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Pollution

Smog – a rising menace
For Punjab, and specially Lahore, smog is now
a permanent menace. It is a yearly visitor during
the early winter months, but this year it has returned with increased vengeance. Smog occurs
when smoke mixes with fog. Smog is a form of
air pollution that collects in the air generally during winter. The major contribution to smog includes 43 per cent pollution from the transport
sector, 25 per cent from industrial emissions
and 20 percent from solid waste burning.
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Economics

Historic highs and lows
Shahid Hussain

International institutions have warned that inflation in Pakistan
is the highest in the region and the situation may not improve
in the years to come. It is a pity that the Pakistan Tehreek-iInsaf, which boasted of a special economic team to improve
the lot of the country, has overburdened it with massive foreign loans after coming to power. Prices of essentials have
risen to a record high, the rupee has plunged to a record low
against the dollar, while the current account deficit is rising to
the dangerous levels seen in the last government of the Pakistan Muslim League-Nawaz.
In its latest report, Fitch Ratings, one the top three rating
agencies, noted that inflation was already at high levels in
Pakistan and it could increase further. “Increases in global energy prices and a strong domestic recovery from the initial
Covid-19 pandemic shock have put additional strains on Pakistan’s external position. Political pressures could test the government’s commitment to reform, particularly if inflation
accelerates from its already high levels,” it warned.
The annual inflation rate in Pakistan edged up to 9.2pc in
October of 2021, from 9pc in the previous month. It was the fastest inflation
rate since last June. The Asian Development Bank (ADB) projected that
inflation in Pakistan would remain the highest in the region at 7.5pc. In its
Asian Development Outlook Update (ADOU), it said inflation was projected
to slow to 7.5pc in 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 International Monetary Fund (IMF) has also 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. 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 report on South Asia.
On the other hand, the rupee has lost significantly against the US dollar
in recent weeks. On November 26, a Rs1.81 decline in the inter-bank market during trading due to current account deficit pressure dragged the Pakistani rupee to a record low against the US dollar, with the exchange rate
sliding to Rs175.73. Cumulatively, the local currency lost around Rs5.76
in seven days.
Pakistan’s total debt and liabilities have crossed Rs50.5 trillion, an addition of Rs20.7 trillion under the current government alone, revealed offi-
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cial figures. The State Bank of Pakistan (SBP) said that the country’s total
debt and liabilities had jumped to a record Rs50.5 trillion at the end of September 2021, an addition of Rs20.7 trillion in the past 39 months. There
was an increase of nearly 70pc in the total debt of the country. In June
2018, every Pakistani owed Rs144,000, which increased to Rs235,000 by
September 2021, an additional burden of Rs91,000 or 63pc during the
PTI’s tenure. However, the national debt has also increased after the government stopped interfering with the market-driven exchange rate. The
previous PML-N and PPP governments spent $2-3b every year to support
the rupee against the dollar.
In another worrying sign, the current account deficit has widened by
$1.6 billion in October. The State Bank of Pakistan (SBP) sad the deficit
was higher than September while it continued to increase its size in terms
of GDP from 4.1pc to 4.7pc. The deficit has already gone much beyond
the target which was in the range of 2-3pc of GDP for the entire current financial year. The increasing deficit has badly impacted the foreign exchange reserves and exchange rate which resulted in the depreciation of
the rupee by 13.4pc during the current financial year. The foreign exchange reserves of the SBP have declined by over $2.2b to $16.9b since
October. In terms of dollars, the current account deficit increased by
$1.663b in October, while the deficit for the first four months (July-October)
of the current financial year rose to $5.084b. The reason behind the rising
deficit is the growing size of imports. According to the SBP data, the imports in July-October went up by 66.3pc to $23.484b against $14.118b
recorded in the same period of FY21.
The rising current account deficit was the main reason for the PTI government to seek an International Monetary Fund (IMF) bailout package.
The government claims to have reformed the economy and put the country
on the path to prosperity. It claims it has reformed the economy to an extent
that the country would never need an IMF bailout package again. However,
the worsening economic indicators will compel the next government to
seek another IMF bailout package again.
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Pollution

Smog – a rising
menace
Nasim Ahmed

For Punjab, and specially Lahore, smog is now a permanent
menace. It is a yearly visitor during the early winter months,
but this year it has returned with increased vengeance.
Smog occurs when smoke mixes with fog. Smog is a form of
air pollution that collects in the air generally during winter. The
major contribution to smog includes 43 per cent pollution from
the transport sector, 25 per cent from industrial emissions and
20 percent from solid waste burning.
The provincial capital has been ranked as one of the most polluted cities in the world by the US Air Quality Index (AQI). Over
the past few weeks AQI in Lahore has been as high as over
500 AQI. At 397 AQI, pollution concentration is 34.8 times
higher than the annual air quality value set by the World Health
Organisation. This is what environmentalists call “hazardous”
and “extremely hazardous” at individual points.” Lahore regularly ranks among the worst cities in the world for air pollution
— a mixture of low-grade diesel fumes, smoke from seasonal
crop burnings and colder winter temperatures coalescing into
stagnant clouds. While stubble burning is the main cause of
pollution in the rural areas, burning trash and plastics in cities
is equally hazardous, as it causes coughing, wheezing and
lung complications. Even in some of the so-called posh localities, the practice of burning trash and plastics goes on unchecked.
Since 2014, every year from October to January, Lahore remains in the
grip of smog. Owing to the high level of environmental pollution in the city,
there has been a dangerous rise in the cases of respiratory diseases and
throat and eye infections. As a safety measure, medical experts have advised citizens to avoid unnecessary visits to open spaces and use facemasks and eyewear. Windowpanes of houses should remain closed to
minimise the impact of air contamination.
A series of measures have been taken to fight the rising threat of smog.
The government has set up special smog committees at the district level
while the establishment of smog squads has been ensured in all departments. Brick kilns and industrial units are being monitored on a daily basis,
in addition to sealing polluting industrial establishments, fines are also
being imposed. A pilot project in collaboration with the Pakistan Space &
Upper Atmosphere Research Commission (SUPARCO) has been initiated
in Lahore to develop different types of environmental models to address
the root causes of pollution.
The Punjab government has directed private sector companies to operate
with 50% attendance till further notice as authorities take steps to deal with
a worsening smog situation. A ban has been imposed on several activities,
including the burning of any type of crop residue, vehicles emitting visible
smoke and pollutants, industries working without emission control systems
and contributing to the deterioration in the Air Quality Index, burning of all
types of solid waste, tyres, rubber, and plastics, and sale and use of all
types of substandard fuels. The authorities will also reduce by 50 percent
the use of all official vehicles plying roads from November 25, 2021, to
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January 15, 2022. In accordance with the Lahore High Court's ruling, the
Punjab government has also decided to impose heavy fines on individuals
and companies responsible for exacerbating the smog situation.
It is relevant to add here that the UN and the World Bank have identified
the transport sector as one of the biggest contributors to pollution in Punjab, followed by the industrial and agriculture sectors. The Punjab Disaster
Management Authority (PDMA) had been directed to take steps to stop
crop burning, but the practice continues unabated. To lower smog levels,
the government had directed brick kilns to convert to zigzag technology
three years ago. But no follow-up action was taken to ensure the conversion.
Beyond the emergency measures now taken, there is a need for a longterm strategy to improve the air quality of our cities. The strategy should
include massive plantation campaigns, reducing vehicular smoke, stopping
stubble burning, reducing industrial emissions, and limiting thermal power
plants.
Another way to fight smog and breathe the fresh air could be to plan for
urban forests in major cities where vehicular and industrial pollution has
poisoned the environment beyond redemption. The Punjab Local Government Act 2019 directs municipal authorities and waste management companies to ensure water sprinkling on roads, streets and construction sites
producing dust. But this directive is honoured more in the breach.
Over the last few years, creeping pollution has become a serious health
hazard. It is time for the authorities concerned to wake up and initiate shortand long-term measures to save the citizens – and the economy -- from
the disaster looming ahead.
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Crisis

A tale of two Afghan moots
Nasim Ahmed

Two important moots were held two weeks back to discuss the latest situation in Afghanistan. One was in New Delhi where India hosted the Regional Security Dialogue on Afghanistan, bringing together security chiefs
of Russia, Iran and five Central Asian nations to discuss the situation arising from the Taliban’s takeover in Kabul. The other was a meeting of Troika
Plus in Islamabad. The Troika, comprising Pakistan, China, Russia, and
the United States, met to discuss the latest situation in Afghanistan. The
extended Troika also met with senior Taliban representatives on the sidelines of the meeting.
The two meetings, although on the same issue, had different formats,
agendas and objectives. The Delhi conclave was designed by India, which
has lost influence in Afghanistan after the Taliban takeover, to prove its relevance to Afghanistan with reference to regional security imperatives.
But with the main protagonist Afghanistan as well as China and Pakistan absent, the Delhi conference was a non-starter. Pakistan’s Security
Adviser Moeed Yusuf declined Delhi’s invitation saying that a spoiler can’t
be a peacemaker, while China cited scheduling issues to skip the moot.
Clearly, the Delhi moot was a damp squib but the the Indian media tried
to play it up by saying that the participation of Afghanistan's neighbours
in the meeting showed "enthusiastic response" and the importance attached to India's role in promoting "peace and security." India's ANI News
quoted an official source as saying that Pakistan's role in Afghanistan
was "pernicious."
As China’s news outlet Global Times rightly pointed out, India’s aim in
organising the security dialogue was to use the event to underline its importance and influence in regional affairs, and show Pakistan and the Taliban in a bad light by drumming up the threat of terrorism emanating from
Afghanistan. Since the US made a hasty exit from Afghanistan, India has
felt being left out in the cold. India invested heavily in Afghanistan and
under the US military umbrella gave assistance to the then-Kabul government in intelligence and security matters and trained its officers.
During the long occupation years, India bitterly opposed the Taliban.
Given this background, how can the Taliban trust India when it shows concern over the security situation in Afghanistan? The hidden motive behind
the Delhi moot was to defame the Taliban and characterise the new regime
in Kabul as a threat to the neighbouring countries.
This is a blatant piece of disinformation as Taliban representatives are
in constant contact with neighbouring states. In September, the Taliban
invited special envoys from Russia, Pakistan and China to hold talks on
the situation in Afghanistan. But India was not invited. In October, Russia
gathered 10 countries, including China and Pakistan, to focus on the developing political and military situation in Afghanistan, highlighting the
prominent role of China-Russia coordination. As Pakistan and China
have been working closely with Russia as well as Central Asian countries
on security issues in Afghanistan, India feels miffed and hence its diplomatic maneuvers aim to throw a spanner in the works. Until the fall of
Kabul, India had not engaged with the Taliban and now it feels that it has
lost the ground completely there. According to some sources, it has tried
to approach the Taliban through backdoor channels, but there has been
no response from them.
The Delhi Declaration gives away the game India is trying to play. Its
main thrust is to “combat terrorism in all its forms and manifestations” and
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it demands “an open and truly inclusive government that represents the
will of all the people of Afghanistan.” This indirectly refers to the Northern
Alliance which enjoyed open-ended support of New Delhi during the past
20 years. The declaration also hints at the formation of a regional front or
coalition to apply pressure on the Taliban and other armed actors.
Through the Delhi Dialogue, India tried to re-establish its relevance as
a player in Afghan affairs but failed. Feeling crest-fallen for losing its 20year-long stake in Afghanistan after the Taliban marched into Kabul, India
wanted to demonstrate it still matters by virtue of being accepted by the
neighbouring countries as a legitimate stakeholder in regional affairs but
its salvo misfired.
With the Delhi Declaration putting too much emphasis on security concerns pertaining to Afghanistan as compared to the serious humanitarian
crisis building up there, India could not endear itself to the Taliban.
By contrast, the Troika meeting in Islamabad was more positive in its
approach and outcome. It expressed deep concern about the serious humanitarian and economic situation in Afghanistan and reiterated unwavering support for its people. It called upon the international community to
come up with massive development and food aid to save Afghanistan from
the imminent economic and social collapse. At the same time it urged the
Taliban to work with fellow Afghans to take steps to form an inclusive and
representative government that respects the rights of all Afghans and provides for the equal rights of women and girls to participate in all aspects of
Afghan society.
Prime Minister Imran Khan, in his meeting with members of the Troika,
underlined the importance of peace and stability in Afghanistan for the security and prosperity of the entire region. The premier also underlined the
importance of inclusivity, human rights and counter-terrorism operations in
the wake of Kabul's takeover by the Taliban.
He urged the international community to take steps for "constructive
engagement" with Taliban-led Afghanistan so that mutual concerns could
be addressed. The PM laid a strong emphasis on the provision of urgent
humanitarian assistance as well as economic support to Afghanistan to
avert the twin challenges of humanitarian crisis and economic collapse.
It is hoped that, in the light of the recommendations of the two Afghan
moots, the international community would recognise the gravity of the situation and take urgent measures, including the release of frozen assets,
to help alleviate the sufferings of the Afghan people.
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Climate

Growing environmental
insecurity
Muhammad Hassan

Three million people in Pakistan are affected by natural catastrophes every year, which is almost 1.6pc of the total population of
the country. Over 1.2 million people have migrated from the Indus
delta to Karachi in the past two decades after their livelihood and
living areas were affected by climate change. According to the
United Nations Population Fund, nearly half of the country’s population will be living in urban cities by 2025. It highlights how climate
change would hurt the country and its people in the years to come.
Last year, dozens of deaths were caused by extreme weather
in Pakistan in winter, reminding the country and the world about
their inadequate efforts to tackle the global warming crisis. Experts
warn winter and summer conditions will continue to become
harsher in Pakistan, which is the fifth most vulnerable country to
the effects of climate change despite producing less than 1pc of
the total greenhouse gas emissions. Last year, some parts of Pakistan remained colder than most Western countries. Skardu shivered at -21 C for almost a month. The cold wave broke a
25-year-old record in the country. Lahore recorded temperatures as low
as 2 C, which was last recorded 35 years ago.
Experts have warned socioeconomic risks could increase significantly
for those living in urban areas of Pakistan and India by 2050 as heat waves
push up against the limits of human endurance and survivability. McKinsey
Global Institute said countries with lower per capita gross domestic product
(GDP) rely more on outdoor work and natural capital, and thus have less
financial means to adapt quickly. The report warned that hot and humid
countries like Pakistan are expected to become significantly hotter and
more humid by 2050. This would impact workability in urban settings, and
the report expects an average ten-percentage-point loss in annual share
of effective outdoor working hours in heat-exposed regions between today
and 2050.
Poorer regions often have climates that are closer to physical thresholds, the report said, adding that as heat gets worse, productivity could
tumble. Reliance on outdoor work could also be severely affected because
of heat waves, as well as increasingly hot and humid climate. Pakistan’s
GDP could be at risk annually with rising temperatures, forcing people already at their physical threshold to cut the number of working hours.
Agriculture, an outdoor sector, has a significant share in the economy.
It contributes 18.5 percent to Pakistan’s GDP, providing employment to
38.5 percent of the national labour force, but it remains a backward sector
of the economy. The government already recognises high performing agriculture as key for economic growth and poverty alleviation. The report suggests sectoral shifts in the national economy could reduce the impacts of
outdoor work on the GDP, especially in countries like Pakistan. “The pace
of sectoral shifts in national economies will strongly influence GDP outcomes and drive the range in the GDP at risk,” the report noted.
The report aims to help inform decision makers around the world so
they can better assess, adapt to, and mitigate the physical risks of climate
change. It points to the risks in workability and liveability both, as
Bangladesh, India, and Pakistan, with lower per capita GDP level were the
most affected countries under the Representative Concentration Pathway
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(RCP) 8.5 scenario. Under RCP 8.5, the world’s average temperature
would rise by 4.9 degrees Celsius. “Under an RCP 8.5 scenario, urban
areas in parts of India and Pakistan could be the first places in the world
to experience heat waves that exceed the survivability threshold for a
healthy human being, with small regions projected to experience a more
than 60 percent annual chance of such a heat wave by 2050,” the report
noted.
According to the Geremenwatch 2020 report, more than 526,000 people have died all over the world and $3.3 trillion losses were incurred from
1998 to 2018. In this period, Pakistan’s share was 9,989 deaths and $3.8
billion in losses due to more than 300 extreme weather events. Pakistan
is already fifth on the Global Climate Risk Index 2020; the list of nations
most affected by climate change. The ranking shows Pakistan downgrading in terms of environmental security as the 2018 report had put Pakistan
as the eighth most vulnerable country. The situation is worsening in Pakistan as the UNEP Adaptation Gap Report of 2016 predicts “increasing impacts and resulting increases in global adaptation costs by 2030 or 2050
that will likely be much higher than currently expected: two-to-three times
higher than current global estimates by 2030, and potentially four-to-five
times higher by 2050”.
For the past several years, Pakistan has been facing unusual weather
patterns. It experiences baking heat in the summer, excessive rainfalls or
droughts and prolonged spells of cold wave in the winter. Experts consider
the extreme winter in Pakistan a fallout of the global warming crisis. It is a
pity that Pakistan is one the most vulnerable countries to the effects of climate change despite producing less than 1pc of the total greenhouse gas
emissions. It is paying the price for the greed of the developed world. Pakistan was devastated by floods a decade ago, which caused approximately
2,000 deaths, while millions of others were displaced from their homes.
The PTI government launched an ambitious “10-billion-tree tsunami”
project to tackle the climate crisis. It needs large-scale measures to reverse the damage already done. It should expedite its efforts to minimise
the effects of global change. Challenges are enormous but it has no option
to lose the fight.

07

Opinion

Pakistan prepared for
food sector shocks?
Muhammad Ali
Rising prices of food have badly impacted the people of
Pakistan. The country had to import wheat and sugar last
year to check their skyrocketing prices. Besides food
shortages and their high prices, wholesome food has
also gone out of the reach of the majority of Pakistanis.
Pakistan’s economy largely depends on agriculture but
it is a pity that it has been a net importer of food for many
decades despite being amongst the world’s top ten producers of wheat, cotton, sugarcane, mango, dates and oranges, and is ranked 10th in rice production. Major crops
(wheat, rice, cotton and sugarcane) contribute around
4.9pc, while minor crops contribute 2.1pc to the country’s
total GDP. Livestock sector contributes 11pc to the country’s GDP (60.5pc in the agriculture sector) and employs
approximately 35 million people. Despite its impressive
and continuously growing agricultural production, the
country is still facing high levels of food insecurity. According to a global report published jointly by FAO, WFP,
UNICEF, WHO and IFAD in 2019, 20.3pc of Pakistan’s population (40 million
people) is undernourished/food insecure. The prevalence of malnutrition
amongst children aged 6-59 months is also very high, with an estimated
40pc children stunted, 28pc underweight, 18pc wasted and 10pc overweight.
Pakistan has been facing wheat and sugar shortages for years now
while prices of other food items and vegetables have also reached abnormally high. On the other hand, the United Nations has warned that the
world must prepare for further shocks to the food sector. Compared to
other economic sectors, agriculture is particularly exposed to dangers such
as climate change, the Food and Agriculture Organization (FAO) said in a
report. The food system must therefore become more resilient from a biological and socio-economic perspective in order to ensure that millions of
people can continue to be fed. An estimated 3 billion people cannot afford
a healthy diet today, the FAO authors added. A billion more could be added
if a shock to the economic system reduced their income by a third.
In the event of disruptions to the food system, such as extreme weather
events or animal and plant diseases, there is also the threat of rising
prices. Developing and emerging countries are particularly at risk. "The
pandemic highlighted both the resilience and the weakness of our agrifood
systems," said FAO director general Qu Dongyu. Even before Covid-19,
the UN agency felt the world was not on track to meet its pledge to end
hunger and malnutrition by 2030.
The experts recommended that countries expand the network of their
food systems so that they can better compensate for setbacks. They
should also support small and medium-sized enterprises in the food chain.
According to the data, 11 billion tons of food is produced annually in the
global food system, that is in the production, storage, processing, transport,
distribution and consumption of food. According to the FAO, billions of people are directly or indirectly employed in the sector.
Meanwhile, the Global Nutrition Report (GNR), a yearly survey and
analysis of the latest data on nutrition and related health issues, said nearly
half of the world’s population suffers from poor nutrition linked to too much
or not enough food with wide-ranging impacts on health and the planet.
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The report found that 48pc of people currently eat either too little or too
much, resulting in them being overweight, obese or underweight. At current
rates, the report finds, the world will fail to meet eight out of nine nutrition
targets set by the World Health Organization for 2025. These include reducing child wasting (when children are too thin for their height) and child
stunting (when they are too short for their age), and also adult obesity. The
report estimates nearly 150 million children under five years old are
stunted, more than 45 million are wasted and nearly 40 million are overweight. It also finds more than 40pc of adults (2.2 billion people) are now
overweight or obese. "Avoidable deaths due to poor diets have grown by
15pc since 2010 and poor diets are now responsible for a quarter of all
adult deaths,” it noted.
The findings show that diets have not improved over the last ten years
and are now a major threat to people’s health and to the planet. It finds
people are failing to consume enough health-promoting foods like fruits
and vegetables, particularly in lower-income countries. Higher-income
countries had the highest intake of foods with harmful health impacts like
red meat, dairy and sugary drinks. Consumption of harmful foods is on the
rise, the report found, with red and processed meat already at almost five
times the maximum recommendation of one serving a week. The report
notes that current global nutrition targets do not mention diet, with the exception of limiting sodium, and recommends new, more holistic targets. In
line with other estimates, the GNR calculated global food demand generated some 35pc of greenhouse gas emissions in 2018. The report called
for urgent funding to improve nutrition across the globe, particularly as
Covid-19 has pushed an estimated additional 155 million people into extreme poverty. The GNR estimates the nutrition spending will need to increase by nearly $4 billion annually until 2030 to meet stunting, wasting,
maternal anaemia and breastfeeding targets alone.
Undoubtedly, rising prices of food are the biggest challenge for the people and the government. The country cannot afford food imports for long.
It has to upgrade its agriculture sector to meet the growing needs of its
people and save them from possible supply chain disruptions.
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Transition

Voting right to Pakistanis
living abroad
Muhammad Zain

In a landmark development, about 9 million overseas Pakistanis have been
allowed to vote in elections in their homeland. The right is a befitting reward
for workers, who remit on average $2.5 billion every month and sent back
an all time high of $29.4 billion in the last fiscal year. The remittances are
projected to increase even further in the current fiscal year.
However, the election process will become muddier and complaints of
rigging from opposition parties will rise if the system fails to work flawlessly.
The opposition has already accused the government of planning to “steal”
the next elections through electronic voting machines (EVMs). Undoubtedly, the move will increase the vote bank of the Pakistan Tehreek-i-Insaf
(PTI), as an overwhelming majority of expatriates support it, though its
popularity has significantly decreased in the country as people are upset
with rising prices and bad governance.
Experts have also expressed reservations over the proposed voting
system for overseas Pakistanis, saying it was insecure. As the margin of
victory in 24 constituencies in the 2018 elections was less than the number
of invalid votes in a constituency, they say estimated 40-45 constituencies
would have a margin of victory less than the number of votes of oversees
Pakistanis, and any hacking of the system would have potential to influence the polls.
It is an admitted fact that elections in Pakistan have never been fair and
the new system will not allay the fears of rigging. Experts say the system
has been launched in a hurry and its credibility and transparency will remain
doubtful, while the government is adamant that overseas Pakistanis will be
able to vote in the 2023 general election. Minister for Information and Broadcasting Fawad Hussain said that practical steps were being taken to ensure
that overseas Pakistanis used their right of vote in the next election.
Earlier, the Election Commission of Pakistan (ECP) had also raised 37
objections to the proposed use of EVMs. In a document submitted to the
Senate, the ECP warned that the machine was tampering-prone and its
software could easily be altered. “It is nearly impossible to ensure that
every machine is honest,” noted the document. It said time was too short
for a large-scale procurement and deployment of EVMs and imparting
training to a massive number of operators, adding that it was not advisable
to introduce EVMs nationwide in one go. It said the polls on one day as
required under the law would be nearly impossible. The ECP also cited
other issues linked with the use of EVMs, including lack of ballot secrecy,
lack of capacity at all levels and lack of security and chain of custody for
the machines at rest and during transportation. It also pointed out that there
would be no evidence available in case of an election dispute. The ECP
noted that data integration and configuration issues might crop up due to
court orders at the eleventh hour regarding a change in ballot papers. The
commission said there was an absence of a dust and humid-free controlled
temperature environment warehouse for storage and a huge learning
curve was required for technical operators, adding that there was no consensus among the stakeholders on EVMs which was also not financially
feasible. The ECP said EVMs could not prevent low voters’ turnout, low
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women’s turnout, misuse of state authority, election fraud, electronic ballot
stuffing, vote buying, the law and order situation, dishonest polling staff,
widespread political and electoral violence and abuse of state resources.
It warned that in case of introduction of the technology in haste, the conduct of free, fair, credible and transparent elections as per the Constitution
was not possible. It also pointed out that Germany, Holland, Ireland, Italy
and Finland had abandoned the use of EVMs due to lack of security.
The Internet Voting Task Force (IVTF), formed by the ECP in 2018 to
conduct a technical audit of the system, had identified numerous security
vulnerabilities and oversights and advised against the use of the e-voting
system. It had pointed out that though other countries had employed evoting systems, yet none had an overseas population as large as Pakistan.
Nearly 9 million citizens living abroad are eligible voters and the huge number can influence the outcome of the elections and in case of a system
hack, it would have an adverse effect on the formation and composition of
the next government.
Main opposition parties have also opposed the system. They say the
government has taken the decision in haste and it will pave the way for
rigging in the next election.
It is true that i-voting is used in other countries, but no other country
has such a large number of citizens living in foreign countries, like Pakistan. Nearly 9 million Pakistanis live abroad and if the system is hacked,
it can alter the results.
However, the biggest beneficiaries of the new voting system are overseas Pakistanis and the PTI. Prime Minister Imran Khan has been popular with them since his days of cricket and building a cancer hospital. It
is natural that most Pakistanis living abroad will vote for his party. However, he will have to substantially improve governance and performance
to attract voters living in the country in the next election. They are extremely annoyed at his policies which have increased inflation and unemployment. He will have to appease them to win a second term, which
looks impossible now.
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Compounding problems
Shahid Hussain

]People are passing through the hardest time of their lives after prices of
essentials have skyrocketed in the country and more than half of the working-class has either taken a pay cut or lost a job, or both, because of the
Covid-19 outbreak. The nation is once again apprehensive of a showdown
among politicians. Dictators and dictator-like elected leaders have brought
Pakistan to a point where problems of the people have compounded and
politicians change parties to remain in power to line their own pockets.
Like previous governments, the Pakistan Tehreek-e-Insaf (PTI) government of Prime Minister Imran Khan is trying to run the affairs of the country
through borrowing. Like the last Pakistan Muslim League-Nawaz (PML-N)
government, the PTI administration also relied on short-term foreign commercial loans. The government is taking new loans to repay old loans. Since
repayments have been made by contracting new foreign loans, it has increased the cost of debt servicing and little is left for the public.
Skyrocketing prices of essentials have maligned the image of the government among the public. The PTI had promised to reduce prices after
coming to power. Instead, prices of gas, electricity, foodstuffs and essentials
have doubled, if not tripled, in its three-year rule. The government has failed
to stabilize prices, which fluctuate daily. It has eroded the credibility of the
government in the public. Their belief in the government’s ability to perform
has shattered badly and they are convinced now they will continue to face
crisis after crisis in the remaining tenure of Prime Minister Imran Khan.
The coronavirus pandemic is believed to have pushed over 10 million
more people below the poverty line, whose number is already 50-60 million. Between 1.4 million and 18.53m people lost jobs in the country during
the pandemic.
According to the United Nations International Children’s Emergency
Fund (UNICEF), Pakistan has the world’s second-highest number of outof-school children (OOSC) with an estimated 22.8 million children aged 516 not attending school, representing 44pc of the total population in this
age group. In the 5-9 age group, 5 million children are not enrolled in
schools and after primary-school age, the number of OOSC doubles, with
11.4 million adolescents between the ages of 10-14 not receiving formal
education. Disparities based on gender, socio-economic status, and geography are significant; in Sindh, 52pc of the poorest children (58pc girls)
are out of school, and in Balochistan, 78pc of girls are out of school. Nearly
10.7 million boys and 8.6 million girls are enrolled at the primary level and
this drops to 3.6 million boys and 2.8 million girls at the lower secondary
level. Gender-wise, boys outnumber girls at every stage of education.
Gaps in service provision at all education levels is a major constraint to
education access. Socio-cultural demand-side barriers combined with economic factors and supply-related issues (such as availability of school facilities), together hamper access and retention of certain marginalised
groups, in particular adolescent girls. Putting in place a credible data system and monitoring measures to track retention and prevent drop-out of
out-of-school children is still a challenge.
Latest figures are not available, but according to the Pakistan Education Statistics 2016-17, of the total educational institutions (149,852), only
51.5pc of the buildings were deemed satisfactory; whereas, 21pc don’t
even have a boundary wall. In Balochistan, 51.64pc of school buildings
required repair; 78.78pc didn’t have electricity; 70pc didn’t have latrines
and 43.8pc of schools lacked clean drinking water. Over 1.9 million children
out of 2.7 million were out of school and the retention rate from grade 1 to
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grade 5 was 41pc in the largest province of the country. A report states
that each year 165,869 girls are enrolled in the primary section and the
number drops to 44,076 in the middle section and further down to only
20,015 in the higher section. In Sindh, 36.5pc of the buildings don’t have
latrines; 42.77pc don’t have drinking water; with more than 6.4 million children out of school.
Access to safe drinking water and sanitation is still a challenge in Pakistan. The total economic cost of poor sanitation in Pakistan is nearly
Rs343.7 billion – 3.94pc of the country’s GDP, according to the World
Bank. According to the United Nations International Children’s Emergency
Fund (UNICEF) and the World Health Organisation (WHO), 27,000 children die each year from diarrhea-related diseases in Pakistan. Though
prices, health and education are provincial subjects after the passage of
the 18th Amendment, yet the Centre cannot absolve itself of the situation.
In Pakistan, dictators toppled civilian governments and ruled the country for about 30 years in the past. However, elected governments have
also failed to make a difference as elected representatives proved to be
inapt, corrupt, egotist and tried to concentrate all powers into their own
hands. The threat to Pakistan’s sham democracy has always come from
inapt, corrupt and belligerent politicians.
Pakistan has been a battleground for foreign players since its inception.
Many Pakistanis believe the US interference in Pakistan's internal affairs
is the main reason for weak democracy in the country. It is a fact that the
US masterminded a regime change in Pakistan, when and where required.
Civil governments were toppled in the past when the US wanted to advance its agenda after a domestic or international crisis. Pakistan’s history
reveals that the US has encouraged military takeovers and then exploited
the “illegitimacy” of the military rulers to advance its designs in the region.
As all dictators have held local government elections in the country, all
political parties have tried to avoid them, even though local bodies are considered basic democracy all over the world and the best way to empower
people on their doorsteps. According to the Constitution, it is the responsibility of the provincial governments to hold local government polls within
three months of the general election but all political parties attempt to avoid
or delay them as long as possible.
Contrary to its election manifesto, the PTI government has overburdened the common man with price hikes and bad governance. The
government should deliver now or people will lose faith in politicians
and democracy.
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Electronic voting machines
Raza Khan

Ultimately, the Pakistan Tehreek-e-Insaf (PTI) government has been able
to introduce the Electronic Voting Machine (EVMs) law in the country,
claiming that the commissioning of the technology would “ensure” fair and
rigging-free elections. Whether the claim holds water would only be
testable during the next elections when the machines would be employed
for electing public representatives. However, the law itself is a significant
development in the political history of Pakistan.
Irrespective of the fact that whether the law on EVMs has been passed
in the parliament by the PTI or any other party, the technology would definitely go a long way in ensuring free and fair elections in Pakistan. It is
something ostensibly incomprehensible why the opposition parties, including the Pakistan Democratic Movement (PDM) groups, opposed the EVMs
law tooth and nail. All these parties have been alleging ceaselessly that
the 2018 national elections were rigged by the powers-that-be in favour of
the PTI. They should have been extra-enthusiastic to support Prime Minister Imran Khan’s initiative to introduce EVMs in the country. The straight
forward reason is that the technology would bring an end to the human element in the electoral process or at least would reduce it significantly. As
political parties have been blaming the security establishment for rigging
elections, the manipulation would not have been possible with the introduction of EVMs. The answer to this defiance of the opposition parties to
the government initiative lies in the political history of Pakistan, particularly
the background of all political parties and the manner they came to power
in different elections. It is an open secret that since the only relatively transparent and fair election in the country in 1970, all national elections have
been rigged and blamed on the country’s security establishment, fully supported by the civilian bureaucracy.
The elections include the 1978 polls, organised by the government of
the Pakistan People’s Party (PPP), led by its founder Zulfikar Ali Bhutto
as the Prime Minister of the country. Bhutto’s rigging of elections could be
gauged from the fact that he had held the national voting one year before
the stipulated five-year tenure of his government to ensure the victory of
his party. The elections were grossly rigged, resulting in the formation of
the grand opposition movement, Pakistan National Alliance (PNA). The
PNA included conscientious and honest politicians, like Nawabzada Nasrullah Khan and Air Marshal (retd) Asghar Khan, who vehemently opposed
Zulfikar Bhutto’s alleged fascist tactics. Although the ruling PPP and the
opposition PNA had come close to a deal on re-election, the opportunity
was seized by General Zia-ul-Haq to usurp power for the next eleven years
to the exclusion of all political players. When General Zia-ul-Haq held the
1985 national elections, the nature of the polls, that were party-less, had
changed and the practice remained fundamentally suspicious. However,
the prime minister the 1985 election spewed forth, Muhammad Khan
Junejo, a hand-picked politician by the general, turned out to be the most
democracy-friendly as he was the one who compelled the latter to lift emergency and martial law in the country. The 1988 national elections could
only be held on the basis of political parties when the Supreme Court of
Pakistan admitted a petition of PPP head Benazir Bhutto but only after the
killing of General Zia-ul-Haq along with his key military generals in a plane
crash. However, it is now an admitted fact that the 1988 and 1990 elections
were grossly rigged to create “a political balance” in the country. In fact,
Mian Nawaz Sharif and his party, Pakistan Muslim League-Nawaz, were
created to pit them against the then relatively leading PPP. However, when
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Nawaz Sharif came to power for the first time in the 1990 elections, also
marred by rigging allegations, he soon was on a collision course with the
security establishment. The next two elections, one in 1993, won narrowly
by the PPP, and the other in 1997, won by the PML-N, were equally nontransparent. There was no question of profound rigging in the elections of
2002 and 2008. The first was won by General Musharraf’s handpicked
PML-Quaid and the second by the PPP but only after the assassination of
Benazir Bhutto in a suicide attack by the Tehreek-e-Taliban Pakistan (TTP),
which the group denied. Religious parties, like Jamiat-e-Ulema-e-IslamFazl (JUI-F), Jammat-e-Islami, along with four others forged an alliance,
known as the Muttahida Majlis-e-Amal (MMA), which won a majority in the
KP Assembly in the 2002 elections and formed a government. Whereas,
another of the current opposition groups, the Awami National Party (ANP),
also won a majority in the KP Assembly in the 2008 elections and got the
slot of chief minister there while the PPP has been in government since
2008 in Sindh on the trot.
Thus, all political parties in the opposition as well as the current ruling
coalition, including the Pakistan Tehreek-e-Insaf, Muttahida Qaumi Movement (MQM) and PML-Q, have benefitted from rigging in elections. Consequently, they do not want fair elections but only have been raising a
hue and cry to pressurize the sitting government and the security establishment to keep the doors open for future favours only possible through
manipulated elections. With the introduction of the EVM law, they fear that
the doors of getting benefits from rigged elections have been shut. In this
situation, one has to appreciate the role and stance of PM Imran Khan,
who remained steadfast to introduce electoral reforms, particularly the
use of technology to ensure transparency in polls. This is despite the fact
that PM Imran Khan and his party may suffer the most in the next elections, because there is no denying the fact that the PTI’s performance has
been pathetic in more than three years and the people are really feeling
the heat of price hike. With this performance, the PTI could only hope to
lose elections and even then PM Imran Khan has been able to get the
law passed from the parliament, which is really a bold step. It is also important to understand that now with less than two years to go for the next
national elections, the PTI has limited options. In other words, either PM
Imran Khan has to improve the performance of his government significantly and provide relief to the people from the price hike or vanish from
the political scene of Pakistan with people now more comfortable to vote
through EVMs.
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Fate of LGs in KP and grave
issues of merged districts
Raza Khan

The much-delayed formation of local governments in Khyber Pakhtunkhwa
has once again become questionable as the provincial government of the
Pakistan Tehreek-e-Insaf (PTI) has moved the Supreme Court of Pakistan
against a decision of the Peshawar High Court (PHC), under which the
upcoming local elections were to be held on a party-basis. Earlier, the PTI
government had decided to hold the elections on a non-party basis while
the opposition parties had challenged the decision in the court.
Local governments are direly needed in the province, in particular the
merged tribal districts (MTDs), formerly known as the Federally Administered Tribal Areas (FATA), which have never seen such institutions. Since
the merger of the former FATA in KP in May 2018, the state efforts to mainstream the districts constituting a huge region by undertaking massive development initiatives have remained extensively unimplemented. The
fundamental reason has been that there have been no such forums to
identify the developmental needs of the areas concerned and then come
up with appropriate projects and finally execute them in a befitting manner.
These forums could only be provided by local government institutions.
However, the residents of the merged districts have got extremely frustrated with the lack of development of their areas and more importantly the
complex issues the merger has created. This is apparent from various congregations in different tribal districts and the provincial capital, Peshawar,
rejecting the merger outright. It is a serious issue which the authorities
seem to be unable to tackle but would have profoundly serious consequences. In this backdrop, the decision of the PTI government in KP with
its Chief Minister Mahmud Khan, working under the direct tutelage of the
party head and Prime Minister of Pakistan Imran Khan, to hold non-party
LG polls in the province is merely an attempt to conceal the most possible
defeat of its candidates in the upcoming elections in its political forte due
to the pathetic performance of the party in the province and the Centre.
This attitude of the PTI government would not address the grave issues of
conflict and terrorism-affected KP, rather could make them murkier.
In case of the rest of Pakistan, the absence of local government institutions has multiplied the miseries of the people but the non-existence of
such structures in the merged districts has taken its toll on the residents
of the region and may inflict huge damage to the security and stability of
the region in the months and years ahead.
Developmental initiatives are only successful when there is a proper
mechanism for their conception and more importantly it largely depends
upon their enforceability which, in turn, rests upon the availability of the
structure and apparatus and their nature. Insofar as the MTDs are concerned, there is no proper state apparatus or mechanism in place as the
region has been in administrative transition after its merger with KP in May
2018. None of the government administrative departments, whether the
police or general administration, could be fully entrenched in the region,
resulting in massive issues and conflicts. More importantly, the long promised and long overdue LGs institutions to be established in the region are
yet to see the light of the day. Now further delay would make the situation
worse. Keeping in view the nature and remoteness of the region, the foremost step for the state was to establish local government structures which
never existed there despite their critical need. However, despite the passage of more than three years local government institutions are still to be
set up in the merged districts. Unfortunately, more than capacity issues it
has been the lack of the will and vested interests of individuals within the
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federal and KP governments that have prevented the establishment of
local government institutions in the ex-FATA.
The region should not have first been merged with KP. But whatever
happened is now history and therefore, the tribal belt would somehow have
to be subsumed into KP but there are numerous challenges to it. This is
evident from the fact that when the government realized the problems in
integration and the resultant vacuum, which emerged after the ex-FATA
merger with KP and with it the discontinuation of all regulations in the region and impediments to enforcing the laws of KP in the region, it enacted
the FATA Interim Regulatory Framework. The interim arrangement has replaced the Frontier Crimes Regulation (FCR).
Today, the far more important question about the merged districts is
not their integration but putting in place normal and self-sustaining governing structures there. Local government elections in the region were
promised by the previous PML-N government to be held by October 2018.
Afterwards, it was said that the elections would be held after the provincial
assembly elections on 17 seats. But despite these elections taking place
two years back, there have been no local government elections there. As
these elections could not take place, it has raised doubts about the government’s seriousness about the issue.
Prime Minister Imran Khan some time back desired to come up with a uniform local government system in the country. Moreover, he has also directed
the quarters concerned that local government elections in KP and the former
FATA should be held simultaneously. PM Imran Khan’s desire to have a uniform local government system in entire Pakistan may require constitutional
changes as presently every province is empowered to have a local government system of its choice. However, making constitutional amendments to
bring a uniform LG system is not possible for the weak federal government.
National and international so-called Jihadist organisations and individuals find an extremely conducive environment in the former FATA to make
the region their base for regional insurgency and international terrorism in
the name of Islam. All these negative developments in the former FATA
have their roots in the long-existing political and legal vacuum in the areas,
specifically due to the absence of local government structures. This long
existing political and legal vacuum in the region was also among other factors due to the non-existence of any form of self-governing local government institutions, due to which the establishment of the state writ in the
region remains a far cry while it could not at all be developed and the provision of fundamental needs of the people could not be ensured.
As profound social, political and economic changes have occurred over
decades, particularly in the 21st century, the legal and administrative structure of the former FATA, which has its roots in colonial times, could not respond to the complex problems and needs of the growing population. It
slowly and gradually made the existing administrative apparatus redundant
which further eroded the state writ in the tribal region. Every kind of negative trend pervaded and thrived in the region as local, national and international terrorist and militant groups took full advantage of the situation
and cultivated their bases in the region. Criminal gangs, like kidnappers
and extortionists, also used the territory for their activities. There is little, if
any, realization within Pakistan’s policymaking institutions about formulating a new administrative system for the region. Even there was no serious
effort to introduce a local government or municipal councils system in the
region to provide a rudimentary modern system of administration.
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Political pressure threatens
economic reforms
Husnain Shahid
Pakistan eyes growth of 4-5pc in the current fiscal year after registering the
first recession in seven decades of its history in the pandemic year that ended
in June 2020. The country grew by 3.94pc in the last fiscal year, against all
odds and national and international estimates. As the pandemic has subsided
in the country and the world, Pakistan’s economy is expected to perform even
better, though it still faces serious internal and external challenges, especially
after the fall of Kabul to the Taliban.
Economic indicators prove Pakistan is moving in the right direction after
the adoption of a contractionary policy by the government of Prime Minister
Imran Khan for over two years. Pakistan’s exports are growing steadily, though
imports are also increasing at a higher rate. Exports of the country recorded
17.5pc growth and reached $2.471 billion in October 2021, against $2.104 billion in the corresponding month of the previous year. “This is the highest-ever
export in October in our history,” Adviser to Prime Minister on Commerce Abdul
Razak Dawood said. However, the adviser noted that foreign shipments fell
short of the target of $2.6 billion for the month. He pointed out that the country’s
exports grew by 25pc to $9.468 billion during July-October 2021, compared
to $7.576 billion in the same period last year. Pakistan had fixed a target to
ship merchandise worth $9.6 billion abroad in the four-month period. Imports
also jumped by 64pc to $24.99 billion in July-October 2021, compared to
$15.19 billion in the corresponding months of 2020. Over 40pc of the increase
was driven by investment in capital goods, raw material and intermediate
goods, which indicated expansion and enhanced activity in the industrial sector. The remaining 60pc of imports comprised petroleum products, coal and
gas (34pc), vaccines (11pc) and food (8pc).
The government plans to increase exports up to $40 billion during the current
financial year as it focuses on the diversification of unconventional sectors. Razak
Dawood hopes the country’s exports would reach $50 billion by following the policy of trade diversification in potential sectors and markets by the last fiscal year
2023 of the government. Export diversification, focus on non-traditional sectors
and increasing exports to new markets, including Africa, are key points of the
new trade policy.
The Federal Board of Revenue (FBR) has also surpassed the monthly tax
collection target for October. Its collection exceeded the target by Rs31 billion as
it collected Rs428 in October against the target of Rs397 billion. The FBR collected Rs1,840 billion in the July-Oct period, which is 37pc higher than last year.
Income tax collection also grew by 32pc on a year-on-year basis. Meanwhile, inflows from overseas Pakistanis declined by 7.4pc in October as compared to a
month earlier even though cumulative remittances reached a record $10.6 billion
during the first four months of the current financial year. “At $2.5b in October
2021, remittances continue their strong streak, rising by 10pc from October 2020
and only moderating marginally compared to September 21,” the State Bank of
Pakistan (SBP) said. Remittances in September amounted to $2.7b.
However, surging imports during the July-October period have widened the
trade deficit, putting significant pressure on the rupee-dollar exchange rate which
ultimately reflected in a higher current account deficit. However, Fitch Ratings
says Pakistan’s recent policy adjustments and demonstrated access to external
financing, as well as its commitment to a market-determined exchange rate, offset
rising external risks from a widening current-account deficit. In its latest report, it
said that ongoing reforms, if sustained, could create positive momentum for the
sovereign’s ‘B-’ rating, which it affirmed in May 2021 with a Stable Outlook. However, it noted that increases in global energy prices and a strong domestic re-

December 1-15, 2021

covery from the initial Covid-19 pandemic shock have put additional strains on
Pakistan’s external position. “The current-account deficit in the fiscal year to June
2022 is set to be wider than our previous forecast of 2.2pc. The State Bank of
Pakistan (SBP) on November 19, 2021, raised its policy rate by a significant
150bp to 8.75pc, pointing to rising risks related to the balance of payments and
inflation," it observed.
The leading credit rating agency thinks external liquidity pressures should be
manageable in the near term, despite the wider current-account deficit, given
Pakistan’s adequate foreign-exchange reserves and success in accessing financing. Official reserve assets nearly doubled to $24.1 billion by end-September
2021 from $12.6 billion two years ago. However, liquid foreign-exchange reserves
have dropped since mid-September, which we believe may partly reflect debt repayment. Pakistan’s near-term financing efforts have been supported by Saudi
Arabia, which plans to place $3 billion on deposit with the SBP and provide an
additional $1.2 billion oil-financing facility under a one-year support package. Its
foreign reserves also received a $2.8 billion boost in August from the IMF’s oneoff global allocation of Special Drawing Rights, the agency noted.
Funding from the sources followed Pakistan’s successful international debt
issuance through a $2.5 billion bond in March 2021 and a follow-on $1 billion
bond as part of its global medium-term note programme. Pakistan aims to tap
debt markets more regularly through the scheme, which could reduce the costs
of coming to market. The authorities also plan new sukuk issuance in 2021. Following a staff level agreement on the sixth review of the country’s Extended Fund
Facility (EFF) reached on 21 November, the IMF is set to release a further $1 billion in funding, provided certain prior actions are met. “We believe these include
amending the SBP Act to formalise the central bank’s institutional independence
and removing some tax exemptions. The authorities’ sustained reform efforts
and commitment to the IMF programme should support access to external financing, even with global financing conditions potentially becoming more challenging for emerging markets in 2022 as global monetary policy settings grow
less accommodative.”
If the government retains its commitment to a market-driven exchange rate,
Fitch Ratings believes this would be a useful shock absorber to help contain external risks in the longer term. An exchange rate that supports the price competitiveness of Pakistan’s exports could over time help to reduce the country’s
reliance on debt financing to balance its external accounts, which remains a credit
weakness. In addition, fiscal consolidation under the EFF could help reduce external imbalances by dampening imports, while also reducing the drag of weak
public finances on Pakistan’s rating.
In its rating review in May, Fitch Ratings had noted that continued implementation of policies sufficient to facilitate a rebuilding of foreign-exchange reserves
and easing external financing risks could lead to positive rating action. It also argued that positive rating momentum could emerge from improvements in the
business environment or fiscal consolidation, if sustained over time. Continued
adherence to the EFF reform agenda would increase the likelihood of achieving
these outcomes. Nonetheless, political pressures could test the government’s
commitment to reform, particularly if inflation accelerates from its already high
levels, it warned.
It is a fact that prices are not decreasing; they are persistently on the rise.
On the other hand, the opposition alliance has also announced a “decisive”
movement against the government. It could threaten political stability and economic reforms.
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Rising wealth and
growing inequality
Asim Nisar Chaudhry

The twin phenomenon of rising wealth and growing inequality has become
the defining feature of the world economy in recent years. Wealth is getting
concentrated in fewer hands, while on the other hand, a majority of countries
in Asia and Africa are becoming poorer.
According to the World Bank’s new Changing Wealth of Nations report released recently, global wealth has grown overall, but at the cost of future prosperity and by exacerbating inequalities. The report says that countries that are
depleting their resources in favour of short-term gains are putting their
economies on an unsustainable development path. While indicators such as
Gross Domestic Product (GDP) are traditionally used to measure economic
growth, the report underlines the importance of considering natural, human,
and produced capital to understand whether growth is real and sustainable.
Breaking new ground, the Changing Wealth of Nations 2021 tracks the
wealth of 146 countries between 1995 and 2018, by measuring the economic
value of renewable natural capital (such as forests, cropland, and ocean resources), non-renewable natural capital (such as minerals and fossil fuels),
human capital (earnings over a person’s lifetime), produced capital (such as
buildings and infrastructure), and net foreign assets. The report accounts for blue
natural capital—in the form of mangroves and ocean fisheries—for the first time.
According to the report, global wealth grew significantly between 1995 and
2018, and middle-income countries are catching up to high-income countries.
However, growing prosperity has been accompanied by unsustainable management of some natural assets. Low- and middle-income countries saw their
forest wealth per capita decline 8% from 1995 to 2018, reflecting significant
deforestation. Meanwhile, the value of global marine fish stocks collapsed by
83% due to poor management and overfishing over the same period. The
projected impacts of climate change may exacerbate these trends.
To quote World Bank Managing Director for Development Policy and Partnerships, Mari Pangestu: “A deeper and more nuanced understanding of the
sustainability of wealth is crucial to a green, resilient, and inclusive future. It is
essential that renewable natural capital and human capital are given the same
importance as more traditional sources of economic growth, so that policymakers take steps to enable long-term prosperity.”
Among other things, mispricing of assets like carbon-emitting fossil fuels
is leading to overvaluation and over-consumption. The World Bank argues
that development can be put on a more sustainable path by taking a comprehensive view of wealth and putting in place policy measures including carbon
pricing to better value and nurture assets such as forests, mangroves, and
human capital. It is a matter of special concern that global wealth inequality is
growing; low-income countries’ share of global wealth has changed little from
1995 to 2018, remaining below 1% of the world’s wealth, despite having
around 8% of the world’s population. Over one-third of low-income countries
saw declining wealth per capita. Countries with declining wealth tend also to
be degrading their base of renewable natural assets. For low-income countries, appropriately managing renewable natural capital, which accounts for
23% of their wealth, remains crucial.
The report notes that globally the share of total wealth in renewable natural
capital (forests, cropland, and ocean resources) is decreasing and being fur-
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ther threatened by climate change. At the same time, renewable natural capital
is becoming more valuable as it provides crucial ecosystem services. For example, the value of mangroves for coastal flood protection has grown more
than 2.5 times since 1995 to over $547 billion in 2018. The value of protected
areas per square kilometer has also rapidly increased.
The report shows that human capital, measured as the population’s expected lifetime earnings, is the largest source of worldwide wealth, comprising
64% of total global wealth in 2018. Middle-income countries increased their
investment in human capital and in turn saw significant increases in their share
of global human capital wealth.
According to the report, although the long-lasting effects of the COVID-19
pandemic are still unknown, low-income countries are likely to experience the
most severe impacts, with a projected loss of 14% of total human capital.
Human capital is additionally constrained by gender gaps across all regions
and income groups, with little improvement since 1995. Air quality also has
serious consequences for both human capital and climate change, and accounts for over 6 million premature deaths annually.
Of equal concern is the fact that non-renewable natural capital wealth (minerals, fossil fuels) has declined since 2014, mainly due to falling commodity
prices. The report looks at the projected impacts of a low-carbon transition
and border carbon adjustment taxes on fossil fuel wealth and provides recommendations for managing the economic risks posed for resource-dependent countries. Countries that are heavily dependent on fossil fuel wealth were
found to have lower shares of wealth from human capital, despite their high
income levels, with human capital only comprising 34% of their wealth.
The report lists several priorities for policymakers to diversify and rebalance their national portfolios to be more resilient and sustainable. It recommends actively investing in public goods like education, health, and nature, to
prevent unsustainable depletion, and manage future risks. Recommendations
also include policy and pricing measures that help reflect the social value of
assets and to steer private investment towards better outcomes for all. Of particular value in this connection are actions like repurposing fisheries subsidies,
and taking action to promote renewable energy assets.
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Economics

Revenue shortage
retarding SDGs progress
Asim Nisar Chaudhry

Pakistan is way behind the neighbouring countries in meeting the
targets of Social Development
Goals (SDG). Sad to note that
the country’s level of progress is
just above Afghanistan and far
behind India, Iran, Sri Lanka and
Bangladesh.
As in all countries, Pakistan
uses annual development budgets for 90pc of the investment to
meet the 2030 SDG targets in all
17 selected areas, including
health, education, women empowerment and environment. In
the next nine years, our government will have to earmark huge
development budgets to meet
SDG targets. If we fail to meet the 2030 targets, international financial institutions will give us lower priority as compared to countries that have a
higher achievement rate.
One reason why we are not doing better in achieving the SDG targets
is that we lack sufficient funds due to the unavailability of revenue in required quantities. Governments in Pakistan have consistently failed to generate enough revenue which leads to a fiscal deficit and to manage the
deficit development expenses are cut which reduces our rate of progress.
The level of seriousness of Pakistani governments about expansion in the
revenue base seldom arises out of their sense of responsibility towards
what is right for Pakistan’s economy. It is often shaped by their short-term
need to balance fiscal books — and gain some political mileage by implementing politically gainful projects. Economic decisions are not taken on
merit which further worsens the situation. To boost the revenue, the previous Pakistan Muslim League-Nawaz (PML-N) government launched bearer
bonds of high denominations — up to Rs40,000. The idea was to amass
huge non-tax funds, and thus, increase the overall revenues. But this move
resulted in further expanding the black economy with all its negative effects.
Amnesty schemes are also launched in order to bring in more revenue.
Let us remember that they carry an opportunity cost higher than what they
actually achieve. Austerity drives have been launched from time to time
by successive governments. But the drives are not sustained and the situation returns soon to its old routine.
There are many loopholes in Pakistan’s taxation system. It is lopsided
and is tilted in favour of the rich. The system is also riddled with corruption.
As a result, the GDP-tax ratio in Pakistan is one of the lowest in the world.
That is the reason when Pakistan turns to the International Monetary Fund
(IMF) for borrowing, the Fund criticises the government’s revenue-boosting
schemes and demands their reversal, such as in the case of the high-value
bearer bonds or fundamental restructuring of the Pakistan Tehreek-i-Insaf
(PTI)’s amnesty scheme or its incentives for builders and developers.
As per latest media reports, the IMF has demanded that the govern-
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ment cut its development spending for 2021-22, from Rs900 billion to
Rs700b. It is not for the first time that the Fund has made such a demand.
Whenever we enter into an IMF programme, Fund officials ask the government of the day to cut its development budget and rationalise subsidies
with high opportunity costs to the economy.
The PTI government has done better than its predecessors in boosting
the revenues. Taxes have been rationalized and the taxation machinery
has been gingered up. Fortunately, Pakistan has come out of the vicious
cycle of a high fiscal deficit demanding cuts in development spending
which leads to slower economic growth, lower revenue collection, necessitating another round of cuts. If we analyse the 50-year data of Pakistan’s
GDP growth, we see that except for brief periods the country’s economy
never grew consistently higher than 4-5 percent for even five years in a
row. There are innumerable reasons for it. But lower development spending as a percentage of GDP is one of them.
Experts recommend that the State Bank of Pakistan (SBP) in collaboration with the government as well as economic think-tanks should consider undertaking a study to examine how revenues can be boosted to
expand the space for development spending. This is a good idea and must
be pursued vigorously. The government is trying its best to collect more
taxes but more efforts are needed in this direction.
An important need is to keep budget and fiscal deficits within limits.
This can be done by drastically reducing the administrative expenses for
which there is enough scope. We all know that there is much waste in government spending. This should be taken care of by reducing the unlimited
perks allowed to high-ranking officials.
At the same time, steps should be taken to cut the cost of debt servicing
which takes away a large part of annual tax revenues. Brain-storming on
these issues can go a long way to increase revenues and enable the government to avoid cuts in development spending. In the long-term perspective, this is the only way to ensure that Pakistan has enough development
funds to achieve the targets set in the SDG goals.
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Education

Sindh’s plan to close
down 7,000 schools
Rasheed Ali

The Sindh Assembly was informed last month that the provincial education
department had decided to close down over 7,000 schools, as they had become “unfeasible”.
Provincial Education Minister Sardar Ali Shah was responding to a point
of order, raised in the assembly by opposition leader Haleem Adil Shaikh. The
minister said the 7,000 government-run schools were either situated in areas
where there was no requirement of any additional educational institution or
their buildings were not suitable to impart education in a proper manner.
What a ridiculous plan! How come a province, where almost 6.5 million
children between 5 and 16 years of age are out of school, can afford closing
down such a large number of schools, asks Haleem Adil Shaikh, who’s a
member of the opposition Pakistan Tehreek-e-Insaf party in the Sindh Assembly. He also contests the figures given by the education minister in the House.
“I have reports the PPP government is going to close down 10,000 schools in
the province,” he tells Cutting Edge by telephone.
The minister made an attempt to justify the government plan to close down
“non-viable” schools. He said that most of the “unfeasible” schools had been
set up during the tenure of former Sindh Chief Minister Dr Arbab Ghulam
Rahim, so much so that 64 schools were established in one village. However,
Mr. Shaikh is not satisfied with the reply at all. He says the ruling Pakistan
People’s Party has been in power for over a decade in Sindh. “If some “nonviable” schools had been set up some 15 years ago, why no corrective measures were taken by the PPP government earlier? The schools must have been
relocated to districts where those were direly needed,” he says. Mr. Shaikh
also asks the minister as to what action had been taken against the officials
who had established the “unnecessary” schools in Sindh.
Education Minister Sardar Ali, in his reply in the house, also criticised the
one-room primary schools policy as, according to him, a single room was not
sufficient to house students of five classes at a time. The opposition leader,
however, again confronts the minister. “Why not build more rooms in such
schools, where one room was insufficient to accommodate all students of different classes,” he asks.
Haleem Adil Shaikh says it was he who had pointed out the misuse of
buildings of schools in rural areas last year. He said the buildings were mostly
used to house livestock or as “autaq” (sitting areas) of local landowners. “Instead of reclaiming the buildings and reviving those as schools, the PPP government has provided the waderas (landowners) a chance to fortify their illegal
possession by announcing the closure of the schools,” Mr. Shaikh argues.
However, the minister told the House that recommendations would be sent to
the Sindh Health Department to convert the buildings into basic health units.
Citing the findings of a non-profit, non-governmental organisation, Pak Alliance for Maths and Science, Haleem Shaikh says that almost 44% children
in the province are out-of-school and the large-scale closure of schools will
adversely affect the education sector in the province.
The study titled “The Missing Third — An out-of-school study of Pakistani
5-16 year-olds,” was released to the media a few months ago. The study findings say: “The total population of five to 16-year-old children in Sindh is
14,675,864. (And) 44% of those are reported (to be) out-of-school. This
amounts to a total of 6,484,007 children, who are unable to go to school in
the province.”
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The study revealed that almost 100% of such five-year-old children
have never been to school and only 63% of children who are 16 have been
to school. The dropout rate of children increases with age, specifically between the ages of 10 and 11 and 14 and 16. Ninety-five per cent of the
out-of-school children have never attended school, while 30% are unwilling
to go to school.
The study shows that out of 29 districts in Sindh, 21 have more than 44%
of children that are out-of-school. Fourteen out of 29 districts in the province
have been identified as "highly state-dependent" districts for the provision of
education. The districts include Thatta, Kashmore, Tando Muhammad Khan,
Sujawal, Badin, Shikarpur, Jacobabad, Tharparkar, Larkana, Mirpurkhas,
Kamber-Shahdadkot, Umerkot, Matiari and Shaheed Benazirabad. The districts are home to 3,295,008 out-of-school children, which accounts for 51%
of the total out-of-school children population in Sindh.
The Sindh opposition leader says more than 80% of children in 15 districts
of Sindh attend government schools, but the provincial government was going
to deprive the poor students of getting an inexpensive education. He says that
Thatta is ranked the worst in terms of the out-of-school children rate, with 71%
not attending school. Kashmore has 63%, Tando Muhammad Khan 66%, Sujawal 65% and Badin 63% children not attending school.
Mr. Shaikh believes that the education department needs making radical
improvements in early-year enrolments and first-time enrolments for fast-track
programmes for children between the ages of 10 and 16. He also laughs off
the education minister’s assertion that the closure of “non-viable” schools
would lessen the burden on the national exchequer. “It is a matter of priorities.
They are not ready to spend on education for the poor, so that tomorrow they
will not challenge their corruption after becoming educated youths,” Mr. Shaikh
says. “Only those nations can stand tall among the comity of nations who give
topmost priority to educating their upcoming generations,” the opposition
leader in the Sindh Assembly says.
He also relates the story of a Japanese girl student and the Japan Railways, which continued the train service for years only to facilitate the lone student. In 2016, the media reported that the Japan Railways—the group that
operates the country’s railway network— kept the underused station open for
years for a good reason. Ridership at the Kyu-Shirataki station on the island
of Hokkaido, and a few neighbouring ones, had dramatically fallen because
of the remote location, and freight service had ended there as well. But students depended on the train for transit, and parents asked that the company
keep the station open for their children. And for years, there had been just
one passenger, a high-school girl, who regularly waited at the train station, on
her way to class. Trains stopped there only a few times a day—once to pick
up the girl for school and a few times after the school day was over.
“Was there not even a single student to attend the schools which the Sindh
government is in the process of closing down,” asks Mr. Shaikh. “Nations are
not built by closing down schools, but by keeping them open even if only a
few students come to attend them,” he says empathically. “When a school is
open and working, chances are there that some more students would come
soon. But when a school is closed down, it means you shut doors on those
few, who want to make their lives better for themselves as well as for their
country,” he adds.
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COVID-19

It is high time we start
preparing for future pandemics
Gordon Brown

Five million lives worldwide have already been lost to COVID-19, and the
World Health Organization Access to COVID-19 Tools Accelerator
(WHO/ACT-A) grimly predict five million more lives will be lost to the disease
in months to come. Alarmingly also, COVID-19 cases will swell from the 260
million confirmed so far to 460 million by the end of 2022.
The damage from COVID-19 has been so ruinous that we now need an
internationally binding agreement to prevent future outbreaks from ever becoming pandemics again. In the words of WHO Director-General, Tedros Adhanom Ghebreyesus, a new agreement should be underpinned by a
high-level commitment to health for all grounded in equity and solidarity between nations. Not only should all people have fair access to what they need
for their health, irrespective of their wealth or their income, but the international community should ensure the equitable use and distribution of available
medical resources. For that to happen, we need a fully functioning global surveillance system, the fast-tracking and sharing of support in emergencies
and predictable finance.
Nothing illustrates the need for this more clearly than our collective failure,
as an international community, to meet our promise to secure the equitable
distribution of vaccines. For a while, thanks to brilliant science and strong
manufacturing performance, we will have produced 12 billion vaccine doses
by Christmas – enough to vaccinate every adult in the world – 95 percent of
adults still remain unprotected in low-income countries. This is perhaps the
greatest public policy failure of our times. The WHO’s internationally agreed
adult vaccination target for every country – 40 percent by December – is set
to be missed by 82 countries. On current trends, it will take until Easter at
least to get close to the 40 percent, and even then, dozens of countries may
miss out. In fact, since June’s G7 meeting, where leaders pledged the whole
world would be vaccinated by 2022, the gap between the vaccine haves and
the vaccine have-nots has widened rather than diminished.
In high-income countries, vaccination rates have risen from 40 percent in
June to 60-70 percent now, but they have moved at a glacial pace in low-income countries – from 1 percent to less than 5 percent. Indeed, six adults
are receiving their booster shots in middle- and high-income countries for
every one adult now being inoculated each day in a low-income country and
90 percent of African health workers remain unprotected.
Although important regional initiatives like the Africa Union’s vaccine purchasing facility AVAT, have taken steps to address the inequity gap by purchasing 400 million single-shot vaccines from Johnson & Johnson and
another 110 million doses from Moderna – 50 million coming between December and March – it is still not enough to meet the needs of a continent of
1.3 billion people. This inequality is simply explained: 89 percent of all vaccines have been bought by the G20, the world’s richest countries, and today
they retain control of 71 percent of future deliveries. Promises from the Global
North to gift vaccines to the Global South have fallen short: only 22 percent
of the donations promised by America have been sent. Europe, the UK and
Canada have performed considerably worse and have despatched only 15,
10 and 5 percent respectively. COVAX, the global vaccine distribution agency,
which had hoped to send out two billion vaccines by December, now expects
to deliver just two-thirds of that number. Such is the scale of the stockpiling
of vaccines in the richest countries that health data research group, Airfinity,
estimate that by the close of 2021, 100 million unused doses in the G20
stockpile will pass their “use by” dates and be wasted.
For G20 countries, to have and to hoard life-saving vaccines and deny
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them to the poorest countries, is morally indefensible. To allow tens of millions of doses to go to waste is an act of medical and social vandalism that
may never be forgotten or forgiven. An urgent, ongoing, month-by-month
delivery plan and airlifting of vaccines, coordinated by the G20 countries,
is now needed to put the unused capacity to use where vaccines are most
needed. But the vaccine inequities show why more fundamental changes
are needed in the international architecture of health decision-making. Of
course, few international organisations have been given the freedom and
independence to make binding decisions that national governments are
obliged to follow. The discretion available to the Appeal Court of the World
Trade Organization and to the International Criminal Court, whose decisions are final, are areas where an international organisation can overrule
nation-states and because of that, they are under assault from a coalition
of anti-internationalists.
While there is a global health treaty focused on reducing the demand and
supply of tobacco, and a 2011 agreement to ensure the WHO can commandeer supplies of flu vaccine when needed, the binding worldwide agreement
that has been called for to enable world health authorities to do more to prevent, detect, prepare for and control a pandemic still eludes us. The special
World Health Assembly summit offers us a unique opportunity to address
these gaps by serving as a launchpad for a process that will urgently develop
a legally binding international agreement under the auspices of the WHO
Constitution. They can build on important reports – the G20 report of Larry
Summers, Tharman Shanmugaratnam, Ngozi Okonjo-Iweala, the Mario
Monti report to the European region of the WHO and, the recommendations
of the WHO review led by former Liberian President, Ellen Johnson Sirleaf
and former New Zealand Prime Minister Helen Clark.
First, our global health leaders must have more authority to develop and
upgrade health surveillance. Second, we need to build on the pioneering
work of ACT-A and COVAX to ensure equitable manufacturing and distribution of PPE, tests, treatments and vaccines so that all countries can detect, respond, treat and protect against current and future pandemics. Third,
we need a global pandemic preparedness board. But all this will work only
if we devise a sustainable financing mechanism to address the glaring
global inequalities in health provisions across the world. Too often, in times
of global crises – even those where we face life and death decisions – we
are reduced to passing round the begging bowl or convening “pledging”
conferences in a way that is more reminiscent of organising a whip-round
at a charity fundraiser.
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Agriculture

Need to adopt high
efficiency irrigation
Dr. Zaheer Ahmad Babar

Every year in winters, when water flows in rivers go down to almost dead
levels, experts and departments warn of a severe crisis in the years to
come, and stress an efficient use of irrigation water for growing crops.
This year too, water experts have warned that Pakistan may face an
acute water crisis, if no corrective measures are taken on a long-term
basis. The experts suggest drip and sprinkling irrigation systems as a
panacea for the issue and stress farmers to benefit from the subsidy being
offered by the government for the purpose.
In the traditional irrigation system, Pakistan uses 90% of its water for
agriculture, as farmers flood their fields to irrigate their crops. Pervaiz Amir,
director at the Pakistan Water Partnership (PWP), a non-governmental organisation, says that over the past 30 years, Pakistan has gone from a
country enjoying an abundance of water to one facing increasing water
stress. Between 1990 and 2015, the amount of water available per person
dropped from just over 2,170 cubic metres to about 1,300 cubic metres,
according to a 2017 report by the United Nations Development Programme. That was the result of rapid population growth, urbanisation, industrialisation and water-intensive agricultural practices, combined with
growing climate impacts, the report said.
Seeing the sensitivity of the issue, the federal and provincial governments have launched several projects to convince farmers to adopt new
irrigation methods for saving water and growing more crops with less
water. The National Water Policy 2018 also stressed high efficiency irrigation systems. The systems provide water directly to crops’ roots, leading
to more efficient use of water resources as opposed to the flood irrigation
methodology, which is widespread in the country.
The Punjab government’s Rs. 67.5 million project provides subsidies
for small-scale farmers to install sprinklers and drip irrigation systems,
some using solar power to run them. The subsidy is being provided to
farmers who own land up to 15 acres. Corporate entities have also been
involved. Under its “caring for water” programme, Nestle has partnered
with the Punjab government to install the systems on 152-acre land. The
partnership allows the company to bear the remaining 40% of the installation cost that farmers owe. The Pakistan Agriculture Research Council
(PARC) has also set up a solar-powered high efficiency irrigation pilot project in Fateh Jang, where research is taking place on drip and sprinkler irrigation systems.
The Punjab government has also announced providing a 50% subsidy
for running the drip irrigation projects on the solar system. Malik Muhammad Akram, head of the Punjab Agriculture Department’s water management programme, tells Cutting Edge that the provincial government had
earmarked Rs. 3.67 billion to convert drip irrigation projects to the solar
system by providing a 50% subsidy. He says that Pakistan receives sunlight about 8 hours a day which is sufficient to run motors and pumps of
the drip irrigation system if farmers convert their drip irrigation to the solar
system. The solar system is not only environment-friendly but it will also
help farmers save precious money which they use to purchase diesel for
operating drip irrigation installations, he explains.
With the motto “More crop per drop”, the Punjab Irrigated-Agriculture
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Productivity Improvement Project, run in partnership with the World Bank,
aims to have new irrigation systems installed on 120,000 acres of farmland
by next year. The system delivers small amounts of water only where
needed, and helps farmers get higher yields on their farms, compared with
the flood-irrigated lands. Malik Akram says that drip irrigation and sprinkler
systems use at least 50% less water than flood irrigation, on average. He
says that besides cutting water consumption by 50-60%, it also reduces
the use of fertilisers by almost half, as less is washed away and wasted in
the new system.
According to a Thomson Reuters Foundation report, a nine-year government effort to cut water waste, launched in 2012-2013, has so far
helped 7,000 small-scale farmers make the move to water-efficient irrigation. Pakistan’s agriculture industry is worth about $50 billion, but could be
worth seven times that much if farmers switch to water-saving techniques
and better-earning crops, and the government helps build better access
to export markets, adds the report. It suggests Pakistan farmers to switch
to more high-value crops, like olives, using this technology.
Malik Akram says that so far 66,000 acres of land have been switched
to water-efficient systems. It is a good sign for the province, and the country at large, the official adds, that nearly half of those were barren lands
which have been put back into use as a result of the project in three waterscarce areas - Potohar, Thal and Cholistan. He says that work has already
started on converting another 11,000 acres of land to new irrigation methods. He suggests that after farmers lay the pipes for the irrigation systems,
they must remain undisturbed for four or five years, because digging them
up and moving them is expensive.
However, Dr. Imran Saqib Khalid, director Governance and Policy,
WWF Pakistan, expresses his fears about the new irrigation systems. He
says that with a reduction in marginal costs of irrigation due to high efficiency systems, farmers can turn to high revenue water-intensive crops.
This can result in further groundwater extraction and lead to a situation
known as the Jevons paradox, where a technology may improve the efficient use of a natural resource but does not necessarily reduce its consumption. He says that high efficiency systems have the potential to
address some of the country's water challenges. Yet, given governancerelated, administrative and operational issues, their sustainable adoption
can face significant hurdles. Therefore, he says, the high efficiency systems need to be seen as part of a broad-based systemic and integrated
response to the country’s water management issues, but those adopting
the new system must be educated about their judicious use, which should
not damage other resources of the country.
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Rights

Child abuse on the rise
Dr. Fatima Khan

Bholi knows it well that the Wazir-e-Azam (Prime Minister) has no time to
know the plight of poor people, but she can’t tell Chhotay Saab (son of her
employer) bluntly that he is telling lies or only teasing her by saying that
Prime Minister Imran Khan has promised to protect her daughter Meena.
It is World Children’s Day and Tahir Ilyas (Chhotay Saab) is reading
out loud a message from the Prime Minister to Bholi “in a lighter vein”.
“Wazir-e-Azam has said the government is doing everything possible to
provide a safe and secure environment to all children in the country,”
the teenager tells Bholi, their maid. “The government is determined to
ensure that every child’s rights, including development, education,
healthcare, participation, dignity and security are upheld,” he continues
reading the PM message. “Your Meena is also included in all those children whom the Prime Minister has promised complete protection,” he
tells the middle-aged widow, knowing well she is very sensitive about
the safety of her daughter.
Bholi knows it well Chhota Saab is only making fun of her, but she has
to say something to avoid his displeasure. “Wazir-e-Azam is a bigwig (bara
aadmi), he must be talking about children of people like you,” she says in
a low voice. “Who knows me, and who cares about my Meena,” she murmurs sadly. “Where was the Wazir-e-Azam when a goon had molested my
innocent daughter and she had to swallow bitter pills for many days,” she
asks bitterly.
Around 40-year-old Bholi works as a maid and dish cleaner in houses
and printing press offices to make a living in the Rattigan Road area of
Lahore. Her original name is Shamim Bibi, but she even herself doesn’t
know who started calling her Bholi, and when. She lives in a single-room
house, which was inherited by her husband in the area situated behind
Data Darbar.
Rattigan Road is a semi-commercial area. Mostly, printing machines
are installed in a long narrow street, and printing material-related workplaces are set up in small and big rooms. Bholi’s husband was a press
machine man, who died of tuberculosis (TB) about six years ago. Soon
after the tragedy, her only son left her house and started living with his inlaws in the Shadbagh area, on the insistence of his wife. The occurrences
shattered Bholi completely, and the last incident was an attack on her
Meena by a beast, who’s the owner of a printing press in the area.
Meena used to accompany her mother during her work at different
houses and press offices, as Bholi does not want to leave her alone at
home. On the fateful day, Bholi was cleaning the basement, where a printing machine was installed, and asked Meena to do dusting in the office on
the ground floor. It was a matter of only a few minutes when she heard
screams of Meena and came running to rescue her. “The beast was pricking my innocent daughter when I entered the room,” she recalls. “On my
hue and cry, he left my daughter, but threatened to burn both of us alive in
our house if the matter was reported to the police or any other person,”
Bholi says with tearful eyes.
The helpless mother’s narration leaves all promises, speeches of the
prime minister and the chief ministers hollow and meaningless. Bholi and
Meena’s story is sad and moving, but not only of its kind. Every other day,
heart-wrenching stories of child abuse are carried by the print and electronic media. A report compiled by a child protection organisation, Sahil,
disclosed last month that more than 10 children were subjected to abuse
on average every day between January and June this year.
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The report, titled “Six Months Cruel Numbers 2021,” states that the average number of children subjected to abuse increased by two children
per day as compared with last year’s January-June report. The data collected from all four provinces of Pakistan, including Islamabad Capital Territory (ICT), Azad Jammu and Kashmir (AJK) and Gilgit-Baltistan (GB),
shows that a total of 1,896 cases of child abuse were reported in the period. Of those, 1,084 were of abuse against children, 523 were cases of
abduction, 238 of missing children and 51 of child marriages.
The report stated that 53% (1,013) of the victims were girls (like Meena)
and 47% (883) were boys. It revealed that “children from the age group 615 are most vulnerable to abuse”. According to the report, in 1,045 cases,
the abusers were acquaintances, while they were strangers in 430 cases,
relatives in 49 cases, female abettors in 47 cases, seminary or school
teachers in 38 cases, neighbours in 37 cases and family members in 32
cases. The data revealed that 60% of the total cases were reported from
Punjab, 6% from the ICT, 26% from Sindh, 5% from KP, and 3% from
Balochistan and AJK & GB.
One wonders where to find the roots of such large-scale child abuse
incidents while neither our religion nor social norms permit such heinous
acts. There are a number of laws in the country which guarantee children’s
protection from abuse of all kinds. The Article 37(a) of the Constitution
states, “No child shall be subjected to torture or other cruel, inhuman or
degrading treatment or punishment”.
Another law was enacted last year titled the Zainab Alert, Response
and Recovery Bill, 2019. It was ratified in March 2020 by President Arif
Alvi, effectively making it into a law. The law, which provides for a maximum sentence of life imprisonment and a Rs1 million fine on child abusers,
also dictates that toll-free helplines be established and a framework for
quick police and administrative response be laid down.
However, all efforts and laws have so far failed to provide protection
to children, as evident from the Sahil report, showing an increase in child
abuse incidents compared with the last year. It means faults lie somewhere deep in society, which needs to be reformed to the core to rectify
the situation.
(The writer is a physician by profession. She worked as an intern at the
Capital Health (New Jersey) and the Mount Sinai St. Luke’s Hospital
(New York). Rights and gender issues are the areas of special interest to
her. She can be reached at: fatima23393@hotmail.com)
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Hamas

The UK government is on the
wrong side of history, again
Ahmed Abu Artema

On November 19, British Home Secretary Priti Patel announced that she is
seeking a terror designation for the Palestinian movement Hamas. Its military
wing has already been banned in the United Kingdom, but now the government
wants to extend the measure to the political party as well.
The designation would effectively criminalise support for the movement, including actions such as wearing clothing with its slogans or flying its flag. Patel
claimed that the proscription order is vital for protecting the UK’s Jewish community and combatting anti-Semitism. It is well-known that Hamas has no formal
activities in the UK. So it is hard to believe that this move is actually meant to
uproot some kind of Hamas presence on British territory that somehow threatens the Jewish community. On the other hand, there are many initiatives in the
UK supporting the Palestinian cause and the Palestinian population in Gaza
and there are several British charitable institutions operating in the Strip.
What many Palestinians suspect is that this is yet another legal tool the
British government is deploying to suppress these pro-Palestinian activities. The
proscription order can easily be used to equate “support for Hamas” with “support for Gaza” or “support for Palestine”, thus criminalising peaceful activism
and charity work. Outlawing a political party that enjoys wide support among
Palestinians is also a dangerous prospect. The British government, along with
other Western allies of Israel, often try to portray Hamas as an alien organisation
that holds the Palestinian population in Gaza “hostage”. But that is not the case.
In 2006, Hamas won the Palestinian legislative elections, securing 74 seats in
the 132-seat parliament. Had elections been held this year, as was originally
planned, the movement would have won once again – which is why Palestinian
President Mahmoud Abbas, with Western and Israeli backing, postponed them
indefinitely. Thus, designating the movement a terrorist organisation means effectively labelling Palestinian voters as terrorists. While that may be exactly what
Israel wants and has been striving for over the past 20 years, it goes against
any moral and legal norms the British government alleges to abide by.
Even Palestinians who disagree with Hamas on its ideology or governance
do not disagree with it on its anti-occupation stance. The Palestinians are almost
unanimous in their right to resist occupation on the basis of international law,
which gives people under military occupation the right to resist it in any shape
or form. The text of United Nations General Assembly Resolution 37/43 of 1982
also affirms that people under occupation have the right to take up an armed
struggle for freedom, independence and self-determination. The Palestinian
people outright reject the UK government’s actions. In a show of solidarity,
Palestinian factions have also come out in support of Hamas, saying in a statement: “The Palestinian people and their political and national forces are united
in rejecting and condemning” the British designation of Hamas as a terrorist organisation.
While we, Palestinians, are outraged at the UK government’s actions, we
are by far not surprised. Earlier this month we marked the 104th anniversary of
the Balfour Declaration, with which then British Foreign Secretary Arthur Balfour
promised the Zionist movement to do his utmost to establish a Jewish state on
Palestinian land. The British colonialists kept their promise. Several years later,
they took control of Palestine and paved the way for accelerated Zionist colonisation. Over the following decades and to this day, Palestinians have been systematically uprooted from their lands, oppressed, ethnically cleansed and killed
to make room for the Zionist colony, unreservedly supported by Britain and other
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Western powers.
The British government bears the historical responsibility for the continuing
Palestinian tragedy. But instead of apologising, trying to set the record straight,
and offering compensation to the Palestinians, the British authorities are now
sending a message that they remain faithful to their colonial history and to suppressing anti-colonial struggles for liberation and independence.
The government order on designating Hamas a terrorist organisation comes
amid a concerted effort to curb the growing support for the Palestinian cause
within British society and to undermine pro-Palestinian activism. The peaceful
Boycott, Divestment, Sanctions (BDS) movement, for example, has also been
a target. In 2016, the British government issued guidance to local councils forbidding them from adopting boycotts on ethical grounds. It has since announced
that it will turn the policy into law. The same year, the British government adopted
the International Holocaust Remembrance Alliance’s definition of anti-Semitism,
which has been widely criticised as an attempt to silence critics of Israel and its
occupation of Palestinian land. The forced public equation of anti-Zionism with
anti-Semitism has been used against numerous British public figures who have
spoken out in favour of Palestinian rights.
The UK government’s drive to designate Hamas as a terror organisation
should also be seen within the context of Israel’s global efforts to suppress proPalestinian activism. A generational change in attitudes towards the Israeli occupation and its war crimes against the Palestinians is becoming ever more
apparent. Israel is losing ground among young Westerners, who are more outspoken and more mobilised in their support of the Palestinian cause. This was
on full display in May, when solidarity marches with Gaza, amid Israel’s latest
deadly assault, were held in the UK, US, Canada, Germany, France and elsewhere. By now, Palestine has been elevated to an international issue of justice,
freedom and equality. People across the world who support progressive ideas
embrace the Palestinian struggle as their own. On the other side sit regressive
forces who want to preserve the (neo)colonial status quo, who thrive on injustice,
oppression and dispossession. They may be powerful today but time is not on
their side. History has proven that regimes founded on injustice and subjugation
do not last.
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COP26 was a flop but
there is still hope
C J Polychroniou

The outcome of international climate summits has barely changed during
the last few decades. The task of forging a global consensus on transformative mitigation strategies to the climate emergency somehow always
eludes the participating parties, and the result is to keep kicking the can
down the road as if to say, “Let future generations take care of the problem.”
Unfortunately, despite being touted as “our last best hope”, the COP26
climate summit in Glasgow ended up being just another big flop, thus confirming that people should not expect international climate summits or governments to solve the climate crisis. Indeed, the only hope for solving
humanity’s greatest existential crisis lies with our ability to mobilise behind
the global climate movement.
The outcome of COP26 – a great “compromise” between moderates
and reactionaries – does very little to slow down our pace towards the
precipice. The final document, called the Glasgow Climate Pact, showed
no progress with regards to existing national plans to cut emissions by
2030, which are not enough to limit global warming to 1.5C (2.7F). In fact,
as things stand, the planet is headed to a disastrous 2.4C (4.3F) of heating.
Only very naive souls can gain comfort from the fact that the pact obliges
countries to return to next year’s COP with revised targets.
Fossil fuels, which supplied 84 percent of global energy in 2020, will
continue to dominate global energy consumption. The power of the fossil
fuel producers and the influence of the fossil fuel lobby is apparently too
strong to counter in diplomatic negotiations over the future of the planet.
Moreover, rich countries have failed to honour their pledge to provide
$100b each year by 2020 to help poor nations deal with the threats of
global warming, and the climate debt grows exponentially. In other words,
large-scale decarbonisation remains a distant dream despite the pressing
need to embark on this process immediately to keep temperatures from
rising well above 2C (3.6F), and COP26 contributed not in the least in the
effort to move the world economy towards a clean energy transition. Amazingly enough, even coal, the dirtiest of the fossil fuels and the single largest
source of global temperature increases, received a mere slap on the hand
as India, with the backing of China, succeeded in changing the wording of
an earlier draft from “phase out” coal to “phase down”.
If COP26 participants were really serious about solving the climate crisis they should have made, at a minimum, the following pledges: 1. Eliminate all fossil fuel subsidies, which according to a recent IMF study
amount to $5.9 trillion in 2020; 2. Ban banks from funding new fossil fuel
projects, as they have pumped trillions of dollars into oil, gas, and coal
since the signing of the Paris climate agreement of 2021; 3. Make ecocide
an international crime similar to genocide, crimes against humanity, and
war crimes; 4. Demand the cancellation of debt for lower-income countries,
which now spend several times more on servicing debt than dealing with
the challenges of global warming; 5. Create large-scale funding sources
to assist with the transition to a green economy.
Instead, we got mostly a lot of “blah, blah, blah” and more inertia. But
why the persistent failure among governments in putting the world on a
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sustainable climate pathway? First, leaders sit on climate negotiating tables with the intent to advance an agenda that serves above all their own
national interests rather than the health of our planet. Their mindset is still
guided by the principles of “political realism” and political short-termism.
This is why their words are not matching up with their actions.
Thus, Joe Biden can make a moral pronouncement to world leaders at
COP26 in Glasgow that the US will lead the fight against the climate crisis
“by example”, but, less than two weeks later, his administration auctions
oil and gas leases in the Gulf of Mexico. Second, the nation-state remains
the primary actor in world affairs, so there are no international enforcement
mechanisms with regard to pledges about cutting emissions. International
cooperation, let alone solidarity, is extremely difficult to attain under the
existing political order, and as leading international affairs scholar Richard
Falk has argued, “Only a transnational ethos of human solidarity based on
the genuine search for win/win solutions at home and transnationally can
respond effectively to the magnitude and diversity of growing climate
change challenges.”
Third, “the logic of capitalism” guides the world economy. With profitmaximisation as the ultimate motive, capitalism is toxic for the environment,
especially in its neoliberal version, with a strong emphasis on deregulation
and privatisation. Under such a socioeconomic system, it is highly unlikely
that the political establishment will dare to embark on a climate action
course that might prove detrimental to powerful economic interests. But,
alas, it is not all so difficult or hopeless as the international climate summits
make it seem. Climate activism is now a global movement. Youth worldwide
has taken to the streets to protest inaction on the climate threat.
We have made some progress in the fight against global warming.
Cities worldwide are at the forefront of climate action, thanks to grassroots
activism. More than 60 percent of European cities have already committed
themselves to reach carbon neutrality by 2050, with 12 of them before
2040. Some 30 large cities in Latin America and the Caribbean have developed climate programmes.

21

Opinion

China’s rise and America’s
decline spell conflict
Marwan Bishara

The latest Chinese American summit was sweet and sour. The three-hour
virtual meeting between US President Joe Biden and his Chinese counterpart Xi Jinping started respectfully, was even friendly, but soon descended into recriminations and veiled threats.
No surprise there. The friction between these two leading world powers
has grown too wide and deep to bridge with diplomatic niceties. They disagree on almost everything from trade and security to human rights, and
in the rare case they agree on an outcome, they disagree on the process.
But some of the disagreements, such as the future of Taiwan, are boiling
over, risking bringing the two powers into direct confrontation in a reckless
test of wills. Beijing seems to insist on bringing the self-governed island
back into the fold, by force, if necessary, while Washington appears determined to push back against China’s use of military intimidation and economic and diplomatic blackmail to strong-arm Taiwan into submission.
So, while both leaders have officially committed to maintaining the status
quo in Taiwan in the context of the “One China” policy, they also took time at
the summit to put each other on notice. President Xi warned the US against
interfering in intra-Chinese affairs, and cautioned that “whoever plays with
fire will get burned”. President Biden, who had hastily promised to defend
Taiwan against any Beijing aggression in the past, meanwhile, warned China
against the repercussions of altering the status of Taiwan by force, which in
my view are more likely to be economic than military – but no less disruptive.
In that way, the summit has addressed everything from security, trade
to human rights, but resolved nothing. It merely clarified the rules of engagement moving forward once the three-hour diplomatic truce is over. No
surprise there either. The disagreement over Taiwan, like those over Hong
Kong and North Korea, is a symptom of a far greater conflict over supremacy in Asia and indeed, the world – all of which invokes a comparison
with the Cold War between the United States and the Soviet Union.
Yes, one is mindful of the pitfalls of such an analogy, aware of both the
similarities and dissimilarities between the two eras, and yes, one is conscious of the fact that China, unlike the USSR, is deeply integrated into
the western-led international system, and does not seek world domination
through an alternative global ideology. Not yet anyway. But the similarities
are becoming uncanny as a rising China begins to pose a strategic challenge to the global system similar to that of the Soviet Union; as Biden
frames the conflict between the US and China in ideological terms (a clash
between democracy and autocracy); and as both sides show a willingness
to resort to all means necessary to achieve their goals short of a large military confrontation, or a destructive “hot war”.
China has certainly pulled ahead of Russia, which is trying to revive its
old glory and influence by any means necessary. President Vladimir Putin
may play dirty games with the West, but Xi is adamant about rewriting the
rules of the game altogether. China’s strongman rejects the “international
rules-based order” the West dictates and insists on co-authoring the principles of a new world order. In other words, the US may downplay
Moscow’s provocations as the desperate manoeuvres of a “regional
power”, but when it comes to Beijing, it has no choice but to pay attention
to this bullish and bullying superpower.
China has succeeded where it counts, where the Soviet Union had
failed – the economy. China’s economy has expanded at an incredible rate
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and, all things being equal, is destined to surpass that of the US in this
decade. China is also developing a strategic doctrine and posture worthy
of its economic supremacy, and which includes conventional, naval, digital,
space and nuclear military power. There are many ways to quantify the
Chinese miracle, no less in comparison with the US. But it suffices for our
purpose here to take an overall look at the century since the US emerged
as a world power and the Chinese Communist Party was first established,
in 1921.
In its first half, China suffered from turmoil, disintegration, foreign occupation and horrific famine that killed tens of millions, while the US became a world superpower, comprising 40 to 50 percent of the world
economy. China began to get its act together during the past 50 years,
which coincided with the US’s recognition of the communist government
and the late President Richard Nixon’s historical visit in 1972, the first by
a US president. But it was not until 10 years later that China began to
widely liberalise and industrialise its economy at a breathtaking pace. Joining the World Trade Organization (WTO), in 2001, has propelled China to
global prominence as the “world’s factory”. In the following 20 years, the
Chinese economy skyrocketed from the equivalent of 13 percent of the
US economy to 73 percent this year; a five-fold increase. In the process,
it pulled hundreds of millions of Chinese out of poverty. Furthermore, Xi’s
2013 multi-trillion-dollar Belt and Road Initiative (BRI), spanning more than
60 countries, has ensured China’s strategic enlargement and geopolitical
expansion like never before. Interestingly, renewable energy investments
reached a new high of 57 percent of BRI’s total for energy projects in 2020.
The US may have hoped that China’s membership would mean cheap
imported goods and the moderation and democratisation of the Chinese
government, but eventually, China’s ascension led to a $300b annual trade
deficit and the communist party tightened its grip on power, alas. As the
China miracle unfolded, US power has continued to unravel over the past
20 years, beginning with the debacles of its wars in Afghanistan, Iraq and
the greater Middle East and through the 2008 financial crisis and the disastrous Trump presidency, as Washington lost lots of assets, credibility,
and influence among friends and foes alike around the world.
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Digitalising systems

Farmers’ plight
The government has on a number of occasions made public its intention to
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across the board. It will not only lessen the burden on government of-
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Amna Sarfraz Jasra

Abdul Khaliq

Nurpur Thal, Khushab

Hub

Gas supply
Through the decades, natural gas has been considered an eco-friendly fuel and is being used across the country as such ever since its discovery. Nevertheless, apart from other extraneous factors, ill-planning by the relevant authorities and massive line-losses, this benign natural wealth
has been frittered away owing to sheer misuse. Now when the masses are already feeling the pinch in the shape of shortage of various kitchen
items, apart from rising petroleum prices and skyrocketing utility bills, the government is said to be planning to reduce the supply of gas to residential sector to certain time slots. The move will add further woes to the predicament already created by the soaring inflation and the resultant
squeezed purchasing power of the masses. The previous governments used to accord due priority to residential use of gas whenever the country faced a supply crunch. The practice needs to continue.
M.Y. Ehsan Ullah
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How massive stars in binary systems
turn into carbon factories

How climate change may shape the
world in the centuries to come

Ken Croswell

Carolyn Gramling

The next time you
thank your lucky stars,
you might want to bless
the binaries. New calculations indicate that a
massive star whose
outer layer gets torn off
by a companion star
ends up shedding a lot
more carbon than if the star had been born a loner.
“That star is making about twice as much carbon as a single star would
make,” says Rob Farmer, an astrophysicist at the Max Planck Institute for
Astrophysics in Garching, Germany. All life on Earth is based on carbon,
the fourth most abundant element in the cosmos, after hydrogen, helium
and oxygen. Like nearly every chemical element heavier than helium, carbon is formed in stars. For many elements, astronomers have been able
to pin down the main source. For example, oxygen comes almost entirely
from massive stars, most of which explode, while nitrogen is made mostly
in lower-mass stars, which don’t explode. In contrast, carbon arises both
in massive and lower-mass stars. Astronomers would like to know exactly
which types of stars forged the lion’s share of this vital element.
Farmer and his colleagues looked specifically at massive stars, which are
at least eight times heavier than the sun, and calculated how they behave
with and without partners. Nuclear reactions at the core of a massive star
first turn hydrogen into helium. When the core runs out of hydrogen, the
star expands, and soon the core starts converting helium into carbon. But
massive stars usually have companion stars, adding a twist to the storyline: When the star expands, the companion’s gravity can tear off the
larger star’s outer envelope, exposing the helium core. That allows freshly
minted carbon to stream into space via a flow of particles. “In these very
massive stars, these winds are quite strong,” Farmer says.

It’s hard to imagine
what Earth might
look like in 2500.
But a collaboration
between science
and art is offering
an unsettling window into how ongoing climate change
might
transform
now-familiar terrain into alien landscapes over the next few centuries.
These visualizations — of U.S. Midwestern farms overtaken by subtropical
plants, of a dried-up Amazon rainforest, of extreme heat baking the Indian subcontinent — emphasize why researchers need to push climate projections long
past the customary benchmark of 2100, environmental social scientist Christopher Lyon and colleagues contend in Global Change Biology. Fifty years have
passed since the first climate projections, which set that distant target at 2100,
says Lyon, of McGill University in Montreal. But that date isn’t so far off anymore, and the effects of greenhouse gas emissions emitted in the past and
present will linger for centuries. To visualize what that future world might look
like, the researchers considered three possible climate trajectories — low, moderate and high emissions as used in past reports by the United Nations’ Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change — and projected changes all the way
out to 2500. The team focused particularly on impacts on civilization: heat
stress, failing crops and changes in land use and vegetation.
For all but the lowest-emission scenario, which is roughly in line with limiting
global warming to “well under” 2 degrees Celsius relative to preindustrial times
as approved by the 2015 Paris Agreement, the average global temperature
continues to increase until 2500, the team found. For the highest-emissions
scenario, temperatures increase by about 2.2 degrees C by 2100 and by about
4.6 degrees C by 2500.
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US overdose deaths hit an all-time high
Alicia Ault
The CDC reported that an estimated 100,306 Americans died from drug
overdoses during the period of April 2020 to April 2021, a 28.5% increase
from the previous year.
Deaths in some states rose even more sharply. Vermont saw an almost70% increase, and drug overdose deaths in West Virginia increased by
62%. Many states, including Alabama, California, Kansas, Kentucky,
Louisiana, Tennessee, and Washington, had a 45%-50% rise in overdose
deaths. The data released by the CDC was provisional, as there is generally
a lag between a reported overdose and confirmation of the death to the National Vital Statistics System. The agency uses statistical models that render
the counts almost 100% accurate, the CDC says. The vast majority
(73,757) of overdose deaths involved opioids — with most of those (62,338)
involving synthetic opioids such as fentanyl. Federal officials said that one
American died every 5 minutes from an overdose, or 265 a day. "We have
to acknowledge what this is — it is a crisis," U.S. Department of Health and
Human Services Secretary Xavier Becerra, told reporters on a call.
"As much as the numbers speak so vividly, they don't tell the whole story.
We see it in the faces of grieving families and all those overworked caregivers. You hear it every time you get that panicked 911 phone call, you
read it in obituaries of sons and daughters who left us way too soon,"
Becerra said. Rahul Gupta, MD, director of the White House Office of
National Drug Control Policy, said, "this is unacceptable, and it requires
an unprecedented response." Gupta, who noted that he has a waiver to
treat substance use disorder patients with buprenorphine, said he's seen
"first-hand the heartbreak of the overdose epidemic," adding that, with
23 years in practice, "I've learned that an overdose is a cry for help and
for far too many people that cry goes unanswered." Both Becerra and

Gupta called on Congress to pass President Joe Biden's fiscal 2022
budget request, noting that it calls for $41 billion — a $669 million increase from fiscal year 2021 — to go to agencies working on drug interdiction and substance use prevention, treatment, and recovery support.
Gupta also announced that the administration was releasing a model law
that could be used by state legislatures to help standardize policies on
making the overdose antidote naloxone more accessible. Currently, such
policies are a patchwork across the nation.
In addition, the federal government is newly supporting harm reduction,
Becerra said. This means federal money can be used by clinics and outreach programs to buy fentanyl test strips, which they can then distribute
to drug users. "It's important for Americans to have the ability to make sure
that they can test for fentanyl in the substance," Gupta said.

Grandmother's brain In sync with her grandkids'
Cara Murez
Grandmothers can have a strong bond with the little children in their families
— and the connection even shows up on brain scans, researchers say.
The investigators embarked on a unique study, looking at the brains of
older women — not for signs of dysfunction, as with dementia, but to
study their connections with their grandchildren. "What really jumps
out in the data is the activation in areas of the brain associated with
emotional empathy," said study author James Rilling, a professor of
anthropology at Emory University, in Atlanta. "That suggests that
grandmothers are geared toward feeling what their grandchildren are
feeling when they interact with them. If their grandchild is smiling,
they're feeling the child's joy. And if their grandchild is crying, they're
feeling the child's pain and distress." The researchers wanted to understand the brains of healthy grandmothers and how that may relate
to the benefits they provide to their families. For the study, Rilling's
team gathered 50 participants who completed questionnaires about
their experiences as grandmothers. The women provided details about
how much time they spend with their grandchildren, the activities they
do together and how much affection they feel for them. The team also
used functional MRI to measure the women's brain function as they
viewed pictures of their grandchild, an unknown child, the same-sex
parent of the grandchild, and an unknown adult.
Most participants showed more activity in brain areas involved with emotional empathy and movement when viewing pictures of their own grand-
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children than when they were viewing the other images. The grandmothers whose scans showed more strongly activated areas involved with
cognitive empathy when viewing pictures of their grandchild had reported
in the questionnaire that they desired greater involvement in caring for
the grandchild. In addition, when grandmothers viewed images of their
adult child, they showed stronger activation in an area of the brain associated with cognitive empathy.
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Maman

Rocky IV

Helen O'Hara

Terri White

After the gorgeous, windswept
Portrait of a Lady on Fire, Céline
Sciamma returns with a story
that is just as elegant and compelling, and even more microscopic in its focus. Made under
lockdown conditions with a tiny
cast and barely 75 minutes long, this packs in more human emotion than
films three times its length. Nelly (Joséphine Sanz) is a quiet eight-yearold who travels with her parents to empty her grandmother’s house following the older woman’s death. Nelly is processing her loss, as is her
visibly struggling mother (Nina Meurisse), when Nelly meets Marion
(Gabrielle Sanz), in the woods behind the house. She quickly realises,
and seems instantly to accept, that this is her mother at her own age.
The pair become friends, and Nelly grasps that she has a chance to learn
more about her reserved mother and explore some of the missing pieces
of her own life. Not that the film explains itself in such crudely obvious
terms. Even more so than in Portrait, Sciamma comes across as a
supremely confident and graceful filmmaker here, resting her film entirely
on careful shot selection, mood and her two young leads, rather than any
expositionary bumph. Reunited with cinematographer Claire Mathon, Sciamma keeps the camera at her young heroes’ eye-level, framing the
shots for their convenience rather than that of adults. If the colours pop
around the girls and the framing is perfect, their own windblown hair and
unstudied reactions scream of naturalism and stop this from feeling too
clinically composed.

Drive My Car

The Power of the Dog

Ian Freer

Beth Webb

The ‘opening’ titles for Ryūsuke
Hamaguchi’s Drive My Car appear around the 40-minute mark.
Taking its cue from its source material, a 40-page short story by
Haruki Murakami, Hamaguchi’s
storytelling is the cinematic
equivalent of Murakami’s prose — simple, slow and meditative but spacious enough to contemplate a huge range of ideas, thoughts and feelings.
Its bum-numbing 179-minute running time is accentuated by the feeling
this is a series of vignettes rather than a connected narrative, but it is a
beautiful, enigmatic picture that handsomely rewards your attention.
Hamaguchi takes a more linear approach than Murakami’s enigmatic
yarn. The through-line is protagonist Yûsuke (Hidetoshi Nishijima), a
successful theatre director-actor famed for working on experimental,
multilingual productions of classic plays — he is about to embark on
Chekhov’s Uncle Vanya. His relationship with his wife Oto (Reika
Kirishima), a successful TV writer, is complex (they lost a daughter some
years earlier). Two years later, Yûsuke mounts Vanya at a theatre festival
in Hiroshima, and casts arrogant actor Kôji (Masaki Okada) in the lead
role. Amidst the battle of the wills between the two men, Yûsuke becomes involved with his driver, Misaki Watari (Tôko Miura), a timid presence who becomes a sounding-board for the actor’s inner turmoil, before
she becomes something else. Yûsuke’s car — his favoured red Saab
900 — takes on a unique role in the film.
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Let’s jump straight to the
question that is burning a
hole in your brain, 14
words in: with 40 minutes
of the theatrical version
cut (and 42 minutes of
new footage added), have
the montages – well, okay,
one long montage stitched together by a bit of pretty intense acting —
survived? Yes, they have! (Some things are worth fighting for! Some
feelings never die!)
The message of 1976’s Oscar-winning Rocky was that for some men,
for this man Rocky Balboa (Sylvester Stallone), it was enough simply
to go the distance. To prove in the ring, and in life, that he wasn’t just
a bum (copyright Mickey Goldmill). By the time we reached Rocky IV
in 1985, much had changed: Rocky, now World Champion, had moved
from the streets to a gated mansion, crease-free sweaters and respectability as part of the poshing-up package deal. The editing and
soundtracking had been MTV-ified, with the full-fat franchise chasing
the box-office dollars (it remains the most commercially successful
Rocky film). And the message? It was clearly trying to, had to, evolve:
nine years in, a defeat of Apollo Creed (Carl Weathers) and Clubber
Lang (Mr. T) under Rocky’s belt, the stakes had changed. Though to
what exactly wasn’t entirely clear: something about getting older, something about being a warrior and something about the Cold War. Oh
yeah, and Soviet Russia being dreadful.

It’s been 12 years since pioneering filmmaker Jane Campion last
released a feature. Now, the
writer-director returns with a similar energy to her lauded, deeply
sensual Palme d’Or-winning The
Piano, this time funnelled into a
frontier Western adapted from Thomas Savage’s 1967 cult novel. Like The
Piano, The Power of the Dog feels like a contemporary drama in spite of its
1920s setting, and ruminates on the same romantic taboos, repression and
visceral expressions of desire that run through Campion’s sparse yet hugely
rewarding body of work. The film’s opening centres on a pained fraternal
relationship; Phil (Benedict Cumberbatch), an acerbic bully whose behaviour is encouraged by his workers, is perpetually frustrated by the gentle indifference of his brother George (Jesse Plemons). It’s a challenging dynamic
between the two that sees Cumberbatch calcify into a scrunched-up ball of
loathing. As Phil, he toggles seamlessly between petulance — he often
refers to an unblinking George as ‘Fatso’ — and codependence. His rage
is the current coursing through the film. When George’s new wife Rose —
a woman who feels inferior due to her working-class status, played with serrated emotion by Kirsten Dunst — arrives at their echoey ranch house, Phil’s
anger takes a new, insidious form, and the fresh, heady love between
George and his spouse begins to curdle. Yet as Campion gradually peels
back the layers of the surly rancher, the film shifts from relationship drama
to a study of this single wounded character.
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The Key Man

Mercy

Simon Clark, Will Louch

David Baldacci

In this compelling story of greed, chicanery and tarnished idealism, two
Wall Street Journal reporters investigate a man who Bill Gates and Western governments entrusted with
hundreds of millions of dollars to make
profits and end poverty but now
stands accused of masterminding one
of the biggest, most brazen frauds
ever.
Arif Naqvi was charismatic, inspiring
and self-made. The founder of the
Dubai-based
private-equity
firm
Abraaj, he was the Key Man to the
global elite searching for impact investments to make money and do good. He persuaded politicians he
could help stabilize the Middle East after 9/11 by providing jobs and
guided executives to opportunities in cities they struggled to find on
the map. Bill Gates helped him start a billion-dollar fund to improve
health care in poor countries, and the UN and Interpol appointed him
to boards. Naqvi also won the support of President Obama's administration and the chief of a British government fund compared him to
Tom Cruise in Mission: Impossible.
The only problem? In 2019 Arif Naqvi was arrested on charges of
fraud and racketeering at Heathrow airport. A British judge has approved his extradition to the US and he faces up to 291 years in jail
if found guilty. With a cast featuring famous billionaires and statesmen moving across Asia, Africa, Europe and America, The Key Man
is the story of how the global elite was duped by a capitalist fairy tale.
Clark and Louch's thrilling investigation exposes one of the world's
most audacious scams and shines a light on the hypocrisy, corruption
and greed at the heart of the global financial system.

FBI agent Atlee Pine is at the end of her long
journey to discover what happened to her
twin sister, Mercy, who was abducted when
the girls were just six years old - an incident
which destroyed her family and left Atlee
physically and mentally scarred. She knew
her sister and parents were out there somewhere. And she had to find them. Dead or
alive. Atlee and her assistant, Carol Blum,
discover the truth. But the truth hurts. And
hurt makes you tough. So how tough do you
have to be to forgive? As they uncover a shocking trail of lies, greed,
fear and revenge, they must face one final challenge. A challenge
more deadly and dangerous than they could ever have imagined.

Stories for South Asian supergirls

Rapture
Lauren Kate
The sky is dark with wings. Like sand in an hourglass, time is running out for Luce and Daniel.
To stop Lucifer from erasing the past, they must
find the place where the angels fell to earth. Dark
forces are after them, and Daniel doesn't know
if he can do this--live only to lose Luce again and
again. Yet together they will face an epic battle
that will end with lifeless bodies. and angel dust.
Great sacrifices are made. Hearts are destroyed.
And suddenly Luce knows what must happen.
For she was meant to be with someone other than Daniel. The curse
they've borne has always and only been about her--and the love she
cast aside. The choice she makes now will be the only one that truly
matters. In the fight for Luce, who will win? The astonishing conclusion
to the Fallen series. Heaven can't wait any longer.

Raj Kumar Khaira
Through the fascinating, empowering stories
of 50 famous and under-celebrated women
from
Afghanistan,
Pakistan,
India,
Bangladesh, Nepal and Sri Lanka, South
Asian girls will have a chance to dream about
lives for themselves that radically differ from
the limited narratives and stereotypes written
for them by their culture, wider society and
the mainstream media. Bringing together the
stories of leading entertainers (Meera Syal,
Jameela Jamil, Mindy Kaling), pioneering
business leaders (Indra Nooyi, Anjali Sud, Ruchi Sanghvi) and a whole
host of other equally remarkable but less well known figurers - from
British Muslim spy Noor Inayat Khan to fearless activist Jayaben Desai
- this book seeks to redress the imbalance for young girls of colour by
empowering them to break new ground for themselves and inspire others along the way. Beautifully illustrated with striking portraits by ten
international South Asian female artists, this is truly a book for all ages
- a gift to be treasured by parents and children alike.
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The Lost Pianos of Siberia
Sophy Roberts
Siberia's expansive history is traditionally one
of exiles, bitter cold and suffering. Yet there is
another tale to tell.
Dotted throughout this remote and beautiful
landscape are pianos created during the
boom years of the nineteenth century. They
tell the story of how, ever since entering Russian culture under the influence of Catherine
the Great, piano music has run through the
country like blood. How these pianos made
the journey into this snow-bound wilderness
in the first place is remarkable. That they might be capable of making
music in such a hostile landscape feels like a miracle. The Lost Pianos
of Siberia is an absorbing story about a piano hunt - a quixotic quest
through two centuries of Russian history and eight time zones stretching across an eleventh of the world's land surface.
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