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Rising prices have been the biggest issue of the people of Pakistan and
the Tehreek-i-Insaf government of Prime Minister Imran Khan has failed
to address it. In fact, the problem has worsened with the passage of every
day and the government appears to be clueless about it.

Prime Minister Imran Khan often claims to win the next election on the
basis of the “performance” of his government, without ignoring the fact that
people are highly annoyed at his government over rising inflation and un-
employment. People also expressed their resentment in recent canton-
ment boards’ elections and if the situation remains the same for a few more
months, a PTI ticket will become a liability in the next election and candi-
dates would avoid applying for its ticket.

The Asian Development Bank (ADB) has projected that inflation in Pak-
istan would remain the highest in the region, at 7.5pc, and the economy
would grow by 4pc, the fifth lowest rate among seven South Asian nations,
belying the government’s claim of the country being the cheapest to live
in the world. The Asian Development Outlook Update (ADOU) said Pak-
istan’s economy was expected to continue recovering in fiscal year 2021-
22, with real GDP projected to rise by 4pc. It is the fifth lowest economic
growth rate in the region as the rate in the Maldives (15pc) and India
(7.5pc) remains the highest in the region. Bangladesh is projected to grow
at 6.8pc and Nepal at 4.1pc in 2022. "Inflationary pressures will likely come
from ongoing economic recovery and rising global oil prices but should be
tempered by expenditure reform and the government's commitment not to
borrow directly from the central bank," it noted.

The ADB report said the risk of inflation being higher than forecast de-
rived from any unusual increase in oil prices or from potential currency de-
preciation in the wake of any early winding down of the ongoing IMF
programme. The fiscal deficit is projected to narrow to the equivalent of
6.9pc of the GDP in FY22, which is still higher than the target set earlier
under a medium-term fiscal consolidation program supported by the IMF.
Expenditure is also projected to rise in FY22 as the government has bud-
geted substantial increases in subsidies and in social and development
spending to protect the vulnerable and fortify growth and economic recov-
ery. As domestic demand picks up and international oil prices rise, the cur-
rent account deficit is seen widening to the equivalent of 1.5pc of GDP in
the fiscal year 2022. Imports are expected to rise in the fiscal year 2022 in
response to domestic economic recovery, higher international oil prices,
and rationalisation of customs and regulatory duties in the budget of the
fiscal year 2022-23. The ADB said that global hunger was expected to af-
fect an additional 291 million people in 2021 in Asia, of which 72pc would
be in developing Asia, particularly in Bangladesh, India, Indonesia and
Pakistan.

According to the State Bank of Pakistan, the momentum of prices re-
mained relatively elevated, with month-on-month increases of 1.3pc in July
and 0.6pc in August. In its latest report, the central bank said a greater
emphasis was needed to ensure the appropriate policy mix to protect the
longevity of growth, keep inflation expectations anchored, and slow the
growth in the current account deficit. The SBP noted that over the last few
months, the burden of adjusting to the rising current account deficit had
fallen primarily on the exchange rate and it was appropriate for other ad-
justment tools, including interest rates, to also play their due role.

In its latest report, Fitch Solutions noted that net exports would con-
tribute negatively to headline growth as imports would outpace export
growth. The report said the risk to the growth outlook was weighted to the

downside. On the domestic front, given the more virulent delta strain in the
community, amid a still low percentage of the population that are fully vac-
cinated, a strong resurgence in Covid-19 infections could weigh heavily
on growth. On the external front, heightened security threats posed by rad-
ical groups such as the Taliban could lead to social instability and the de-
struction of infrastructure. This might weigh on the country’s gross fixed
capital outlook and exporting capabilities as businesses become hesitant
to invest in capacity building infrastructure. The report also revised up the
forecast for government consumption growth to register at 4.3pc in FY22
from the previous forecast of 3.5pc. The government consumption will also
be boosted by subsidies to the power sector, to ameliorate the country’s
circular debt.

Finally, with petroleum products accounting for approximately 18pc of
total imports value in FY21, elevated fuel prices will further increase Pak-
istan’s imports bill. The report forecast Brent crude oil prices to average
$72 per barrel in 2021 and $69 in 2022 from $43.20 per barrel in 2020.
Hence, it highlighted 8pc growth in imports for FY22, a revision upwards
from its previous expectation of 5pc growth.

To compound the problems for the people and the government, the dol-
lar has risen to an all-time high. Its value has jumped to Rs170 against the
rupee. Experts say the rupee will remain under pressure after its smuggling
to Afghanistan and it would further add to inflation in the country. On the
other hand, the government is not willing to accept the reality and claims
prices in Pakistan are the lowest in the region and the world. Prices of
cooking oil, sugar and flour have almost doubled in three years. Rates of
petrol and diesel increase fortnightly.

According to Minister for Finance and Revenue Shaukat Tarin, inflation
has declined in the country, owing to the “balanced policies” of the gov-
ernment despite the highest increase of inflation in a decade worldwide.
“Consumer Price Index (CPI)-based inflation has come down from 9.3pc
to 8.4pc during the last two years,” he claimed at a press conference. He
said food inflation had also declined during the last year.

It appears the government has lost contact with the common people,
who say inflation has increased with every passing year of the government.
The minister’s claim is like rubbing salt into the wounds of the common
people. The government should first admit the reality that food has gone
out of the reach of the lower segment of society, then it will be able to take
measures to provide relief to people.

Economics

Shahid Hussain

Unabated inflation
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The sudden decision of the New Zealand cricket team to cancel its tour has
raised a storm of controversy amid a plethora of reports about conspiracies
hatched by India and its allies to defame Pakistan.

According to initial reports, the New Zealand Cricket Council decided to
call off their tour of Pakistan after receiving security threats which were is-
sued by British intelligence agencies. Intriguingly, the security threats sur-
faced just 20 minutes before the toss for the first ODI.

However, according to a statement issued by the Pakistan Cricket
Board, there were foolproof security arrangements made by Pakistan’s in-
telligence and law enforcement agencies for the touring party and they had
assured the New Zealand cricketing authorities that there were no risks.

When the news broke, Pakistan Prime Minister Imran Khan spoke per-
sonally to New Zealand Prime Minister Jacinda Ardern and assured her
that Pakistan has one of the best intelligence systems in the world and there
were no reports of any security threat to the visiting team. But despite the
reassurances, the New Zealand team did not agree to play in Pakistan.

In view of the suspicious manner in which the New Zealand cricket tour
was cancelled, questions have been asked whether the security threats
were genuine or whether it was a plot to embarrass Pakistan and sabotage
the return of international cricket to the country.

Pakistan’s intelligence agencies have confirmed that the security threat
was a hoax and the Kiwis had been provided with top-notch security, so
there was absolutely no reason for the series to be called off.

The cat is now out of the bag. There are tell-tale signs of hostile forces
which worked behind the scenes to create a smokescreen of security alarm.
About a month ago, an article was published in an Indian newspaper, Sun-
day Guardian Live, which described in detail that New Zealand’s tour of
Pakistan would be faced with security concerns. At the same time, a news
outlet in New Delhi published an article titled “New Zealand cricket team
may face terror attack in Pakistan” written by Abhinandan Mishra.

However, the New Zealand cricket team and consultants were satisfied
with the security arrangements and decided to send their cricket team to
Pakistan. The New Zealand team landed in Islamabad on September 11
and held several training sessions at the Rawalpindi Cricket Stadium. Their
coach, Glenn Pocknall, told the media that the security arrangements were
top-notch and the players felt comfortable in the country.

But the whole scene changed suddenly. According to some analysts,
Pakistan is being targeted for its alleged role in Taliban’s takeover of
Afghanistan following the US withdrawal. India is particularly perturbed and
resorting to underhand means to tarnish the image of Pakistan.

The latest reports confirm that India pressured New Zealand to call off
the tour. A threatening email was sent to the New Zealand cricket squad
from India, asking the Kiwis to call off their tour. Information Minister Fawad
Chaudhry has disclosed that a fake post was created in August under
Tehreek-i-Taliban Pakistan militant Ehsanullah Ehsan’s name which asked
the New Zealand cricket board and the government to refrain from sending
the team to Pakistan as it would be “targeted”. A few days later, a second
threatening email was sent to the New Zealand team using the ID, Hamza

Afridi. Intelligence investigations showed that the email was sent from a de-
vice associated with India.

In view of the threatening emails, with just 20 minutes to go for the toss
in the first ODI, the New Zealand Cricket Council decided to abandon the
tour, a move that has caused widespread disappointment among cricket
lovers in Pakistan. The development has also caused dismay among cricket
fans all over the world. Some well-known foreign cricketers have criticized
the New Zealand Cricket Council for its poor decision, reminding it of the
time when the Pakistan cricket team had visited their shores despite the
Christchurch massacre in 2019, while New Zealand has decided not to play
in Pakistan without there being any overt or covert threat.

The adverse impact of New Zealand’s unfortunate decision on Pakistan
cricket cannot be overemphasized. It is feared that New Zealand tour can-
cellation may have a ripple effect and could leave Pakistan with little or no
international cricket activity at home for quite some time. Already, England,
which had agreed to send its men’s and women’s cricket team to Pakistan
in October this year, has cancelled the tour. Australia is scheduled to visit
Pakistan for a long-awaited cricket series, the first in almost two decades,
next year. But the series too is now in doubt.

As a result of these developments, Pakistan cricket could find itself in
the same situation as it was in the post-2009 period in the aftermath of a
terrorist attack on the visiting Sri Lankan cricket team in Lahore. It took sev-
eral years before international cricket returned to Pakistan. Over the last
few years, cricket teams from Zimbabwe, Sri Lanka, South Africa and the
West Indies have played in Pakistan, signaling a return of international
cricket to the country. Professional cricket stars from around the globe have
also been taking part in the Pakistan Super League (PSL).

Teams like New Zealand, England and Australia coming to Pakistan
would have solidified Pakistan’s status as an international cricketing desti-
nation but all these plans are now in jeopardy. Cricket is very popular in
Pakistan, a sport in which the country has won many international titles.
Pakistan won the T20 World Cup in England in 2009 and is ranked among
the favourite teams to regain the title later this year in the UAE.

In the given circumstances, the cricket authorities in Pakistan must find
ways and means to ensure that future home ground cricketing events do not
meet the same fate. To start with, we can invite teams from Sri Lanka,
Bangladesh and the West Indies to play exhibition matches in Pakistan. It
would send a positive signal to the rest of the cricket world that all is OK here
and the cancellation of the New Zealand tour was a conspiracy and a blunder.

Nasim Ahmed

A conspiracy against
Pakistan cricket
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Conciliation

Nasim Ahmed

World Peace Day: An
ideal still far away

International Day of Peace is observed
around the world every year on September
21. The day was designated as such in
1981 by the United Nations General As-
sembly. Then after two decades in 2001,
the United Nations General Assembly unit-
edly voted to delegate the day as a period
of non-violence and ceasefire.

Although International Day of Peace
was established by a UN resolution in
1981, the first time it was celebrated in
1982. Earlier till 2002, it was celebrated on
the third Tuesday of September each year.
After that, the assembly decided to cele-
brate International Day of Peace perma-
nently on September 21. The main focus
of declaring September 21 as International
Day of Peace is to encourage people to
work in cooperation to promote and main-
tain peace in the world.

No doubt, International Peace Day provides an opportunity to people
all over the world to commit to peace above all differences and consider-
ations and to contribute to building a culture of peace and harmony.

The 2021 theme for International Day of Peace was “Recovering better
for an equitable and sustainable world”. “On this day we need to resolve
to join the efforts of the United Nations family as we focus on recovering
better for a more equitable and peaceful world. We need to celebrate
peace by standing up against acts of hate online and offline, and by
spreading the message of compassion, kindness, and hope for everyone,”
the UN said.

The theme of International Day of Peace 2019 was “Climate Action for
Peace”. The theme focuses on the need for combating climate change as
a way to protect and promote peace throughout the world. According to
the UN, climate change poses serious threats to international peace and
security. Due to natural disasters, millions of people are forced to leave
their homes. Food security is also hampered by the salinization of water
and crops. If we want to achieve peace then it is necessary to take urgent
action to combat climate change.

In line with the UN secretary-general’s appeal for a global ceasefire last
March, in February 2021 the Security Council unanimously passed a res-
olution calling for member states to support a “sustained humanitarian
pause” to local conflicts. The global ceasefire must continue to be hon-
oured, to ensure people caught in conflict have access to lifesaving vacci-
nations and treatments.

Let us remember that International Day of Peace celebrates the power
of global solidarity for building a peaceful and sustainable world. We now
live in an environment of unprecedented challenges. New forces of disrup-
tion have emerged, spreading hatred and intolerance. Terrorism breeds vi-
olence, while extremist rhetoric seeks to poison the minds of the vulnerable

and young people. In the poorest and least-developed parts of the world,
climate-related natural disasters are compounding existing inequalities, in-
creasing forced migration and heightening the risk of violence.

The barriers to peace are complex and steep which can be overcome
only by collective efforts. Doing so requires new forms of solidarity and cre-
ative endeavor by all nations of the world. Establishing a culture of peace
and sustainable development requires the promotion of human rights ed-
ucation, skills for peaceful relations, good governance, the prevention of
violence and war and conflict resolution.

After a year and a half, the world is gradually recovering from the rav-
ages of the COVID-19 pandemic. At this moment, we must think creatively
and collectively about how to help everyone recover better, how to build
resilience, and how to transform our world into one that is more equal, more
just, equitable, inclusive, sustainable, and healthier.

As we know, the pandemic hit the underprivileged and marginalized
groups the hardest. Hundreds of millions of COVID-19 vaccine doses have
been administered globally, but more than 80 countries have not received
a single dose. This is vaccine injustice which must be corrected immedi-
ately.

In the wake of the pandemic, there has been a surge in stigma, dis-
crimination, and hatred, which cost more lives instead of saving them. The
virus is a common enemy of humankind, we must not forget that we are
not each other’s enemy. To be able to recover from the devastation of the
pandemic, we must make peace with one another and help those in need.

On Peace Day we must make peace with nature. Despite the travel re-
strictions and economic shutdowns, climate change continues to cause
havoc all around the world. This day is a reminder that we must build a
greener and sustainable global economy that produces jobs for all and
builds resilience to climate calamity. Let us remind ourselves that peace
cannot be established without justice and equity. 
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Pakistan has provided substantial evidence to the world that India has been
facilitating and sponsoring Islamic State to perpetuate terrorism on its soil.
To its credit, Pakistan has not only named the Indian army and intelligence
officials, who are running camps to train terrorists, but also pinpointed their
locations. It is obvious that India’s designs will not only endanger peace in
the region but also the whole world and the international community would
have to act fast and stop India from its brutal tactics.

It is not surprising that India is training terrorists of Islamic State (IS) to
use them against Pakistan. It has been the policy of the Bharatiya Janata
Party (BJP) government of Prime Minister Narendra Modi to rely on vio-
lence in pursuit of its interests. The Indian government is using state-spon-
sored oppression against the Kashmiri people and minorities to suppress
their fundamental rights. Muslims are its special target. However, the in-
ternational community and rights organisations have failed to take effective
measures to stop India from its brutalities.

Pakistan has unveiled a new dossier which contains details of India’s
gross violations of human rights in occupied Kashmir and its involvement
in terrorism on Pakistani soil. The comprehensive findings also contain the
names of Indian generals, brigadiers and colonels, who are perpetrating
and sponsoring terrorism. The dossier also pinpoints five IS training camps
operating in India, three in Rajasthan and one each in Gulmarg and Ut-
tarakhand.

The document also contains details of 239 torture cells across the oc-
cupied region, the majority of which have been established in northern
Kashmir with 65 camps in Baramula and 53 in Srinagar. Of these, 144 are
controlled by the Indian army, 52 by the police, 19 by the Indian Special
Operations Group and 24 by other agencies. The dossier provides details
of 3,432 cases of war crimes in which 1,128 individuals — including one
major general, four inspectors general, seven deputy inspectors general,
five brigadiers, 31 colonels and 188 majors and captains — have been
found to be involved.

The 131-page dossier mentions 118 units of the Indian army that have
indulged in human rights violations and contains irrefutable evidence of
fake encounters, false flag operations and planting of weapons for fake
recoveries to harm the resistance movement in Indian Illegally Occupied
Jammu and Kashmir (IIOJ&K). Highlighting the suspected use of chemical
weapons by India against the Kashmiris, it points out that the bodies of 37
Kashmiris burnt alive by the Indian troops were beyond recognition. The
document says the use of chemical weapons is in contravention to the
Chemical Weapons Convention and necessitates an impartial international
investigation.

It maintains that the Kashmiris are also being used as human shields
by positioning women and children in the line of fire during encounters,
making them sleep at military camps, forcing them to dig minefields and
tying youths to military jeeps. India also used snipers and cluster ammu-
nition to target innocent Kashmiris living along the Line of Control (LoC),
in violation of international law. In July 2019, India deliberately targeted 14
villages along the LoC with cluster ammunition that caused four deaths
and 14 injuries. The document also refers to the Indian attempts to change
the demographic structure of occupied Jammu and Kashmir. It says con-

trary to the Geneva Convention, after the introduction of the new “Domicile
Law” in March 2020, India has already granted over 4.2 million domiciles
(31.5 percent of the 13 million population of occupied Kashmir).

India constituted a delimitation commission in March 2020, with the sin-
gular purpose to enhance Hindu representation in held Kashmir to help in-
stall a Hindu chief minister. After the amendments to property laws, all
Indians are now entitled to purchase land in the disputed territory with the
sole objective of converting the proportionally large Muslim population into
a minority. Six draconian laws, Jammu and Kashmir Public Safety Act, Ter-
rorist and Disruptive Activities (Prevention) Act, Armed Forces (Jammu
and Kashmir) Special Powers Act, Jammu and Kashmir Disturbed Areas
Act, Prevention of Terrorism Act and Unlawful Activities (Prevention)
Amendment Act 2019, empower Indian troops to declare anyone a terrorist
and arbitrarily detain them without any charge for a period of up to 7 years.

The dossier observes that the Indian forces are subjecting the Kash-
miris to the worst kinds of torture. Over 432 case studies revealed that the
Indian forces inflicted torture as a tool of intimidation and coercion. In 2014,
more than 30,000 people faced 31 forms of torture, including water-board-
ing; starvation, sleep deprivation and burning of bodies. Pakistan has
urged the United Nations to compel India to allow access to special pro-
cedure mandate holders of the UN Human Rights Council for an independ-
ent investigation into human rights violations in occupied Kashmir.

The dossier is credible as out of the total 113 references cited in it, 26
are international media assessments, 41 from Indian media and think-tanks,
32 from renowned international human rights organisations, and just 14 ref-
erences from Pakistan. The CDs attached to the dossier contain audio in-
tercepts of the Indian army and police officers, exposing their involvement
in torture and other crimes. Audio and video recordings also confirm extra-
judicial killings and the presence of mass graves in occupied Kashmir.

Pakistan had released a similar dossier last year which proved India’s
involvement in terror incidents on its soil. It is unfortunate that the interna-
tional community has not taken any step to stop India form sponsoring ter-
rorism in Pakistan and perpetrating state violence on its minorities. India
is trying to destabilise the region which will have serious repercussions for
the whole world.

Terror

Muhammad Hassan

India’s sponsorship 
of terrorism



08

The ruling Pakistan Tehreek-i-Insaf (PTI) may be happy that it
has emerged as the largest party in recent cantonment boards
elections and bagged votes in every province. It was expected
to perform better than other parties as the ruling party in the
Centre usually wins local polls, as people vote for it for devel-
opment schemes in their areas. However, the real surprise
came from the Pakistan Muslim League-Nawaz, which out-
classed the ruling party in Punjab, proving that the most pop-
ulous province of the country is still its stronghold and it will
give a hard time to the ruling party in local and general elec-
tions.

The PML-N’s success is also significant in the wake of rifts
in the party over different narratives adopted by the Sharif
brothers. Recently, MNA Javed Latif, who is a member of for-
mer Prime Minister Nawaz Sharif’s group, was issued a show-
cause notice by the party for indirectly criticising PML-N
President Shehbaz Sharif and other members of his faction.
The letter was issued by PML-N secretary general Ahsan Iqbal
after Shehbaz Sharif protested his comments on TV that “four
to five leaders in the PML-N are on an “assignment” to distort the party’s
narrative (respect the vote).” Indirectly criticising Shehbaz, who backs the
narrative of reconciliation with national institutions, Javed Latif said, “Those
who are on an assignment talk about reconciliation. I don’t want to name
them but when seasoned leaders harm the party’s narrative, it is not pos-
sible without an assignment.” Later, the MNA claimed that he knew how
Nawaz Sharif was convinced to serve a notice on him as the PML-N
supremo was not ready for it. He also explained that some leaders speak
against Nawaz’s narrative in party meetings. Earlier, Shehbaz Sharif was
embarrassed after the party issued a clarification on his idea of a national
government, terming it his personal opinion.

Despite the widening cracks in the party, it is a miracle that it bagged
almost twice the seats of the ruling party in Punjab in cantonment boards’
elections. According to unofficial results, the PTI secured 60 seats while
the PML-N bagged 57, while independents claimed 43 seats. On the other
hand, Bilawal Bhutto’s Pakistan Peoples Party (PPP), which claims to form
a government in Sindh and the Centre, could not win a single seat in Pun-
jab, though it managed to win 14 seats, mainly from Sindh, followed by
the Muttahida Qaumi Movement (MQM) with 10. The Jamat-i-Islami (JI)
won six seats while the Balochistan Awami Party (BAP) bagged three.

A total of 1,513 candidates contested the polls to win general member
seats in 206 wards of the cantonment boards. There were 878 candidates
in the run in 112 wards of 19 cantonments in Punjab; 418 in 53 wards of
eight cantonments in Sindh; 170 candidates in 33 wards of nine canton-
ments in Khyber Pakhtunkhwa (KP) and 47 candidates in eight wards of
three cantonments in Balochistan. The PTI had fielded the highest number
of 178 candidates in all the four provinces, followed by the PML-N and the
PPP with 140 and 112 candidates, respectively. The PML-N, however,
could not field any candidate in Balochistan.

In Punjab, the PML-N bagged 50 seats compared to the PTI’s 27. In
Lahore cantonment, the PML-N bagged 15 of 19 wards while the PTI man-
aged to win only two seats with one going to an independent candidate.

In Sialkot, the PML-N bagged three while the PTI won two seats. In
Jhelum, the PTI bagged two seats. In Gujranwala, the PTI bagged six
seats while the PML-N and independents won two seats each. In Sar-
godha, independents bagged five wards whereas the PTI and the PML-N
managed to win three and two seats, respectively. In Taxila cantonment,
the PML-N won three and the PTI two seats. In Wah cantonment, the PML-
N bagged eight and the PTI two seats.

In Multan, independent candidates won nine of the 10 seats whereas
the remaining one was bagged by the PML-N. In Okara, independent can-
didates won four of the five seats. However, in Bahawalpur, the PML-N got
three and the PTI two seats. The PTI won two seats each in Kharian and
Mangla, respectively, while the PML-N and independents secured one
each in the two cantonments.

In Sindh, the PTI bagged the highest number of seats — 14 — out of
a total of 42. The PPP came in second with 11 while the JI got five seats.
The MQM-P and the PML-N won three seats each while independents got
six seats.

In Khyber Pakhtunkhwa, the PTI emerged victorious with 16 seats, fol-
lowed by eight independents, whereas the PML-N bagged all four seats
in its Hazara stronghold. The PPP and the ANP managed to win three and
two wards, respectively. In Balochistan, independents won in two wards
while the PTI secured three seats. The Balochistan Awami Party (BAP)
won the election in three wards.

The results in Punjab provide a clear picture of local polls in the
province and general elections in the country. As the PML-N is expected
to give a hard time to the PTI in local and general elections in Punjab, the
former ruling party may not be able to win many seats from other
provinces. On the other hand, the PTI has emerged as the only national
party in the country, though people are extremely annoyed at it over rising
prices and bad governance.

However, the situation will not remain the same in the next general
election. The ruling party will have to overcome inflation and improve gov-
ernance significantly to defeat the opposition parties. 

Politics

Muhammad Ali

PML-N’s resilience
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Conspiracy

Muhammad Zain

New dimensions of 
hybrid warfare

The fact that the threat alert sent to the New Zealand cricket
team had been generated from India indicates that Pak-
istan’s archrival has opened a new front against it not only
to harm its sports but also the economy.

The England cricket team has also pulled out of its tour
after the scare but Pakistan hopes to host other nations
soon. Pakistan has faced long isolation after a terrorist attack
on the Sri Lankan team in Lahore in 2009, which was also
sponsored by India. By scaring the New Zealand team away,
India has not only tried to harm Pakistan, but also cricket.
Pakistan has presented the proof of the Indian threat to the
international community and it should take action against
people involved in the crime and stop attempts to sabotage
sports in future.

Pakistan has come up with substantial evidence that the
frightening alert sent to the New Zealand team had been
generated from a device in India. Pakistan has also unveiled
facts and figures in detail to expose an Indian conspiracy to
sabotage the West Indies tour to Pakistan, as a similar threat from a con-
cocted email ID was sent to the West Indies cricket board, as its team is
scheduled to arrive in December.

Pakistan’s investigations prove that India had started a coordinated
campaign well before the arrival of the New Zealand team in Pakistan. On
August 19, a Facebook post was circulated from a fake account created
in the name of former Tehreek-i-Taliban Pakistan spokesman Ehsanullah
Ehsan. Through the post, the New Zealand cricket board and government
were asked not to send the team to Pakistan, claiming that militant Islamic
State (IS) group, KP, had planned to target the team. Two days later, Ab-
hinandan Mishra, Bureau Chief of Sunday Guardian, an Indian newspaper,
published an article titled, “New Zealand cricket team may face terrorist
attack in Pakistan” based on the fake post. The Sunday Guardian, accord-
ing to its website, was founded by former Indian minister for external affairs
MJ Akbar, who served in the Modi government till 2018. Mishra was also
found in contact with Amrullah Saleh, former Afghan vice president, before
the publication of the article.

On August 24, the wife of New Zealand opener Martin Guptill received
an email threatening her husband from ID:
tehreekelabaik@protonmail.com to kill him during the tour. Pakistan found
that the email was sent just hours after the account had been created.
When investigated, more facts came to light. Firstly, the email was not af-
filiated with any social media network and only one email had been gen-
erated from the account and it was sent via ProtonMail, a secure service.

Interpol Wellington informed Interpol Islamabad about the receipt of a
threat email to NZ Police from hamzaafrid17899@gmail.com. The email
had been sent just 15 minutes after the ID had been created. When Pak-
istani authorities probed the email, they discovered it had been sent from
a device associated with India. It was sent using a virtual private network
(VPN) to show the location as Singapore while the same device had 13
other IDs, nearly all of which were Indian names. All IDs had been made
using the names of Indian actors and celebrities. Only the name Hamza
Afridi was different to create an impression that the email had been gen-
erated from Pakistan. Social media co-relation revealed that the possible

user of the email ID was an Indian Omparkash Mishra from Mumbai, Ma-
harashtra. A similar threat was sent to the West Indies cricket board from
another concocted email ID ehshanullahehshan protonmail.com.

Three days after the Kiwis called off their tour, the England and Wales
Cricket Board (ECB) also abandoned its men’s team’s tour to Pakistan.
The ECB didn’t detail any specific security issues in a statement released
after a board meeting, instead it highlighted the “mental and physical well-
being of players and support staff.”

Some analysts believe the threat scare was part of politics after Pak-
istan refused to toe the line of international forces on Afghanistan. It is said
the New Zealand tour of Pakistan was abandoned after the New Zealand
government had received an alert from the “Five Eyes” intelligence group
about a "direct and imminent" threat to its team. The Five Eyes is an intel-
ligence alliance comprising Australia, Canada, New Zealand, the United
Kingdom, and the United States. Some ministers also attempted to link
the cancellation of the tour to Pakistan’s “independent policies.” Informa-
tion Minister Fawad Chaudhry said Pakistan was paying the price for its
stance of "absolutely not." "If nations want to hold their head high then
there is a price for that and nations pay that. I think Pakistan is ready to
deal with any challenge. If you say “absolutely not” then it has a price and
you have to pay it," the minister said, in an apparent reference to Prime
Minister Imran Khan's comments in June when he had categorically said
that Pakistan would “absolutely not” allow any bases and use of its territory
to the US for any sort of action inside Afghanistan.

However, it is clear that the conspiracy to damage cricket in Pakistan
was hatched in India. Pakistan has obtained credible evidence of the In-
dian hand in the cancellation of the tour by the New Zealand team. In re-
cent years, India has stepped up its campaign to malign Pakistan. EU
DisinfoLab’s revelations are a clear proof. It is commendable that relevant
agencies of Pakistan took the matter seriously and probed it thoroughly to
unearth the facts behind the threats. The International Cricket Council
(ICC) should also probe the threat to reach the bottom of the issue. It is
not only a conspiracy against Pakistan, its economy and sports, but also
an attempt to sabotage peace and sports all over the world.
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The dollar has hit the highest level against the rupee and its rising demand
for imports and smuggling to Afghanistan have created fears of further de-
preciation of the Pakistani currency and increase in price hikes.

In the absence of sufficient resources and without adequate interna-
tional assistance, Afghanistan is heading towards a humanitarian crisis,
where it faces shortages of food and medicines. If Afghans migrate to Pak-
istan, it will immensely add to the country’s problems. Pakistan’s currency
has already depreciated by over 40pc and prices are their highest. The
rising import bill has played a key role in increasing demand for the US
currency recently. The fear of higher current account deficit in FY22 is also
pushing importers to book more dollars for future imports. Market experts
say it is after years that a black market of the dollar has emerged where
the currency is being traded at a rate Rs3 to Rs5 higher than that in the
open market. The weaker currency will add to inflation which would then
require a tighter monetary policy and hike in interest rates, which could
adversely affect GDP growth, experts warn.

Pakistan’s current account deficit has already widened to $1.5 billion
in August 2021. The deficit soared close to the high monthly average seen
in fiscal year 2018. The year saw the country hit an all-time high current
account deficit of $20 billion and a drop in the foreign currency reserves to
a critically low level of less than two months of the import cover, at $7.2
billion. The country witnessed a steep climb in the deficit for the second
time in three months in August 2021. It had recorded a deficit of $1.8 billion
in June. The central bank partially linked the rise in imports to the surge in
demand for machinery and raw material for industrial and agricultural out-
put in the wake of the government’s policy aimed at expanding the econ-
omy. Besides, high prices of commodities in the world market also
contributed to the high import payments. Despite the robust growth in the
import bill, the export earnings have remained sluggish.

Meanwhile, foreign direct investment (FDI) posted a negative growth
during the first two months of the current fiscal year. The State Bank of
Pakistan reported that Pakistan had fetched FDI amounting to $203 million
in July-Aug of FY22 compared to $255 million in the same period last year
(FY21), depicting a decline of 20pc or $52 million. During the period under
review, FDI inflows stood at $359.5 million against the outflow of $156.4
million. An analysis revealed that despite some improvement, foreign in-
vestors are still withdrawing their investments from the stock market.

The State Bank of Pakistan (SBP) has also warned of "some greater
uncertainty with respect to spillovers from the evolving situation in
Afghanistan". In its latest report, the central bank said the current account
deficit had risen to $0.8 billion in July and $1.5b in August, reflecting both
vigorous domestic demand and high global commodity prices. It added
that remittances remained strong, growing by 10.4pc during July-August
and exports also performed "reasonably well" (averaging $2.3b per
month), as they were outstripped by imports. “As a result, the rupee de-
preciated by 4.1pc since July. However, many other currencies have also
depreciated recently as expectations of tapering by the federal reserves
have been brought forward," it added. It observed that while the flexible
exchange rate had appropriately played its role as a shock absorber, it
was important that its role be complemented by strong exports, targeted
measures to curb nonessential imports, and appropriate macroeconomic
policy settings to contain import growth. The central bank noted that it
would be important to support tax revenue growth and carefully monitor
outturns through the year to ensure the budget remains on track. "Any un-
foreseen slippages in the fiscal stance would further bolster domestic de-

mand, imports and inflation," it warned.
In its report, Fitch Solutions noted that net exports would contribute

negatively to headline growth as imports would outpace export growth.
“On the external front, heightened security threats posed by radical groups
such as the Taliban could lead to social instability and the destruction of
infrastructure. This might weigh on the country’s gross fixed capital outlook
and exporting capabilities as businesses become hesitant to invest in ca-
pacity building infrastructure,” it noted. It forecast imports to rebound more
strongly than exports. “Finally, with petroleum products accounting for ap-
proximately 18pc of total imports value in FY21, elevated fuel prices will
further increase Pakistan’s imports bill,” it warned.

According to the Asian development Bank, Pakistan’s fiscal deficit is
projected to narrow to the equivalent of 6.9pc of the GDP in FY22, which
is still higher than the target set earlier under a medium-term fiscal con-
solidation program supported by the IMF. Expenditure is also projected to
rise in FY22 as the government has budgeted substantial increases in sub-
sidies and in social and development spending to protect the vulnerable
and fortify growth and economic recovery. "With primary and fiscal deficits,
high borrowing costs, and currency depreciation, public external debt
reached $95.2 billion in the fiscal year 2021. As domestic demand picks
up and international oil prices rise, the current account deficit is seen
widening to the equivalent of 1.5pc of GDP in the fiscal year 2022. Imports
are expected to rise in the fiscal year 2022 in response to domestic eco-
nomic recovery, higher international oil prices, and rationalisation of cus-
toms and regulatory duties in the budget of the fiscal year 2022-23, it
noted.

Earlier, Standard and Poor's said Pakistan’s economy was gradually
recovering from its pre-pandemic nadir and the subsequent Covid-19
shock, but warned that vulnerabilities remain elevated. The agency said,
“Multilateral and official funding will remain critical to Pakistan's external
debt sustainability." It added that the ratings on Pakistan reflected its nas-
cent economic recovery amid the enduring risk of the Covid-19 pandemic,
stable but considerable external indebtedness and liquidity needs, and an
elevated general government fiscal deficit and debt stock. “We expect Pak-
istan's recent improvement in growth momentum to endure, bringing its
long-term performance more in line with global peers. The government
has adopted key reforms to stabilise its vulnerable fiscal position, however
pandemic risks and political realities may temper further progress. The rat-
ings on Pakistan remain constrained by a narrow tax base and domestic
and external security risks, which are elevated. Although the country's se-
curity situation has gradually improved over recent years, ongoing vulner-
abilities weaken the government's effectiveness and weigh on the
business climate,” it warned.

It observed that the humanitarian and security crisis in neighbouring
Afghanistan could pose additional risks to Pakistan's domestic security sit-
uation in the years ahead. “Domestic security, occasional tensions with
India, and Pakistan's extended land border with neighbouring Afghanistan
pose challenges to its long-term economic outlook. These conditions,
along with a shortfall in physical infrastructure, are additional bottlenecks
to foreign direct investment,” it added.

The situation in Afghanistan is somewhat under control. However, there
are reports of shortages of food and medicines in the country. If the situa-
tion worsens in Afghanistan and people migrate to Pakistan, it will also
badly affect the country and its people. Pakistan will have to take measures
to save itself from possible Afghan spillovers.

Economics
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The political situation in Pakistan has once again become quite tense as the
federal government has taken the Chief Election Commissioner of Pakistan
to task when he pointed out legal and technical issues in the government-ini-
tiated electoral reforms. On the other hand, the opposition alliance, Pakistan
Democratic Movement (PDM), and its component parties are trying to renew
their fledgling movement as apparently serious differences within the key op-
position party, Pakistan Muslim League-Nawaz (PML-N), have resurfaced.

The political situation in the country has become bitter as federal ministers
including Minister for Information and Broadcasting Fawad Chaudhry, Minister
for Science and Technology Senator Shibli Faraz and Minister for Railways
Azam Swati have publicly accused the Chief Election Commissioner of Pak-
istan, Sikander Sultan Raja, of becoming a hurdle to the government efforts
to bring about reforms in the electoral rules and procedures. The government
claims that the existing electoral laws, procedures and processes have a lot
of lacunae due to which every national election becomes controversial. There-
fore, there is a need to reform it, so that there is wider acceptability of election
results by all political parties and other stakeholders, it argues.

In this regard, the Pakistan Tehreek-e-Insaf (PTI) government of Prime
Minister Imran Khan has been making efforts and wants to introduce electronic
voting machines (EVMs), so that any potential electoral fraud could be ad-
dressed by making use of technology. However, the Election Commission of
Pakistan (ECP) has observed serious problems in the use of EVMs and other
government-initiated electoral reforms. Upon this, the government has ac-
cused Chief Election Commissioner of Pakistan Sikander Sultan Raja of hob-
nobbing with the opposition parties, all of which, except the Jamaat-e-Islami,
have rejected the government’s initiatives to introduce electoral reforms, par-
ticularly EVMs. It has created a tense situation in the corridors of power as
the ECP has issued notices to summon the federal ministers who accused
the Chief Election Commissioner of creating hurdles in the way of electoral
reforms. The ministers have pooh-poohed the ECP notices and said they
won’t appear before it. In response, Federal Information Minister Fawad
Chaudhry asked the members of the ECP to rise against the Chief Election
Commissioner. If the issue is not managed, it could escalate and result in se-
rious constitutional and legal problems. The ECP is a constitutional body and
has extensive powers to summon anyone including members of the federal
government to ensure free and fair elections and question any measures that
have been taken or to be taken in this regard.

However, the federal government is also a constitutional entity and has
extensive administrative powers. Moreover, it has every right to introduce leg-
islation on any aspect of social, political and economic life, including electoral
reforms. So, at least the ECP cannot prevent the government from making
legislation on elections. Therefore, it cannot stop the government from intro-
ducing specific procedures and processes for elections. The ECP has the op-
tion to refer any initiative of the government to the Supreme Court of Pakistan,
which has the authority of judicial review under the Constitution to ascertain
the constitutionality of any law. Logically, the Supreme Court would play its
role when two constitutional bodies are at daggers drawn. The bickering be-

tween the ECP and the federal government is both sordid and wholesome for
the political culture and system of the country. It is sordid in the sense that the
two important constitutional bodies are fighting each other in public, sending
a negative message to the public and media regarding the immaturity of the
institutions. One thinks the ECP and the federal government should have dealt
with the situation in a better way and there was no need to bring the issue to
the public domain. Representatives of both institutions should have met and
even can meet each other now and discuss the issue of electoral reforms and
EVMs threadbare and then take a final decision on them amicably. Ideally and
constitutionally, all state institutions should work together for greater social co-
hesion and development. If the intention of both institutions is good, then there
is no question that they won’t be able to reach a consensus. 

As far as EVMs are concerned, there shall be no problem in making use
of them for both ruling and opposition parties. EVMs are driven by technology
and they are far better in neutralizing human proclivities of subjectivity and
potential resort to unfair means, whether in elections or in any other social or
political activity. The electoral history of Pakistan suggests that the losing
side(s) always accused the winning parties of fraud, particularly in connivance
with powers that be. There is no doubt that there has been large-scale illegal-
ities, irregularities and even fraud in national elections in Pakistan but all stake-
holders, whether the political parties, government and above all the
establishment, have been involved in them. A key reason for all this has been
the negligible use of technology during the electoral processes, particularly
voting. There have been accusations from all sides of pre-poll and polling day
rigging in elections. Although pre-poll rigging is a complex phenomenon to be
addressed, polling day rigging and fraud could best be controlled by resorting
to technology, whether it is Information and Communication Technologies
(ICTs), satellites, drones or above all EVMs. In all industrially developed and
well-established democracies, like the United Kingdom, the United States,
Germany, France and even our neighbouring India, EVMs have been in use
for quite some time now. These states have used EVMs for their efficiency
and effectiveness to ensure free, fair and transparent elections. Therefore,
the opposition parties and the ECP must not have any problem in the com-
missioning of EVMs during the electoral process. One thinks keeping in view
the poor three- year performance of the PTI government, if EVMs are used
the opposition parties would get maximum advantage out of it. 

The revival of the PDM as an effective opposition alliance against the gov-
ernment at a time when the latter has completely failed to control inflation in
the country, leaving most citizens economically and financially reeling, is quite
important. The PDM and its key component, Jamiat-e-Ulema-e-Islam-Fazl
(JUI-F) head Fazlur Rahman, have re-invited the Pakistan Peoples Party
(PPP) to rejoin the alliance and there are chances that the latter may do so.
The key reason is that some powerful quarters have indicated to the PPP to
mend fences with the PDM. It is not clear yet but it seems that all opposition
groups would come together to push for new elections and the federal gov-
ernment may in response also hold elections around six months to one year
before its five-year constitutional tenure. 
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It appears that relations between Pakistan and the United States have
touched the ebb in the history of ties between the two states after the
swashbuckling control of the Afghan Taliban as the American forces
were withdrawing from the war-ravaged country. Since the Taliban
takeover of Kabul on August 15, relations between Washington and Is-
lamabad have greatly been affected as the capture and US forces with-
drawal are being considered a defeat of America by its strategic
competitors, Russia, China and rival, Iran.

Russia and China, on their part, have been playing their role in
strengthening the Taliban, so that they could not be defeated by the US
and allied forces and thus the pullout of the foreign forces from
Afghanistan could be ensured. As Pakistan has been on board with Chi-
nese, Russian and Iranian efforts to engage the Taliban so that a re-
gional solution of the conflict in Afghanistan could be found, it enraged
Washington. However, the US did not completely abandon Pakistan as
it critically needed the country to manage its operation and ultimate with-
drawal of its forces from Afghanistan. Islamabad also immensely facili-
tated Americans in Afghanistan as it is an obvious reality and power. In
other words, Pakistan, on its part, tried to strike a balance in its relations
with the US and China over Afghanistan. Noticeably, Pakistan also fa-
cilitated the February 2020 historic agreement between the US and the
Afghan Taliban and it was duly acknowledged by Washington. 

But after the Taliban takeover of Kabul and the US forces pullout,
Pakistan has been trying its utmost to ensure the formation of a broad-
based all inclusive Afghan government by convincing the Taliban to ac-
commodate members and representatives from all ethnic groups.
However, the point which is important to be noted is that Pakistan has
not been making efforts to ensure a broad-based government in
Afghanistan along with most important friend China, Russia and Iran as
well as Central Asian neighbours of Afghanistan, including Tajikistan,
Uzbekistan and Turkmenistan. Islamabad’s efforts have a lot of rationale
as a regional solution could be more durable. This thinking is in line with
the history of issues and conflict in Afghanistan, which have roots in the
regional states’ interest rather than the international system per se. How-
ever, America is a global power and it wanted to settle the Afghan issue
according to its will rather than diktat. But as it has failed so far, its wrath
has and would fall on Pakistan, the most-influential neighbour and state
actor in the war-ravaged country.

The relations between Pakistan and the US have nose-dived due to
the policy of US President Joe Biden, who has been hesitant to engage
with the Pakistani civilian leadership. Since he took oath as American
President, Joe Biden has not even considered it important to make a
phone call to Prime Minister Imran Khan. He even completely ignored
Pakistan during the process of the Taliban takeover and pullout of all
American forces. It means that the American leadership has been quite
annoyed at Pakistan’s role in Afghanistan. Washington has been con-
sistently asking Islamabad to “do more” in preventing the Afghan Taliban
from attacking US and Afghan National Defence and Security Forces

(ANDSF). However, Pakistan always negated any domineering influence
on the Afghan Taliban and dubbed the American demands largely “un-
justified.”

Although the Afghan issue is far from being settled and the US role
cannot be completely obliterated, therefore, Washington would have to
hook up with Pakistan regarding matters in Afghanistan. But the most
important lesson which both Pakistan and the United States have to
learn is that they have to unpeg their relations from the Afghan issue
and work towards a broader framework of relations earnestly.

Historically, Pakistan is an old partner of the US, however, this part-
nership has been evolving over decades and the demands and expec-
tations of both states from each other have been changing despite their
certain relatively stable interest. In recent years, US-Pakistan relations
have become so intricate that both countries have serious doubts about
each other’s intentions while they also cannot afford to sever ties.

Initially, when the US established close ties with Pakistan in the
1950s, it fundamentally wanted Pakistan to serve as an important link
in encircling the former Soviet Union by containing it and preventing
communist ideology from spreading in South Asia. Therefore, the US
during the Cold War rivalry with the former Soviet Union wanted Pak-
istan to be its strong ally and for this purpose it contributed significantly
to its stability. However, certain Pakistanis have an opposite view that
America did not care for Pakistan’s stability even during the Cold War.

On its part, Pakistan, during the Cold War, wanted Washington to be
the source of its financial and military sustenance so that its regional
rival India, the Soviet Union and its puppet Afghanistan may not harm
its integrity and sovereignty. Unfortunately, Pakistan could not keep its
territorial integrity intact as East Pakistan had to become Bangladesh
in which both India and the Soviet Union played an instrumental role.
Thus, in a way Pakistan lost its eastern wing due to its alliance with
Washington, which had annoyed the Soviet Union.

In the post-Cold War US, with its near-dominance of the global scene
with the main challenge coming from non-state militant and terrorist or-
ganisations, specifically Muslim armed militias, it wanted Pakistan to
serve as an ally against the militants. However, due to ideological or re-
ligious reasons and acute security compulsions Pakistan could not sup-
port Washington in a way as has been expected by the latter. This is
despite the fact that Pakistan has been on the forefront to help the US
trounce Al-Qaeda, considered the gravest threat to American security
by its policymakers. Therefore, there have been ever-increasing de-
mands from Pakistan “to do more” against militant and terrorist organi-
sations.

Pakistan and the US have to move ahead in their mutual relations
and put the history behind them. It is the only way for sustainable rela-
tions between Washington and Islamabad. Both countries cannot afford
ups and downs in their relations. This is neither good for Pakistan nor
for the US as it affects Washington’s great power status and Islamabad
cannot achieve its geo-economic objectives. 

Diplomacy
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New hopes after
fresh forecasts

Pakistan’s economic growth has exceeded forecasts made by national and in-
ternational institutions. The country is expected to grow by over 5pc against
4pc projections. To make the progress sustainable, the government has an-
nounced regulatory duties and cash margins to curb imports and avoid the
heating up of the economy.

The country’s indicators of growth are positive. Overall revenues have im-
proved by 45pc, exceeding the target by 24pc, primarily because of increasing
imports. Initial estimates also suggest a 160pc increase in cotton output so far,
showing signs of agricultural uptick, besides increase in large-scale manufac-
turing. However, the government’s concern is that the economy should not
overheat to a level that creates problems for the exchange rate and balance of
payment. Therefore, the government has decided to impose regulatory duties
and 100pc cash payments for opening of letters of credit for non-essential lux-
ury imports. According to the State Bank of Pakistan, since its last meeting in
July, the Monetary Policy Committee (MPC) noted that the pace of the eco-
nomic recovery has exceeded expectations. However, the robust recovery in
domestic demand, coupled with higher international commodity prices, is lead-
ing to a strong pick-up in imports and a rise in the current account deficit, it
noted. As the economic recovery now appears less vulnerable to pandemic-
related uncertainty, the central bank also reviewed its monetary policy and an-
nounced an increase of 25 basis points in the benchmark policy rate, taking it
to 7.25pc for the next two months effective from October 1, 2021. The central
bank said a greater emphasis was needed on "ensuring the appropriate policy
mix to protect the longevity of growth, keep inflation expectations anchored,
and slow the growth in the current account deficit". It noted that over the last
few months, the burden of adjusting to the rising current account deficit had
fallen primarily on the exchange rate and it was appropriate for other adjustment
tools, including interest rates, to also play their due role.

The central bank observed that the stance of monetary policy was still ap-
propriately supportive of growth, with real interest rates remaining negative on
a forward-looking basis, adding that it expected the monetary policy to remain
accommodative in the near term, with a possible further gradual tapering of
stimulus to achieve mildly positive real interest rates over time. The most high-
frequency domestic demand indicators such as automobiles, POL (petroleum,
oil and lubricants) sales, cement sales and electricity generation continued to
depict robust growth. The growth is mirrored in the strength of imports and tax
collections. It, however, pointed out that growth in the ongoing fiscal year was
now expected towards the upper end of the forecast range of 4-5pc, despite
"some greater uncertainty with respect to spillovers from the evolving situation
in Afghanistan".

The current account deficit rose to $0.8 billion in July and $1.5b in August,
reflecting both vigorous domestic demand and high global commodity prices.
Remittances remained strong, growing by 10.4pc during July-August and ex-
ports also performed reasonably well, averaging $2.3b per month, as they were
outstripped by imports. As a result, the rupee depreciated by 4.1pc since June.

As business activity gradually resumed in Pakistan after the pandemic, the
Asian Development Bank (ADB) has projected Pakistan's Gross Domestic
Product (GDP) growth to reach 4pc in the current fiscal year. The growth fore-
cast witnessed recovery in private investment as consumer confidence and
business actively improved amid the ongoing vaccination rollout and various

economic stimulus measures announced in the budget. The report noted that
investment was expected to strengthen as global sentiment improves and the
International Monetary Fund-supported stabilisation programme continued to
progress. On the supply side, the outlook for agriculture is encouraging in view
of the government’s ambitious Agriculture Transformation Plan, it noted. "The
plan aims to achieve food security for a growing population by expanding land
under cultivation, revamping extension services, boosting water-use efficiency,
developing postharvest storage and food processing plants, augmenting bank
credit, and introducing the “Kissan Card” as a digital wallet for the direct and
swift transfer of subsidies for seed, pesticides, and fertilizer," the financial insti-
tution said. Similarly, steady normalisation of global merchandise trade, im-
proved market sentiment and stronger business and consumer confidence is
expected from the continuing rollout of the vaccination programme and an ac-
commodative monetary policy, according to the report. It also said that en-
hanced growth in agriculture and industry and an expected improvement in
domestic demand were projected to raise growth in the services sector which
will add to improvement in growth in FY22.

Fitch Solutions has also projected Pakistan’s economy to grow by 4.2pc in
the current fiscal year, considering that the government and the private sector
are determined to ramp up spending and overseas Pakistanis would maintain
sending strong workers' remittances during the year. The growth would be sup-
ported by significant improvement in business confidence, accommodative
monetary (low interest rate) and fiscal (high public spending) policies, reduced
number of Covid-19 cases in the country, the government strategy to control
the pandemic through smart lockdown instead of a nationwide one, increased
drive to vaccinate the nation and subsidised loan for setting up new factories
and expanding the existing one through the central bank initiative of Temporary
Economic Refinance Facility (TERF). The UK-based research firm added that
imports would rebound strongly and outpace export growth. "With the govern-
ment likely to continue with its 'smart-lockdown' strategy instead of imposing a
nationwide lockdown, we do not expect Pakistan’s growth trajectory to be se-
verely curtailed. Additionally, the pickup in the vaccination rate in recent months
will likely reduce the possibility of extended lockdowns in the future."

It also expected the economy to be buoyed by accommodative monetary
and fiscal stances; public spending. “A more assured economic outlook will
bode well for consumption and investments, bolstering economic growth," the
research firm said. "Indeed, the country’s consumer confidence rose in July,
coming in at 44.1, its highest reading since September 2019 (pre-pandemic
levels). As a sign of recovering demand, purchases of major items like pas-
senger vehicle sales have surpassed pre-pandemic levels. Additionally, our ex-
pectation for still strong remittance growth amid a stronger economic growth
outlook in the Gulf Cooperation Council (GCC) economies and the European
Union will also support private consumption,” it noted.

To provide relief to the common people, the government has decided to re-
duce prices of vegetable ghee/oil by Rs45-50 per kg to Rs290 from Rs340 and
that of wheat flour to Rs55 per kg. Under an arrangement, flour mills would pro-
vide a 20kg bag for Rs1,100. Sugar will also be available across the country at
Rs89.75 per kg. The government will start providing cash subsidies on wheat
flour, sugar, ghee and pulses from October. It is hoped people will soon start reap-
ing the fruits of the improved economy after facing hard times for many years.
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Announcing the new monetary policy, the State
Bank of Pakistan has increased the policy rate by
25 percent. At one time, the policy rate was as
high as over 12 percent but over the last about
one year it was brought down to 7 percent. The
new rate now stands at 7.25 percent. In the pres-
ent circumstances, the upward revision is the right
decision to take.

The upward revision is not unexpected. It
shows a desire to move ahead with slow, meas-
ured steps to positive real interest rates over time.
One objective was to curtail the growing current
account deficit. However, the SBP has not up-
dated its current account forecast from 2-3 percent
of GDP. It means there are upside risks which can-
not be ignored.

On the face of it, the policy makers would wait
to see the transmission of recent exchange rate
depreciation on imports, which usually is quicker
than the impact on exports through currency ad-
justment. In other words, any change in monetary
policy in the future would be measured and gradual. It shows a clear de-
parture from the past when a reactive monetary policy was adopted in days
of current account slippages, and in such cases, the policy actions tended
to be large.

All things considered, the current policy is better suited to ensure sus-
tainable growth. A prime concern is how to achieve a higher growth rate.
As we know, a growth level over 3.8 percent is prone to a balance of pay-
ment crisis. Hence, it is better to have measured growth of around 4 per-
cent for a few years and allow the economy to move up the ladder of
growth once structural reforms yield results in terms of enhancing exports
and foreign direct investment.

There is a consensus of opinion among economic experts that the
growing current account deficit is a serious matter, and it needs to be tack-
led with a strong hand. The SBP is treading a tightrope. Without having
the ministry of finance on board, the course of action by the SBP could be
more than what is warranted for having the right macroeconomic policy
mix. That is why actions from the government are imperative.

Also to be taken into account is the fact that In recent months imports
have risen enormously due to underlying price and demand factors. The
prices of almost all kinds of imports have gone up. The higher increase is
in petroleum products and crude import, where the demand is not checked
to counter the rise in prices. The demand element is in the government’s
control through altering petroleum prices. These are not changed; but the
impact is visible on imports. One fourth of imports are petroleum. With no
impact from pricing, the SBP ought to work harder on the other three fronts.
It is imperative for the ministry of finance to make coordinated efforts with
the SBP to contain the current account deficit and not let inflation surge
through creeping currency depreciation.

There is also a need to keep an eye on the demand side of the econ-
omy. It has been noted that rapid demand growth is having an adverse im-
pact on the balance of payments. The situation can be improved by revving
up the growth engine. Concrete actions need to be taken in this regard.

However, the country cannot move on a sustainable growth path with-
out structural reforms. No matter how much time it takes to implement re-
forms, till then the policy prescription is to accelerate the growth
momentum. In this context, the SBP is expecting the output gap to be
slightly positive in FY22. The output gap was negative for three straight
years – FY19-21 and was significantly positive in FY18. The output gap
shows clearly that the economy is not overheating.

One good thing is that lately the wages are growing higher relative to
core inflation. Had commodity prices remained low, in a scenario of a slight
positive output gap and wage incline, the SBP could have kept the policy
rate unchanged. Had the government reacted on time and increased pe-
troleum prices, the demand could have been checked slightly for the SBP
to be comfortable. In view of the ground reality, measured increase in rates
is the need of the hour.

Other factors impinging on the health of the economy include the fear
of the Delta variant. The good news is that the positivity rates, new cases,
and deaths due to COVID are much less than before. The other element
is the economic problems of Afghanistan. Both factors have to be kept in
mind while planning for the future.

The country is out of recession. The demand is growing higher than
expected. That is a positive sign in a way as the economy is showing re-
silience and signs of continued growth. One way to smooth the way for-
ward is to remove the structural impediments which have for long held the
economy back. Pakistan’s economy holds immense potential. What is
needed is the right mix of policies to unlock this potential.

Economics

Asim Nisar Chaudhry

SBP monetary policy: A tool
to ensure balanced growth
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The inflow of foreign direct
investment (FDI) into Pak-
istan has seen a decline
trend recently. According to
the latest State Bank of
Pakistan figures, the inflows
of net foreign direct invest-
ment into Pakistan hit an
eight-month low of about
$90 million in July this year,
down 31% from $129 million
in July last year.

It is notable that overall
FDI inflows into the country
fell in the last fiscal year in
line with the global trend.
But the trend in Asia was
positive which was not re-
flected in Pakistan’s figures.
In FY21, FDI inflows into
Pakistan declined to $1.847
billion from $2.598 billion in
FY20. This happened in the backdrop of slowing FDI flows globally which
fell 35% to $1 trillion in CY20 (which covered the first half of FY21).

But FDI inflows into Asia slightly went up to $535 billion in CY20 from
$516 billion in CY19 with both China and India attracting larger inflows.
Pakistan failed to benefit from the Asian gain in FDI inflows in the last fiscal
year ending in June 2021.

Needless to say, with FDI of less than $2 billion per year, the country
cannot improve its balance of payments or stimulate growth and develop-
ment in various sectors. In the last fiscal year that ended in June, the
largest chunk of FDI went into the power sector ($906.1 million), followed
by oil and gas exploration ($242.8 million), financial sector ($235.5 million),
trade ($142 million), electrical machinery ($114.3 million) and information
technology and communication ($99.8 million).

Combined together, these six sectors attracted a little more than $1.74
billion or 92.4% of the total net FDI of $1.847 billion. The sub-sectors of
industries and services, which attracted the bulk of $1.847 billion worth of
FDI in FY21, are all strategically important, but low volumes of FDI coming
into these sectors cannot make a significant impact. Sector-wise distribu-
tion of FDI is important to analyse in order to understand where the econ-
omy stands and where it is heading.

If FDI in the power sector still constitutes roughly half of the total, it in-
dicates that the most basic need of economic growth, i.e. energy, is in short
supply. But it also points to a keen desire of the FDI-recipient country to
have high economic growth in future. Large inflows of FDI into the power
sector as well as into oil and gas exploration should be taken as a sign of
Pakistan preparing itself to become self-sufficient in energy – if not in the
near future, but definitely in due course of time.

A special point of note is that the major sources of FDI inflow into Pak-

istan are limited in number. In the last fiscal year, China topped the list of
FDI providers with a 41% share in the total net FDI of $1.847 billion, fol-
lowed by Hong Kong (8.5%), the US (8.4%), the UK (7.7%), the Nether-
lands (5.8%) and the UAE (5.5%). Jointly, these six countries provided
Pakistan with 77% of the total net FDI. Pakistan needs no less than $4-6
billion in FDI inflows every year over the next five years to see their impact
on sustainable economic growth and development.

Attracting this amount of FDI seems more difficult now more so be-
cause of the changed situation in Afghanistan which may drive away
prospective foreign investors due to perceived risks from political stability
in the region. Apart from this, there are other factors standing in the way
of larger inflows of FDI into Pakistan. These include lack of investment-
friendly policies, faulty implementation process and lacklustre attitude of
state agencies towards foreign investors.

Keeping this in mind, Pakistan will have to redouble its efforts to attract
FDI from as many sources as possible instead of relying on a small number
of developed countries. For this purpose, Pakistan must formulate new poli-
cies that can help attract sizable FDI inflows from other countries as well such
as Indonesia and Malaysia, Turkey, Australia, Canada and Russia. In this re-
gard, the main responsibility lies on the Board of Investment which must ac-
celerate the process of finalising investment deals in the fields of their choice.

At the same time, attracting larger FDI inflows will also depend a lot on
how well Pakistan positions itself in the global supply chain. Pakistan has
just started exports of locally manufactured mobile phones in collaboration
with China and South Korea. This is a good sign opening the way for other
investors. We should approach reputed multinational companies to set up
their manufacturing plants in the country on the basis of relatively cheap
labour available here.

Asim Nisar Chaudhry

Economics

Inflow of FDI: A 
declining trend
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Education

Rasheed Ali

Poverty and literacy
have a vital link

Provinces or regions in a country with a high literacy rate usually have a
high GDP per capita, statistics show. And the assertion stands true for
vice versa. Political-economists believe literacy helps individuals better
utilise the resources in an efficient way. It results in an increase in pro-
duction, ultimately leading to more employment opportunities and pros-
perity in a better literate region.

A study, conducted by the Pak Alliance for Maths and Science (PAMS),
making public its results in the first week of September 2021, is a testi-
mony to the statements. The findings placed Balochistan on top of the list
with the highest proportion of out-of-school children (OOSC), at 47%, fol-
lowed by Sindh at 44%. It is a tragic fact that Balochistan is listed as the
poorest province in the country. According to a UNDP poverty report,
Balochistan lacks all basic facilities, and is placed on top of the poverty
index. In Qilla Abdullah, 96% people live below their means, making it the
poorest part of the country.

The proportion of OOSC at the district, provincial and national level,
extracted from the Pakistan Social and Living Measurements Standards
survey 2019-20 (PSLM), showed that Shaheed Sikandrabad district in
Balochistan has the highest proportion of such children, at 76%, with
Sherani district following at 70% of out-of-school children between the
ages of five and 16 years.

The study, conducted every two years by the Pakistan Bureau of Sta-
tistics, stated that more than 50% of all school-age children are out of
school in 17 out of 28 districts in Balochistan, with Nushki district reporting
the lowest proportion of out-of-school children in the province at 23%. It
also said that 64% of all out-of-school 16 year olds in Balochistan have
never attended school.

According to the findings, the total number of OOSC in Pakistan is
32%, i.e. one third of total school-age children. This amounts to an esti-
mated total of over 20 million. In absolute terms, Punjab has the largest
total population of OOSC, roughly estimated at 7.7 million, followed by
Sindh at 6.5 million.

In Khyber-Pakhtunkhwa, Kohistan district has the highest proportion
of OOSC at 60%. Again, the assertion proved true in the case of this dis-
trict of Pakistan. The UNDP report identified Kohistan as one of the most
deprived parts of KP, where 95% of people lack basic needs, making it
the second poorest rural area after Qilla Abdullah.

The proportion of OOSC is 50% or more in six districts of Khyber-
Pakhtunkhwa province, with four districts among the newly-merged dis-
tricts, including Mohmand, Bajaur, South Waziristan and North Waziristan.
The other two newly-merged districts, Orakzai and Khyber, have OOSC
proportions of 42% and 39%, respectively. Among the settled districts,
Kohistan and Torghar fare the worst, while Abbottabad has the lowest
proportion of OOSC in the province at 9%.

As far as the situation of poverty in these districts is concerned, Khy-
ber-Pakhtunkhwa ranks second on the provincial level with 49% of people
identified as living in poor standards.

Rajanpur district in South Punjab has the highest rate of OOSC in Pun-

jab at 48%, followed by Muzaffargarh at 43%. Among the 36 districts in
the province, the worst 10 districts in terms of the OOSC proportion are
from South Punjab. It is a pity that the South Punjab region is known for
its underdevelopment and poverty. The UNDP report placed Muzaffargarh
at number 4 of the poorest regions of Pakistan, with 64% people living
below the poverty line.

Sindh province has a clear division between rural and urban areas. If
Karachi is excluded, the poverty situation in rural Sindh is not much better
than Balochistan. The PAMS report says 13 out of 29 districts of Sindh
have an OOSC rate of more than 50%. The seven districts with the lowest
OOSC rates include six districts of Karachi and Hyderabad. On the other
hand, the UNDP report said Tharparkar district of Sindh was ranked third
with 87% people living below the poverty line.

The study also noted an interesting fact which again showed that
poverty and literacy are directly interlinked. It found out that the ratio of
dropouts continues to rise steadily with an increase in age. That means
that as soon as a child gets older and their chances of getting some work
somewhere increase, the poor parents withdraw them from school and
start sending them to some workplaces. The data identifies the age
bracket of eight to 13 years as most vulnerable to dropout. Hence, creat-
ing conditions that address factors contributing to dropout around these
age groups is critical to reducing the total OOSC population in the coun-
try.

The study showed that the first access to education during early years
is better in Punjab than in other provinces. Definitely, parents’ better fi-
nancial condition in the most prosperous province of the country is one
of the reasons for it.

In Sindh, 63% of all out-of-school 16-year olds have never attended
school, which is second only to Balochistan. This means that Sindh has
a large population of young adults who have never been to school. One
must keep in mind the poverty level in rural Sindh while analysing the
study findings.

The study says more than three quarters (77%) of Pakistani OOSC
reside in rural areas of the country. These areas account for 15.4 million
of the total OOSC, with 4.6 million (23%) of the children not going to
school residing in urban areas.

The reasons listed by the researchers for not attending school, or
dropping out, also fortify the assertion that poverty and education have a
vital link between them. Eighty-seven per cent of children who have not
been to school reported it as “too expensive”, while 13% gave other rea-
sons for not enrolling in school. Also, 19% dropping out from school also
reported it as too expensive. Thirteen per cent said they wanted to help
at home or help with work. If authorities want parents to admit their chil-
dren to school, and not force them to drop out before completing their ed-
ucation, more funds would have to be allocated for the sector. Enhanced
allocations would have to be made in annual budgets not only for students
and educational institutions, but also for poverty-hit parents, who find it
hard to send their children to school for lack of resources.
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Cricket

Faheem Amir

A great setback 
Pakistan

There is no doubt that the Pakistan army has restored peace across the
country by crushing militant organizations, which were posing a great
threat to the country. The so-called war on terrorism claimed over 70,000
Pakistani lives. Pakistan has also faced around $1 trillion financial losses.
In spite of the great existential threats, the country emerged victorious.

The state has taken many drastic steps to prove that Pakistan is a safe
country. The PSL was held. South Africa, Sri Lanka, the West Indies,
Bangladesh and Zimbabwe’s cricket teams came and played cricket in
Pakistan. Many US and European soldiers, staff members and citizens
were moved to Pakistan from Afghanistan before August 31. The PIA was
used to evacuate thousands of people stranded at Kabul airport. The
world, including the US, appreciated Pakistan’s efforts.

However, the New Zealand cricket team pulled out of a tour to Pakistan
over security concerns on September 17. New Zealand officials have not
given details of the security threat that forced them to cancel the tour. Later,
the England and Wales Cricket Board (ECB) also cancelled a white-ball
tour for their men's and women's teams.

The two shocking incidents have disappointed millions of Pakistanis.
Pakistan Cricket Board Chairman Ramiz Raja said: “It's the feeling of being
used and then binned. That's the feeling I have right now. A little bit of
hand-holding, a little bit of caring was needed after the New Zealand pull-
out and we didn't get that from England which is so frustrating. We've been
going out of our way to meet the international demands, being such a re-
sponsible member of the cricketing fraternity, and in return we get a re-
sponse from the ECB saying the players were spooked by New Zealand's
withdrawal. What does that mean?

“You are quoting fatigue and mental tension and the players being
spooked and an hour-and-a-half flight from here before a World Cup they
are quite happy to be caged in a bubble environment and carry on with
the tournament. One feels slighted, one feels humiliated because the with-
drawal doesn't have an answer,” he added.

Former English players and journalists have also criticised the ECB's
decision. “English cricket, the governing body and players, had a chance
to do the right thing. They had a chance to repay a debt, uphold their ho-
nour and side with a cricketing nation that has undergone the kind of chal-
lenges others cannot even begin to contemplate. Instead, citing a
mealy-mouthed statement, they did the wrong thing,” former England Test
captain Michael Atherton wrote in The Times. Ex-England skipper Michael
Vaughan said England's withdrawal was "completely understandable in
light of the security issues" but questioned why the matches could not be
played in a neutral venue instead. "Let's hope things can change and
teams can tour Pakistan shortly," he commented.

It should be noted that last year, Pakistan travelled to England during
Covid-19 for a three-match Test and T20 series which saved the ECB mil-
lions in television rights deals. British journalist Peter Oborne said: “Pak-
istanis are the most genuine people you will ever meet. We felt completely
safe. Pakistan has been maligned. The England decision is so upsetting".

Federal Minister for Information and Broadcasting Fawad Chaudhry
asserted that the device used to send a threat to the New Zealand cricket
team belonged to India. Addressing a press conference in Islamabad
alongside Interior Minister Sheikh Rashid Ahmed, the minister said it had

started due to a fake post by someone claiming to be Tehreek-i-Taliban
Pakistan (TTP) militant Ehsanullah Ehsan. "This whole threat was primarily
generated from India. This is unfortunate. We believe this is a campaign
against international cricket. The International Cricket Council (ICC) and
other bodies must take notice of it," he said.

This is an alarming situation because the Modi government is already
hatching conspiracies against Pakistan. The EU DisinfoLab’s revelations
have already exposed the true face and evil designs of India. This is an-
other evil attempt by India to damage Pakistan. The state should try its
level best to foil such Indian conspiracies.

Pakistan cricket has again suffered a severe setback by these inci-
dents. After New Zealand and England, Australia will also refuse to play
in Pakistan. A new game has started to isolate Pakistan.

Political analyst Humayun Gauhar writes: “Cricket’s biggest disaster
has been that it is used as a tool in the hands of politicians who know only
how to destroy and disrupt. It is now a game played by knaves. Just New
Zealand and England – of course egged on by India – have turned cricket
into a game of knaves and rascals. Going back to the American and West-
ern strategy concocted by the American Enterprise Institute to finish off
what they call political Islam, which the British started when they ended
the Ottoman Caliphate. Now, after their shameful defeat in Afghanistan,
they have trained their guns on Pakistan. Their guns are already on Iran
and Turkey. They’re going to go from belittling every country creating all
kinds of false impressions about them to, if necessary, all out war”.

The PCB should approach the ICC for exposing the bad intentions of
the big three, which want to destroy Pakistan’s cricket. The only way to
bring back cricket to the country is to win the coming T20 World Cup.
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It may sound distressing and unbe-
lievable to many that for producing
a kilogram of sugarcane, 1,500-
3,000 litres of water is consumed in
Pakistan, but it is a reality.

The statement does not mean
that sugarcane plants consume all
that water during the growth
process, but it does indicate ex-
treme inefficiency in our water man-
agement practices.

Hundreds of thousands of mil-
lion acre feet (MAF) freshwater is
wasted every year when it flows
from the hilly areas, where the
sources of rivers are situated, to
plains and then onwards to canals,
big and small, and watercourses,
and up to the vast fields where
crops are irrigated with this water.

Besides wasting its freshwater throughout its long journey due to inef-
ficient conservation techniques, the country mostly grows more water-in-
tensive crops. For instance, sugarcane requires 1,500-2,500mm of rainfall
(or water from other sources) to complete the growth cycle, according to
a research study conducted by the Pakistan Council of Research in Water
Resources (PCRWR). A huge quantity of freshwater is wasted for growing
rice in different regions of the country. At 0.45-kg per cubic metre, Pak-
istan’s rice water productivity is 55 per cent lower than the average water
productivity of one kilogram per cubic metre for rice in Asian countries.

University of Agriculture Faisalabad (UAF) Vice-Chancellor Dr Iqrar
Ahmad Khan says that one kilogram of rice production requires 4,000 litres
of water, which is not suitable in the prevailing situation. Talking to Cutting
Edge at a university function, he lamented that Pakistan exports rice worth
Rs. 2 billion at the cost of water worth Rs.10 billion annually.

Environmental journalist Syed Muhammad Abubakar says the liveli-
hoods of a vast majority of the country are linked to growing more rice and
more sugarcane, therefore the crops will remain popular. Without any ed-
ucation or awareness about how not to save water or how to utilise efficient
irrigation methods, the wastage will continue, he believes.

According to the Pakistan Economic Survey, rice sowing has been on
the rise during the past years. It was sown over 2,724,000 hectares three
years back, and the area under the crop rose to 2,899,000 hectares the
next year. Higher domestic prices and availability of inputs at subsidised
rates, good advisory along with increase in export contributed to more land
being used to grow rice, the survey explained. This 6.4 per cent increase
ultimately yielded a production high of 7,442,000 tonnes. Last year,
6,849,000 tonnes of rice were produced in the country.

According to the survey, the area under the sugarcane crop also in-
creased during the period. Sugarcane was cultivated on an area of

1,313,000 hectares three years back. Good economic returns encouraged
the growers to bring more area under cultivation in the next two years. The
7.8 per cent rise in acreage translated into a 7.4 per cent hike in produc-
tion: from 75.482 million tonnes to 81.102 million tonnes during the period.

The National Water Policy (NWP) data shows that around one million
tube-wells in the country pump out about 55 MAF of underground water
for irrigation, which is 20 per cent more than what’s available from the
canals, showing that the agriculture sector is highly water-intensive.

The economists believe that a country like Pakistan, tethering on the
edge of water scarcity, should de-incentivise the growing of water-intensive
crops. In practice, this means convincing the farmers that they will not be
hit by a financial loss if they switch to other crops. Dr. Tariq Banuri, the
founding executive director of Sustainable Development Policy Institute
(SDPI), agrees that Pakistan is wasting its water resources due to ineffi-
cient consumption patterns and negligible recycling. In a talk with Cutting
Edge, he regrets that our systems are inefficient. He believes that in a bid
to fight water scarcity, farmers should plant less water-intensive crops amid
the situation when Pakistan is standing among countries ranked at the bot-
tom of the per capita water availability index.

Dr. Khalid Mohtadullah, an expert in water resources policy, regrets that
95 per cent freshwater is utilised for agriculture in Pakistan and still the
country is among those with the lowest productivity. The Water and Power
Development Authority (WAPDA) says that the country has the lowest pro-
ductivity per unit of water i.e. 0.13kg/m3 in the region, compared to India
at 0.39kg/m3 and China at 0.82kg/m3.

Dr Iqrar Ahmad Khan, the UAF VC and an agricultural scientist, sug-
gests taking measures, including an efficient irrigation system, increased
water storage capacity, short duration varieties of crops and creating
awareness among people about rational water usage, if the country wants
the survival of its agriculture system.

Agriculture

Dr. Zaheer Ahmad Babar

Inefficient water 
management practices
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Just six months after Sarah Everard was kidnapped, raped
and murdered in the UK by an off-duty police officer,
Gabriella Petito’s disappearance while travelling with her
fiancé in the US and her now-confirmed death made inter-
national headlines. The Everard and Petito stories, though
very different, have compounded the sense that gender-
based violence threatens women everywhere.

Then, a week or so after the Petito case gained media
visibility, yet another woman’s violent death was reported
in the UK, that of Sabina Nessa, a 28-year-old teacher who
was walking to a nearby pub from her home in South Lon-
don. The Nessa case has intensified local fear that women
are unsafe on the streets of London. But this fear is a
global one. It is nothing less than a reaction to the other
pandemic – gender-based violence – that plagues our so-
ciety, and that COVID-19 has merely exacerbated.

Between March 2021 and September 2021, many
women have gone missing or been murdered around the
world. Yet we do not even know the names or the circum-
stances of most of them – even those in the UK or the US
– because their stories have not made national or interna-
tional headlines. Feminist media scholars have long pointed out that the
race, class, and age of victims of gender-related violence play a crucial
role in determining whether stories become newsworthy as well as how
they are framed; namely, whether the victims are portrayed as “innocent”
or, conversely, shamed and blamed.

The families of victims whose stories have gone unheeded know this
only too well. In a recent Washington Post article, they decried the silence
surrounding the deaths of their loved ones. They insist that Gabriella Pe-
tito’s case has received such widespread international media attention pre-
cisely because she was white, middle-class and photogenic. Whereas their
loved ones’ disappearances – women of colour, poor women, trans women
– have gone publicly unremarked, at best.

This differential media coverage, however, merely reflects a wider so-
cietal truth: Some people’s lives are deemed more grievable and, conse-
quently, their deaths generate a public outpouring of sorrow. Other lives,
as feminist philosopher Judith Butler has taught us, are considered less
worthy. We live, she says, in a society in which the distribution of liveable
lives is profoundly unequal, and only those who are recognised as “mat-
tering” become grievable in the wider social and public sense.

This also helps explain the power of the hashtag #SayHerName, which
began as part of a campaign to raise awareness of the number of Black
women and girls who have been killed by law enforcement officers in the
US. It is now being used in relation to Sabina Nessa’s murder. This public
naming of victims is not only about raising awareness or even recognising
the uniqueness of each individual victim, each one with her own specific
history, passions and dreams. Rather, by naming these women, we refuse
to make them into a number or statistic while also – crucially – claiming
each and every life as mattering, and thus as grievable.

While Sabina Nessa’s brutal murder has indeed made the national and
even international news, social media commentators have noted that there

was an initial lack of mainstream media attention. This is because unlike
Everard and Petito, Nessa was a woman of colour. In the murder’s wake,
a storm began on Twitter, emphasising the difference between the Nessa
case and the kind of media attention Everard’s case received from the get-
go.

Tweets like one by well-known actress and TV presenter Jameela
Jamil, which demanded that “the same energy and level of outrage” be
seen in the Nessa case as in Everard’s, have made it more difficult for tra-
ditional news outlets to ignore the increasing fury arising from the lack of
commensurate coverage in the UK. Given that the mainstream UK media
is now following the case daily, it seems that the interventions across cy-
berspace have had an impact. Indeed, they appear to have propelled a
racial reckoning within traditional media outlets, one driven by the power
of influencers and social media.

But hashtag movements do not emerge ex nihilo. After all, the past few
years have also seen growing anger, frustration and public mobilisation
around gendered and racist violence. Thus, one cannot really understand
the impact of influencers and the hashtag movements like #BlackLives-
Matter, #SayHerName and #MeToo without the mass protests on the
ground – from the Women’s March to the hundreds of demonstrations in
the wake of George Floyd’s murder.

This potent combination has helped to open the floodgates of rage at
the way in which gender and race continue to render certain lives – and
too often Black and Brown women’s lives – less worthy and thus less griev-
able than others. So we can begin with #SayHerName: Sabina Nessa. But
we cannot stop there.

We also need to hold the media accountable for its coverage of all lives
in equal measure, eradicate this gender-based pandemic, and work tire-
lessly towards a world where each and every life is grievable precisely be-
cause it is liveable.

Catherine Rottenberg

Rights

Sabina Nessa’s murder and the
grievability of women’s lives
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Who remembers Abu Ghraib? Why should we remember Abu Ghraib?
Abu Ghraib represents an era of imperial conquest that began in 2003

in Iraq and before that in 2001 in Afghanistan. With its forces now out of
Afghanistan, the United States has no reason to remember Abu Ghraib.
But the world at the mercy of the whims of this dysfunctional empire does.

Abu Ghraib was a prison complex that took the name of the city near
Baghdad where it was built. For years, Saddam Hussein used it to unlaw-
fully imprison, torture, maim and murder dissidents and political opponents.
Then the US took it over to do more of the same. For people who have
been raped, whose bones have been broken and whose souls have been
crushed there, it made no difference whether their ordeal was ordered and
approved by Saddam Hussein or George W Bush.

But at least Saddam Hussein never pretended to be the duly elected
president of a democracy. With George W Bush and his ilk, however, the
world had to endure endless denials, and tiresome lectures about “Amer-
ican values”.

In 2004, three years into the US invasion and occupation of Iraq, a
number of dreadful photographs surfaced that showed members of the US
military, security, and intelligence forces physically, mentally, and sexually
torturing Iraqi and other inmates not just in Abu Ghraib, but also in Guan-
tanamo Bay and other similar locations in Afghanistan. These photos the
American torturers took of themselves and their victims to send to their
friends and families in order to boast of the terror they had been unleashing
on Arabs and Muslims soon became iconic – emblematic of an immoral
decadence that did not quite sit with the centuries-old propaganda that the
US is the “shining city upon the hill”.

Americans were torturing people, maiming and murdering them, forcing
them into deranged sexual acts. It was ugly. How could these people do
such things? Soon the global media began spreading these pictures to the
point of numbing our senses. Existential questions emerged. The depth of
the depravity of the people who did these things to other human beings
soon escaped any meaningful registers.

Names such as Specialist Charles Graner, PFC Lynndie England, or
Brigadier General Janis Karpinski became synonymous with the horror of
Abu Ghraib torture chambers, but names like George W Bush, Dick Ch-
eney and Donald Rumsfeld remained respected and honoured in “the land
of the free and the home of the brave”. Americans soon lost track of these
names. Their amnesia eventually led to the election of Donald Trump.
Thus, 9/11 became a pathway to 1/6 – the day the US Capitol was invaded
and ransacked by the militant white supremacist cult of Trump.

Soon after their publication, a number of artists began to look at these
horrid pictures with a different set of eyes, perhaps to enable us to see
their horrors better. But did we really need to see those horrors better?
Would we not be better off looking at the barbarity of the raw evidence it-
self? In a series he called Oh Boy! Oh Boy!, Swiss visual artist Daniele
Buetti transformed these photographs into stained-glass mosaics. They
looked disturbingly familiar, uncannily beautiful. People who viewed them
were put in an odd position: peeping into American torture chambers
through a “lovely looking glass”. Were we supposed to be horrified at their
beauty or enamoured by their terror?

There was something deeply disturbing about this rush to put an aes-
thetic turn on torture. I remember my immediate reaction was that was too
soon, too early, that these pictures should remain decidedly undecipher-
able for a while. Artists were in too much of a rush, perhaps out of a basic
human instinct of visceral reaction, to decipher them, read them, paint
them, interpret them, incorporate them into their own distinct visual vocab-
ularies.

Perhaps the most widely known artistic renditions of the torture cham-
bers of Abu Ghraib were by the Colombian figurative artist and sculptor,
Fernando Botero, who in a series of commanding visual renditions of those
pictures made their terror look like something people would pay to buy and
hang in museums, art galleries, art festivals, crowded Biennales. The
frightful facts of what had happened in Abu Ghraib had been registered in
a number of crude snapshots sent to friends and family as “souvenirs,”
and now widely aestheticised to be consumed by festival curators and art
galleries and their customers.

There was something obscene about this whole spectacle. What about
the screams of a solitary human being at the mercy of an American tor-
turer? What happened to that cry from the depth of human suffering? In
the dark dungeons of what subterranean history did that cry get lost? Art
historians like Helena Guzik began researching the subject of art and tor-
ture further back in history and, in learned essays like, Visual Forms, Vis-
ceral Themes: Understanding Bodies, Pain, and Torture in Renaissance
Art (2014), explored “the implications of Renaissance philosophies sur-
rounding the human body in the context of pain and particularly the phys-
ical suffering endured during torture.”

The work of an American artist, Susan Crile, came close to exploring
those pictures without rendering them into spaces of faded and fractured
abstractions. But still when her work was reviewed in the New York Times,
the reviewer coyly said she “hesitate[d] to use the word lyrical”. There re-
mained something deeply familiar about these pictures American torturers
took of their Iraqi inmates – they looked like those white racist murderers
took of their victims when they lynched them, hanging them from a tree.
“Strange Fruit”, the legendary jazz singer Billie Holiday called them in an
iconic song. The trees bearing those fruits had been planted in Iraq by the
selfsame racist thuggery that had terrorised the South, and which had now
gone East.

Opinion

Hamid Dabashi

The art and torture 
of the empire
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Andrew Mitrovica

The days of Justin Trudeau’s “sunny ways” may be over.
The jejune Canadian prime minister’s cocky gambit to call an unneces-

sary election in the midst of a stubborn pandemic has proven to be a strategic
miscalculation of blunt, historic proportions. Like any vapid politician more in-
terested in seizing a parochial political dividend than pursuing the national
interest, Trudeau abandoned – faster than Usain Bolt dashed to Olympic gold
– a flimsy pledge not to hold a national vote while a lethal virus gripped
Canada. Trudeau had one aim: win a majority. He failed. Last night’s sharp
rebuke is the second time in less than two years that many Canadians have,
in effect, told him that his youthful, inconsequential sheen has lost much of
its allure. As such, they were disinclined to grant him the broad mandate he
was, no doubt, confident he would secure.

So, today, the Canadian Parliament mirrors, almost to a seat, the Parlia-
ment that was dissolved a touch over a month ago to satiate Trudeau’s irre-
sistible yearning for the elusive prize of a majority. While he may still be prime
minister leading a minority government, Trudeau, I suspect, understands that
the Liberal Party’s only attachment is to absolute rule, unperturbed or con-
strained by other parties it considers little more than irritating obstacles to its
rightful destiny.Trudeau’s defining hypocrisy is that he claimed to represent
a departure from the old, tired modus operandi. He was the embodiment of
a new kind of politics that put country over party, people over power, modesty
over hubris. It was a slick, hollow mirage. Trudeau was motivated by the petty
impulses he insisted his “sunny ways” were meant to reject. Canadians may,
on occasion, be somewhat complacent peoples, but they are not blind.

The lie that Trudeau is became apparent throughout a short, cynical cam-
paign that most Canadians did not want and did not need. On the eve of the
election, the Liberals’ abiding cynicism prompted the party to dangle before
voters – like a confection-filled piñata – what amounted to a universal day-
care plan that was needed by struggling families years earlier.

Trudeau made more promises on the seminal test of climate change
when he should have acted long ago with the urgency the escalating heating
of the earth demands. If this gratuitous election constituted, as Trudeau said
unconvincingly, a “referendum” on his handling of the COVID-19 pandemic,
then Canadians delivered their verdict: the prime minister scored a C+, edg-
ing towards a B.The “referendum” was code on whether enough Canadians
loved Trudeau to reward him with two years of unconditional authority. Turns
out that their affection for him is, to put it charitably, lukewarm. The upshot is
that Trudeau likely knows that he is confronting the sunset of his tenure as
Liberal leader. He will be afforded the opportunity to make a “dignified” exit
within a year or so. All the while, his possible successors, including Deputy
Prime Minister Chrystia Freeland and former Bank of Canada Governor Mark
Carney – who is whispered to be interested in the job – will quietly design
unofficial leadership plans.

It will be a sad but, frankly, fitting denouement to Trudeau’s facile, undis-
tinguished career. As for the pablum-spouting Conservative Party leader, Erin
O’Toole, denying Trudeau his vaunted majority and a return to the parliamen-
tary status quo may not only keep rivals at bay but permit him to retain his
job as opposition leader for a spell.

O’Toole sought to refashion his party’s identity as a more empathetic, less
draconian version of Stephen Harper’s ugly, retrograde administration. As I
noted, Canadians may be complacent, but they are not blind. O’Toole’s his-
tory as a loyal, faithful member of the tainted Harper alumni club, had lots of
Canadians doubting his calculated designs to move the Conservatives to the
so-called “centre” of the political spectrum. O’Toole’s blatant duplicity on gun
control and his obtuse, shifting views on social issues had the effect of making
voters wonder what, if any, convictions he held. This ambiguity also sapped
the party of the surprising momentum it enjoyed as Trudeau faltered early
on. Traditional, rural Conservatives supported him. Beyond that, O’Toole
failed to widen his appeal. He is stuck, like his predecessor, in a sort of polit-
ical no-man’s land, grasping frantically for a route back to the prime minister’s
office that is as far out of reach today as it was yesterday.

O’Toole will be pressured to re-capture the insular, xenophobic faction of
the party that defected to the (Pestilent) People’s Party of Canada, led by an
unapologetic anti-reason, anti-humane demagogue, Maxime Bernier. That
is a prescription for even deeper, debilitating losses.

The pretend socialist party of Canada, the New Democratic Party (NDP),
returns, yet again, as the “conscience of parliament”. It is a trite pantomime.
The NDP is a party of cliché. Led by Jagmeet Singh, it lacks the will to reclaim
– honestly and openly – its fast evaporating socialist roots in order to appear
more “reasonable”. It has not worked. It will not work.

Singh and the NDP are facing the proverbial Rubicon: continue being nice
and palatable or finally share, in an intelligent and unabashed way, the radical
solutions necessary to address the entrenched, systemic injustices and in-
equalities that blight the lives of scores of Canadians. If it fails to pursue the
latter strategy, the NDP will slip further into irrelevancy.

Annamie Paul, the Green Party head, should recognise the inevitable.
She needs to go mercifully away and allow a once-promising environmental
movement to regain the ingenuity and enterprise she has deserted out of a
selfish and corrosive stubbornness. The intelligentsia insisted this election
was about nothing. That is not true. It was clarifying.

Trudeau and the age of colourful socks and sophomoric antics is, hope-
fully, over soon. Canada needs to get serious to meet the challenges of these
serious times.

Opinion

Are Justin Trudeau’s
‘sunny ways’ over?
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Election fraud allegations will
erode Putin’s legitimacy

Russia held its legislative elections over three days between September
17 and 19, with the ruling United Russia party winning 324 seats in the
450-seat State Duma. Many observers have found the outcome of the vote
messy and confusing and this is because it was messy and confusing by
design.

The elections were marred by accusations of deception, manipulation
and outright fraud, which the opposition claims allowed the Kremlin to de-
clare victory, despite declining public support for United Russia. Indeed,
this victory comes at the cost of legitimacy.

Of course, this election was in no way similar to what people call “elec-
tions” in democratic countries. Polls in Russia are hardly “free” as true op-
position forces are not allowed to register parties; the ones that are
permitted to do so are controlled to a varying extent by the presidential ad-
ministration.

The top figure of what observers call “non-systemic opposition”, Alexey
Navalny, has made multiple attempts to register a party since 2012, but
has been refused every single time. Despite his exclusion from official
party politics, he managed to grow and nurture the country’s largest and
most efficient opposition network, becoming the de facto main political rival
of President Vladimir Putin.

Navalny is currently serving a jail sentence after barely surviving a poi-
soning with a nerve agent, which was blamed on Russian secret services
by open-source investigators at the UK-based Bellingcat collective. But
this kind of treatment by the Kremlin only reaffirms his status of Putin’s
enemy number one. Navalny’s allies, many of whom have been forced to
flee the country, devised a strategy of voter mobilisation with the aim of
derailing as many of the Kremlin’s candidates at local and national elec-
tions as possible. They called it, “Smart Voting”.

On the eve of the election, they published a list of candidates from es-
tablishment parties, other than United Russia, who had the best chance
of defeating United Russia members. The Kremlin responded by attempt-
ing to suppress the circulation of the list using every possible means. That
included pressuring global digital giants like Apple, Google and Telegram,
which shamefully caved in and removed Navalny’s apps, videos and online
documents containing Smart Voting information.

The outcome of the standoff between the Kremlin and Smart Voting
proponents proved patchy, allowing Team Navalny to claim a measure of
success with the caveat that its main regional victories were stolen through
previously unseen levels of election fraud. Here is how it worked. Half of
the seats in the elections were allocated to party lists and half to individual
candidates running. United Russia won just less than 50 percent of party
list votes, down from 54 percent in 2016, but it won 88 percent of single-
seat constituencies. Thus, it retained a super-majority in the Russian
Duma, which allows it to change the constitution as it pleases. The Com-
munist Party came second, making considerable gains, likely thanks to
pro-Navalny votes.

But official figures do not add up. First of all, opinion polls conducted
by government pollsters on the eve of the election suggested that United
Russia could only hope for just more than 40 percent of party-list votes.
The surge of up to 9 percent at the election is hard to explain, unless one
assumes a large-scale fraud. The gap between polls and election results

was even wider in Moscow, Russia’s most opposition-minded city, making
residents wonder where all these United Russia supporters came from.

The most bizarre results come out of the single-seat constituencies in
the Russian capital. Candidates supported by Navalny’s Smart Voting were
set to take Moscow by storm after paper ballots were counted, despite bla-
tant violations reported by election observers. But that was completely
overturned by the 1.8 million votes cast through the online voting system,
which was introduced for the first time in national elections this year and
was made available to 16 million voters in seven regions of the country,
including Moscow.

Political preferences of virtual voters in the capital turned out to be di-
rectly opposite to those of people who preferred to vote in the old-fash-
ioned way. They managed to swing the election in every single district,
where Kremlin candidates would have lost it otherwise.

Most scandalously, the online voting envisaged a re-vote feature, which
a whopping 300,000 chose to use in this election in order to edit their votes.
That feature was blamed for an hours-long delay in the release of e-voting
results for Moscow. They only started trickling in after nearly all of the paper
ballots had already been counted. The Kremlin will find it hard to sell these
elections as fair. The idea that tech-savvy e-voting enthusiasts are pro-
Putin whereas paper-generation folks are in the ranks of the opposition
contradicts everything Russians know about their country. Polls have con-
sistently shown that Russia’s “Internet generation” is the most anti-Putin
demographic.

Various researchers, who analysed the results of the vote, have de-
tected statistical anomalies, which lead them to consider a significant num-
ber of United Russia votes as inauthentic. One of them, Sergey Shpilkin,
attributes around 14 million votes cast for United Russia to anomalous
spikes in voter activity, which may suggest ballot stuffing at polling stations
or similar manipulations with online votes.

In a post released by his allies, Navalny compared the outcome of the
Duma elections to a scoreboard at a football match, which shows results
entirely unrelated to what is happening in the field. That sentiment is cer-
tainly shared by many of his compatriots, which will contribute to the ac-
celerating erosion of the regime’s legitimacy.
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Many Pakistani parents thrust a burden on their children which is often con-

trary to their natural interests and inclinations. They want their children to be-

come doctors or engineers so they can earn a better reputation and money

to be able to act like status symbols. They are sent to academies and are

made to take extra classes for the preparation of entrance tests. If luck does

not favour them, the students have to repeat the cycle until they get a seat in

medical or engineering institutions.This obsession has resulted, for instance,

in a massive number of candidates vying for limited seats in state-run med-

ical colleges, and, in the mushroom growth of private-sector institutions to

make money by filling the demand-supply gap, which works negatively to-

wards the genuinely interested candidates.To add to their travails, the Pak-

istan Medical Commission (PMC) came up with the idea of holding a

licencing exam for all international and local medical graduates. There exists

a precedent of taking an exit exam from international graduates in the shape

of the British model of Professional and Linguistic Assessments Board

(PLAB) steps 1 and 2. Also, there exists the three-step model practised in the

United States for both local and international graduates. The difference be-

tween what the PMC is suggesting and the two models cited above is of a

critical nature. The British and US models come with job security and there is

no need for additional exam for induction into residency specialisation pro-

grammes. In our case, both these elements are completely missing. If such

circumstances persist, an exodus of medical graduates from Pakistan is the

most likely scenario. Those who cannot move abroad may switch careers.

The PMC should reconsider its decision, and the parents should do away

with their obsession of having their children opt for the medical profession.

Muhammad Adeel Riaz

Multan

Choice career

The Sindh Industrial and Trading Estate (SITE) is one of the key industrial

areas of Karachi which consists of large-scale industries owned by leading

industrialists across the country and even from outside Pakistan. Besides

running their industries successfully and earning billions, these industrialists

are part of various platforms, like the Karachi Chamber of Commerce and In-

dustry (KCCI), the SITE Industrial Association, etc.Despite all the money and

the power – and the consequent influence – these industrialists have, the

area has remained neglected even though it happens to be a hub of eco-

nomic activities generating billions in revenue. The roads infrastructure in the

area is in a shambles. The pathetic and disastrous infrastructure, especially

roads, not only create troubles for thousands of people employed in these in-

dustries, but portray a run-down image of the country at domestic and inter-

national levels. This poor representation of a key industrial area is a disgrace

in itself. Is there anyone accountable for this mess? The local government

and the associations should wake up and look into these issues seriously.

J.R.D Tata rightly said: “Cleanliness is the hallmark of perfect standards, and

the best quality inspector is the conscience.”

M. Faizan Punjwani

Karachi

SITE roads need repairs

There was a time when Islamabad, being the capital city, would not

have power failures. The situation has, however, changed over the

last few years. Now the slightest of rainfall, a thunderstorm worth

its name or even a strong wind blowing means the power supply is

getting disconnected almost immediately.

I am certain that the situation must be worse in other parts of the

country. Being a well-planned city and with a rapid increase in the

population over the years, it was assumed that the Islamabad city

administration would have also planned for an additional power

supply to match the increase in the consumption rate. However,

this was not done by the local authorities. I am fully aware of the

fact that the overall power generation and distribution capacity of

our country is less than the demand. I am also willing to add to the

equation the power losses due to substandard high tension wiring

systems and the phenomenon of power theft. Still there is no ex-

cuse for undeclared power stoppages, especially during the winter

months when the consumption is much less.

The public is always made to suffer due to inefficient load manage-

ment. The frequency of power failures is also increasing with every

passing day, causing immense inconvenience to a large number of

people, especially to those who do not have generators.

Cdre (retd) Sajjad Ali Shah Bokhari

Islamabad

Power suspension

Every country protects and values its cultural heritage because it is

the real identity that explains how a society evolved over the years.

Sadly, this basic understanding is missing in Pakistan and it is evi-

dent from the rundown condition of our archaeological sites.

Archaeological sites of paramount importance are gradually decay-

ing in the country. For instance, Pakka Qila in Hyderabad, Kot Diji

Fort near Khairpur, and other valuable archaeological sites of

Sindh have been encroached upon by influential people.

Archaeological sites of Sindh have been victims of lawlessness

which have long been occupied by the mafia. This negative and

unlawful act is condemned by the community of professional ar-

chaeologists which has raised its voice demanding pragmatic

measures against the mafia. The history of civilisation is rather rich

in Sindh and scientific evidence in this regard is freely available in

the form of sites, artefacts and fossils found over the years.

While the world is making efforts to protect the historical identity of

Sindh, the people of Sindh themselves are busy in destroying sig-

nificant archaeological sites. We need to preserve all archaeologi-

cal sites, and the effort in this regard has to be led by the provincial

government.

Saddam & Babar Solangi

Islamabad

Saving our cultural heritage
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Fossil tracks may reveal an ancient 
elephant nursery

Some birds learn to recognise 
calls while still in their eggs

Sid Perkins Lesley Evans Ogden
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Fossilized footprints
found on a beach in
southern Spain betray
what may have been a
nursery for an extinct
species of elephant.

The track-rich
coastal site, which sci-
entists have dubbed the
Matalascañas Trampled Surface, is typically covered by 1½ meters of sand,
says Clive Finlayson, an evolutionary biologist at the Gibraltar National Mu-
seum. But storm surges in the spring of 2020 washed away much of that
sand and exposed the preserved footprints of ancient elephants, cattle,
deer, pigs, wolves, water birds and even Neandertals, Finlayson and col-
leagues report in Scientific Reports. The sandy-clay sediments hosting this
trove of tracks were probably laid down about 106,000 years ago, previous
studies suggest.

Among the newly uncovered tracks are the first-of-their-kind footprints of
newborn straight-tusked elephants (Palaeoloxodon antiquus), an extinct
species that probably died out during the last ice age. The teeny tracks —
which measure 9.6 centimeters across, about the size of a drink coaster —
suggest that the petite, possibly 2-month-old pachyderms stood about 66
centimeters tall at their shoulders and weighed around 70 kilograms, slightly
heftier than a Newfoundland dog. Based on previous finds elsewhere of ac-
tual bones, adult straight-tusked elephants may have weighed 5.5 metric
tons for females and a whopping 13 tons for males. The mix of elephant
tracks at the site suggests that family groups including newborns, juveniles
and adult females frequented the area and possibly used it as a nursery, the
researchers say. Other fossils found at the site, including those preserving
traces of ancient roots, hint that the area was rich in vegetation and speckled
with lakes and ponds. 

Over a decade ago, behavioral
ecologist Diane Colombelli-
Négrel was wiring superb fairy
wrens’ nests to record the
birds’ sounds when she no-
ticed something odd. Mother
fairy wrens sang while incubat-
ing their eggs, even though it
would have made more sense to keep quiet to avoid attracting predators.
The discovery “was a bit of an accident,” says Colombelli-Négrel, of Flinders
University in Adelaide, Australia. And it made her wonder: Could the baby
birds be learning sounds, or perhaps even songs, even before they hatch?
Scientists have long wondered how early in development individuals learn
to perceive distinct sounds. It’s known that human fetuses learn to recognize
their mother’s voice. For birds such as superb fairy wrens (Malurus cyaneus)
that perfect their songs with parental tutoring, it was thought that sound per-
ception began well after hatching. But when it became obvious that mother
birds were intentionally singing to their eggs, “we knew we were on to some-
thing,” says avian ecologist Sonia Kleindorfer of the University of Vienna.
Previous research by Colombelli-Négrel, Kleindorfer and colleagues showed
that unhatched superb fairy wrens learn a vocal “password” from mom that
helps mothers discriminate their own nestlings from those of pesky cuckoo
invaders. What’s more, unhatched superb fairy wrens appear to distinguish
between songs of their own species and others, the team reported in 2014.
That ability extends beyond superb fairy wrens, new research suggests. At
least four additional types of birds recognize sounds specific to their species
while still in their eggs, the researchers report in the Philosophical Transac-
tions of the Royal Society B. 
The finding is a surprise to many birdsong scientists, says vocal learning
neuroscientist Wan-chun Liu of Colgate University in Hamilton, N.Y., who
wasn’t involved in the new research. 
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People who eat plenty of fruits and vegetables may have a somewhat lower
risk of COVID-19 than those with unhealthy diets, a new study suggests.
Of more than 590,000 adults surveyed, researchers found that the quarter with
the most plant-rich diets had a 9% lower risk of developing COVID-19 than the
quarter with the least-healthy diets. Their risk of severe COVID-19, meanwhile,
was 41% lower, according to findings recently published online in the journal
Gut. Experts were quick to stress that healthy eating is no magic immune-
booster that will ward off COVID-19.
"This doesn't change anything. Get vaccinated," said Dr. Aaron Glatt, an infec-
tious disease specialist and spokesman for the Infectious Diseases Society of
America. Jordi Merino, the lead researcher on the study, agreed that no one
should consider diet a replacement for vaccination or other measures, like
wearing a mask. Instead, the findings suggest that poor diet quality may be
one of the social and economic contributors to COVID-19 risk. So making
healthy foods more accessible to low-income Americans could be one way to
help ease the burden of the pandemic, according to Merino, a researcher at
Massachusetts General Hospital in Boston.
The findings are based on over 592,000 U.S. and British adults who were part
of a smartphone survey. They reported on any COVID-19 symptoms they de-
veloped and whether they'd tested positive for the disease. They also com-
pleted a diet questionnaire asking about their intake of various foods during a
typical week. Merino's team divided participants into four groups based on their
intake of plant foods like fruits and vegetables, whole grains, legumes and veg-
etable oils. During the study period, there were 31,815 documented cases of

COVID-19. On average, the researchers found, the one-quarter of participants
with the most plant-rich diets were slightly less likely to develop COVID-19 than
the quarter with diets devoid of fruits and vegetables.
And when they did get sick, their risk of severe COVID (requiring hospitalization
and oxygen) was 41% lower. In absolute terms, the rate of severe COVID-19
was 1.6 per 10,000 people per month in the group with the healthiest diets; in
the group with the poorest diets, the rate was 2.1 per 10,000 each month.

If you have a gut feeling something is preventing you from losing as much
weight as you would like to, you could be right.

Researchers found that the gut microbiome — the bacteria that help
digest food and absorb nutrients in the intestines — can influence your
ability to lose weight.

They identified genes within these bacteria that determine how quickly
the bacteria grow, how well people can take advantage of nutrients in food,
and whether starches and fiber, in particular, get broken down into sugars
too quickly to aid weight loss. "Some people have a harder time losing
weight than others," study author Sean Gibbons, PhD, says. "For example,
some people are able to control their weight through basic lifestyle inter-
ventions, while others may not."

Also, it is difficult to predict who will respond to changes in diet or exer-
cise and who might require more intense strategies. The study, which was
published in a journal of the American Society for Microbiology, could bring
us closer to an answer. "We've identified specific genetic signatures in the
gut microbiome that were predictive of weight loss response in a small co-
hort of patients following a healthy lifestyle intervention," says Gibbons,
assistant professor at the Institute for Systems Biology in Seattle.

Differences in 31 functional genes emerged from the gut microbiome
among 48 people who lost 1% or more of their weight each month com-
pared with 57 others whose weight remained the same. Researchers an-
alyzed stool samples taken 6 to 12 months after people started a
commercial weight loss coaching program. The study aligns with previous
research showing different types of bacteria in the gut microbiome can af-
fect the success of weight loss interventions, but they took it a step further

to determine how this works. "We know that the gut microbiome plays an
important role in weight management and can also influence a response
to weight loss interventions. However, specific gut microbiome features
that can explain this observation in more detail are still to be discovered,"
Hana Kahleova, MD, director of clinical research at the Physicians Com-
mittee for Responsible Medicine in Washington, DC, says. On the plus
side, genes that help bacteria grow more rapidly were associated with
weight loss. These bacteria take more of the nutrients in food for them-
selves, leaving less to go toward human weight gain compared with slower-
growing bacteria.

Your diet could cut your odds for severe COVID-19

Gut microbiome could make weight loss easier for some

Amy Norton

Damian McNamara
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Malignant
Hanna Flint

James Wan’s latest directorial of-
fering is a patchwork quilt of ’70s
and ’80s horror nods, but the nar-
rative threads aren’t held to-
gether quite so well. The thriller
goes back and forth in time so
Madison (Annabelle Wallis), a
meek nurse dealing with an abusive husband (Jake Abel), can piece to-
gether who she is after becoming targeted by a stalking menace that has
both herself and local law enforcement confounded.
It certainly looks the nostalgic part despite its present-day setting. An old
gothic house with more than a passing resemblance to the home in Beetle-
juice takes centre stage, while retro household appliances, telekinetic
threats and telepathic communication through TVs and radios reek of Pol-
tergeist and Carrie. And when it comes to truly gruesome murder scenes,
Malignant could give Mario Bava’s A Bay of Blood a run for its money.
The body horror make up and vibrant slasher movie lighting admirably hint
at Cronenberg and Argento respectively: in one scene, a foreboding red
light streams through the window of a soon-to-be victim of a killer with a
grotesque visage. Screenwriter Akela Cooper, working from a story she,
Wan and Ingrid Bisu conjured up, uses these referential tropes to wrong-
foot expectations to some success. But with so many ideas spinning at
once, the pacing often wavers, plot holes form and the supporting charac-
ters of Detective Shaw (George Young) and sister Sydney (Maddie Hasson)
seem underdeveloped. The most obvious, and pretty commendable, hom-
age might just be Annabelle Wallis’s choice of wig. 

Rose Plays Julie
Kambole Campbell

The opening of Rose Plays Julie
implies something a little bit
more wistful than what its som-
bre subject matter ultimately de-
livers. “I think about you all the
time, when we’ll first meet,” its
eponymous protagonist Rose
(Ann Skelly) muses. But the stark imagery immediately suggests some-
thing obsessive rather than longing. Writer-directors Joe Lawlor and
Christine Molloy’s deliberate obfuscations are clear from the start, as a
lecture Rose sits in on is interrupted by flashes of what seems to be a
dream, before revealing it’s actually imagery from a TV show Rose has
been watching. It soon becomes clear ‘Ellen Wise’, an actor in that work,
is Rose’s biological mother, who Rose begins to cyber-stalk. Learning
that Ellen is selling her house, Rose poses as a buyer (breaking a no-
contact clause in her adoption papers), before revealing her identity.
Rose’s name on her birth certificate was ‘Julie’, and Rose treats ‘Julie’
as a sort of parallel life, wondering about the road not taken in a narration
addressed to her biological mother. Rose isn’t neglected by her adoptive
family; perhaps just curious about what and who ‘Julie’ could have been,
tying her sense of loneliness to a need to discover the story of her past.
Rose begins to try to resolve her existential crisis by uncovering the hid-
den life of her biological parents, and dredges up horrible trauma that
Ellen tried to leave behind. But finding out this even worse truth about
the nature of her conception only makes Rose more obsessive.

Everybody's Talking about Jamie
Olly Richards

In 2017, the true story of
Jamie Campbell, a teenage
drag queen, was turned into
a poppy, feel-good West End
musical. With a big lipsticked
grin on its face, Everybody’s
Talking About Jamie told of
the teenager’s determination to go to his school prom in a dress, and
the school’s insistence that could never happen. It’s a show with a few
catchy tunes, a lovely message about acceptance, and so much upbeat
energy that it’s very easy to like. This adaptation is much the same. It
lacks the dazzle of the live experience and lurches around a bit in trying
to find a consistent tone, but it has plenty of moments of joy.
The strongest part of the story is the relationship between Jamie (new-
comer Max Harwood) and his mum, Margaret (Sarah Lancashire). They
adore each other for exactly who they are. Jamie’s dad left them both
many years ago, disappointed his son was not the sports-mad lad he
wanted, but Margaret’s love swelled to fill the void. That’s the most devel-
oped element of the story, by some distance. The rest of it is sweet, but
thinly written. In his journey to becoming his full self, Jamie is taken under
the wing of a retired drag queen (Richard E. Grant, enjoying himself as
much as you’d imagine) and goes quickly from staggering to strutting, out
and proud. His obstacles (Sharon Horgan as a disapproving teacher; a
lack of funds) are minor and the supporting characters mostly one-dimen-
sional, so it’s rather lacking in surprise or depth. There never seems any
possibility Jamie won’t succeed or even a reason why he wouldn’t.

Prisoners of the Ghostland
Ian Freer

It’s perhaps not surprising that
this collaboration between
Japanese iconoclast Sion Sono
and Coppola-spawned maverick
Nicolas Cage is stone-cold crazy,
a post-apocalyptic samurai
Western man-on-a-mission
movie. Making his mostly English-language debut, Sono, the cult director
behind Tokyo Tribe, Why Don’t You Play In Hell and Love Exposure,
seems like the ideal partner-in-crime for Cage, both talents happy to swing
for the fences in wild tonal shifts and off-the-chain outrageousness. It’s
just a shame, then, that their union can’t channel their go-for-broke attitude
into something even vaguely coherent and dynamic.
It starts as it means to go on. Cage is The Hero — perhaps a second
cousin to Tenet’s The Protagonist — and we meet him bursting into a
bank, wielding a shotgun and shouting, “BANZAI!” at the top of his lungs.
Imprisoned, he is sprung from jail by The Governor (Bill Moseley), the
white-suited boss of (the highly stylised) Samurai Town who needs a
favour: his gaggle of geishas, including his granddaughter Bernice (Sofia
Boutella), have skipped town and now he wants them back. But — to
quote Han Solo when the TIE Fighters arrive — this is where the fun be-
gins. For starters, The Hero is forced to wear a leather bodysuit that’s
sewn with explosives and primed to “recognise the impulse of a man will-
ing to strike a helpless woman”. But more excitingly, the bombs are
stitched to his body to stop him playing with the Governor’s property.
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Six Billion Shoppers
Porter Erisman

From China to India to Nigeria, e-com-
merce is entering a golden era in coun-
tries that were long left out of the
e-commerce gold rush experienced in the
West. If the story of the first twenty years
of e-commerce growth was set in devel-
oped markets, the story of the next twenty
years will be set in emerging ones. The
rise of e-commerce in emerging markets
is being driven by three major trends:
widespread internet adoption, a rising
middle class, and, most importantly, inno-
vative new business models that serve
the needs of local customers better than
the models used by western e-commerce giants.
Six Billion Shoppers takes readers on an exciting and colorful journey
around the world to visit the next e-commerce mega markets and ex-
plore how a new e-commerce boom is opening opportunities for entre-
preneurs and global brands alike. Traveling through Nigeria, China,
India, Southeast Asia, and Latin America, Porter Erisman addresses e-
commerce across these new markets and what it means for western
brands. He argues that e-commerce in developing countries is revolu-
tionary and will play a much larger role in emerging markets than in the
West. With e-commerce in emerging markets entering a rapid period of
expansion, Six Billion Shoppers explains how to seize the massive op-
portunity created by emerging market consumers and provides practical
advice on how to ride this new business trend.

Victoria Park
Gemma Reeves

Mona and Wolfie have lived in Victoria Park
for over fifty years. Now, on the eve of their
sixty-fifth wedding anniversary, they must de-
cide how to navigate Mona's declining
health. Bookended by the touching explo-
ration of their love, Victoria Park follows the
disparate lives of twelve people over the
course of a single year. Told from their multi-
ple perspectives in episodes which capture
feelings of alienation and connection, the lin-
gering memory of an acid attack in the park
sends ripples of unease through the community. By the end of the
novel, their carefully interwoven tales create a rich tapestry of re-
silience, love and loss. With sharply observed insight into contem-
porary urban life, and characters we take to our hearts, Gemma
Reeves has written a moving, uplifting debut which reflects those
universal experiences that connect us all.

Nervous Conditions
Tsitsi Dangarembga

Two decades before Zimbabwe would win
independence and end white minority rule,
thirteen-year-old Tambudzai Sigauke em-
barked on her education. On her shoulders
rest the economic hopes of her parents,
siblings, and extended family, and within
her burns the desire for independence. A
timeless coming-of-age tale, and a power-
ful exploration of cultural imperialism,
Nervous Conditions charts Tambu's jour-
ney to personhood in a nation that is also
emerging. With its searing observations,
devastating exploration of the state of "not being", wicked humour and
astonishing immersion into the mind of a young woman growing up
and growing old before her time, the novel is a masterpiece.

The Guest List
Lucy Foley

The bride – The plus one – The best man
– The wedding planner  – The bridesmaid
– The body On an island off the coast of
Ireland, guests gather to celebrate two
people joining their lives together as one.
The groom: handsome and charming, a
rising television star. The bride: smart and
ambitious, a magazine publisher. It’s a
wedding for a magazine, or for a celebrity:
the designer dress, the remote location,
the luxe party favors, the boutique
whiskey. The cell phone service may be
spotty and the waves may be rough, but every detail has been expertly
planned and will be expertly executed. But perfection is for plans, and
people are all too human. 

Carlo Rovelli

The Order of Time

The bestselling author of Seven Brief
Lessons on Physics takes us on an en-
chanting, consoling journey to discover
the meaning of time. "We are time. We
are this space, this clearing opened by
the traces of memory inside the con-
nections between our neurons. We are
memory. We are nostalgia. We are
longing for a future that will not come."
Time is a mystery that does not cease
to puzzle us. Philosophers, artists and
poets have long explored its meaning
while scientists have found that its
structure is different from the simple in-
tuition we have of it. From Boltzmann to
quantum theory, from Einstein to loop quantum gravity, our understand-
ing of time has been undergoing radical transformations. Time flows at
a different speed in different places, the past and the future differ far less
than we might think, and the very notion of the present evaporates in the
vast universe. With his extraordinary charm and sense of wonder, bring-
ing together science, philosophy and art, Carlo Rovelli unravels this mys-
tery. Enlightening and consoling, The Order of Time shows that to
understand ourselves we need to reflect on time -- and to understand
time we need to reflect on ourselves.




