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of corruption
The Pandora Papers have opened a new
Pandora’s Box of corrupt financial practices
that reach across nations and encompass the
globe. The formation of offshore companies
in remote islands is a game the rich play, especially the corrupt rich and powerful who loot
national wealth and stash it abroad.
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Inflation

Prices strike new peaks
Shahid Hussain

Food prices have gone through the roof. The dollar has risen to an all-time
high against the Pakistani rupee. Fuel prices increase every fortnight and
rising international rates of crude oil mean no relief is possible for the common people in the near future.
The government of Prime Minister Imran Khan claims that inflation has
been its prime focus in policymaking and he recently announced a Rs1.4
trillion project to help poor families. His government has also set up food
banks. However, the common people need jobs and better incomes to run
their households instead of handouts. Rising prices of food and daily-use
items is the biggest issue which has only compounded. Inflation shot up
to 9pc in September after a significant increase in prices of food, electricity
and fuel items. Consumer Price Index (CPI)-based inflation rose to 9pc for
the third successive month compared to a year ago, which is the highest
rate in three months.
According to the Pakistan Bureau of Statistics (PBS), the month-onmonth inflation rate spiked to 2.1pc in September over August, the highest
in 15 months. Inflation accelerated to 9.1pc in urban areas and to 8.8pc in
villages. Food inflation spiralled in cities to 10.8pc and in villages and towns
it remained at the previous level of 9.1pc. The country faced a 45pc hike
in prices of chicken, 40pc rise in prices of cooking oil, 33pc increase in egg
rates and nearly 20pc increase in the prices of wheat flour in September
over the corresponding month a year ago. On a month-on-month basis,
flour rose by 10pc despite Finance Minister Shaukat Tarin’s promise to
bring its price down to Rs55 per kg. Sugar also increased by 15pc.
Non-food inflation increased to 8.1pc in urban areas and 8.5pc in rural
areas in September. Core inflation, calculated by excluding food and energy items, inched up to 6.4pc in urban areas. The food group saw an almost double-digit hike in prices in September compared to the same month
a year ago. Within the food group, the prices of non-perishable food items
rose 11.1pc on an annualised basis and perishable goods increased by
15.3pc. Inflation for the housing, water, electricity, gas and fuel group increased to 8.9pc last month.
On the other hand, the International Monetary Fund (IMF) has forecast
an inadequate growth rate of 4pc for Pakistan coupled with elevated rates
of inflation and unemployment during the current fiscal year. Its World Economic Outlook (WEO) projected the average rate of inflation at 8.5pc, current account deficit at 3.1pc of GDP and unemployment rate at 4.8pc
during the current fiscal year. Though it projected the economic growth
rate recovering slowly to 5pc of GDP by FY2026, which it had estimated
in April this year, it said the rate of inflation would slide to 8.5pc this year
against 8.9pc last fiscal year but would rise again to 9.2pc by the end of
next year. It expected the Consumer Price Index to slowly come down to
6.5pc by FY2026.
Earlier, the World Bank projected inflation to edge up in FY22 with expected domestic energy tariff hikes and higher oil and commodity prices
before moderating in FY23. “Poverty is expected to continue declining,
reaching 4pc by FY23. The current account deficit is projected to widen to
2.5pc of GDP in FY23 as imports expand with higher economic growth
and oil prices. In Pakistan, growth is expected to ease a little to 3.4pc in
fiscal year 2021-22, as fiscal and monetary measures are expected to unwind,” the World Bank said in its twice-yearly report “South Asia Economic
Focus Shifting Gears: Digitisation and Services-Led Development.”
The Asian Development Bank (ADB) also projected that inflation in
Pakistan would remain the highest in the region at 7.5pc. The Asian De-
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velopment Outlook Update (ADOU) forecast inflation to slow to 7.5pcin fiscal year 2021-22, unchanged from the forecast in 2021. However, it is the
highest rate of inflation in the South Asian region, followed by 6.2pc in
Bhutan, 5.8pc in Bangladesh, 5.2pc in Nepal and 4.8pc in India. The ADB
also cautioned about further increase in prices in Pakistan, provided the
Pakistan-IMF deal collapses. “Risk of inflation higher than forecast derives
from any unusual increase in oil prices or from potential currency depreciation in the wake of any early winding down of the ongoing IMF programme,” the ADB added.
According to the finance ministry of Pakistan, the inflationary pressure
has been mainly derived from global market commodity prices. In its latest
report, the ministry said the government had taken various policy initiatives, administrative actions and announced relief packages to control inflation. “Higher international food prices were transmitted to countries,
which are net importers of food. But due to prudent and pro-poor measures
taken by the government, proportionate rise of the commodities i.e sugar,
palm oil, soybean oil, wheat and crude oil was not passed on to domestic
consumers,” it explained.
However, the IMF has noted that consumer prices have risen substantially over the last couple of months on the back of supply chain disruptions
and higher commodity prices, notably gas. In the US, consumer prices
rose 5.4pc in July from a year earlier — matching the largest jump since
August 2008 — before easing slightly in August. Meanwhile, in the eurozone, inflation reached a 13-year high in September. “This rising inflation
has ramped up the pressure on central banks to ease off their monetary
stimulus programmes quicker than anticipated. Inflation risks are skewed
to the upside and could materialize if pandemic-induced supply-demand
mismatches continue longer than expected. Although central banks can
generally look through transitory inflation pressures and avoid tightening
until there is more clarity on underlying price dynamics, they should be
prepared to act quickly if the recovery strengthens faster than expected or
risks of rising inflation expectations become tangible,” it warned.
There is no doubt that prices have increased all over the world. However, people of Pakistan are not willing to accept it. They have suffered
badly in the PTI government’s three years. They need immediate respite
from high prices. Prices of wheat flour, sugar and cooking oil are hurting
them most. The government should reduce their prices at any cost, if it
cannot control the rates of all food items and daily-use items.
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Offshore wealth

Pandora Papers: A
shocking tale of corruption
Nasim Ahmed

The Pandora Papers have opened a new Pandora’s Box of corrupt financial practices that reach across nations and encompass the globe. The
formation of offshore companies in remote islands is a game the rich play,
especially the corrupt rich and powerful who loot national wealth and stash
it abroad.
Setting up an offshore company is not illegal per se. But the offshore
financial system offers strict privacy, which provides an opportunity to
wrongdoers to hide assets from authorities and creditors as well as from
public scrutiny. Offshore providers are established according to the laws
of the country where they are located. But some clients use offshore services to hide dirty money.
The Pandora documents contain the names of both current and former
leaders of various countries. A large number of Pakistanis, including politicians, former military generals, bureaucrats and businessmen, have been
named in the papers. These Pakistanis own assets worth hundreds of millions of dollars in various countries.
This is not the first time that such a disclosure about offshore wealth
held by corrupt politicians, officials and businessmen has been made. Five
years ago, the Panama Papers shook the world with their leakages of corruption by influential individuals around the world. The data for the Panama
Papers was drawn from a single law firm, but the new material has been
gleaned from the records of 14 separate financial-services entities operating in Switzerland, Singapore, Cyprus, Belize, the British Virgin Islands,
etc.
The Pandora Papers reveal more than 29,000 offshore accounts, double the number identified in the Panama Papers. Among the account owners are more than 130 billionaires in the Forbes magazine list and more
than 330 public officials in more than 90 countries and territories, twice the
number contained in the Panama leaks. The Pandora Papers revelations
include millions of dollars in property and cash secretly owned by the leaders of the Czech Republic, Kenya, Ecuador, Russia and other countries.
According to the leaked data, Pakistanis are the fifth largest investors
in property in London’s most expensive neighbourhoods. More than 700
Pakistanis have been named in the offshore affair, including sitting federal
ministers and some other powerful people connected to the PTI government.
It is good that PM Imran Khan has set up a high-powered committee
to investigate the matter. However, there is no indication yet that the federal
ministers named in the Pandora Papers will be asked to step down to allow
an independent inquiry to take place.
Critics say that there is little hope of an impartial investigation against
the powerful sitting federal ministers and others closely associated with
the government. The general public has little faith in the country’s investigative agencies and the judicial system which in most cases has failed
to bring the blatantly corrupt politicians and bureaucrats to justice.
It is interesting to note that some of the 300 Pakistanis whose names
appeared in the Panama Papers have reappeared in the Pandora Papers.
No action was taken against them previously nor is there any likelihood of
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their being brought to book now.
The leaked data in the Pandora Papers relate to offshore companies
owned by some federal ministers, retired military generals and public officials. A prominent name is that of Moonis Elahi, a PML-Q leader who was
included in the federal cabinet as a minister a few months ago. According
to a report published in the Guardian, and based on the Pandora Papers,
he and his family own prime properties in London worth millions of pounds.
Two other federal ministers, Shaukat Tarin and Khusro Bakhtiyar, and
Faisal Vawda, a former cabinet minister, also figure in the leaks.
Other significant revelations in the Pandora Papers relate to retired military generals and their family members who acquired properties in London
through offshore companies. One of them is retired Lt-Gen Shafaat Ullah
Shah, who once served as military secretary to the former military ruler
Gen Pervez Musharraf.
Money laundering is a serious crime and western governments hold
Third World countries to account on this issue. But no action is taken
against the banks in London and Switzerland in which the looted money
is parked. This is a double standard which the western media never highlights. Billions of dollars, siphoned off by corrupt public officials in developing countries, are parked in shadowy shell companies which are never
investigated.
No doubt, corruption has seeped through all sectors of Pakistani society, but the properties owned by former Prime Minister Nawaz Sharif and
other political leaders in London and Dubai prove beyond a shadow of
doubt that the political class is more corrupt than others. In Pakistan the
electoral system itself breeds corruption. Those who reach parliament
spending millions use their political positions and privileges to get back
their investment with profits.
For Pakistan to move forward, we need to wage a long and courageous
struggle against corruption. Before Prime Minister Imran Khan, no political
leader took up corruption as a major national issue. But Imran Khan has
made it centre-stage and that in itself is an achievement. We need to totally
eliminate this cancer from our society. Otherwise, Panama and Pandora
Papers will continue to happen and the characters adorning their pages
will continue to drain the national exchequer dry.
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Strategy

How to boost
tourism industry
Nasim Ahmed

Despite its immense potential, Pakistan’s tourism industry operates at a low
level. Over the last decade, tourism has developed into one of the largest
industries in the world. Globally, the tourism industry has experienced steady
growth almost every year.
According to available figures, international tourist arrivals increased from
528 million in 2005 to over 3 billion in 2018. Each year, Europe receives the
largest number of international tourists. It also produces the largest number
of travellers with approximately 687 million tourists leaving in 2018, more
than double compared to the second largest tourist origin – the Asia-Pacific
region. Several countries, such as Britain, France and the United States are
popular tourist destinations, but other lesser-known countries are rapidly
emerging to reap the economic benefits of the industry.
However, tourist numbers in Pakistan hover around an estimated 2 million per annum on average, which too mostly comprise domestic tourists.
This is in stark contrast to our neighbours, China and India, which attract 60
million and 10 million tourists on average respectively.
According to the Travel and Tourism Competitiveness Index released by
the World Economic Forum (WEF) in September 2019, covering 140
economies, Pakistan fared poorly as compared to other countries in the AsiaPacific region. The TTCI is composed of four sub-indexes, 14 pillars, and 90
individual indicators, including safety and security, information and communications technology, T&T policy and enabling conditions, international openness, price competitiveness, infrastructure, and which include the following
pillars, i) air transport infrastructure, natural and cultural resources, and within
it, i) natural resources, and ii) cultural resources and business travel.
On the basis of these criteria, the report evaluates the performance of
various institutions. Pakistan’s T&T sector is very weak as per the TTCI
2019, which ranks the country at 121, out of a total of 140. The report says
that Pakistan with regard to its T&T sector falls in the bottom 25% (or quartile)
of countries, most of which belong to low to lower-middle income economies,
with 26 in Sub-Saharan Africa.
In the Asia-Pacific region, Pakistan is the lowest ranked country overall
at 121, whereas among other countries in the region, India is 34th among
the 140 countries, Vietnam 63rd, Sri Lanka 77th, Nepal 102nd, and
Bangladesh 120th. Regarding enabling environment, Pakistan is ranked at
119th position, for travel and tourism policy and enabling conditions at 122nd
position, and for infrastructure, at 99th position.
As for infrastructure, Pakistan’s rankings on the related pillars are as follows: air transport infrastructure (96th), ground and port infrastructure (73rd),
and tourist service infrastructure (112th), which includes the following indicators, i) hotel rooms, ii) quality of tourism infrastructure, iii) presence of
major car rental companies, and iv) automated teller machines.
In its report, UNESCO says that tourism presents both opportunities and
challenges. With more than 1.3 billion people travelling across borders each
year, World Heritage sites, Biosphere Reserves and Global Geoparks
around the world are attracting a growing number of visitors. “This is creating
significant opportunities for local economic development, investment, and
revenue for conservation. It is also enabling us to educate more people about
our cultural and natural heritage, and the need to protect it for future gener-
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ations,” it said. Tourism is also being used as a tool for creativity and innovation, to support intangible cultural heritage and the creative industries.
Like any activity, tourism has powerful effects on the economy, society
and environment. In addition to the socioeconomic impact of tourism, the
sector, if managed sustainably, can be a factor for environmental preservation, cultural appreciation and understanding among peoples. Sustainable
tourism is a positive instrument towards the eradication of poverty, the protection of the environment and the improvement of quality of life, especially
in developing countries. Well-designed and well-managed tourism can make
a significant contribution to the three dimensions of sustainable development
—economic, social and environmental.
Pakistan has tremendous potential for tourism promotion which has not
yet been fully utilized. The need is to launch a coordinated drive to boost
both domestic and international tourism. The problems hindering tourism in
Pakistan are mostly related to inadequate infrastructure, negative travel advisory to international tourists, boarding and lodging, poor connectivity
through air and road, NoC requirement for foreigners to visit Northern Areas
including Azad Jammu and Kashmir, a trust deficit in public and private sectors and poor tour operators.
There are numerous reasons for the sub-optimal performance of the
tourism sector. Security, terrorism and law and order are the main reasons
that impede the tourism industry and prevent tourists from visiting Pakistan.
Government negligence and bureaucratic inertia is the second main reason
that negatively affects this industry. There is no national tourism policy while
the sector has been devolved to provinces without having any coordination
mechanism at the national level. There seems to be little dedication and
commitment at the national and provincial levels towards promotion and projection of tourism opportunities and touristic products.
Pakistan is a country generously blessed with topography, four weathers,
picturesque Northern Areas, Swat Valley, religious (Buddhist and Sikh/Hindu)
and historical sites, etc. Pakistan also has a great opportunity to develop a
1,046km-long coastline in the south by creating resorts and hotels. To develop the sector, it is important to develop a comprehensive tourism policy
which integrates all the provinces, including Gilgit-Baltistan and Azad Jammu
and Kashmir. In order to create an enabling environment, the government
should promote public-private partnership for a competitive tourism market.
Domestic tourism has increased but the facilities and the management
of tourist hotels are not satisfactory. The government should regulate and
standardise the quality of these facilities. Furthermore, monitoring of these
facilities quarterly or annually will make hotels maintain their quality of services. For foreign tourism, one of the most important aspects is to develop a
branding strategy which creates a soft image of Pakistan. In this regard,
sponsoring journalists, academics and public intellectuals, who project a positive and soft version of Pakistan, can prove to be a step in the right direction.
Without doubt, the recent decision by the government to allow e-visa and
grant visa on arrival to citizens of over 60 countries will go a long way to attract more tourists. At the same time, Pakistan’s embassies abroad should
be directed to widely publicise the new tourist-friendly policies adopted by
the government.
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Politics

TTP talks
Muhammad Hassan

Prime Minister Imran Khan has offered general amnesty to the Tehreek-i-Taliban Pakistan (TTP). He said the government was in
talks with some groups of the banned outfit.
Foreign media reports say the government
has already set up a special cell for the purpose. On the other hand, Interior Minister
Sheikh Rashid said he was unaware of any
dialogue with the militants. It points out some
confusion among the government circles
about talks with the militants, who have recently stepped up their attacks against the
security forces and civilians.
It is a fact that Pakistan has successfully
weeded out terrorism from its soil after successive military operations against terrorists.
It has won the battle against the militants,
though they carry on occasional attacks on
the security forces and civilians in border
areas of Khyber Pakhtunkhwa and Balochistan. Though talks are always welcome in any
situation, war or peace, yet many analysts are shocked at the timing of the
offer and they believe it would undermine the country’s position of strength
against the militants, who have largely been driven out of the country. They
fear it may embolden the terrorists and they would step up their attacks.
In an interview to foreign media, Prime Minister Imran Khan offered
general pardon to the TTP, provided the banned group laid down weapons,
disclosing that the government was in talks with some groups of the outfit
seeking reconciliation. “In fact, some of the Pakistani Taliban groups want
to talk to the government for peace and reconciliation and we are in talks
with them. There were different groups that had formed the TTP. We are
in talks with them. It’s a reconciliation process,” he reiterated. He said the
Afghan Taliban were facilitating the talks being held in Afghanistan. However, when asked if the Afghan Taliban were acting as mediators, the premier explained: “Since the talks are taking place in Afghanistan, so in that
sense, yes.” He said he never believed in military solutions. When asked
why TTP militants were attacking the Pakistani security forces if the group
was in talks with the government, he responded: “I think that was a spate
of attacks, but we are talking. And there might not be any settlement, but
we are talking.” He said he had expressed the same opinion about the USTaliban talks. “I do not believe in military solutions, I am anti-military solution and as a politician I believe political dialogue is the way ahead.” Earlier
in September, President Arif Alvi had suggested that the Pakistani government could consider giving an amnesty to TTP members who were not
involved in criminal activities, laid down their weapons and agreed to adhere to the Constitution of Pakistan. Foreign Minister Shah Mahmood
Qureshi had also articulated the same offer, stating that the government
would be “open to giving” a pardon to TTP members if they promised not
to get involved in terrorism and submit to the Constitution.
However, many analysts and the opposition parties have questioned
the move without taking the parliament into confidence, arguing that it
would only add to the pains and grief of the families of martyrs. It is the
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right of the families of martyrs to decide whether the government should
hold talks with the TTP or not, they argue. Some say the TTP holding talks
with the government was not breaking news but the premier’s statement
might sabotage the process and put the Afghan Taliban in a difficult position in case they were facilitating the talks.
To humiliate the government, the militants have refused to lay down
their arms or accept the country’s Constitution. The government had also
pinned high hopes on the Afghan Taliban to rein in the TTP and force it to
stop attacks on Pakistani soil but the Afghan Taliban spokesperson termed
it Pakistan’s internal issue and asked it to solve the matter on its own. It
shows the Afghan Taliban have either no control over the TTP or they are
not willing to help Pakistan. Instead, the TTP has stepped up their activities
against Pakistan and frequently targeted military and civilian officials since
the Taliban takeover of Afghanistan in August. The Taliban had promised
not to allow Afghan soil to be used against any country but the TTP is using
its soil to mount terrorism in Pakistan. The Taliban have not only failed to
deliver their promises to the world but also betrayed Pakistan, which is
often accused by the US and its allies of having sympathies with them and
helping them take over the country.
For many Pakistanis, the Afghan Taliban and the TTP are two faces of
the same coin. Many analysts say Pakistan cannot wait for long for the
new Afghan government to make good on its commitments. They believe
Pakistan has offered amnesty to the militants on the prodding of the
Afghan Taliban. After the rejection of the government offer by the TTP, Pakistan must upgrade its own internal security instead of relying on the Taliban to control their splinter groups. Pakistan must pursue both options of
dialogue and military operation in the fight against the militants. Talks
should be held with groups which are willing to negotiate, but there should
be no blanket amnesty for those who have committed heinous crimes. The
government should also call a session of parliament and discuss the issue
to reach a broader political consensus.
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Stimulus

Kamyab Pakistan Programme:
An ambitious initiative
Muhammad Ali

The government has launched a new initiative, one of the
largest of its kind in the world, to provide small and interestfree loans to benefit the poorer classes. Under the Kamyab
Pakistan Programme, the government aims to alleviate
poverty, grow the economy and generate jobs. However,
questions are being raised about its launch ahead of the next
elections and whether the country could withstand its economic impact.
The plan has already faced many problems. The government had planned to provide Rs3.7tr loans to some 7m
households, but it had to scale it down after strong objections
by the International Monetary Fund (IMF) ahead of the upcoming talks for the resumption of its suspended $6b loan
facility. The government will now provide Rs1.4tr loans to
3.7m households. Smallholders, small businesses and lowmiddle-income homebuyers will benefit from it. The programme will also cover health insurance for all and offer
scholarships for skill training, as well as increase financial
inclusion by connecting the unbanked to banks.
The future of the plan, though scaled down significantly,
is still uncertain because it is yet to be seen how the IMF reacts to it as the international lender, whose support will be
crucial for the government in the next few years for external-sector stability,
may not like it. The plan involves significant government guarantees and
subsidies. Though the government has also integrated some similar projects into the programme and stretched its countrywide rollout to early 2022
to reduce its impact on the national budget, yet experts fear it does not
meet the standard of fiscal discipline demanded by the IMF under its
bailout package. The plan may also worsen the balance-of-payments crisis
created by rapidly growing domestic demand and expensive imports.
The programme was launched after the government believed the
“trickle-down” approach had failed to transfer the benefits of economic
growth to the common people. The new “bottom-up” attempt aims to
lessen poverty by empowering the deprived segments and helping them
transform their lives. Loans will be offered to families with a cumulative average monthly income of less than Rs50,000 with priority to be given to
beneficiaries of the Ehsaas programme. The microloans will be disbursed
under a wholesale arrangement between banks, development finance institutions, Pakistan Mortgage Refinance Company and microfinance banks
and institutions, housing finance companies. Loans will also be provided
to farmers with landholdings up to 12.5 acres. Microloans up to Rs150,000
per crop would be extended for procurement of agricultural inputs to boost
productivity. Loans up to Rs200,000 would be given for machinery and
equipment at zero markup.
Under the scheme, loans will also be provided for small businesses
and start-ups at zero per cent markup in both rural and urban areas. The
loan size is up to Rs500,000 and repayment will be in easy installments.
Dairy, livestock, poultry and fisheries sectors are also included in the programmes. The third component of the project is the Naya Pakistan Low
Cost Housing Scheme, for which loans of up to Rs2.7 million for Naya Pakistan Housing and Development Authority (NAPHDA) and Rs2 million (for
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non-NAPHDA) projects will be given at highly subsidised rates for a maximum of 20 years and a minimum of five years.
Launching the ambitious plan, Prime Minister Imran Khan rued the lack
of opportunities available for the middle and poor classes in the country,
saying the PTI government was making efforts to change the mindset and
priorities in Pakistan. He also admitted the government’s earlier housing
finance programme had failed because banks lacked infrastructure and
training to provide loans to people from the professional and lower classes
of society. "A lot of time was consumed in overcoming obstacles and even
when we had passed the foreclosure law, our banks did not have infrastructure and training to give loans to people. We realised that by the time
banks learn to give loans to poorer people, our five years will be over," he
said, adding that this was the reason the government had decided to make
microfinance banks a part of the Kamyab Pakistan Programme.
Undoubtedly, the new plan will go a long way in empowering the
downtrodden and link them with the mainstream economy. However, it
is yet to be seen how the plan is implemented. Though it contains lucrative incentives and the government’s will to really empower the poor,
all will depend on the stringent and fair implementation of the programme. Many such financing schemes were introduced in the past, but
they benefited mostly undeserving people and led to enormous losses
to the national exchequer.
The plan banks on changing the mindset and priorities by institutions,
banks and individuals. It also needs to be saved from politics. Its launch
ahead of the next election may not go well with the opposition parties. The
government will have to ensure that it does not use the programme for political gains and receive votes in the next election. However, no plan will
work for the government in the next election if it fails to bring down prices
of food and daily-use items.
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Accountability

New NAB ordinance
Muhammad Zain

The government has promulgated the National Accountability Bureau (Amendment) Ordinance, 2021, which allows the current
NAB chairman to continue in office until a consensus is reached
on the appointment of his successor. In this way, the government
has not only avoided consultation with the leader of the opposition
but also paved the way for a possible four-year extension to the
anti-graft body chief.
The government has also amended the NAB ordinance to
meet the long-standing demand of bureaucrats and technocrats,
who become cabinet members in every government, to take them
out of the NAB purview. Fearing the NAB, bureaucrats have been
reluctant to implement the orders of the executive which costs the
country millions of dollars every year. Under the ordinance, the
government has also drastically cut the powers of the anti-graft
body and it will no longer be able to act against the decisions of
the federal and provincial governments, Council of Common Interests, National Finance Commission, Executive Committee of
the National Economic Council, central, provincial and departmental development working parties and the State Bank of Pakistan.
The ordinance enables the President to reappoint the current NAB
chairman or extend his tenure, while sharply curtailing the jurisdiction of
the anti-graft watchdog. The tenure of the NAB chairman can now be extended which was earlier “non-extendable.” However, it has retained the
proviso that makes consultation between the opposition leader and the
leader of the house in the National Assembly on the appointment of the
NAB chairman, but states that the President would consult both of them.
In this way, the role of the opposition and parliamentary oversight has been
enhanced as it provides a forum of a 12-member parliamentary committee
in case the consultation between the Prime Minister and the opposition
leader remains inconclusive.
According to the ordinance, “all matters pertaining to Federal, Provincial
or Local taxation, other levies or imposts, including refunds, or loss of exchequer pertaining to taxation” will be dealt with in accordance with the
revenue or banking laws and would be transferred from the accountability
courts to the courts of competent jurisdiction. Moreover, the NAB cannot
proceed against “any person or entity who, or transaction in relation
thereto, which are not directly or indirectly connected with the holder of a
public office…procedural lapses in any public or governmental work, project or scheme, unless it is shown that a holder of public office or any other
person has been conferred or has received any monetary or other material
benefit from that particular public or governmental work”. The authority of
the NAB prosecutor general has been enhanced, empowering him to play
a crucial role in advising the chairman to file or withdraw any reference
from courts. It also allows the accountability courts to grant bail to accused.
Earlier, there was no provision of granting bail to the accused as an under
custody suspect could only apply for bail after the expiry of his 90-day remand and that too under the extraordinary jurisdiction of the high court
under the Article 199 of the Constitution that empowers the high courts to
enforce fundamental rights. The ordinance allows the appointment of retired judges of high courts as accountability court judges. In addition, it
provides that a district and sessions judge and an additional district and
sessions judge may also be designated as the judges of accountability
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courts with the consent of the chief justice of the high court concerned.
The government claims the amendments have been made in the light
of court judgments and longstanding demands of the bureaucracy, while
the opposition believes the changes aim at saving cabinet ministers from
possible NAB action for their alleged corruption. Apparently, the government has promulgated the ordinance to stop the NAB from becoming nonfunctional after the retirement of the current NAB chairman. Under the law,
the new NAB chairman can only be appointed through consultation between the Prime Minister and the opposition leader in the National Assembly. Prime Minister Imran Khan had refused to consult opposition leader
Shehbaz Sharif, as the latter is facing many corruption cases. However, if
the Prime Minister can consult the opposition leader on the appointment
of members of the Election Commission of Pakistan (ECP), he should also
have consulted him on the appointment of the NAB chief.
However, even if Prime Minister Imran Khan had contacted opposition
leader Shehbaz Sharif, they would not have reached a consensus on the
issue. In any case, the issue could not have been resolved amicably and
the government would have to bring an ordinance to allow the NAB and
its chief to continue working. It is a fact that the opposition, whose leaders
are facing serious corruption cases, wants to defang the NAB. They have
tried their best to malign the accountability process. They will not spare
the new NAB chief either. On the other hand, Prime Minister Imran Khan
has never been satisfied with the NAB performance. The common people
also believe it has failed to recover looted wealth in all high-profile cases.
The NAB and its chief are often criticised by courts and the opposition
over their plea bargain and arrest powers. A plea bargain cannot be made
without the approval of the court. The government has also curtailed the
powers of the NAB chief to arrest the accused. Earlier, it was his discretion
to arrest an accused or not during an investigation, which created an impression of bias and foul play. Accountability courts can also accept bail
pleas of the accused, which was not allowed under the old NAB law. One
thinks the government has removed all lacunae from the accountability
law, which were identified by courts and the bureaucracy and even the opposition, though it should have adopted the right way of tabling a bill in the
National Assembly and the Senate.
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Leaks

Unopened Pandora’s box
Shahid Hussain

The Pandora Papers have revealed over 700 Pakistanis, who own offshore
companies. Besides former generals, bureaucrats, businessmen and politicians, a few ministers in Prime Minister Imran Khan’s cabinet have also
been named in the leaks. However, the new leaks fail to shake the country.
If Pakistanis past experience of the Panama Papers is any guide, all accused are most likely to get off scot-free. Prime Minister Imran Khan has
announced a probe into the scam but he should have asked his tainted
ministers to step down or sacked them to save his reputation and meet his
own demand he had made after the onset of the Panama leaks in Prime
Minister Nawaz Sharif’s government in 2016.
The Panama Papers had also revealed most expensive London flats
of the Sharif family and former Prime Minister Nawaz Sharif was disqualified by the Supreme Court of Pakistan after a Joint Investigation Team
(JIT) was formed to probe the issue. He himself had taken the issue to the
court. His biggest “mistake” was that his sons had admitted to owning properties in London, while 479 Pakistanis named in two parts of the Panama
leaks and 135 others in the Paradise leaks called the reports of the International Consortium of Investigative Journalists (ICIJ) “misleading” and
denied owning an offshore company. The result was that they all escaped
action and only Nawaz Sharif and his family faced media humiliation and
accountability. The same situation has arisen now. Almost all accused in
the new leaks have distanced themselves from their offshore companies
and it will be impossible for state institutions to prove their wealth abroad
and subsequently take action against them in the absence of international
cooperation, as happened in the Panama Papers.
Prime Minister Imran Khan has set up a cell to investigate the Pakistanis named in the Pandora Papers. The cell, formed under the Prime Minister's Inspection Commission, will consist of people from the National
Accountability Bureau (NAB), Federal Investigation Agency (FIA) and Federal Board of Revenue (FBR). According to the government, the cell will
determine whether the public office holders had declared their foreign assets. If not, a corruption case will be referred to the National Accountability
Bureau. In case of money laundering, the case will go to the Federal Investigation Agency and for non-public office holders, a tax evasion case
would be forwarded to the Federal Board of Revenue.
Opposition leader Imran Khan had demanded Prime Minister Nawaz
Sharif resign when the ICIJ had named the latter and his three children in
the Panama Papers. Now national and international observers want Prime
Minister Imran Khan to act on his own demand and sideline the ministers
and politicians of his party until they come clean after investigations. According to the ICIJ, key members of Imran Khan’s inner circle, including
cabinet ministers, their families and major financial backers have secretly
owned an array of companies and trusts holding millions of dollars of hidden wealth. They include; finance minister, Shaukat Fayaz Ahmed Tarin,
and his family, and the son of Imran Khan’s former adviser for finance and
revenue, Waqar Masood Khan. The records also reveal the offshore dealings of a top PTI donor, Arif Naqvi, who is facing fraud charges in the
United States. The ICIJ claimed Chaudhry Moonis Elahi planned to put
the proceeds from an allegedly corrupt business deal into a secret trust,
concealing them from Pakistan’s tax authorities. Omer Bakhtyar, the
brother of minister for industries, Makhdum Khusro Bakhtyar, transferred
a $1 million apartment in the Chelsea area of London to his elderly mother
through an offshore company in 2018, according to the leaks. Former minister for water resources, Faisal Vawda, set up an offshore company in
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2012 to invest in UK properties. He resigned in March amid a controversy
over his status as a dual US-Pakistan national. Vawda told the ICIJ that
he had declared all worldwide assets held in his name to Pakistani tax authorities. Tariq Shafi, a leading businessman and another PTI donor, held
$215 million through offshore companies, the records show.
According to the ICIJ, Moonis Elahi attempted to hide proceeds from
an alleged misuse of public funds with the help of an elite offshore service provider. “In January 2016, Moonis Elahi, then a member of Punjab’s
provincial legislature, met with officials at Asiaciti Trust, a financial services provider that specializes in offshore wealth management. Records
show that he told Asiaciti staff that he wanted to invest money from the
2007 sale of land owned by Phalia Sugar Mills, a family business. The
records show that Asiaciti officials asked him about his past legal problems. He provided them with a court document clearing him of fraud
charges unrelated to the Bank of Punjab scandal. After the meeting,
documents show, Asiaciti designated him as a “politically exposed person” or PEP — a legal term denoting a corruption risk related to a client’s
status as a public official.
It is clear that Pakistanis, who own offshore companies and wealth
have learnt a lesson from the Panama Papers – do not plead guilty. Almost all of them have denied owning offshore assets. It puts the onus
on investigation agencies to prove the existence of their foreign companies. Everybody knows the leaks are based on facts, as not a single accused from Pakistan or anywhere in the world has challenged their
veracity in any court. The accused named in the Panama leaks, including the Sharifs, could have earned billions of dollars in damages if they
had been wrongly identified. They avoided moving courts because they
knew they would lose cases.
There is nothing new in the Pandora leaks for Pakistanis except a few
retired army officers and almost all top media owners. Only five retired military officers and their families have been linked to offshore companies.
Their number is negligible as compared to over 700 politicians and businesspeople named in successive leaks. However, it is a pity that only politicians are being savaged in the mainstream media and not a single talk
show has been held on media owners who own offshore companies. It is
a glaring example of the use of the media for personal likes and dislikes.
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Militancy

Looming human and economic
crisis in Afghanistan
Raza Khan

Since the Taliban takeover of Afghanistan on August 15 and the simultaneous withdrawal of the United States and other foreign forces, the physical as well as human and economic security situation in Afghanistan has
worsened and international agencies and organisations fear that there
could be an unimaginable humanitarian crisis in the war-ravaged country
next year. Moreover, if the situation is not managed by the new rulers in
consultation with the international community every Afghan would suffer.
On October 8, a suicide bomber ripped through the attendants of Friday
prayers in a Shiite community mosque in northern Afghan city of Kunduz,
killing at least 80 people and injuring more than 100. No one claimed responsibility for the attack but it is believed that the terrorist Islamic State
(IS), also known as Daesh-e-Khurasan or IS-Khurasan, had carried out
the attack. Since the Taliban takeover, IS-K has also stepped up a campaign of attacks against the Taliban. On October 2, the group targeted a
funeral prayer service attended by a number of senior Taliban leaders in
Kabul, and there have been a spate of smaller attacks in the eastern
provinces of Nangarhar and Kunar, where IS previously had its strongholds. It seems that IS has expanded its network in Afghanistan, particularly to the north of the country. Although the Taliban claim to have arrested
dozens of members of IS and believed to have killed others suspected of
links to the group, they have also played down the threat IS poses. The
Taliban have the capacity to counter IS-K and there may be fewer attacks
in the months and weeks ahead but there are other reasons to worry about
for the Taliban and people of Afghanistan.
According to a United Nations Development Programme (UNDP) report, Afghanistan’s 38 million people risk being plunged into near-universal
poverty faced with a “catastrophic deterioration” of the country’s heavily
aid-dependent economy. The report, while making several projections in
one such scenario, fears that under the Taliban’s new hardline rule, a
worst-case scenario could unfold where as many as 97% of Afghans would
sink below the poverty line by next year – a staggering increase of 25%.
“We are facing a full-on development collapse on top of humanitarian
and economic crises,” Kanni Wignaraja, the UN assistant secretary general, said of the report, which warned of the need to avert a “national implosion at all costs”. The report further reads: “Half of the population is
already in need of humanitarian support. This analysis suggests that we
are on course for rapid, catastrophic deterioration in the lives of
Afghanistan’s most vulnerable people.”
If this scenario has to be averted and which ought to be averted there
is a need of large-scale demonstration of flexibility and tactics by the ruling
Taliban regime as well as the international community, which has been
providing almost all the financial resources to the war-torn country since
the Taliban were ousted by international coalition forces in the aftermath
of September 9/11 terrorist attacks in mainland America.
Although the Taliban seem to have learnt a lot from their first extremely
hardline stint in power in Afghanistan between September 2006 and November 2001, still old habits die hard. Consequently, the initial flexibility
which the Taliban showed when they took over on August 15, has somewhat observably vanished. It does not augur well either for Afghanistan or
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the future of the Taliban regime. If the Taliban have to run Afghanistan as
a normal state, they would have to behave like a normal government.
Nevertheless, the grim scenario would most likely push more Afghanis
into internal and international displacement as Afghanistan is facing a financial crisis following the takeover, with much of the international aid that
had propped up the economy frozen. As the prices of food are skyrocketing, an interruption in economic activities and essential services, food insecurity threats are looming large in Afghanistan. Although the UN has
launched a $606 million emergency appeal to help nearly 11 million people
in Afghanistan, almost one-third of the population is already in desperate
need as a result of droughts, displacement, chronic poverty and a sharp
increase in hostilities have pushed the country to the brink of economic
collapse.
According to the UNDP assessment, a combination of factors could
cause the baseline poverty rate – now at 72% – to reach gargantuan proportions by the middle of the next year. In addition to a prolonged drought
and the effects of the Covid-19 pandemic, Afghanistan is contending with
the upheaval caused by the current political transition: frozen foreign reserves, collapsing public finances, increasing pressure on the banking system, and rising poverty.
The Taliban are not responsible for the worst economic situation of
Afghanistan as even before the takeover, nearly half of the population
needed some humanitarian aid and more than half of all children under
the age of 5 were expected to face acute malnutrition, according to the UN
report. However, it is now up to the Taliban how to tackle the situation. At
least, as contended above, with the current modus operandi, it would be
very difficult for the regime to put things in order. For instance, the economic challenges are steep. Most Afghans live on less than $2 a day, 80%
of the country’s budget has been covered by international funds over the
past 20 years, and no industries of note have emerged to provide employment to a mostly young population. Tens of thousands of Afghans have
fled, most of them members of the educated elite.
Ironically, despite dependence on international support, the Taliban by
forming an interim cabinet filled with radicals have laid bare the contours
of their governance of the war-ravaged country. To address the issue the
Taliban have at least a strategy. According to the government chief
spokesman, Zabiullah Mujahid, “We are going to be working on our natural
resources and our resources in order to revitalize our economy.” This is
easier said than done. Afghanistan is facing an immediate threat of humanitarian and economic crisis while working on natural resources is a
long-term plan. Moreover, it would require billions of dollars in funding, besides human expertise and technology, none of which is available in
Afghanistan. Whereas, the international community, even sympathetic
countries, like Pakistan, China and Russia, are hesitant to recognize the
government of the Taliban, what to talk of providing large-scale financial
and technological aid? In this situation an out-of-the-box strategy both on
part of the Taliban and the international community is required to address
the grave issues of Afghanistan. They need to address some of them so
that to make Afghanistan a livable place, at least.
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Political instability
in Balochistan
Raza Khan

Yet again, political instability has rocked the restive province of Balochistan
as a kind of rebellion has occurred in the majority Balochistan Awami Party
(BAP). Several members of the ruling party have issued an ultimatum to
Chief Minister Jam Kamal Khan Alyani to resign. However, the CM stayed
put and till the writing of these lines had not resigned. But he may have no
other way but to face a no-confidence motion which has been tabled
against his government by the opposition as well as many disgruntled
members of the ruling party.
According to reports, out of 40 members of the Balochistan Assembly, who
previously were backing the government, at least 14 have come out into the
open against CM Alyani and decided to vote against him in the no-confidence
motion. In another development, some ministers, advisers to the chief minister
and parliamentary secretaries, enjoying the near-status of ministers of the ruling party and its allied parties, have tendered their resignations to Balochistan
Governor Syed Zahoor Ahmed Agha in a bid to dislodge the government.
It is most likely that in the unfolding situation in Balochistan, CM Alyani
would lose his position, however, the formation of a new government would
not be at all easy. It would be a big blow to Balochistan, its people and Pakistan, particularly at a time when the China-Pakistan Economic Corridor
(CPEC) is going at a great pace in the province and the situation in
Afghanistan, with which Balochistan shares a long part of Pakistan’s border,
is also quite uncertain.
It is important to note that political instability in Balochistan has been a recurring phenomenon for decades and there are certain key reasons for it. The
foremost reason has been that Balochistan is a tribal-dominated province
where genuine a democratic leadership could not emerge and dominate the
political arena as has relatively been the case in the rest of the three provinces
making up Pakistan. For instance, in Balochistan certain tribal confederations,
like the House of Jalawan and the House of Sarawan, have almost completely
dominated the political scene as well as three important and big tribes, like
Marri, Mengal and Bugti. Most of the political scene of the province has been
dominated by politicians, like Nawab Khair Baksh Marri from the Marri tribe,
Sardar Attaullah Mengal and Sardar Akhtar Jan Mengal from the Mengal tribe
and Nawab Akbar Bugti from the Bugti tribe. Other important tribes which have
provided leaders to Balochistan include Raisani, Zehri, Rind, Bizenjo, Magsi
etc. Almost all of these tribes of Balochistan have produced governors, chief
ministers and ministers. In a tribe-dominated political culture, it is very difficult
to have political stability, because the dynamics of tribalism and that of political
stability are in various ways in conflict with each other and can never be fully
reconciled. This has been an unfortunate political feature of Balochistan.
The second important cause of political instability in Balochistan has been
the policymakers’ negative role in denying the province its rightful share of development and resources. Denying development to Balochistan has been one
of the biggest mistakes the policymakers of Pakistan have committed as its
negative repercussions have been extremely dangerous for the country. Had
Balochistan, which constitutes 42 percent of the land area of Pakistan, been
given its share of development by the central governments and the policymakers, the province would have contributed immensely to the overall
progress of the country. Balochistan indubitably is the most resource-rich
province of Pakistan. It not only has huge deposits of rare metals and materials, like gold and silver, but also colossal deposits of natural gas, coal etc. It
also forms a big part of Pakistan’s coastline while the province is of extreme
geo-political importance bordering Afghanistan and Iran on the west and has
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a coastline opening in the Arabian Sea quite close to the Persian Gulf in the
south. Keeping in view the immense importance of Balochistan, there should
have been a lot of acumen in Pakistan’s power circles not to let the province
and its people become disenchanted with Pakistan in any manner. Unfortunately, this has not happened and central power structures of Pakistan deliberately attempted to annoy Balochistan and its inhabitants. More sordidly,
instead of addressing the issues of tribalism and its negative impact, the country’s policymakers have been reinforcing the tribal identities and divisions in
Balochistan with an aim to manage the province. In other words, they have
used the model of divide and rule among key tribes to manage the province.
However, it has turned out to be a really bad experience for the country. The
handpicked tribal chieftains and leaders instead of providing good governance
used the official authority and resources for self-aggrandizement rather than
addressing the issues and needs of the people. Consequently, a very strong
movement emerged in the lower middle class educated dwellers of Balochistan. The movement slowly and gradually assumed the form of a Baloch nationalist struggle with separatist contours. In response, the state had to launch
military offensives to quell the Baloch nationalist-separatist elements. This is
yet another wrong approach of the government, because a military offensive
to tackle political issues is a sure recipe for disaster and this has really happened in Balochistan. The state not only has lost a considerable amount of
writ in Balochistan, claims by the government to the contrary notwithstanding,
but also has earned the dislike of people of Balochistan.
From the CPEC point of view, Balochistan is of profound significance. The
project route starts from Gwadar, which is in Balochistan, and most of the
trade route in Pakistan is situated in the province. There is no doubt that Pakistan’s archrival, India, has been making every possible effort to sabotage the
CPEC and for it political instability has been used as a great leverage by Delhi.
From this standpoint also Pakistan should have handled the situation very
deftly and carefully, so as to deny any space to the enemy to exploit it. However, one is quite sorry to say that Pakistani decision-makers and strategists
have not tackled the situation in Balochistan properly which has inflicted heavy
damage on the country.
One thinks the state should have gone an extra mile to resolve the reservations and issues of Balochistan and its people. When the Pakistan Tehreeke-Insaf (PTI) government came to power in August 2018, Prime Minister Imran
Khan had great ambitions to address the problems of Balochistan and to bring
it into the mainstream. Seeing his commitment, even the strongest Baloch nationalist party, Balochistan National Party-Mengal (BNP-M), joined the PTI’s
federal government. It was despite the fact that the BNP in the past had even
bid adieu to the national parliament through resignations of its members of
the National Assembly and the Senate of Pakistan. Moreover, the BNP-Mengal had joined the PTI government when it was openly believed that the policymakers had undercut parties, like the BNP-M, politically and electorally by
creating the BAP before and during the 2018 national elections. However,
seeing and feeling that its presence in the government was of no value and
consequence for the people of Balochistan, the BNP-M separated from the
government. However, it did not move the PTI government.
The present crisis in Balochistan may again be resolved by replacing
the chief minister or by making the rebelling BAP and other coalition government members to fall in line by providing them with funds and positions.
However, this would only be another window dressing of the grave issues
of Balochistan.
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Waiting for fruits of
improving economy
Husnain Shahid

As supply chain and health issues subdue global growth, Pakistan is expected to progress more than national and international forecasts. Its growth
rate for the current fiscal year could be about 5pc, as it has successfully tackled the pandemic while its agriculture produce, exports and industry are rising.
There are distinct signs of an economic recovery but its fruits have not
reached the common man.
The country has also surpassed the tax collection target by Rs186 billion
in the first quarter (July to September) of the current fiscal year. According to
provisional information, the Federal Board of Revenue (FBR) has collected
net revenue of Rs1,395 billion during the first quarter of the current financial
year against the set target of Rs1,211 billion. The net collection for September
2021 shows an increase of 31.2pc over Rs408 billion collected in September
last year. The government had set a challenging tax collection target of
Rs5,829 billion for the year. The provisional data shows the country could
easily surpass the target. “FBR tax collection continues to be strong, showing
that domestic economic activity is on the upswing. In addition, efforts to boost
tax collection are yielding results. It is expected that FBR tax collection would
achieve its target,” the ministry of finance noted in its recent report.
Overseas Pakistanis sent the highest-ever $8 billion remittances during
the first quarter of the current fiscal year, registering a growth of 12.5pc over
the same period last year. The State Bank of Pakistan (SBP) reported that
with inflows of $2.7b in September, workers’ remittances had continued their
strong momentum and remained above $2b since June 2020. “This is the
7th consecutive month when inflows recorded around $2.7b on average,” the
SBP noted. In terms of growth, remittances increased by 17pc in September
compared to the same month last year, while compared with August inflows
it was 0.5pc higher. The country had received record remittances of $29.4b
in FY21 which helped it curtail the current account deficit.
Pakistan’s exports of services grew by about 54pc in the first two months
of the current fiscal from what it was a year ago, according to the latest data
released by the Pakistan Bureau of Statistics. In absolute terms, the value
of exports reached $1.008 billion in July-August 2021 from $799.94m over
the corresponding months of the last financial year. Services exports posted
a growth of 53.64pc in August to $531.29m against $345.81m over the corresponding month of last year. On a month-on-month basis, exports increased by 11.38pc.
The World Bank expects the fiscal and monetary tightening to resume in
Pakistan in FY22 in line with a 25-basis point policy rate hike in September
2021, as the government refocuses on mitigating emerging external pressures and managing long-standing fiscal challenges. In its latest report, it said
the growth would depend on implementation of key structural reforms, particularly those aimed at sustaining macroeconomic stability, increasing competitiveness and improving financial viability of the energy sector. Poverty is
expected to continue declining, reaching 4pc by FY23. The current account
deficit is projected to widen to 2.5pc of GDP in FY23 as imports expand with
higher economic growth and oil prices. Exports are also expected to grow
strongly after initially tapering in FY22, as tariff reform measures gain traction
supporting export competitiveness. In addition, the growth of official remittance inflows is expected to moderate after benefiting from a Covid-19 induced transition to formal channels in FY21. Despite fiscal consolidation
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efforts, the deficit is projected to remain high at 7pc of GDP in FY22 and widen
to 7.1pc in FY23 due to pre-election spending. Implementation of critical revenue-enhancing reforms, particularly the General Sales Tax harmonisation,
will support a narrowing of the fiscal deficit over time. Public debt will remain
elevated in the medium-term, as will Pakistan’s exposure to debt-related
shocks, it added.
Pakistan’s economy is expected to continue recovering in fiscal year
2021-22, with real GDP projected to rise by 4pc, according to the Asian Development Bank (ADB). The ADB said that the 4pc growth forecast was
based on the assumption of recovery in private investment as consumer confidence and business activity improved amid the ongoing vaccination rollout
and various economic stimulus measures announced in the budget for FY22.
The ADB said that the 4pc growth rate was contingent on the resumption of
structural reforms later in the year in an ongoing programme under the International Monetary Fund (IMF) Extended Fund Facility. The ADB said that the
outlook for agriculture was encouraging in view of the government’s ambitious
Agriculture Transformation Plan. Growth in the industry is forecast to improve
in FY22, driven by fiscal incentives announced in the FY22 budget, a substantial rise in the budgeted development spending and strong private consumption underpinned by adequate agricultural harvests, strong remittance
inflow and pickup in earnings as social restrictions are reduced and most economic activity resumes. Enhanced growth in agriculture and industry and expected improvement in domestic demand are projected to boost growth in
services, strengthening their contribution to the overall growth in FY22.
According to the latest data, Pakistan has produced 27.5 million ton wheat
against a target of 27.3 million tons, while production of maize was 8.9 million
against the 8.5 million ton target. Pakistan also produced 87.7m ton sugarcane against 81.m ton last year, rice 8.8m ton (8.4m ton last year) and cotton
8.5m ton (7.1m ton last year). The government believes agriculture facilitation
measures and the encouraging performance of major and minor crops will
further ease out the inflationary pressures as it would further increase the
supply of food items to the market.
Rising food prices and unemployment remain the biggest issues of Pakistanis. The government will have to check food prices urgently as people
cannot wait for long for it. If the economy is improving, its fruits should also
reach the common people.
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A grim economic outlook
Asim Nisar Chaudhry

Prices, no doubt, have increased recently, but the
blame does not solely lie on
the PTI government as the opposition says. There are many
factors involved in the situation
over which the government
has no control.
Prices all over the world
have gone up in recent
months. The prime reason is
that a sudden spurt in industrial production in major
economies has pushed up the
demand for energy and other
commodities and, hence, their
costs have multiplied. Over the
last 12 months, South African
coal, Brent Crude, and natural
gas prices have increased by
150 percent, 100 percent, and
500 percent, respectively. The prices of palm oil, soybean oil, wheat, sugar,
and fertilisers have also risen substantially. Since we are dependent on
imports, we cannot remain unaffected. Another complicating factor is the
depreciating value of the rupee against the US dollar, which has made imports more expensive.
Internal market dynamics are also at work in the situation. It is well
known that the prices of perishable food commodities, like vegetables and
fruit, are affected by seasonal supply fluctuations. We have seen over the
past months how the prices of vegetables have gone up and come down
in a cyclical manner. The government’s decision to increase the minimum
support price of wheat in March this year also had an inflationary impact
on end-consumers.
This apart, the government’s failure lies in the fact that its administrative
machinery has not been able to control market manipulators – hoarders,
black marketers and smugglers – who disrupt the working of the normal
supply chain to fleece the consumers. This is reflected in the increased
gap between wholesale prices and retail prices. There are also reports of
large-scale smuggling of wheat, wheat flour and urea fertiliser to
Afghanistan, whose economy is under serious stress.
It is said that US dollars are being smuggled from Pakistan to
Afghanistan, with Afghans, who are living in Pakistan, hoarding dollars in
large quantities. This is one of the main reasons for the falling value of the
rupee. The international prices of essential commodities, such as wheat
and sugar, have seen an upswing along with a rise in shipping charges.
As a result, except for the affluent class, food and fuel inflation has adversely affected a majority of the people.
To protect the common man from economic shocks from various
sources, the government has reduced petroleum levy and general sales
tax on fuel. It is also withdrawing and reducing duties and taxes on the import of essential commodities. But its options are limited. Considering that
a major chunk of federal revenues comes from these duties and taxes,
withdrawing or reducing them will certainly increase the fiscal deficit.
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One way is to strengthen the rupee to make imports cheaper. But this
is easier said than done, as the rupee’s strength is dependent on the state
of the economy as well as the inflow and outflow of foreign exchange. If
economic growth is weak and the outflow of foreign exchange is stronger
than its inflow – as is the case with Pakistan these days – keeping the
rupee artificially strong will deplete our meagre foreign exchange reserves
which we need to meet our current account deficit.
At present, the State Bank of Pakistan (SBP) holds over $20 billion in
reserves. It can sell some of them to improve their supply in the market
and strengthen the rupee value. But the country will have less foreign exchange than what it needs to pay for essential imports and return foreign
loans. The central bank has to maintain its reserves to avoid a balance of
payment crisis. An artificially strengthened rupee encourages imports and
hurts domestic manufacturing as well as export growth.
The real long-term solution to our problem lies in raising export earnings, inducing foreign direct investment, securing foreign loans and increasing the flow of remittances from overseas Pakistanis. While expats
have been sending increasingly more money back home than they did in
the past, export growth and foreign direct investment have lagged behind.
In the given circumstances, what we can do is to accelerate our manpower export to friendly Middle East countries. Also, we should redouble
our efforts to get financial support from the International Monetary Fund
(IMF) and World Bank. Pakistan should also focus more on being taken
off the Financial Action Task Force’s (FATF) grey list. At the same time, by
improving its security profile, Pakistan can become an unattractive destination for foreign investors.
In the meantime, the government should move quickly to save people from the effects of rising inflation. It should launch more initiatives
to increase livelihood opportunities for the people on the pattern of the
Kamyab Pakistan Programme. One solution is to devise a new self-employment scheme for educated youths, who should be encouraged to
learn the latest technical and digital skills on the basis of which they can
find jobs abroad too.
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Economics

Need to reform and
simplify the tax system
Asim Nisar Chaudhry

Taxes are important but
they are not more important
than the imperatives of
rapid and sustainable economic growth. It is widely
accepted that more taxes
retard the growth of the
economy. Many economies
in the past collapsed under
the burden of heavy taxation. On the other hand, it
has been found that low tax
rates not only encourage
compliance but also result
in the growth of revenue.
Needless to say, our tax
system is complicated, outdated and punishes the
honest taxpayer. Procedural
bottlenecks breed corruption. There is an urgent
need to simplify the taxation
system and reduce the number of taxes. Every year, the Federal Board of
Revenue (FBR) asks citizens to file their tax returns in the month of September but has to extend the final dates because the return filing forms
are so complicated that most people cannot fill them without the help of
accountants and tax lawyers.
The e-filing system in a country where digital literacy is very low has
given rise to additional difficulties. Recently, the FBR extended the tax
submission deadline by 15 days as the system choked in the last two
days. In recent years, tax filing dates have become a joke with so many
extensions. This time around, the FBR tried to stand its ground to not extend the date, but had to give in owing to its system constraints. The
question is, whether 90 days given to file returns is enough in a country
where filers are too low relative to the potential. In the UK, the tax year
ends in March and the filing is allowed till January, while in Canada the
filing time is nine months. Then the filing is easy with better documentation and system interface, and there is no need to file wealth returns in
those countries. In other words, the FBR should allow at least six months
to file the returns after the close of the financial year.
The FBR should also simplify its tax filing process. Filing systems
must be swift and easy with enough server capacity to withstand load.
There are so many direct taxes in indirect form where even a salaried
person or consultant must go through painstaking processes to extract
data from various sources and reconcile with the FBR filing process and
to update the wealth statement by even incorporating buying, like furniture, in the last year.
Much of the information for filing tax returns is not available easily.
The basic bank statement including withholding tax deduction is provided by banks through email in September. But some banks ask for
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branch visits to get it as their online systems are either not available or
in a moribund state. Then, one needs to get certificates on the phone,
kids’ education fee and a few other sources. Think of the life of a small
businessman. Wouldn’t they prefer to remain a non-filer given all the
hassle around filing?
Last year, 2.9 million persons filed tax returns in a country of 220 million. The successive governments have used the carrot and stick approach
for people to file, but they keep on shying away. The FBR keeps on asking
the filers to give their due share, but they keep on siphoning part of the income out of the documented net. Then every now and then an amnesty
scheme comes for them to wash hands clean and then get back again to
their old ways. Now traders and retailers are demanding amnesty before
coming to the FBR POS system.
Corruption is endemic in the taxation system and procedure. Merely
by acting like a draconian institution on filing time while ignoring officers
being hands and gloves with non-filers is a recipe for failure. The filing
of a wealth statement is a difficult task and unwarranted. Think about the
process of compiling and filing a wealth statement for the very first time.
An ordinary filer would shy away from filing the wealth statement, so difficult the whole process is.
The FBR must first put its house in order. It must give up its punitive
approach. An ordinary businessman works hard the whole year to run
his business and earn a living. And the FBR treats him as he has committed a crime. Tax follows the working of a business or the daily grind
of a salaried person. If there is no business, there will be no tax. The
FBR must understand this dynamic. It must give due respect to the tax
filer, not put them in the dock. The latter is the situation at the moment.
It must change.
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Education

MDCAT proves total fiasco,
from beginning to end
Rasheed Ali
The Medical and Dental Colleges Admission Test (MDCAT), conducted this
year by the Pakistan Medical Commission (PMC) from Aug 30 to Oct 2, 2021,
proved a total fiasco from beginning to end. The social media is replete with
complaints against the PMC, from mismanagement to financial corruption, by
the candidates taking the test this year, and their parents. A student of a private
educational setup, with its head office on the Wahdat Road, told Cutting Edge
she was charged Rs18,000 for changing her test date from the first week of
September to the last dates of the month by a representative of the commission,
and she was also offered help in the form of a “leaked” question paper if she
could arrange for a “big” amount.
Another student of the same college claimed his result was announced by
the PMC, though he was yet to appear in the test. More than 90% students said
they were made to take tests which carried a large number of “out of syllabus”
questions. In some cases the number of such questions was as high as 25 to
30. In some cases, as students allege, one question carried two correct answers. For example, at both (a) and (c) MCQs options, the correct answer was
given. There may not be any issue if the paper is checked manually, as the
paper-checker would find out that both options “a” and “c” were correct. But, as
the MDCAT results are prepared by software, it would declare only one answer
correct, which had been fed to it. A student doesn’t know which choice has been
fed to the system as the correct answer. If any student marks the other ‘correct’
answer, the computer would declare it wrong and deprive him/her of a precious
mark.In the previous system, when the MDCAT was conducted across Punjab
on the same date, and the same question paper was given to the students, in
case of any “out of syllabus” questions, students were awarded marks against
those questions. However, in the new system under the PMC, there’s no remedy
at all. All students are given different question papers, and there’s no way out
that the students could verify as to how many “out of syllabus” questions were
part of their question papers.
A large number of students also lodged complaints about non-functional internet or computer systems during the test. As it is a common perception that a
huge amount of information circulating on social media is incorrect, this writeup would discuss only verifiable facts.
From the first week of Sept, when the test session started, a large number of ‘aggrieved’ students were on the streets, protesting against the PMC
system, especially in the federal capital and Quetta in Balochistan, as reported by the print and electronic media. Not only students but also their
parents have been holding protest demonstrations and sit-ins in Islamabad,
Quetta, Lahore and many other cities across the country against the inefficient and unverifiable online testing system. In Quetta, protesting students
were arrested, sent to jail and later released on bail. They continue the sitin in the federal capital and Quetta.
Half a dozen ‘affected’ students also moved the Lahore High Court (LHC)
against the PMC’s discriminatory system. On Sept 21, Justice Muzammil Akhtar
Shabbir of the LHC issued a notice to the PMC and sought a reply on a writ petition, filed by a student, Hadiya Khalid, seeking cancellation of the then ongoing
MDCAT for being in violation of the law.
Agha Intizar Ali Imran, a senior Supreme Court lawyer, contended in the
petition that under the mandatory provision of Section 18 (1) of the Pakistan
Medical Commission Act, 2020 (PMCA), the MDCAT was to be held “on the
same day” as “a single admission test” in order to provide equal opportunity
to all candidates. But the PMC held the test from August 30 to September
30, which was a sheer violation of the Article 4 of Constitution and the Sec-

16

tion 18 (1) of the PMCA.
The senior lawyer substantiated his arguments by citing a judgment of the
LHC in the Abwa Knowledge (Pvt) Ltd. case wherein the court ruled, “The authority shall conduct annually on a date, approved by the council, as per standards, approved by the board, a single admission test, which shall be mandatory
requirement for all students seeking admission to medical or dental undergraduate programme.”
The petitioner argued that the students who had been asked to appear in
the beginning of Sept-2021 found only a span of one month for preparations for
the entrance test, whereas those appearing in the end of Sept-2021 enjoyed a
period of almost two months for the preparation, which was discrimination in
contravention to the Article 25 of the Constitution. The petitions are still pending
in the LHC.
Meanwhile, the PMC continued posting clarifications on social media about
the fairness of the system and results. A major development was the PMC succumbing to the pressure from the protesting students and those filing petitions
in the court and announcing the conduct of a post-exam analysis of the MDCAT
by the Quaid-i-Azam University Islamabad.
The PMC had announced on its official website that the revised results, after
the independent post-exam analysis of the test, would be announced in the afternoon on Oct 9. But again the results were ‘leaked’ before time, and the result
cards reached students as an attachment from the PMC official email address
in the first half of the day. PMC President Dr. Arshad Taqi and Vice President
Ali Raza had to face a lot of embarrassment during a press conference at the
National Press Club Islamabad on Oct 9, when they were told by the media
persons that the ‘leaked’ result cards carried blunders.
The PMC officials announced withdrawal of the result cards delivered to students through emails “as they had a number of mistakes”. According to some
of the result cards, shared by reporters with the PMC officials, students got 45
and even 51 marks out of a total of just 20 marks.
Similarly, there was a difference of around 30 to 40 marks in the total. When
the result cards were shared by the candidates on social media, the Commission responded by saying that they should ignore the results. “Please ignore
any email received from a PMC address with an attached result certificate. The
final MDCAT result will be announced online only,” the PMC tweeted.
The PMC president and vice president also refused to reply to queries of
the media persons, terming them ‘planted questions’ and abruptly ended their
press conference.
Earlier, the PMC officials announced that around 125,000 candidates, 65%
overall, had failed to get the passing marks (137/210). They also claimed that
around 78% candidates each from Sindh and Balochistan, 70% from KhyberPakhtunkhwa, 65% from Gilgit-Baltistan, 62% from Azad Jammu and Kashmir,
57% from Punjab and 54% candidates from Islamabad had failed to qualify the
exam. They informed the media that a record number of 194,133 students took
the MDCAT from Aug 30 to Oct 2, out of whom 68,680 passed, with the national
pass percentage of 35.4. According to the breakdown, 42,860 students passed
the test in Punjab, with pass percentage of 42.84, 7,797 students qualified in
Sindh with a 22.37% ratio, 12,205 students remained successful in KP with a
29.32% pass ratio, while in Balochistan 1,537 students cleared the exam,
recording pass percentage of 21.12.
Similarly, in Islamabad 2,139 students qualified the MDCAT, with 46.26 pass
percentage, 456 candidates passed in Gilgit-Baltistan with 35.21% success ratio
and 38.13pc (1,478) candidates remained successful in Azad Kashmir.
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Pandora Papers

A dirty and corrupt
ruling elite
Faheem Amir

Pakistan has a dirty and corrupt ruling elite that is pushing the country towards failure through its mega corruption, moral degradation and unpatriotic practices. Unfortunately, the ruling elite uses the flawed legal, social
and political systems to protect itself. In fact, laws, social and economic
policies are made just to control poor and helpless people and enhance
the power of the ruling elite in Pakistan.
Many times, the media has exposed the ruling elite’s corruption, immorality and criminal activities but there is no institution and person who
can challenge its power and authority. This time, the Pandora Papers, investigative research into the financial holdings of high-profile figures
around the world released on Oct 3, 2021, by the International Consortium
of Investigative Journalists (ICIJ), have unmasked 700 Pakistanis, who
have their offshore companies, trusts and accounts holding millions of dollars of hidden wealth.
Those named include ministers, cabinet members, politicians, businessmen, bankers, media moguls and relatives of army officers. In short, members spanning the entire Pakistani ruling elite have been named in the
Pandora Papers. The ICIJ has not yet released complete data. However,
so far, the following names of Pakistani individuals in the Pandora Papers
have been revealed:
Politicians or politically exposed persons: Finance Minister Shaukat
Tarin and his family; Minister for Water Resources Moonis Elahi; ex-federal
minister and Senator Faisal Vawda; son of PM’s former adviser on finance
and revenue Waqar Masood Khan, Abdullah Masood Khan; family of Minister for Industries and Production Khusro Bakhtiyar; PTI leader Abdul
Aleem Khan; PPP’s Sharjeel Memon; PML-N Senator Ishaq Dar’s son Ali
Dar; PTI donor Arif Naqvi; PTI donor Tariq Shafi; wife of PML-Q boss
Chaudhry Pervez Elahi; former FBR chairman and finance secretary
Salman Siddiq’s son Yawar Salman. Army officers or their family members
include: wife of retired Lt Gen Shafaat Ullah Shah; Raja Nadir Pervez, retired army officer and former minister; retired Maj Gen Nusrat Naeem, former ISI director general of counterintelligence; Umar and Ahad Khattak,
sons of former Pakistan Air Force chief Abbas Khattak; retired Lt Gen
Habibullah Khan Khattak's daughter Shahnaz Sajjad Ahmad (also the sister of retired Lt Gen Ali Kuli Khan and sister-in-law of former federal minister Gohar Ayub Khan); retired Lt Gen Muhammad Afzal Muzaffar’s son
Muhammad Hasan Muzaffar; retired Lt Gen Khalid Maqbool’s son-in-law
Ahsan Latif; retired Lt Gen Tanvir Tahir’s wife Zahra Tanvir.
Business personalities include: Axact CEO Shoaib Sheikh; former National Bank of Pakistan President Arif Usmani; National Investment Trust
Managing Director Adnan Afridi; Peshawar Zalmi owner and renowned industrialist Javed Afridi. Media moguls include: Jang Group publisher Mir
Shakil-ur-Rahman; Dawn Media Group CEO Hameed Haroon; Express
Media Group publisher Sultan Ahmed Lakhani; Pakistan Today publisher
(late) Arif Nizami; Gourmet Group, which also owns the GNN TV channel.
Under the law, establishing an offshore company is not a crime if it is
not involved in any illegal activity, like terror financing, money laundering
and tax evasion. However, the company becomes illegal if it is not declared
to the election authorities.
After the report, Prime Minister Imran Khan tweeted: "We welcome the
Pandora Papers exposing the ill-gotten wealth of elites, accumulated
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through tax evasion and corruption and laundered out to financial havens.
My government will investigate all our citizens mentioned in the Pandora
Papers and if any wrongdoing is established we will take appropriate action. I call on the international community to treat this grave injustice as
similar to the climate change crisis."
Information Minister Fawad Chaudhry announced that the PM had established a "high-level cell" to investigate the Pakistani individuals named
in the Pandora Papers. In a tweet, Fawad Chaudhry said, “The investigation cell, formed under the Prime Minister's Inspection Commission, would
question all individuals that are part of Pandora Leaks and facts will be
placed before the nation." Minister of State for Information and Broadcasting Farrukh Habib said that the cell would determine whether public office
holders had declared their foreign assets. "If not, a corruption case will be
referred to the National Accountability Bureau. In case of money laundering, the case will go to the Federal Investigation Agency," he said.
Unfortunately, Imran Khan has forgotten all his promises for creating a
corruption-free country. He should have removed Shaukat Tarin, Moonis
Elahi and Khusro Bakhtiyar from their ministries till the inquiry is completed. But he has not taken the step just for political reasons. It is a fact
that in the Panama Papers, only Prime Minister Nawaz Sharif was removed from his position while no action was taken against other members
of the ruling elite who were named in the leaks.
During Imran Khan’s government, many commissions and committees
against sugar, wheat and medicine scandals were formed but they all failed
to provide justice to the people of Pakistan.
In this case too, the "high-level cell" will not investigate honestly. Rather,
it will try to save the ruling elite’s corruption. The media has already
stopped highlighting the scandal to save the owners of some media
houses. Therefore, it can be asserted that no one can challenge the corrupt ruling elite in Pakistan. It is allowed to indulge in any immoral activity
without any hesitation. Opposition leader Zubair Umar’s example can also
be cited in this regard. His video has already been accepted as fake without any investigation and no action has been taken against him. Rather,
Maryam Nawaz, the PML-N leader, has declared: “Zubair Umar is and will
remain my spokesperson”. Without any shame and fear of accountability,
Zubair Umar is involved in politics in Pakistan. And, being a member of
the ruling elite, no one can challenge him.
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Agriculture

Cotton Day marked in country,
but with a big pinch of salt
Dr. Zaheer Ahmad Babar

Like other countries and regions of the globe, World Cotton Day was also
marked in Pakistan on October 7, but with a big pinch of salt. A webinar,
organised by the University of Agriculture Faisalabad on the date, was informed by agriculturists that cotton production had shrunk by more than
60 per cent, from 14.81 million bales to 5.65 million bales, in the country
during the last decade.
This year, the theme for World Cotton Day was “There’s More to Cotton
Than You Think”. The history of the special day is not very old. The first World
Cotton Day was marked in Geneva in 2019, on the recommendations of the
International Cotton Advisory Committee (ICAC) and World Trade Organisation (WTO). The Cotton-4 nations -- Benin, Burkina Faso, Chad, and Mali -made an official proposal to the United Nations General Assembly on August
30, 2019, for the establishment of a World Cotton Day, which underlines the
importance of cotton as a worldwide resource. The Bremen Cotton Exchange, as one of the world’s largest cotton organisations, also supported
the idea of World Cotton Day.
According to Prof. Dr. Iqrar Ahmad Khan, vice chancellor, University of
Agriculture Faisalabad, Pakistan is the fifth-largest producer of cotton in the
world now. It also has the third-largest cotton spinning capacity in Asia, after
China and India, with thousands of ginning and spinning units, producing textiles from cotton. Pakistan is also the second-largest producer of ‘Better Cotton’ globally, says the agriculturist. However, he is saddened by the fact that
cotton production has hit an all-time low lately, though the crop was once
considered the lifeline of the country’s farmers and a source of raw material
for the textile companies. During the last decade, the country’s position in
cotton production shifted from fourth to fifth in the world, he regrets. He believes that poor pest management, a shift in the cotton area to other crops,
climate variability, early sowing, poor quality BT cotton seed, traditional methods of spraying and a gap between farmers and the agriculture extension
staff have been possible reasons behind low cotton yield reduction despite
the introduction of genetically modified varieties.
With each passing year, cotton production has shrunk, and the authorities concerned have failed to take corrective measures. As per official statistics, the country’s annual cotton production fell from 11.9m bales in FY18
to 9.17m bales in FY20. With annual demand hovering above 15m bales,
the textile sector has been forced to import the raw material. Currently, a
total of 528 ginning factories are operational in the country, including 193
in Sindh and 335 in Punjab.
Dr. Iqrar Ahmad says that in the last five years, the area under cotton had
fallen from 2.9m to 2.5m hectares. It went down further by 4pc this year if official statistics are to be believed. In between, the yearly fluctuation (-14pc in
2016-17, and -12pc in 2018-19) in acreage complicated the picture as well.
Pakistan Cotton Ginners Association Chairman Dr Jassu Mal told Cutting
Edge by telephone that the drastic reduction in the cotton crop cost Pakistan
over $8b per annum in lower GDP per million bales of cotton, and $2b for
the year 2020 in additional imports. One of the reasons for the reduction in
cotton yield is the replacement of the crop by sugarcane due to flawed policies of successive governments. In the last 10 years, its yield has improved
on average from 500 maunds per acre to 750 maunds, and sucrose recovery
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from seven to over 10pc. Its area in Punjab alone improved from 1.5m acres
to the current 1.9m acres.
According to a report released by Cotton Research Institute, there are
95 sugar mills functional in the country and 40 are owned by politicians. In
order to meet the demands of the increasing number of sugar mills in Punjab, sugarcane cultivation is being promoted despite the heavy water requirement compared to cotton which needs less irrigation. Due to
excessive production of sugarcane in Punjab’s cotton zone, high relative
humidity is created which is the main culprit that promotes pest attacks on
the cotton crop in the region.
Also, rice has seen a change of fortune when its production jumped from
15 maunds per acre a decade ago to 23 maunds as seed and practices improved. The success of hybrid rice is even bigger. Rice now sits on 6m acres
in Punjab against 5m acres — an improvement of 20pc — as farmers started
making money. Corn occupies over 2.3m acres as compared to 0.9m acres
a decade ago owing to the increase in price and purchase quantity by the
poultry and silage industry. Its per-acre yield jumped to over 100 maunds.
The corn crop has almost swept cotton away in the central Punjab region:
Vehari, Lodhran and Sahiwal.
The Agriculture University vice chancellor, however, has good news to
share with Cutting Edge. He says that a plan to revive cotton production has
been developed by the UAF to improve pest management, a combination
of whitefly control strategy and updated curriculum of universities in connection with current agricultural issues faced by the farming community.
He says that due to the Pakistan Tehreek-e-Insaf government intervention, 8.46 million bales of cotton are likely to be achieved during the
current season.
Quoting the data available with the university, he says that cotton production in the province is expected to touch 4.5m bales with an increase of 8.5
per cent, compared with the last year production. He says that year 2020 witnessed 398.6mm rainfall, which caused a devastating impact on cotton,
whereas this year the rainfall remained 78.6mm, which improved the prospect
of overall production. He says the government had set an intervention price
of Rs 5,000 per 40kg, which encouraged the farmers to invest in the cash
crop and grow cotton on more land.
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Islamophobia

Afghans are the next victims
of Italy’s war on refugees
Belen Fernandez

Time for a quick quiz: Who, in the end, is the biggest victim of the whole
Afghan crisis?
If you answered “Italy”, you’d be correct – at least in the view of the Italian
right wing.
Consider, for starters, a recent article in the Italian newspaper Il Tempo,
which warns that the Taliban’s reconquest of Afghanistan will unleash an “unprecedented wave of migrants” – a veritable “migratory tsunami” – that will
soon inundate Italy with millions of Afghans. According to the article’s author,
Afghan men often struggle to integrate into European society, and have already “committed hundreds of sexual aggressions against European women”
– something European men obviously never do.
The bottom line, we are told, is that the right to asylum must not continue
to be a “Trojan horse for mass immigration, Islamism – and in some cases
terrorism”. Other Italian media, too, have been hit by the wave of renewed
xenophobic upheaval – an unsurprising state of affairs in a country where fourtime prime minister and billionaire media tycoon Silvio Berlusconi once complained that Milan looked too much like Africa.
Lest the moral of the story go unappreciated, he spelled it out: “Some people want a multicoloured and multiethnic society. We do not share this opinion.”
Then there was that time in 2015 that the Il Giornale newspaper – presided
over by Berlusconi’s brother Paolo – published a blog post by Nino Spirlì, titled
“Italy is not an Islamic country”.
Spirlì, who has since become acting president of the southern Italian region
of Calabria, contended that invading migrant hordes were endeavouring to
take over Italy and expel Italians from the land, thereby replicating events of
a millennium ago “when the Moors landed … on my shores to rape and kill”.
Sending migrants back to their own countries was thus “not a sin” but rather
a “sacrosanct” duty. Indeed, any good Orientalist rant requires situating
Arab/Muslim antagonists in an ancient, barbaric past. Never mind more recent
invasions – like, say, Italy’s imperialist and colonialist manoeuvres in Africa
that helped set the stage for current migration patterns in the first place.
In The Addis Ababa Massacre: Italy’s National Shame, for example,
scholar Ian Campbell notes that a “policy of terror” underpinned the Italian military occupation of Ethiopia, which lasted from 1936-41. During a mere three
days in February 1937, Campbell estimates, approximately 19-20 percent of
the Ethiopian population of Addis Ababa was slaughtered by Italian militants
and civilians.
Fast forward to the mass carnage inflicted under the pretext of the United
States’s so-called “war on terror” – which has relied on Italian military support
in Afghanistan and elsewhere – and the portrayal of Italy as the ultimate victim
of the refugee “tsunami” becomes even less endearing. Spirlì, it bears mentioning, belongs to the League, a far-right political party headed by former Italian interior minister and deputy prime minister Matteo Salvini, who in 2018
declared that Italy was “under attack” by Muslims, adding: “Our culture, society,
traditions and way of life are at risk.”
Salvini, who is also known for closing Italian ports to migrant rescue vessels and pledging to deport half a million migrants as part of his envisioned
“mass cleaning” of the patria – to be carried out “street by street” – credited
the late Italian journalist Oriana Fallaci with having foreseen the Muslim attack.
The course of Fallaci’s own post-9/11 descent into total Islamophobic de-
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rangement is well preserved in her screeds on topics like Muslim plots to replace European miniskirts with chadors and cognac with camel’s milk. Shortly
prior to her death in 2006, Fallaci threatened to blow up a mosque and Islamic
centre scheduled for construction in Tuscany – no doubt a unique counterterror solution.
Despite ostensibly distinguishing between refugees who are actually fleeing war and other allegedly less deserving categories of migrant, the League
has not shown much sympathy in the case of the Afghan crisis – with Salvini
reiterating that Italy cannot serve as a giant refugee camp on behalf of Europe
and the world or maintain an open-door policy for “potential terrorists”.
The approach to Afghan refugees promoted by the Brothers of Italy party
– which happens to be the successor to Benito Mussolini’s outlawed Fascist
Party and yet is the leading component of Italy’s so-called “centre-right” coalition – is meanwhile summed up by the La Repubblica newspaper as follows:
“No refugees in Italy… but in any other country yes.”
Not that migrants who actually make it to Italy always have much to write
home about. In addition to being inundated with racist vitriol, they are often
detained in deplorable conditions that are inconducive to recuperating physically or mentally from having just risked their lives on hazardous and violenceridden trajectories necessitated by the unilateral sanctity of European borders.
There are, of course, plenty of more humane Italian voices calling for a
hospitable reception of refugees. But thanks in part to calculated exploitation
of the migration issue, Italy’s right-wing sociopaths are experiencing a renaissance – and a recent survey by the online paper Affaritaliani. it reported that
nearly half of Italians opposed accepting refugees from Afghanistan.
To be sure, one function of fascistic fear-mongering is to distract public attention from domestic malaise and mis-governance by channeling The Blame
For All Problems onto immigrants and other “Others”.
Case in point: recurring prime minister Berlusconi has propagated the
claim that “all these migrants live off trickery and crime”. This same Berlusconi has himself been indicted various times for corruption – while “trickery”
would also seem to be a pretty good description of a situation in which a
billionaire politician presides over a media empire in the country where he
is politically active.
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Crisis

The West and the Taliban can
find common ground on aid
Sultan Barakat

While Afghans have finally seen a glimpse of stability for the first time in
decades, they now face a major humanitarian and developmental catastrophe. In order to prevent this outcome, it is essential that all stakeholders
in Afghanistan and within the international community open a dialogue on
how to get aid to the struggling Afghan population.
Though the country made significant strides in development over the
last 20 years, its humanitarian situation was dire even before the Taliban
takeover in August. In its aftermath, the majority of humanitarian activities
ceased, which brought Afghanistan closer to the edge.
In recent weeks, the Afghan healthcare system has been described as
“on the brink of collapse”. The World Food Programme has warned that
only 5 percent of households in Afghanistan have enough to eat. The UN
forecasts that, during the next fiscal year, its GDP will shrink by somewhere
in the range of 3.6 percent to 13.2 percent. If no action is taken, the country
will face near-“universal poverty”, with poverty rates rising to 97-98 percent.
In response to these multi-dimensional challenges, at the September
13 Geneva conference, donors pledged more than $1bn to help
Afghanistan. Although this is 30-percent higher than what the UN requested for emergency assistance, it pales in comparison to US military
expenditure of $300m per day over the past two decades. In spite of the
pledges, much of what has been committed cannot be utilised because of
the gridlock between the Taliban and the international community.
Since mid-August, Afghanistan has been cut off from critically needed
resources that would enable it to deal with pressing humanitarian and development challenges. Presently, Afghan state institutions are facing a financial crisis due to the US government’s decision to freeze nearly $9.5bn
of central bank assets in US-based financial institutions.
Due to the destabilising effect this move has had on the banking system
and the lack of funds, the country may be forced to rely on money transfers
via the Hawala system and traditional forms of money lending and bartering in order to survive. These forms of informal transactions have often
been associated with criminal activities, money laundering, and terrorism
financing.
Back in August, just as Kabul fell, I argued that a disaster in
Afghanistan can be averted. This required both the Taliban and the West
to convey their expectations and set clear, measurable targets moving forward – and this remains true today. In charting a way forward towards international cooperation to prevent a humanitarian catastrophe in
Afghanistan, all concerned stakeholders should heed the following important messages.
First, the Taliban must overcome its instinctive rejection of the West.
Despite the tremendous temptation and desire for vengeance, its leadership must also ensure that humanitarian aid is not siphoned off to its fighters and is not used to exert pressure on the international community at
any time.
In extensive consultation with Western diplomats that I have had over
the past month, it has been made clear to me that the vast majority of
Western governments do not want the Taliban to fail. Rather than seeking
to undermine the Afghan state, Western powers perceive a strategic selfinterest in a stable Afghanistan, given the risk of mass migration, terror
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threats, and a resurgent narcotics trade. While no governments have
rushed to recognise the Taliban, the necessity of some form of cooperation
with the group is widely acknowledged.
The Taliban may perceive non-recognition as a snub, but it should be
aware that Western governments are constrained by their own electorates
appalled by media reporting on human rights abuses and mistreatment of
women and minorities.
Second, leading Western donors should recognise that a business-asusual approach will not work in Afghanistan today. The country under a
Taliban government is very different from post-disaster or state collapse
zones in which the UN and others can step in to provide aid outside of the
framework of the state.
Whether or not it is recognised internationally, the Afghan government
is functioning within the Afghan state and its national institutions, which
have been built up at a great cost in resources and effort over the past 20
years. They may have some deficiencies and suffer from corruption, but
they work.
Yet large-scale development without engaging state institutions is unlikely to go ahead. There is an urgent need to explore potential means of
coordination that would allow some form of development assistance to proceed short of full recognition of the de facto Taliban government.
Education and health are two sectors in which Western aid can open
channels of communication and coordination with the Taliban without the
need for formal recognition. National institutions with a demonstrated
record of effective collaboration are already in place with a wide network
of community-based governance structures, non-governmental organisations, and private firms able to lead a whole-of-society approach to development. One example is the Citizen’s Charter, which replaced the National
Solidarity Programme, one of the largest and most successful communitybased reconstruction schemes globally.
It is crucial that international aid builds up rather than replaces local
capacities. The Taliban lacks the resources, knowledge, and skills to effectively govern Afghanistan on its own. Financing local priorities, utilising untapped resources, and investing in developing local capacity and
public administration would build confidence and make the Taliban more
cooperative.
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Climate change

To address malnutrition, we
should turn to ‘blue’ foods
Jim Leape

Our food system currently leaves three billion malnourished and will have to feed 10 billion people by
2050, all under the intensifying and unpredictable effects of climate change.
Aquatic “blue” foods – fish, shellfish and algae that
are caught or cultivated in fresh or saltwater – are
poised to play an ever more important role in addressing this gap and building a better food system in the
future. A landmark new study, the Blue Food Assessment (BFA), shows how we can benefit from the multitude of opportunities that exist in the world’s waters.
With demand for aquatic foods already predicted to
nearly double by 2050, researchers found that expanding blue food production even further could make a big
difference for public health. Their models indicate that
an additional increase of 8 percent in supply would drive
down blue food prices, making it easier for poorer
households to buy and eat and preventing an estimated
166 million cases of malnutrition around the world as a
result. What’s more, in three out of four countries, these
benefits accrued even more so to women.
To make the most of this rising demand, however, improvements are
urgently needed to drive the sector towards greater efficiency, sustainability and equity. Here’s what we need to do to make the most of that potential, and truly begin to turn the tide against the global challenges of climate
change and malnutrition.
First, we need to recognise that blue foods are important foods. The
policies and programmes that shape our food systems have long focused
on agriculture, leaving blue foods on the sidelines. Blue foods already provide vital nutrition to more than three billion people – and they can play an
even more essential role in meeting the challenges that lie ahead.
Second, we must capitalise on the incredible diversity of blue foods.
We eat more than 2,500 different aquatic species. They vary hugely in the
nutrients they provide. Small pelagic fish such as anchovies and sardines,
for example, have approximately eight times more iron, five times more
omega-3 fatty acids, and four times more vitamin B-12 than tilapia (a commonly eaten white fish). Blue food production systems also vary widely in
their environmental footprints – bottom trawling can have very high greenhouse gas emissions; cultivation of bivalves and seaweed, on the other
hand, can actually be carbon-negative.
Our research shows that embracing this rich diversity offers rich opportunities to meet our many needs and tastes and to find paths that allow us
to meet multiple goals at once – to have foods that offer higher nutrition,
lower environmental footprints, and more equitable livelihoods.
That means driving better practices in many parts of the sector. More fundamentally, it also means expanding our blue food horizons – eating more diverse species of fish, like sardines and anchovies instead of just salmon, and
further branching out into other foods like oysters, mussels and seaweeds.
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Third, we must recognise and support the vital role of small-scale producers in the blue food sector. Small-scale actors produce, process, and
sell most of the blue foods that are destined for human consumption, while
providing livelihoods and security for hundreds of millions worldwide.
Yet, these actors are often neglected by policymakers and by markets,
which tend to focus on large, industrial producers. Small-scale actors must
have a seat at the table in managing blue food resources. And they need
support – including infrastructure, such as cold chains, that allow them to
access markets; finance for innovation and the sustainable intensification
of production; and cooperatives that allow small actors to access national
and international markets.
Finally, like other food systems, blue food systems will be disrupted by
climate change. The blue food sector needs to do its part to reduce emissions – better fisheries management, for example, can lower emissions
because fishers can catch their quota with less time on the water. We must
also invest in climate resilience. Our research shows that the countries
and communities that are most dependent on blue food consumption are
also most exposed to climate risks and least prepared to cope with them.
Even if the world achieves the Paris goals for controlling emissions, more
than 50 countries will face high climate risk due to high dependence on
blue food benefits and high vulnerability to loss of those benefits.
With nine fishing seasons left to achieve the 2030 Sustainable Development Goals, the research shows that blue foods are one of the best solutions to the dual challenges of climate change and malnutrition that are
rapidly accelerating around the world.
Ultimately, we can begin to turn the tide against these global challenges,
but only if we unlock and unleash the vast potential of blue foods

21

Viewpoint

Will Trump run again
… and win?
Marwan Bishara

The fear and rage that gripped the US capital under the presidency of Donald
Trump have left the country in peril, its democracy ill, and its immunity weak.
Trump may have been excised from office in November but Trumpism has
not been eradicated. After months of post-elections recovery, it is back with a
vengeance, slowly metastasising throughout the country’s body and soul.
Less than a year after winning “the battle for the soul of America”, President
Joe Biden is slipping in the polls while his predecessor’s numbers are, well,
rising. In fact, according to a recent poll, Trump is already ahead of Biden, albeit by a small margin of 48 to 46 points. These numbers may flip again in
favour of the Democrats if they are able to pass the New Deal-like infrastructure and reconciliation bills in Congress before the end of the year, which will
inject trillions of dollars into the US economy.
But even the effect of such legislation may prove transitory, depending on
a number of economic and political factors, and on the Republican opposition
to the socialist “nanny-state” policies on the federal and state level. Meanwhile,
14 Republican-controlled states under Trumpian influence passed 24 new
laws that assert their control over the running of elections and make it easier
to overturn elections results.
Trump continues to reject the last election results and is yet to officially declare his candidacy, but everything he says or does is campaigning. Back in
July, journalist Michael Wolff, who wrote three damning books about Trump,
concluded after a bizarre and unexpected dinner invitation by the former president, that his run in 2024 is a certainty.
But for now, the brand mogul cherishes stoking the media speculations
and public anticipation, which helps heal his bruised ego and keeps the donation money flowing. His Political Action Committees, PACs, have raked in
more than $82m during the first half of this year. But what will he run on? What
will be his message, his mantra?
My guess is that he will start by doubling down on his “rigged election”
false claim, and will ask his followers to “Reverse the Steal” in order to “Make
American Honest Again”. He has got to go with the big lie all the way to the
polls – or not go at all. Anything less outrageous, less audacious, less offensive will not work. Besides, he clearly cannot help it, anyway.
The man, whom US media has called the “liar in chief” who “steals credit
[…] invents history and spins conspiracy theories”, will do what it takes to win.
So smug, he will portend to teach America a lesson in honesty and truth – his
alternative truth. Trump’s penchant for deception is well illustrated in author Bob
Woodward’s trilogy, Fear, Rage, and Peril, the last co-written with fellow journalist
Robert Costa. In the three books published over the past three years, the Washington Post newspaper veteran journalist goes to a great length to show how
even Trump’s closest advisors and allies think he is “a (expletive) liar”.
Trump’s own personal lawyer, John Dowd thought he is such a pathological liar that he cannot even be trusted to testify to former Special Counsel
Robert Mueller during his investigation into Russian meddling in the US elections without perjuring himself.
But it is not only lying; politicians are known to lie. The man portrayed rather
convincingly in the trilogy, is incredibly devious, utterly incompetent, and terribly dangerous.
Woodward interviewed hundreds of people associated with the Trump administration, leading members of his cabinet and his party, as well as leaders
of Congress and the military. According to him, many of them thought Trump
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is, simply put, unfit to be president of the United States. They called him crazy,
paranoid, suffering from a narcissistic personality disorder.
The Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff of the military, General Mark Milley,
thought Trump was so erratic and dangerous during his last months in office,
that he may take decisions that could lead, albeit unintentionally, to confrontations with the likes of China or Iran with the potential use of nuclear weapons.
Trump directs his venom against friends and foes alike. Over the past few
years, he has never hesitated to humiliate Republican leaders, even war heroes, regardless of political repercussions. Even today, as he plans a rerun
for the White House, Trump continues to degrade influential party leaders including his own former Vice President Mike Pence, and the Senate Republican leader Mitch McConnell.
All of this begs the question: if Trump is so offensive, so incompetent and
so dangerous to the country, why does he continue to maintain such a strong
grip over the Republican party even after leaving office? And, why are Republicans running for Congress in 2022 either seeking his endorsement or trying
to escape his wrath? Why is he likely to be the party’s official candidate in 2024?
To be sure, a lot depends on next year’s midterm elections. A victory on
November 8, 2022, that allows for a Republican majority in either or both
Houses of Congress, will render Biden a sitting duck president and boost
Trump’s chances come November 5, 2024.
Come to think of it, a Republican defeat could also propel Trump to the
top of the 2024 list as the most likely saviour of the party’s influence against
visibly ageing Biden or against his vice president, the lightweight Kamala Harris. Trump may have been a terrible president but he has proven himself a
talented populist. His uncanny fearmongering is the main source of his influence and the driver behind his popularity, especially among the Republican
base. Funnily enough, Trump allegedly did not even know what “populist”
meant when he first began to think about running for office, as one hilarious
anecdote at the beginning of Woodward’s first book illustrates.
The fact that Trump received 75 million votes after four disastrous years
that included mismanaging the pandemic and leading to an economic crash,
and social unrest, and that he continues to be so popular with the party base,
despite damning media reports, is a testimony to his ability to rally support,
albeit by dubious means.
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Your View
Crushing homework

Glaring gaps in education priority
Parliament adopted the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) as the

For children, homework is the worst part of their job. They have a bur-

country’s own national development goals in February 2016. As of 2021, all

den on their minds the whole day or weekend about this job and think if

the provinces have concluded work on the initial drafts of their priority frame-

the work is not done, they will be punished for it.One of my children is

works. Much like the initial national document, all the provincial priority frame-

school-going. She has just started class III in Germany. The homework

works also placed SDG 4 related to quality education as a top-priority goal.

she gets is of very interesting and creative nature. For example, she

However, the observations documented in a recently published white paper

gets a page or two of mathematics questions and she is asked to set

"Public Investment in Education: An Appraisal of SDG 4 in Pakistan" high-

the stopwatch for 20 minutes, solve as much as she could, and leave

lighted several glaring gaps that negate the high priority accorded to educa-

the remaining ones. The entire homework takes 45-60 minutes. On

tion on paper. The classification of budget heads is the single most important

weekends and during winter, spring and summer vacations, there is no

problem when reviewing investment against SDG 4. Project and budgetary

homework at all. I have not noticed her even a single time cramming a

heads corresponding to education simply have ‘SDG 4’ stated in front of

spelling or a sentence. I have never seen her avoiding going to school.

them without classifying the corresponding SDG sub-target(s) and the pre-

Also, here in Germany, school starts after six years of age. Prior to that,

scribed indicator(s). In the absence of this classification, it is impractical on

children go to daycare centres or kindergarten where they are not

the part of the federal or provincial governments to ascertain progress and

taught even alphabets or numbers. They are provided with colour pen-

any reporting carried out would be more speculative than scientific.

cils, blank sheets of paper, crayons, chalks and toys to play with. They

Similarly, except for Khyber Pakhtu¬nkhwa, which has — partially if not entirely

learn how to hold a pencil, and things like wearing shoes and clothes by

— adopted the practice of gender-responsive education budgeting, no other

themselves. The education system in Pakistan is very stressful and

province or region in Pakistan has budgets disaggregated by gender. Owing to

causes anxiety among the children. In Germany, there is no concept of

this, there is no viable way of ascertaining whether the allocated funds have

grading, like we have first, second and third positions. They do not

been allocated for girls’ or boys’ education and/or in what proportions. Not only

waste time in morning assembly, parents’ day, sports gala and other

does this make the process of real-time monitoring impossible, but during the

such activities, but they do have healthy activities, like sports, swim-

appraisal phase, the spending cannot be questioned if disproportionately spent

ming, cycling and music during the week as part of the timetable.

on one gender at the cost of the other. Not surprisingly, then, the year-on-year

Hashim Khan

analysis also reveals that gender parity in education has received little to no in-

Paderborn, Germany

vestment between 2015 and 2021. Let us take the case of the most recent development budgets. For the year 2021-22, Punjab and Sindh allocated 1.07
per cent and 2.64pc of their education budgets respectively for specific
schemes exclusively aimed at reducing gender disparities under the scope of
SDG 4.5, and enhancing girls’ access to formal education.
The federal government and Balochistan, on the other hand, announced no
exclusive schemes in this context. At the sub-national level, very little has so
far been done to align education budgeting as per the national and provincial
SDG frameworks. In the backdrop of the pandemic, schools more than ever
before need clean water, toilets and hand-washing stations to keep the children safe. The low infrastructural investment by provinces is most problematic, especially Sindh needs to invest higher in infrastructure development
and maintenance, given that the province has the highest number of school
buildings in need of repair, the highest number of school buildings considered
dangerous, and the highest number of schools with missing facilities.
Despite sufficient clarity at the government level regarding the urgency of
Pakistan’s education crisis, the issue continues to be tackled in a manner
that is at best disorganised. For this reason, Pakistan is yet to begin making
the preliminary but significant adjustments identified in its national framework.
This state of inertia at the governmental and political levels should finally end
to ensure swift progress towards meeting Pakistan’s international commitments under SDG 4. This is the only way to make up for the negligence accorded to education during the last seven decades.
Asim Bashir Khan
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Karachi

Forced vaccination
Recently, government teams, under the supervision of the assistant
commissioner and support of the local police, have started to forcibly
vaccinate people on the roads of Larkana against the Covid pandemic.It
is true that people should be encouraged to get vaccinated, but the way
the people are being treated is unfair and defies logic. In some cases,
people who showed reluctance in getting themselves vaccinated were
actually manhandled by the police and threatened with consequences.
There have been reported cases in which some individuals are even
hauled off to police stations. Such high-handedness by officials is condemnable and has no place in the democratic dispensation because
dignity and rights of people are guaranteed by the Constitution. Besides,
it may prove counter-productive, because such draconian steps and illtreatment will pit people against the administration.Instead of adopting
such a dictatorial attitude, it may be beneficial if the local administration
tries to convince the people to get vaccinated. Apart from adding to the
misery of the people in these testing times, putting them in police lockups will increase the risk of virus spread manifold.The chief minister and
the commissioner concerned should ensure that the people are respected and dealt with according to the Constitution. The power and administrative apparatus should not be allowed to be abused.
Aadil Hussain
Larkana
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Space station detectors found source
of weird ‘blue jet’ lightning

A volcano-induced rainy period made
Earth’s climate dinosaur-friendly

Maria Temming

Megan Sever

Scientists have finally
gotten a clear view of
the spark that sets off
an exotic type of lightning called a blue jet.
Blue jets zip upward
from thunderclouds into
the stratosphere, reaching altitudes up to about
50 kilometers in less than a second. Whereas ordinary lightning excites
a medley of gases in the lower atmosphere to glow white, blue jets excite
mostly stratospheric nitrogen to create their signature blue hue. Blue jets
have been observed from the ground and aircraft for years, but it’s hard
to tell how they form without getting high above the clouds. Now, instruments on the International Space Station have spotted a blue jet emerge
from an extremely brief, bright burst of electricity near the top of a thundercloud, researchers report in Nature.
Understanding blue jets and other upper-atmosphere phenomena related to thunderstorms, such as sprites and elves, is important because
these events can affect how radio waves travel through the air — potentially impacting communication technologies, says Penn State space
physicist Victor Pasko, who was not involved in the work. Cameras and
light-sensing instruments called photometers on the space station observed the blue jet in a storm over the Pacific Ocean, near the island of
Nauru, in February 2019. “The whole thing starts with what I think of as
a blue bang,” says Torsten Neubert, an atmospheric physicist at the
Technical University of Denmark in Kongens Lyngby. That “blue bang”
was a 10-microsecond flash of bright blue light near the top of the cloud,
about 16 kilometers high. From that flashpoint, a blue jet shot up into
the stratosphere, climbing as high as about 52 kilometers over several
hundred milliseconds.

The biggest beasts to walk the
Earth had humble beginnings.
The first dinosaurs were catsized, lurking in the shadows,
just waiting for their moment.
That moment came when four
major pulses of volcanic activity changed the climate in a geologic blink of an eye, causing a 2-million-year-long rainy spell that coincided
with dinos rising to dominance, a new study suggests.
Clues found in sediments buried deep beneath an ancient lake basin in China
link the volcanic eruptions with climate swings and environmental changes
that created a globe-spanning hot and humid oasis in the middle of the hot
and dry Triassic Period, researchers report in the Proceedings of the National
Academy of Sciences. During this geologically brief rainy period 234 million
to 232 million years ago, called the Carnian Pluvial Episode, dinosaurs
started evolving into the hulking and diverse creatures that would dominate
the landscape for the next 166 million years.
Previous research has noted the jump in global temperatures, humidity
and rainfall during this time period, as well as a changeover in land and
sea life. But these studies lacked detail on what caused these changes,
says Jason Hilton, a paleobotanist at the University of Birmingham in England. So Hilton and his colleagues turned to a several-hundred-meter-long
core of lake-bottom sediments drawn from the Jiyuan Basin for answers.
The core contained four distinct layers of sediments that included volcanic
ash that the team dated to between 234 million and 232 million years ago,
matching the timing of the Carnian Pluvial Episode. Within those layers,
the team also found mercury, a proxy for volcanic eruptions. “Mercury entered the lake from a mix of atmospheric pollution, volcanic ash and also
being washed in from surrounding land that had elevated levels of mercury
from volcanism,” Hilton says.
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High BP more challenging for older women, younger men
Alan Mozes
Roughly a third of Americans on high blood pressure medications do not have
their blood pressure under control, a new study reveals.
And younger men and older women are particularly vulnerable, researchers
warn. "Although this phenomenon has been hinted at in the medical literature,
it is a bit surprising to me as we should not expect anyone to have uncontrolled
blood pressure, especially if they are already taking prescription medications
for them," said study author Dr. Aayush Visaria. He's a postdoctoral research
fellow at Rutgers Institute for Health, Health Care Policy and Aging Research in
New Brunswick, N.J. Among patients in their 70s, women were 29% more likely
than men to have uncontrolled high blood pressure, Visaria and his colleagues
found. And women 80 and up had a 63% higher risk. Among 20- to 49-yearolds, the reverse appears to be true. Compared to women, the risk for treated
but uncontrolled blood pressure was 59% higher among men in their 20s, 70%
higher among those in their 30s, and 47% higher for men in their 40s. All told,
nearly half of adults in the United States have high blood pressure, increasing
their risk for heart attack, stroke, kidney disease and other health complications,
including severe COVID-19, according to the American Heart Association.
Researcher Visaria described his findings as worrying. Along with advice to lose
weight, reduce stress, stop smoking and cut back on alcohol and sodium, people
with known high blood pressure are usually prescribed medications, Visaria said.
"Most of these medications are extensively studied," he noted, "and we do know
they lower (blood pressure) quite well." Still, if blood pressure remains above the
level considered high -- 130/80 -- it is considered uncontrolled, Visaria explained.
To learn more about the risk for treated but uncontrolled high blood pressure,
his team focused on more than 13,200 men and women age 20 and up. Be-

tween 1999 and 2018, all had been enrolled in an ongoing study of health and
nutrition. On average, participants were 57 years old, and 7 in 10 were white.
And all were taking prescription high blood pressure medication. Even so, 35%
of women and 33% of men were found to have uncontrolled high blood pressure. While the risk was roughly the same for men and women between age
50 and 69, a huge gender gap was evident on either end of that period, with
risk much higher among younger men and much higher among older women.
"It is difficult to ascertain" why, Visaria said.

Alarming number of youths with type 2 diabetes have eye damage
Maureen Salamon
Almost half of young adults with type 2 diabetes develop a potentially blinding eye complication called diabetic retinopathy within a dozen years after
diagnosis, new research reveals.
The findings, from one of the longest-running nationally representative
studies in the U.S. focusing on youth-onset type 2 diabetes, provide crucial
guidance on diabetes management and eye care to young patients and
their families, as well as doctors and the public, says study author Rose
Gubitosi-Klug, MD, a pediatric endocrinologist at UH Rainbow Babies and
Children’s Hospital in Cleveland, OH. “My colleagues and I in pediatrics
are alarmed,” Gubitosi-Klug says. “Initially, about 14% of participants had
very early changes to the eye. When we looked a second time just 7 years
later, about half are now experiencing changes to the eye, some with advanced disease that’s not normally seen until someone is in their fourth or
fifth decade of life.” The study was published in the journal Diabetes Care.
Diabetic retinopathy -- the leading cause of blindness in working-age adults
and one of the top reasons for preventable blindness -- is characterized
by damage to the blood vessels at the back of the eye. These abnormal
vessels resemble scar tissue that can pull the retina out of place, causing
blurriness, floaters, or severe vision loss. Scientists had believed that U.S.
rates of diabetic retinopathy would double between 2010 and 2050, “but
with this new data, we expect this rate will more than double,” says Gubitosi-Klug, who’s also a professor of pediatrics at Case Western Reserve
School of Medicine in Cleveland.
Previously, the TODAY (Treatment Options for Diabetes in Adolescents
and Youth) study had reported a 13.9% prevalence of diabetic retinopathy
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in young people who had had type 2 diabetes for an average of about 5
years. Seven years later, between 2017 and 2018, 420 of the original 517
participants again had retinal photograph tests that were evaluated for the
presence of diabetic retinopathy and its advance. In the later analysis, 49%
of participants -- whose average age was just 25 -- had developed diabetic
retinopathy. While 39% had mild or very mild cases of the eye condition,
about 4% had its most severe form. Compared with mildly affected patients, those with more extreme progression had higher blood sugar and
blood pressure levels, as well as more health problems.

25

03
Film

The Many Saints of Newark

Gagarine

Nick De Semlyen

Jake Cunningham

David Chase is the capo of
curveballs. Viewers of the Sopranos tuning in for thrilling Mafioso
bloodletting were regularly
greeted with artsy dream sequences, existential riffs and
scenes involving ducks (though
there was just enough thrilling Mafioso bloodletting too to keep them coming
back). And anyone stumping up cash for The Many Saints of Newark, the
showrunner-turned-film-writer’s long-awaited return to the bloody streets of
New Jersey, may well be in for a surprise too. For rather than the Phantom
Menace-style Tony Soprano origin story that the marketing for the film
seems to promise, this prequel is something far odder and richer. In other
words, far more David Chase. No, we don’t find out how teenage Tony first
acquired a taste for gabagool, or see him don a crumpled dressing gown
for the first time (though we do get a bit more insight into his interest in patio
furniture). Michael Gandolfini — son of James — is uncanny as the future
crime boss, echoing his father’s iconic performance to perfection while
adding notes of innocence and fragility. But this isn’t the Tony show; that
stuff is largely left to the third act. Instead, the film digs into the lives of allnew characters, who fortunately make for compelling company.
Weaving the action into real history, Chase provides a new perspective and
an unvarnished look at a tempestuous time. There’s Dickie Moltisanti
(Alessandro Nivola), the hitherto unseen father of The Sopranos’ Christopher (Michael Imperioli has a presence in this film that will please fans of
both the HBO show and Sunset Boulevard).

Freshman Year

The Guilty

John Nugent

Amon Warmann

In the US, this film goes by the
name of Shithouse, the kind of
title which implies a college
movie in the Animal House tradition: all about getting drunk and
occasionally puking. The blandlyrenamed-but-eminently-moremarketable Freshman Year deals in all three traditions — but, in a
refreshingly revolutionary move, suggests that they might not always be
healthy.For a lot of kids, leaving home for the first time with bad social skills,
wobbly mental health and limited alcohol experience means the college
experience can actually really suck. That’s certainly where we meet Alex
(Cooper Raiff, on multi-hyphenate filmmaking duties), who has spent most
of his term hiding in his dorm, forced to tolerate his obnoxious roommate
Sam (Logan Miller) smoking weed — and, in one excruciating scene, shitting his pants — in the bed next to him. As he admits to his mother in one
of their regular tearful phone calls, Alex feels like “a new-born baby”: totally
helpless with the sudden weight of adulthood thrust on him, and completely
alienated in a stressful and confusing place. Raiff gives a heartbreaking
and intensely vulnerable performance as a sensitive 19-year-old still figuring his brain out, possessing a raw awkwardness not seen since Elsie
Fisher’s devastating turn in 2018’s Eighth Grade. A sudden burst of selfimposed socialising sees Alex going to a pretty awful-looking house party.
The party results in a couple of authentically terrible bedroom fumbles. But
it at least leads Alex to meet Maggie (Dylan Gelula, hugely impressive).
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Yuri Gagarin, the world’s first
cosmonaut, lends his name to
Fanny Liatard and Jérémy
Trouilh’s entrancing debut feature, and to the real-life housing project in which it’s set. An
artefact of French communism in the 1960s, Gagarin himself attended the estate’s opening, tying
the Soviet ambitions of technological advancement and communal unity
into one big home. A home that, almost 60 years later, a teenager is trying
to save.Youri (Alseni Bathily), a resident of the Gagarine estate, is on a
mission. A mission (which compared to that of his Space Race-hero namesake is arguably small) that Liatard and Trouilh land with similar emotional
heft to more familiar space adventures like Contact or Apollo 13, without
ever leaving the ground. Left to fend for himself after his mother leaves,
Youri takes on restoring the estate to its former glory, to save it from demolition. Recruiting co-resident Houssam (Jamil McCraven) and scrappage
aficionado Diana (Lyna Khoudri) for a montage of light bulb-changes, wireclipping and paint-rolling, we see Youri’s own quietly passionate and dedicated brand of the Right Stuff. A big space nerd, Youri views the Gagarine
estate through a stunning lens, the orange brickwork burning on screen
like the Martian surface; he treads through it in his blue Adidas space suit,
the camera floating around as if in zero gravity. Frustratingly wrenched
into these hypnotic scenes comes archival footage of spaceship and urban
destruction, unnecessarily underlining Youri’s position and breaking the
rhythm of the tale, and Bathily’s compelling performance.

When it comes to movies about
policing, Jake Gyllenhaal and
Antoine Fuqua have excellent
form. Gyllenhaal has the terrific
buddy cop action thriller End of
Watch on his résumé, while
Fuqua will surely have “from the
director of Training Day” attached to all his future work. Like the latter, The
Guilty – a remake of the 2018 Oscar-shortlisted Danish drama of the same
name – puts its focus on a flawed cop. And while it hews close to the original by replicating tense single-set thrills, there’s just enough freshness,
along with a terrific lead performance, to justify this Americanised version.
Even before the fateful phone call that forms its premise, The Guilty does
well to put us into Joe Baylor’s (Gyllenhaal) headspace. Between painful
headaches, a separation from his family, and an undefined controversy
that reporters won’t stop calling him about, it’s clear that he’s already having a terrible, horrible, no good, very bad day. It gets exponentially worse
when he picks up a call from distressed Emily Lighton (Riley Keough),
who claims that she has been abducted by her husband Henry (Peter
Sarsgaard). Before long, Baylor is vowing that he’ll save Emily and her
six-year-old daughter, even though he only knows pieces of the full picture.
As the two narratives converge, Gyllenhaal raises his game and it’s gripping to watch. The film is at its best when Baylor is on one emotionally
charged call after another, as Nic Pizzolatto’s screenplay slowly sprinkles
in important details while ratcheting up the urgency of the situation.
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The Gathering

Hashim & Family

Anne Enright

Shahnaz Ahsan

The nine surviving children of the
Hegarty clan gather in Dublin for the
wake of their wayward brother Liam. It
wasn't the drink that killed him - although that certainly helped - it was
what happened to him as a boy in his
grandmother's house, in the winter of
1968. His sister Veronica was there
then, as she is now: keeping the dead
man company, just for another little
while. The Gathering is a family epic,
condensed and clarified through the remarkable lens of Anne Enright's unblinking eye. It is also a history: tracing
the line of hurt and redemption through
three generations - starting with the grandmother, Ada Merriman - showing how memories warp and family secrets fester. This is a novel about
love and disappointment, about thwarted lust and limitless desire, and
how our fate is written in the body, not in the stars. The Gathering sends
fresh blood through the Irish literary tradition, combining the lyricism of
the old with the shock of the new. As in all Anne Enright's work, fiction
and non-fiction, this is a book of daring, wit and insight: her distinctive
intelligence twisting the world a fraction, and giving it back to us in a
new and unforgettable light.

It is New Year's Eve, 1960. Hashim has
left behind his homeland and his bride,
Munira, to seek his fortune in England.
His cousin and only friend, Rofikul, introduces Hashim to life in Manchester - including Rofikul's girlfriend, Helen. When
Munira arrives, the group must learn
what it is to be a family. Ten years later,
war breaks out in East Pakistan. The
emergence of Bangladesh affects the
family in ways they could never have
foreseen. Spanning twenty years and
two countries, Hashim & Family is the
story of migration and belonging, and the bond of kinship, and is the
debut of an extraordinary new talent.

Heavy Storm and Gentle Breeze
Tang JiaXuan
The first decade of the twenty-first
century has been one of unprecedented growth for China. Challenges both old and new, such as
the delicate treatment of volatile
Sino-Japanese relations and the
forging of new-era partnerships
with African and Latin American
nations, required the outlook of a
rising world power. At the center
of many of these historic events
and debates was Tang Jiaxuan,
the nation’s foreign minister and,
later, a state councilor. Heavy
Storm and Gentle Breeze is Jiaxuan's behind-the-scenes account
of this new era in Chinese diplomacy. Drawing on over four decades of experience in foreign service, Jiaxuan not only details his own nation's policy challenges, but also offers
a broader perspective on our most pressing global issues—from the
United Nations response to the 9/11 attacks and the U.S.-Iraq war to the
developing relationship between China and the European Union. At the
core of his account lie the relentless back-and-forth negotiations that are
the essence of diplomacy. Illuminating, candid, and thoroughly compelling, Jiaxuan offers a brilliant, in-depth chronicle of China's surge to
its central role in global politics. His book will serve as an essential diplomatic record for the new century.
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Double Fault
Lionel Shriver
'Love me, love my game' says twentythree year-old Willy Novinsky. Ever since
she picked up a racquet at the age of
four, tennis has been Willy's one love,
until the day she meets Eric Oberdorf.
She's a middle-ranked professional tennis player and he's a Princeton graduate
who took up playing tennis at the age of
eighteen. Low-ranked but untested, Eric,
too, aims to make his mark on the international tennis circuit. But, as Eric's ranking climbs, rivalry turns to resentment,
and Willy risks losing everything.

Kafka's Last Trial
Benjamin Balint
When Franz Kafka died in 1924, his friend
Max Brod could not bring himself to fulfil
the writer’s last instruction: to burn his remaining manuscripts. Instead, Brod took
them with him to Palestine in 1939, and devoted the rest of his life to editing and canonizing Kafka’s work. By betraying his last
wish, Brod twice rescued his legacy – first
from physical destruction, and then from
obscurity.In Kafka’s Last Trial, Benjamin
Balint offers a gripping account of the contest for ownership that followed, ending in
Israeli courts with a controversial trial – brimming with legal, ethical,
and political dilemmas – that would determine the fate of Kafka’s manuscripts. This is at once a biographical portrait of a literary genius, and
the story of two countries whose national obsessions with overcoming
the traumas of the past came to a head in a hotly contested trial for the
right to claim the literary legacy of one of our modern masters.
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