fifth
most vulnerable country to the effects of climate change despite producing less than 1pc of
the total greenhouse gas emissions. A few years
ago, some parts of Pakistan remained colder
than most Western countries. Skardu shivered
at -21°C for almost a month. The cold wave
broke a 25-year-old record in the country.
Lahore recorded temperatures as low as 2°C,
which was last recorded 35 years ago.
Experts have warned socioeconomic
risks could increase significantly for those
living in urban areas of Pakistan and India
by 2050 as heat waves push up against the
limits of human endurance and survivability.
McKinsey Global Institute said countries
with lower per capita gross domestic product
(GDP) rely more on outdoor work and natural
capital, and thus have less financial means to
adapt quickly. The report warned that hot and
humid countries like Pakistan are expected to
become significantly hotter and more humid by
2050. This would impact workability in urban
settings, and the report expects an average
ten-percentage-point loss in annual share of effective outdoor working hours in heat-exposed
regions between today and 2050.
Poorer regions often have climates that
are closer to physical thresholds, the report
said, adding that as heat gets worse, productivity could tumble. Reliance on outdoor work
could also be severely affected because of heat
6

waves, as well as increasingly hot and humid
climate. Pakistan’s GDP could be at risk annually with rising temperatures, forcing people
already at their physical threshold to cut the
number of working hours.
Agriculture, an outdoor sector, has a
significant share in the economy. It contributes 18.5 percent to Pakistan’s GDP, providing
employment to 38.5 percent of the national
labour force, but it remains a backward sector
of the economy. The government already recognises high performing agriculture as key for
economic growth and poverty alleviation. The
report suggests sectoral shifts in the national
economy could reduce the impacts of outdoor
work on the GDP, especially in countries like
Pakistan. “The pace of sectoral shifts in national economies will strongly influence GDP

incurred from 1998 to 2018. In this period,
Pakistan’s share was 9,989 deaths and $3.8
billion in losses due to more than 300 extreme
weather events. Pakistan is already fifth on
the Global Climate Risk Index 2020; the list of
nations most affected by climate change. The
ranking shows Pakistan downgrading in terms
of environmental security as the 2018 report
had put Pakistan as the eighth most vulnerable country. The situation is worsening in
Pakistan as the UNEP Adaptation Gap Report
predicts “increasing impacts and resulting
increases in global adaptation costs by 2030
or 2050 that will likely be much higher than
currently expected: two-to-three times higher
than current global estimates by 2030, and
potentially four-to-five times higher by 2050”.
For the past several years, Pakistan has

outcomes and drive the range in the GDP at
risk,” the report noted.
The report aims to help inform decision
makers around the world so they can better
assess, adapt to, and mitigate the physical risks of climate change. It points to the
risks in workability and liveability both, as
Bangladesh, India, and Pakistan, with lower
per capita GDP level were the most affected
countries under the Representative Concentration Pathway (RCP) 8.5 scenario. Under RCP
8.5, the world’s average temperature would
rise by 4.9 degrees Celsius. “Under an RCP
8.5 scenario, urban areas in parts of India and
Pakistan could be the first places in the world
to experience heat waves that exceed the survivability threshold for a healthy human being,
with small regions projected to experience a
more than 60 percent annual chance of such a
heat wave by 2050,” the report noted.
According to the Geremenwatch 2020
report, more than 526,000 people have died
all over the world and $3.3 trillion losses were

been facing unusual weather patterns. It experiences baking heat in the summer, excessive
rainfalls or droughts and prolonged spells of
cold wave in the winter. Experts consider the
extreme winter in Pakistan a fallout of the
global warming crisis. It is a pity that Pakistan is one the most vulnerable countries to
the effects of climate change despite producing less than 1pc of the total greenhouse gas
emissions. It is paying the price for the greed of
the developed world. Pakistan was devastated
by floods a decade ago, which caused approximately 2,000 deaths, while millions of others
were displaced from their homes. It is facing
the same situation now.
The last government launched an
ambitious “10-billion-tree tsunami” project to
tackle the climate crisis. The coming governments need large-scale measures to reverse
the damage already done. The country should
expedite its efforts to minimise the effects of
global change. Challenges are enormous but
the nation has no option to lose the fight.
CLIMATE

Pakistan’s unused
economic potential
Asim Nisar Chaudhry
There is a consensus of opinion among experts
that Pakistan’s economy has immense potential for growth which needs to be utilised in a
more organised manner than has been the case
so far.
Pakistan is the fifth most populous nation, rich in mineral and other resources, geographically well-positioned and has a 990km
hot water coastline. But despite these natural
endowments, we have not progressed as much
as other nations. Pakistan ranked a low 129th
amongst 193 UN member states in the 2021
Sustainable Development Report, slipping 14
steps in five years since 2016. Currently, 8.5
million people are unemployed and around 40
per cent live below the poverty line, which is
evidence of our poor economic performance.
Many reasons are cited for our failure
to achieve the optimum growth level. These
include weak state institutions, rampant
corruption, a culture of patronage, a faulty
legal framework, incompetent political and
corporate leadership and absence of a stable
and consistent economic policy framework.
Successive political governments failed
to turn around the economy. Each left the
economy in a worse shape than it had inherited. All three major political parties — the
Pakistan Peoples Party (PPP), the Pakistan
Muslim League-Nawaz (PML-N) and the
Pakistan Tehreek-i-Insaf (PTI) -- have broadly
similar positions on the economy though they
have approached the problems from their
narrow party angles. They are all committed to
a market-based economy for capital formation
and promise to limit the government’s role to
guarantee a level playing field in a conducive
business environment. They also pledge to
ensure rule-based governance and achieve
distributive justice and environmental sustainability. But in practical terms, the performance
of all previous governments has been below
par. The PTI government took some social
welfare steps to help the weaker sections of
society but still they were not enough.
Available figures indicate very low levels
of investment in both physical and human capital by businesses despite earning high profits.
The 1990 PML-N government relaxed the rules
for transferring foreign exchange abroad that
continue to date, meaning national wealth
continues to fly abroad. Besides, as recent sugECONOMICS

ar and other scandals showed, various mafias
control and manipulate output and prices for
reaping monopoly profits and evading taxes.
Pakistan’s economic problems are
structural in nature and impact. A serious fault
has been the inability of economic managers
to understand market fundamentals. It is no
secret that Pakistani businesses can’t access
huge markets next door, while the sources
of imports move within a narrow range. As
such, our industries are not competitive, make
low profits and do not invest in technology or
innovation.

regime and breeds corruption and sloth.
There are several other factors, such
as the absence of long-term national planning, fragmented decision-making, outdated
regulatory environment, a civil service that
mistrusts business, gross mismanagement of
agriculture and knee-jerk changes in policies for short-term revenue objectives that
distort the economic picture. On the one
hand, fragmentation of authority between the
federation and provinces and between various
federal ministries, on the other, have created
new complexities and slowed down deci-

Until our policies become market-oriented, our economic growth will remain
sluggish. Political instability and the failure of
state institutions to develop a consensus on
fundamental reforms of the governance system
and the economy are other factors impeding
economic growth. Double-digit growth in
India and China were unimaginable 40 years
back. It was only when they finally embraced
the market economy and opened up for international trade, the pace of development gained
momentum. Pakistan’s economy too has to
break free of the political shackles for the sake
of the future of the teeming millions, according
to a leading expert.
At the same time, tax policy needs to be
revamped. Under the present system, the powers of tax collection, investigation, prosecution
and adjudication are all centered in the Federal
Board of Revenue (FBR). It is a regressive

sion-making. Investment, especially in new
sectors, has been thwarted by lack of policy
consistency. Hence, exports have suffered from
low value-addition. Over half of our exports
are in categories for which global demand is
declining. Weak economic diplomacy and lack
of free trade agreements stand in the way of
export growth.
The neglect of agriculture has also
damaged our economic growth potential and
prospects. With Pakistan now a net importer
of food, the mismanagement of agriculture has
become a matter of food security and unbearable inflation. Textile, the major export sector,
is also denied adequate supply of cotton — its
principal input. Needless to say, without addressing the fundamental flaws, our economy
will remain moribund and sluggish, resulting
in low GDP growth and wide-spread unemployment.
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Disturbing signs
Shahid Hussain

Pakistan’s rupee is rapidly devaluing against
the US dollar, while the central bank’s foreign
exchange reserves have fallen to $8.575 billion,
which are not enough to meet its exports
needs for even two months. On the other hand,
the country’s current account deficit surged to
$17.40 billion in the previous fiscal year despite
measures to contain imports. To compound the
situation for the common people, overall inflation in the country has reached 37.67pc, which
is feared to increase further after recent hikes
in electricity and gas prices and the rupee’s
sharp devaluation.
The country’s worries have worsened
after an International Monetary Fund (IMF)
loan programme has been delayed despite
reaching a staff-level agreement. As a result,
pressure on the local currency has increased.
Political uncertainty is also adding to the
economic crisis. It has forced all international
financial and rating institutions to downgrade
Pakistan’s outlook.
In the last week, the rupee fell to an
all-time low in the open market, trading at 250
against the dollar. Experts have attributed it to
the panic buying of the dollar by the common people. A shortage of dollars in the open
market is also being blamed for it. The dollar is
being traded at Rs255 in Afghanistan, because
of which the greenback is being smuggled to it.
Pakistan’s current account deficit surged
to $17.40 billion in the previous fiscal year
which ended on June 30, mainly on the back of
swelling imports and higher global commodity prices. The current account deficit spiked
six times (or up $14.59 billion) in the fiscal
year 2021-22, compared to $2.82 billion in the
previous fiscal year. The deficit had widened to
a record high at $19.20 billion in FY18. After a
gap of four years, the deficit once again surged
in FY22 and reached $17.40 billion. In June
alone, it soared to a five-month high at $2.30
billion. It was 59pc higher compared to the
previous month and 40pc more than the same
month of the previous year.
Inflation, measured through the Sensitive
Price Index (SPI), posted a hefty increase of
3.68pc for the week ended on July 28, according to the Pakistan Bureau of Statistics (PBS).
The overall inflation rate has reached 37.67pc
in the country.
Pakistan’s external position has weakened against a backdrop of higher commodity
prices, tighter global financial conditions, and
a weakening rupee, noted the S&P Global
Ratings in its latest report. It also downgraded
the outlook on Pakistan’s long-term ratings to
negative from stable. Now, all the three inter8

national rating agencies, Moody’s, Fitch and
S&P, are skeptical about Pakistan’s outlook.
The S&P Global Ratings affirmed its ‘B-’
long-term and ‘B’ short-term sovereign credit
ratings on Pakistan, as well as ‘B-’ long-term
issue rating on the country’s senior unsecured
notes and Sukuk Trust Certificates. The agency said it could lower its ratings if Pakistan’s
external indicators continued to deteriorate,
but the outlook could be revised to stable if
its external position stabilises and improves.
Evidence of improvement could include a
sustained rise in usable foreign exchange reserves. Pakistan’s domestic demand continues
to recover, it is now facing a new challenge in
the form of rising prices, particularly for staple
goods, it observed. “Prevailing price dynamics,
including costlier edible oils, fuel, electricity,
and grains, are likely to hurt the pace of private
consumption growth in the current fiscal year
ending June 2023,” it projected.
Recounting risks, the rating agency
maintained, the Pakistan government has considerable external indebtedness and liquidity
needs, and an elevated general government
fiscal deficit and debt stock. “Prevailing price
dynamics, including costlier edible oils, fuel,
electricity, and grains, are likely to hurt the
pace of private consumption growth in the current fiscal year ending June 2023,” it forecast.
The S&P said while Pakistan’s domestic
demand continues to recover, it is now facing
a new challenge in the form of rising prices,
particularly for staple goods. “Although the
impact of these more difficult macroeconomic
conditions has been partially mitigated by
various reform initiatives undertaken by the
government over the past few years, the risk
of continued deterioration in key metrics,
including external liquidity, is rising,” the
agency said.

“However, the current inflationary
environment complicates the implementation
of such policies. Achieving a primary fiscal
balance surplus, and boosting its stock of
foreign exchange reserves, will also be more
difficult for the government to achieve against
the current external backdrop,” it added. The
agency also feared that political uncertainty
would remain elevated over the coming quarters. It said that although Pakistan’s security
situation had gradually improved over recent
years, ongoing vulnerabilities weakened the
government’s effectiveness and weighed on the
business climate.
As the country’s economic indicators
worsened, Army Chief General Qamar Javed
Bajwa reached out to Washington to push the
IMF to immediately release nearly $1.2 billion
Pakistan needs to stave off a serious crisis. The
civilian leadership also contacted the US diplomat in Islamabad, seeking his help to unlock
$1.4 billion funds from the World Bank and the
Asian Infrastructure Investment Bank (AIIB).
The government is also exploring the
possibility of selling stakes in its profitable
entities listed at the stock market to some
Gulf countries in return for money. The federal
cabinet has already approved a draft government-to-government Transaction Bill 2022 Bill
to pave the way for it. The government hopes
to secure $4 billion worth of commitments
from friendly countries.
According to the government, the pressure on the rupee will start easing in weeks
after imports have significantly reduced due
to a number of measures taken by the Finance
Ministry and the State Bank of Pakistan. It
believes the inflow of dollars in the country
will be greater than the outflow in the coming
weeks. However, rising prices will still be a
serious challenge to the government.
ECONOMICS

Negotiating with TTP to
prevent it from joining IS-K
Raza Khan

The Pakistan government has now taken the
ownership of talks with the largest militant-terrorist network, Tehreek-e-Taliban
Pakistan (TTP), but the basis upon which
the security establishment has convinced the
parliament to start talks with the banned
group is quite thought-provoking. According
to media reports, the military high command,
in an in-camera briefing to the Parliamentary
Committee on National Security (PCNS)
on July 4, said that the Afghan Taliban had
conveyed to them that unless Islamabad talks
with its Taliban, based in Afghanistan, there
were strong threats of their joining forces with
the Islamic State-Khorasan (IS-K). Once both
groups (TTP and IS-K) come together, they
would pose a grave threat to the security of
Pakistan and Afghanistan, or for that matter
the whole region.
Insofar as the IS-K and TTP joining
forces are concerned, there has always been a
possibility of such an eventuality. There are
several reasons for it. Both groups are based in
Afghanistan and they have a working relationship. Secondly, both IS-K and TTP believe in
global militancy. Thirdly, they also have strong
doctrinal association. Fourthly, both are stateless entities with the former receiving a severe
drubbing in its heartland, Iraq and Syria, while
the latter driven out from Pakistan. However, the problem is that the TTP has been the
deadliest terrorist-militant group of Pakistan,
which has on its hand the blood of 70,000
Pakistanis, mostly innocent civilians, particularly students of APS Peshawar. Some people
question how come the state could talk to the
terrorist group when it has not renounced
militancy and has made some very dangerous
demands including the reversion the merger
of the tribal areas with Khyber Pakhtunkhwa
(KP) province. Thus, the process of talks
would be complex and extremely difficult to
move forward, unless the TTP gives up its arms
and demands. Yet another important aspect
of the fear that the TTP may join forces with
the IS-K is that the Afghan Taliban consider
the IS-K a bigger threat than the TTP. But the
thing which is quite pinching for Pakistanis is
that for us the TTP has been more deadly than
the IS-K. The Afghan Taliban may be right in
their own calculation as they have been fighting the IS-K inside Afghanistan but for them
the TTP have been brethren-in-arms, who
have been instrumental in their win against
the Afghan national forces and NATO in the
OPINION

past. One thinks that the talks between the
TTP and the Pakistan government would not
move meaningfully forward. Having said this,
the IS-K is also a grave threat to Pakistan and
the region.
It is quite heartening that for the last
seven years since the IS-K was formed, the
group has been making its best efforts to have
a strong network in Pakistan but Pakistani
authorities, particularly police and Counter
Terrorism Departments of provinces, have
so far not let it succeed in its objectives. For
instance, some years back Pakistani authorities claimed to have busted the recruitment
network of the Islamic State (IS-K)
in the country which showed
effective measures taken by the
state security institutions against
the global terrorist organization.
But it also exposed the seriousness
of the threat, which the group, also
known as Daesh, poses to Pakistan.
When the network had been
smashed, its commanders were
found to have connections with
the central leadership of the group
based in Afghanistan, Syria and
Iraq. The security agencies had also arrested
top ten commanders of the IS, who were said
to be on a mission in the country to recruit
thousands of foot soldiers for its Middle East
war theatre, specifically in Iraq and Syria.
The names of the IS-K commanders
included Hashim Khan from Mohmand
Agency and Shakeel Khan from Bajaur Agency,
Shaheen from Orakzai Agency and Imran from
Gujrat. Hashim Khan S/o Inzar Gul Khan
was a key commander of Daesh and running a
recruitment camp in Pakistan. Before joining
Daesh, he was commanding the Tehreek-e-Taliban Pakistan Abdul Wali Group. Shakeel
Khan and Shaheen were recruiting militants
for Daesh in Rawalpindi and Attock. Imran
Mehdi, who is a resident of Gujrat, was in
direct contact with Daesh’s top leadership in
Syria. Before joining Daesh, he was a key commander with Al-Badar and Jamatul Muslimeen.
Moreover, the security agencies in an intelligence-based operation had arrested four Daesh
terrorists from Allama Iqbal Town, Lahore.
Their names are Syed Abdul Alam, Hafeezur
Rehman, Nisar Ahmad and Tusawwar Amin.
“They were following the command of Daesh
Syria through its journal, Dabiq, in which the
organisation had directed its followers all
over the world to launch local attacks,” reads
the document. Hafizur Rehman, a resident

of Khushab, was running a training camp in
the heart of Lahore. Before joining Daesh, he
received training in Afghanistan with Al-Badar
Mujahideen and also worked for TTP’s Malik
Yaqoob Group.
“They (Daesh terrorists) had decided
to make their presence felt and were about to
launch an attack on the office of an intelligence
agency,” it further read. A number of the arrested members of Daesh were said to be the former
members of Kashmir-focused militant organisations like Al-Badar and Jamatul Muslimeen.
This means that there was always a threat and
potential that many members of Kashmir-fo-

cused militant groups could join Daesh.
Some time back, Pakistan’s former
permanent representative in the United
Nations, Maleeha Lodhi, while dismissing
the allegations of ex Afghan President Ashraf
Ghani on Pakistan for nurturing terrorist
launching attacks inside Afghanistan, had said
that Afghanistan must ensure that its territory
was not used by others. Lodhi was pointing
out that some of TTP elements, who had allied
themselves with Daesh, continued to enjoy the
backing of Afghanistan’s intelligence agency.
Afghanistan’s top intelligence agency, before
the Taliban takeover, had been nurturing the
IS-K to make it fight with the Afghan Taliban
on the one hand, and create problems for Pakistan, on the other. Now when former anti-Pakistan Afghan President Karzai and President
Ghani and their security establishment are no
longer there and Afghanistan is controlled by
the Taliban, in this situation the IS-K would
try its utmost to shift its entire network to
Pakistan. This is really concerning for Pakistan
and for the IS-K the logical way to do is to
join forces with the TTP, which has a strong
network in Pakistan. It is a good strategy not
to let the IS-K and TTP join hands but this
cannot be done through negotiations with the
latter, because the talks would be counterproductive for Pakistan.
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Teachers smothering
creativity among students
Rasheed Ali

Thinking of employing pedagogical methods,
taught during teacher training programmes
for imparting lessons in a classroom, is only
a mad idea and nothing else, Muhammad
Jabbar*, a senior teacher at a government
high school for boys in the suburbs of Lahore
on the Multan Road, tells his new colleague,
Khwaja Muhammad Usman*. The newly appointed teacher is worried about controlling
his class, which consists of 49 students.
He cannot stop his students from making a
noise in the classroom and throwing paper
planes at each other during his almost oneyear stint in the school as a social studies
and Pakistan studies teacher.
When he shared his problem with some
colleagues in the staff room, Muhammad
Jabbar came to his rescue with some “golden
principles’ of pedagogy and controlling students “effectively’ in a classroom. “You can’t
control them through the teaching methods
in practice in some developed countries, or
being practised by the elite English medium schools of Lahore,” warns the seasoned
teacher on the basis of his 16-year experience
in the field. “These devils are the offspring of
small farmers, labourers, rehriwallahs (street
hawkers), and domestic servants, and they
know only one language, and that is the language of danda (the rod),” explains Muhammad Jabbar, an Urdu language teacher, with
MA/MEd degrees to his credit.
“Never give them a chance to get on
your nerves. From day one, tell them how
strict a teacher you are. Make the whole
class stand up on their desks and tell them
not to sit until all of them regurgitate the
answers one by one in one go, without stammering,” the senior teacher in his mid-forties
tells his junior.
“You may use “guide books” for saving
your and your students’ time, as they have
arranged all lessons in the form of good questions and their precise and concise answers.
And never shy away from using the rod, if
you find some “devils” creating any hurdle to
the “teaching” process,” Jabbar finishes his
advice on the keynote.
Muhammad Jabbar is the member of a
hugely large teaching fraternity in Pakistan
that believes in the “tried, tested and successful” method of teaching and controlling
a class.
“But what would happen to the cre10

ativity among your students in this “tried
and tested” pedagogical method,” Khwaja
Usman was asked. “Yes, this is a crucial
question, and I do believe in promoting
creativity among students,” the young
teacher says. “But the academic lessons and
the ground realities are quite contradictory, rather poles apart, in Pakistan,” he tells
Cutting Edge shyly. “I am teaching middle
and secondary classes, from class 6 to 10,
and I find it really hard to employ any new
teaching style, which is different from what
they have become used to in their previous six-seven years,” Usman expresses his
helplessness. He believes that nurturing
creativity should start from pre-school and it
should be nourished, promoted and polished
throughout their schooling. But, he regrets,
the situation on the ground is quite the
opposite.
Dr. Robina Shaheen did her PhD thesis
on the subject, through a survey of 1,008
primary schools. She says that while policy
documents mention the introduction of creativity in education, and the curriculum lays
emphasis on the concept in a comprehensive
manner, designated textbooks and teaching
practices do little more than encourage rote
learning and regurgitating information.
The measurement of children’s creativity in her study showed that children
have the ability to produce ideas which are,
at times, also original. But they appear to
be weaker in other areas, such as being able
to produce abstract titles, and remaining
open to going beyond the “ordinary” in their
thinking, she tells Cutting Edge. “This is
due to the fact that much of teaching is only
geared towards knowledge acquisition and
not creativity promotion,” she adds.
It is an account of some of those who
acquired academic education in the teaching
discipline and then were imparted special
training and refresher courses time to time
to equip them with best pedagogical techniques. Now you think of those who are neither properly qualified nor trained, but are
still serving as teachers in a large number of
private schools. Their academic qualification
ranges from matriculation to a Bachelor’s
degree, and in some cases a Master’s degree,
mostly in social sciences. A majority of them
get hands-on teaching training, and their
selection criterion is the monthly wages they
ask from school owners at the time of their
selection. The less the salary they demand,

the more the chances of their getting a
teaching job.
According to the All Pakistan Private
Schools Federation, there are at least 197,626
private schools across the country. As many
as 97,810 private schools are functioning in
Punjab, 39,850 in Sindh and 29,660 in Khyber-Pakhtunkhwa, and almost 50 per cent of
students, as per some statistics, study in the
private schools.
A survey conducted by Alif Ailaan
showed that there are nearly 1.4 million
teachers in Pakistan – both in the public and
private sectors – of which 0.65 million (51
per cent) teach in government-run schools,
and the remaining are employed by the
private schools. And what would happen
to creativity and creative thinking among
students of these private schools, who are
taught by totally untrained teachers, is anybody’s guess?
However, Ms. Nyla Shabbir, a senior
teacher at a private school, does not agree
that teachers of all private schools are
untrained. “Ours is a big school system with
our head office on Wahdat Road Lahore, and
it has all arrangements in place to impart
training to its teaching staff,” says the incharge of class 9. “Almost all teachers of the
school system undergo training and refresher
courses during the summer vacation, and
they can compete with teachers of any
school, public or private, on the basis of their
teaching skills,” she claims.
But her claim is not bought fully by
Ahmad Moeez*, a parent whose children
are studying at a branch of Ms Nyla’s school
system. “They might be imparted training on
pedagogical methods, but that must have no
concern with the promotion of creativity and
creative thinking among their students,” Mr.
Moeez tells Cutting Edge. “What I see in my
children, who are studying in three different
classes, this school system only prepares its
students for getting good grades in exams,”
he explains. It must be acknowledged that
students of the school system, and some of
its likes, prepare their students very well in
rote learning and regurgitation of information, and that is why their students get very
good grades in board exams and even secure
top positions. But as far as the promotion of
creativity and creative thinking among their
students is concerned, they are as dumb as
students of any other school, believes Ahmad
Moeez.
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Freedom of expression
and democracy
Faheem Amir

History shows that numerous political models
were developed over hundreds of years to govern and control societies. Earlier political ideologies emphasised coercion, fraud and force.
These models are still in place as monarchies,
oligarchies, military dictatorships, plutocracies, and hybrid governments. However, they
have drawn a lot of criticism and wrath in our
modern age.
On the other hand, the democratic system
of government has received unparalleled recognition from contemporary political bodies. Although it might not be the best political system
that human societies have ever used, it
is the best among the current forms of
government. This democratic fervour
is caused by the immeasurable benefits
that all democracies have achieved.
Information is indispensable
for the very existence and flourishing
of democracy. In fact, “information is
the oxygen of democracy. If people do
not know what is happening in their
society, if the actions of those who rule
are hidden, they cannot take a meaningful part in the affairs of that society”,
declares the public’s right to know:
principles on Freedom Information
legislation of the UK.
To strengthen democratic
culture and accountability, the UK has
bestowed the “right to know” on its citizens by introducing and implementing
the Freedom of Information Act 2000
(FOIA) in the country. The act ensures
the legitimate right of access to government
information and promotes transparency in
the functioning of the government. The act
has transformed the culture of government
from one of secrecy to one of transparency. For
the first time, anyone can gain access to any
information kept by the country's numerous
government agencies.
It is also a fact that the UK introduced
freedom of information legislation after many
developed nations had already introduced and
implemented the law in their respective countries. The US has had legislation since 1966,
while France has had legislation since 1978,
Australia and Canada since 1982, and Ireland
since 1997.
The Article 19 of Pakistan’s Constitution
also accepts the right of information in these
words: “Every citizen shall have the right to
OPINION

freedom of speech and expression and there
shall be freedom of the press, subject to any
reasonable restrictions imposed by law in the
interest of the glory of Islam or the integrity,
security or defence of Pakistan or any part
thereof, friendly relations with foreign states,
public order, decency or morality, or in relation
to contempt of court (commission of) or incitement to an offence.”
But, in reality, every government,
including political and military governments,
tried its level best to curtail the freedom of
expression by introducing draconian media
laws. The Press and Publication Ordinance
(PPO), 1962, Newspaper Employees (Con-

seem to be on edge these days. Tolerance levels
seem to have gone down in the current political storm. Ayaz Amir may have been scathing
but there was nothing in his remarks that is
not being talked about. He didn’t reveal any
state secrets. It was the truth, perhaps, put too
forthrightly for the liking of some elements belonging to a ‘sensitive’ institution — hence the
response in the shape of the crude use of power
that we have witnessed so often being applied
against those who dare to speak out. Ayaz may
be the latest and a more high-profile victim
of this high-handedness, but there have been
a number of other such cases in recent times.
Distressingly, there are a growing number of

ditions of Services) Act, 1973, Press Council
Ordinance, 2002, Press, Newspaper, News
Agencies and Books Registration (PNNBR)
Ordinance, 2002, Defamation Ordinance, 2002
and Pakistan Electronic Media Regulatory
Authority Ordinance, 2002 etc, have been used
by governments to control the media.
In the present Shehbaz Sharif’s government, prominent journalists, like Ayaz Amir
and Sami Ibrahim, have been attacked by
unidentified persons. While, Imran Riaz Khan,
Arshad Sharif, Sabir Shakir, Moeed Pirzada
and Jameel Farooqi are the target of judicial
proceedings.
Zahid Hussain, writing about Ayaz
Amir’s incident, said: “It all happened a day
after his speech at a seminar in Islamabad that
went viral on social media. It was scathing and
full of sarcasm. It irked the powers that be who

reports of journalists and rights activists being
harassed, beaten and intimidated.”
The situation was so pathetic that The
Reporters Without Borders included the name
of former Prime Minister Imran Khan in the list
of 37 heads of state and government who became the “predators of press freedom” in their
countries in its previous report about curbs on
the media published after a gap of five years.
There is no doubt about it that political
engineering has seriously harmed civil institutions and undermined the democratic process.
It is imperative that all institutions refrain
from engaging in illicit activity and entirely
disengage from the political power struggle.
Moreover, all curbs on the media and journalists should be removed to strengthen democracy in Pakistan. Because freedom of expression
and democracy go hand in hand.
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Small dams may
solve big issues
Dr. Zaheer Ahmad Babar

For the last almost two decades, depleting
water resources have set alarm bells ringing for
authorities as well as the public in Pakistan.
The freshwater sources are drying up fast and
it is feared the country may face an acute water
crisis in 2025. The quantity of water for all
sectors – drinking, power generation and agriculture is reducing, but regrettably no solid
corrective measures are being taken.
Water experts believe Pakistan must
frame a rational, politically unbiased and
holistic water policy to avoid a
serious crisis in the years to come.
They believe the major issue is not
just the unavailability of water
but the mismanagement of water
resources. Currently, 97% of freshwater in the country is used in the
agriculture sector, which makes
up 18% of its GDP. Bad agriculture
choices, flood irrigation, a lack of
hybrid seeding and poor water
management are putting a heavy
burden on water resources.
Masood Ahmed, a water
specialist for World Bank projects
in Pakistan, says there are several
issues with water management,
including a lack of basin-wise water resource
management and no proper system to stop
evaporation and pilferage (40% of water is
lost). Pakistan also faces the challenges of
13% of the cultivable land being saline and
30% of agricultural land being waterlogged,
he tells Cutting Edge. Every year, the water
crisis worsens in winter, but efforts to find
solutions do not match the gigantic issue. This
year again, the country experienced water
shortages, especially for power generation and
irrigation. Agronomists say red chilli, cotton
and rice crops in Punjab and Sindh suffered the
most this year due to canal water shortages.
Masood Ahmed says unequal access and
distribution, a growing population, urbanisation, progressive industrialisation, lack
of storage capacity and climate risks make
water management a difficult task in Pakistan.
Climate change has been causing shifts in the
weather pattern in different parts of the country, which requires area-specific solutions, not
a generic policy. Since the 1980s, the domestic
water supply and irrigation management have
become more participatory and privatised
with a focus on physical targets rather than on
12

capacity building, he says.
The water expert says Pakistan can only
store 10% of the average annual flow of its rivers, which is far below the world average storage capacity of 40%. He regrets the country’s
first National Water Policy announced in 2018
does not pay enough attention to water sensitive urban designs, risk management against
natural hazards and trade in water-intensive
crops. Any policy to address these challenges
should include customised, location-specific
solutions which can deal with the topographical, source water body, receiving water body

and socioeconomic context of the setting.
Masood Ahmed says water storages and
management should be the focus of the government along with transparent assessments
undertaken in every province about water
inflow and outflow. He appreciates a water
storage project launched in the drought-hit
Tharparkar region of Sindh.
Referring to a study conducted and published by the Thomson Reuters Foundation,
he says the provincial government project is
helping farmers harvest rainwater using small
dams. The scheme boosts sustainability and
enables the farmers to earn more from their
land, increasing their incomes by more than
60%. He says that captured rainwater makes
up less than 20% of water used by the farmers,
with most coming from the ground.
A paper published in 2020 by a group
of agricultural and environmental researchers
says the new rainwater harvesting dams will
not only provide farmers with a reliable water
supply but also help recharge groundwater
levels, as some of water from the dams sinks
into the earth.
Murtaza Wahab, environment adviser to

the chief minister of Sindh, tells Cutting Edge
by telephone that the provincial government
has built 60 small rainwater-fed dams, each
with an average storage capacity of 100,000
gallons, in the remote drought-hit areas of
Nagarparkar and Kohistan during the past six
years. He says at least 23 more small dams will
be built in the next three years.
He says that in Tharparkar the average
annual rainfall can be as low as 9mm and the
area frequently faces drought. The adviser says
the small dams have been a boon to the farmers, noting that last year Nagarparkar's onion
farmers reported a total yield worth
Rs600 million, a record for the
province. "The dams have a longterm benefit for the local population, because when abundant water
is available in these water-scarce
areas, people will bring more barren
land under cultivation and the
number of their livestock would
start increasing," he believes.
Ghazala Channar, deputy
chief of water resources in the
Ministry of Planning, says Punjab
and Khyber-Pakhtunkhwa are already working to build small dams.
The federal government allocated
Rs20.4 billion to build more than
500 small dams across the country last year,
she says. The new reservoirs will help mitigate
floods, ease poverty and develop agriculture,
as well as increase the water table and provide
clean drinking water.
The Thomson Reuters Foundation
report, however, says that small dams are not
a silver bullet for arid parts of the country. It
says that using small dams to recharge groundwater supplies only works in freshwater zones.
The rainwater caught by the dams is not much
use in topping up the water table in areas like
Sindh, where 80% of the underground water
supply is saline, the report explains. It suggests
that the provincial and federal governments
in Pakistan stop subsidising the electricity
commercial farms use to run large tube-wells,
which are a major cause of depleting underground water levels.
The authorities also need to help farmers
adapt to the water supply they have now, it
says, adding that those in drought-prone areas
should learn to grow less thirsty crops. The
cultivation of rice and sugarcane, which need
more water, should be discouraged in Sindh
and Punjab regions, it suggests.
AGRICULTURE

Inheritance – No end to
woman vulnerability
Dr. Fatima Khan

Nighat Nawaz Chaudhry was shocked by the
reply of her younger brother when she asked
him to hand over her share in the inherited
commercial shop, as she was going to build her
own house on a plot, purchased by her husband
in Lahore.
“You should have received your share in
the shop at that time. Now forget about it,” her
brother told her bluntly. The big shop was situated in the main bazaar of Sialkot, and its market
value about 20 years ago, when her father had
divided his property among his children, was
around 7-8 lakh rupees. Before his death, Nighat
Chaudhry’s father had divided his property
among all his children. Their house, according
to the family head, could only be sold after the
passing away of both father and mother, for
getting their share in the proceeds. However,
two big shops in the main bazaar were divided
by the family head among his two sons and two
daughters.
Newly-wed at that time, Nighat Nawaz
Chaudhry told her brother to continue with
his gold jewellery business in the shop, and
she would ask for her share later on, when she
would feel the need for it. However, in 2019,
when she planned construction of her house in
Lahore, where her husband was working for a
private company, her brother flatly refused to
give her share in the shop. When Nighat sought
intervention by her siblings, after pursuance
of almost one year, the man said he would give
her sister money according to the shop price,
estimated 20 years ago. The current cash value of
the shop has climbed to a whooping over Rs. 12
million from less than one million rupees at the
time of division of the inherited property. The
poor woman is making an all-out effort to get
her rightful share in her father’s property with
the help of her other family members, as she does
not want to drag her brother into a court of law.
This is a reality that despite the presence
of various old laws, and enactment of new ones,
the practice of acquiring property rights for
women in the country is not effortless. A survey
conducted in January 2017 and released in a
press release by the non-governmental AGHS
Legal Aid Cell, 80% of women reported not
getting their legal share in inheritance.
The report said that the denial and
inaccessibility of property shares to women
was the highest in Balochistan, as restrictions
on selection of profession was 66%, selection
of spouse 77.1%, freedom of travelling 66.13%,
RIGHTS

problem in keeping contacts with others
64.97% and the denial of the right to inheritance was 100%. In Balochistan, no inheritance for women exists where especially male
offspring are part of the family.
Also, according to the Demographic and
Health Survey 2017-18, “97% of women across
Pakistan did not inherit land or a house, while
1% each inherited agricultural land and a house.
Less than 1% of women inherited non-agricultural plots or residential plots.”
Maulana Muhammad Fayaz, a senior
cleric, says that the provision of inheritance is

might be fined one million rupees and imprisoned at the same time.
Agha Imran Advocate said amendments
were made to inheritance laws in 2012 and 2015,
and there was no time limit for any affected
woman. She could file an inherited property
claim at any age, the lawyer says. Lately, the government of Pakistan enacted the Enforcement of
Women’s Property Rights Act 2021. The ethos
behind the enactment of the law was to provide
women with a separate forum to agitate their
complaints before an ombudsperson, where
matters related to property could be resolved

integral in Islam. The Holy Quran says “Allah
thus commands you concerning your children:
the share of the male is like that of two females.
If (the heirs of the deceased are) more than two
daughters, they shall have two-thirds of the inheritance; and if there is only one daughter, then
she shall have half the inheritance (4:11).”
Agha Intizar Ali Imran, a Supreme Court
lawyer, says various laws of the land give Pakistani women full protection as far as the issue
of inheritance is concerned. The West Pakistan
Muslim Personal Law, also known as the Shariat
Act 1962 and the Muslim Family Law Ordinance of 1961, protect the rights of all legal heirs,
including women, the chairman of Agha Law
Excellence, explains.
In a special talk with the writer, the senior
lawyer said that Section 498-A of the Prevention
of Anti-Women Practices Act of 2011 (Criminal
Law Amendment), clearly states that depriving
women of inheriting property by deceitful or
illegal means was a punishable offence. The
culprit would be punished with imprisonment
which might extend to a time period of 10 years,
but not less than five years, explained the author
of various law books. The convicted person

speedily. The Act has also been adopted by the
provinces.
However, the real issue is the country’s
family culture and social system, which hinders
women from approaching such forums for
getting their rightful share in the inherited
properties. In fact, very few cases are actually
brought to the notice of courts, regrets the
senior lawyer. The Enforcement of Women’s
Property Rights Act 2021 can be ground-breaking in providing women speedy access to
justice if it is implemented correctly, believes
Agha Imran. Its success depends on a true
understanding of the ethos and purpose behind
its enactment and on the setting up of a proper
referral mechanism from the ombudsperson to
the courts, he adds. However, first and foremost, the Act must survive the tests of vires in
the courts – and must exist – if it is to dispense
justice to women, he explains.
The writer is a physician by profession. She has worked as
an intern at the Capital Health (New Jersey) & the Mount
Sinai St. Luke’s Hospital (New York). Rights and gender
issues are the areas of special interest to her. She can be
reached at: fatima23393@hotmail.com
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Nacta’s battle for survival

The National Counter Terrorism Authority
(Nacta), instituted in 2013, is the only federal
institution formulated through parliamentary
consensus to fight the menace of terrorism.
Despite the initial intent, the organisation has
been caught up in its own battle for survival,
keeping it away from becoming a fully functional, independent and effective body.
When Pakistan faced the initial brunt
of the Financial Action Task Force (FATF), it
was Nacta that had a dedicated unit dealing
with financial terrorism, and took the lead by
establishing a national task force on combating the menace. While other entities, like the
State Bank of Pakistan (SBP) and the Federal
Investigation Agency (FIA), received accolades for the country’s progress on the FATF
front, Nacta remained under the shadows
owing to lack of political support.
Nacta also made headlines when it
formulated a detailed policy about countering
violent extremism. The policy had input from
all the relevant stakeholders, including the
civil society. However, due to lack of political
support and will, such a significant endeavour also got pushed to the back burner. Presently, Nacta is fighting a war for survival; its
own survival. Budgetary cuts and absence of
service structure made this potentially viable
organisation vulnerable with no departmental
cadre and permanent head. It is crowded with
officials on deputation from other departments.
As per the last report available on the
relevant website, out of 841 sanctioned posts
at Nacta, 648 are vacant. While the country is
seeing an unprecedented surge in terrorism,
the government time and again pledges to
revisit and strengthen the National Action
Plan (NAP), but there is a need to revisit the
progress and strengthen Nacta first.
Zareen Tariq Bangash
Peshawar

Changing socks!

There is an old army joke which fits the
nation like a ‘sock’. A commander told his
soldiers: “I have good news and bad news for
you. The good news is that you can change
your old socks. The bad news is that you will
exchange them with one another!”
We do that after every election: exchange our current smelly, old socks full of
holes for our earlier smelly, torn and tattered
ones. And, so the political spiral goes —
down and down and then down a little more.
Shuja ur Rahman Khan
Karachi

Transport for students

Since the attack on Chinese nationals in the
University of Karachi, the administration has
barred rickshaws and vans from entering the
14

premises. This has worsened the transportation problem for the students. The crowded
university shuttles, or points, are not enough,
or at least decent enough, to carry the entire
load. In the absence of an efficient transport
system, students walk their way — all the
way — to their respective departments. Naturally, they fail to reach their classes on time.
The authorities should take steps to resolve
the transport problem without delay.
Syeda Inma Mustafa
Karachi

Sheer embarrassment

A recent incident of alleged gang-rape of
an American social media influencer and
v-logger who had come to Pakistan as a
tourist has left the entire nation red-faced
with embarrassment. This, beyond a shadow of a doubt, will portray a grim picture of
Pakistan in the world. International tourists
often shun Pakistan as a destination because
of safety and security concerns. The culprits,
if found guilty, should be awarded exemplary
punishment.
Meshkat Shafaque Marwat
Lakki Marwat

The worst is over?

Pakistan is among a dozen countries in the
‘danger zone’ and there is still misplaced optimism that the risk of default stands avoided
and the worst is behind us.
The ground reality is that the worst is
yet to come. With the dwindling reserves, the
continued beating of the rupee, high-level inflation and lack of a coherent plan, the nation
must brace itself for tougher times ahead.
The government is pinning its hope
on securing deposits and loans of $10 billion
from friendly countries and multilateral agencies to prevent a default. It may offer a temporary respite rather than fix the problem. No
economy can survive on unabated borrowing
for consumption purposes as the proposed
funding is intended to finance non-development expenditure.
The government has not outlined any
strategy to address the issue of widening
trade deficit and bridging the current account
gap. Import compression has been ignored
except some cosmetic measures earlier announced that would yield small reduction in
the import bill. The export base remains low
while excessive reliance on remittances poses
great risk. Austerity is nowhere to be seen.
Crucial reforms in different areas have been
avoided so as not to displease the influential
groups. The country’s economy remains vulnerable to external shocks.
Unfortunately, the government is
groping in the dark having spent much time
in securing the revival of the International
Monetary Fund (IMF) programme. The

resumption of the IMF programme and
consequent availability of borrowed finances
will essentially be a stopgap arrangement to
pre-empt the possibility of default. The risk
is likely to reappear in the not-too-distant
future unless the course and direction of the
economy is corrected.
Arif Majeed
Karachi

Tanker mafia

Karachi, especially the Defence Housing
Authority (DHA), has been a victim of the
tanker mafia for ages now, and no government and even the President of Pakistan
could do anything about it despite having
been elected to the National Assembly from
the DHA constituency.
A lot of discussion has taken place on
how one of the largest taxpayer clusters in
Pakistan remains hostage to tanker mafia, but
we all know that the provincial bureaucracy, the Karachi Water and Sewerage Board
(KWSB), the paramilitary forces, ministers
and, of course, the tanker mafia find the business too lucrative to leave.
With Pakistan suffering from a
severe foreign exchange crisis, I did some
back-of-envelope calculations to look at the
scale of foreign exchange wastage due to this
inefficient water delivery mechanism. And the
result is astounding.
Based on an average of 175,000 households in the DHA alone, it has a population
of around one million if we keep the average
family size of six. They would be needing
three tankers per month, and the average
two-way journey of each tanker per trip
would be 50km. With tankers doing 4km
per litre, and the diesel cost being $1.2 per
litre, we waste approximately $133 million of
foreign exchange every year on what surely
is an accepted form of corruption with duly
identified stakeholders.
To put things in perspective, this is 13pc
of the International Monetary Fund (IMF)
tranche of $1bn we are so desperate for. Can
the State Bank of Pakistan (SBP) and the
ministry of finance come up with a formula
to install water metres across DHA, keep the
same rate charged by the water tankers, i.e.,
Rs6,000 to Rs7,000 per 3,000 gallons, for this
piped water, and devise a mechanism under
which the proceeds from this arrangement
get distributed among the existing mafias
so that they may not stand deprived of their
booty?
This can at least save the much needed
foreign exchange we waste on diesel import.
I am sure the DHA population will be happy
to keep on paying this extortion if at least
it saves them the hassle of arranging water
tankers every week.
Muhammad Saqib
Karachi
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Astronauts might be able to
use asteroid soil to grow crops
Liz Kruesi

Astronauts might one day dine
on salad grown in asteroid soil.
Romaine lettuce, chili pepper
and pink radish plants all grew in
mixtures of peat moss and faux
asteroid soil, researchers report in
the Planetary Science Journal.
Scientists have previously grown crops in lunar dirt. But the new
study focuses on “carbonaceous chondrite meteorites, known to be
rich in volatile sources — water especially,” says astroecologist Sherry
Fieber-Beyer of the University of North Dakota in Grand Forks. These
meteorites, and their parent asteroids, are also rich in nitrogen, potassium
and phosphorus — key agricultural nutrients. Pulverizing these types
of asteroids, perhaps as part of space mining efforts, could potentially provide a ready supply of farming material in space.
Fieber-Beyer purchased a material that mimics the space rocks’
composition and gave it to her graduate student Steven Russell. “I said,
‘All right, grow me some plants.’”
Russell, now an astrobiologist at the University of Wisconsin–
Madison, chose a type of radish, lettuce and chili pepper — all of which
have grown aboard the International Space Station. He, Fieber-Beyer and
their colleague Kathryn Yurkonis, also of the University of North Dakota,
compared how the plants grew in only faux asteroid soil, only peat moss
and various mixes of the two.
Peat moss keeps soil loose and improves water retention. In all
mixtures with peat moss, the plants grew. Faux asteroid soil on its own,
however, compacted and couldn’t retain water, and so plants couldn’t
grow.

Diets heavy in
‘ultra-processed’ foods
could harm the brain
Steven Reinberg

Eating lots of ultra-processed foods
may dramatically increase your risk for
dementia, according to a new study by
researchers in China. Ultra-processed
foods are high in sugar, fat and salt, but
low in protein and fiber. Sodas, salty and
sugary snacks and desserts, ice cream, sausage, deep-fried chicken, flavored yogurt, ketchup, mayonnaise, packaged bread and flavored cereals
are all examples. Replacing these foods with healthier alternatives may
lower the odds for dementia by 19%, the study found. "These results mean
that it is important to inform consumers about these associations, implement actions targeting product reformulation, and communicate to limit
the proportion of ultra-processed foods in the diet and [instead] promote
the consumption of unprocessed or minimally processed foods like fresh
vegetables and fruits instead," said lead researcher Huiping Li, from the
School of Public Health at Tianjin Medical University.
This study doesn't prove that eating ultra-processed foods increases
the risk of dementia, only that there seems to be a link. Dr. Sam Gandy,
director of the Mount Sinai Center for Cognitive Health in New York
City, reviewed the findings. "This is consistent with the growing body of
evidence indicating that a heart-healthy diet and lifestyle is the best way
for everyone to modulate their risk for dementia," Gandy said. "The main
novelty here is the focus on the risks of ultra-processed foods rather than
on the benefits of heart-healthy foods."
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Humans may not be able
to handle as much heat
as scientists thought
Carolyn Gramling

More than 2,000 people died from
extreme heat and wildfires raging
in Portugal and Spain. High temperature records shattered from
England to Japan. Overnights that
fail to cool. Brutal heat waves are
quickly becoming the hallmark of the summer of 2022. And even as
climate change continues to crank up the temperature, scientists
are working fast to understand the limits of humans’ resilience to
heat extremes. Recent research suggests that heat stress tolerance
in people may be lower than previously thought. If true, millions
more people could be at risk of succumbing to dangerous temperatures sooner than expected. “Bodies are capable of acclimating
over a period of time” to temperature changes, says Vivek Shandas,
an environmental planning and climate adaptation researcher at
Portland State University in Oregon. Over geologic time, there have
been many climate shifts that humans have weathered, Shandas
says. “(But) we’re in a time when these shifts are happening much
more quickly.” Just halfway through 2022, heat waves have already
ravaged many countries. The heat arrived early in southern Asia:
In March, Wardha, India, saw a high of 45° Celsius; in Nawabshah, Pakistan, recorded temperatures rose to 49.5° C. Extreme
heat alerts blared across Europe beginning in June and continuing
through July, the rising temperatures exacerbating drought and
sparking wildfires.

Video gamers are better
decision-makers
Megan Brooks

Playing action video games
appears to boost brain activity
and decision-making skills.
In a study that coupled brain
imaging with a decision-making task, college students who
play video games regularly made faster and more accurate decisions
than peers who rarely play video games. "Video games are played
by the overwhelming majority of our youth more than 3 hours
every week, but the beneficial effects on decision-making abilities
and the brain are not exactly known," lead investigator Mukesh
Dhamala, PhD, of the Georgia State University Neuroscience Institute, said in a news release. The new study begins to shed light on
how video game playing can change the brain to improve task performance, said Dhamala and GSU co-investigator Timothy Jordan,
PhD. The researchers recruited 47 college students: 28 of whom
reported playing action video games for at least 5 hours per week
over the past 2 years, and 19 non-gamers who averaged less than 1
hour per week. During brain imaging, they were given a computerized decision-making task. They were asked to press a button in
their right or left hand to indicate the direction dots were moving
or resist pressing either button if there wasn’t any movement. The
video gamers were faster and more accurate with their responses
than the non-gamers. The gamers also had stronger activity in
some parts of the brain. "This has not been shown before," Dhamala
and Jordan say.
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