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Nasim Ahmed

Pakistan today presents the picture of a house 
deeply divided. Political polarization has 
reached a fever pitch with no light blinking 
at the end of the tunnel right now. The ruling 
PDM combine and the main opposition party, 
PTI, are at daggers drawn.

The last few weeks were taken up with the 
high drama, wild speculation and mindless kite 
flying surrounding the appointment of a new 
army chief. Thankfully, the matter was amicably 
resolved. Imran Khan’s long awaited march also 
came to a peaceful end. However, the overhang-
ing political uncertainty is far from over.

The government and the opposition are 
poles apart in their thinking and approach 
which has created an atmosphere of extreme 
political instability and uncertainty in the 
country.  Since 1971, Pakistan has never been as 
dangerously polarized as today. The judiciary 
is also generally perceived to be divided, while 
the establishment’s role has been a subject of 
public debate and endless TV talk shows.

While the politicians are in a fractious 
mood, the economy is caught up in an inexora-
ble process of meltdown. Prices have rocketed 
sky high, while electricity charges have gone 
beyond the paying capacity of consumers. The 
rupee is in a free fall against the dollar. The 
spectre of a default is staring us in the face.

Needless to say, increasing political 
instability is aggravating the economic crisis. 
On the other hand, the government is proving 
unequal to the task of governing. It’s a double 
whammy for the nation – political instability 
and confrontation coupled with increasing 
economic woes. Divisive politics has distracted 
attention from the country’s rapidly deteriorat-
ing economic situation. The stand-off between 
the Centre and opposition-controlled provinc-
es has further complicated matters.

Imran Khan’s popular appeal is increas-
ing by the day because he is raising issues 
which are close to the people’s hearts. His 
task has been made easy by the economic mess 
which has gripped the country during the last 
few months and which the PDM government 
has not been able to solve. Since his ouster, 
Imran Khan has been mobilizing the masses 
in favour of his demand for an early general 
election. His public meeting in Rawalpindi last 
week once again drew large crowds which fur-
ther steeled his determination to carry on with 
his political battle for an early election.

At this moment, we need a strong and 
stable government to steer the country through 
its present hour of crisis. It is time for all 

stake-holders to realize that they should play 
their part to cool things down. Imran Khan 
should moderate the strong language he uses to 
lambast his opponents. On its part, the PML-N 
too is not doing the needful to bring down 
the political temperature. In this context, the 
use of excessive force, filing of repetitive cases 
and arrest of PTI stalwarts have done much to 
embitter the political climate in the country.

The country needs a respite from all this. 
The situation calls for a bipartisan approach 
and application of the collective wisdom of the 
nation to tackle the problems facing Pakistan. 
The crying need of the hour is to hold a grand 
national dialogue and promote peace and 

reconciliation so that all political forces in the 
country, instead of fighting all the time, coop-
erate together to face the biggest challenge in 
the life of this nation.

An agreement between the govern-
ment and the PTI on a timeframe for the next 
elections can go a long way to extricate the 
country from its present state of unrelieved 
tension and confusion. For such a denouement, 
both sides must show flexibility and concede 
some ground. A spirit of accommodation can 
pave the way for holding the next polls in a 
peaceful and orderly way.

It is time to close ranks and foster a spirit 
of peace and harmony in the country. We must 

not forget that a breakdown of democracy as 
a result of the present chaos may mark the 
unravelling of the existing political order, with 
the crisis of politics turning into a crisis of the 
State. That will be a tragedy. There is need for 
all the stake-holders to realise that politics is 
not a game of gladiators in which there is a 
thin dividing line between victory and death.

It’s time for restraint and moderation 
in order to move the country towards stable 
democracy and economic prosperity. Endless 
political feuds and pursuit of narrow parti-
san interests may cause incalculable harm to 
Pakistan. National unity, not ceaseless political 
confrontation, is the need of the hour. All po-

litical forces must join hands to forge a unified 
national front against the internal and external 
challenges. If urgent action is not taken to 
defuse the spiraling crisis, the possibility of 
a civil commotion like the ones in Egypt and 
Sri Lanka cannot be discounted. In such an 
eventuality Pakistan and its people will be the 
ultimate losers.

At this critical juncture, a historic re-
sponsibility rests on the shoulders of President 
Alvi. As a symbol of the State he can play the 
role of a moderator and peace maker by bring-
ing all stake-holders to the negotiating table 
and using his good offices to find a win-win 
solution to the ongoing crisis. 

Dialogue, spirit of accommodation 
the only out of political impasse
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Muhammad Ali

Former Prime Minister Imran Khan has 
announced quitting his party’s governments 
in Punjab and Khyber Pakhtunkhwa. It is a 
desperate move to force the government to 
hold early elections. Options for the PTI and 
the government have further shrunk after the 
threat and if both sides continue to stick to 
their guns, it will have serious consequences 
for the country.

Most analysts believe the threat aims 
to put pressure on the establishment after the 
designation of the new army chief. However, 
the government will still attempt to delay elec-
tions as long as possible. There are also reports 
that the government wants a caretaker setup 
for at least six months, so that people forget 
their miseries caused by high infla-
tion and inflated power bills. There 
are also apprehensions that Punjab 
Chief Minister Chaudhry Pervaiz 
Elahi may not send a summary to the 
governor to dissolve the assembly, 
though he says he will not waste a 
minute to act upon Imran Khan’s 
advice. There are also chances that 
the Pakistan Muslim League-Nawaz 
forms a government in the province 
after PTI resignations, which will 
also weaken Imran Khan’s position 
in national politics and his ability to 
hold big rallies.

In his aggressive speech at 
Rawalpindi, Imran Khan said that 
he had decided against staging a sit-
in as he wanted to avoid destruction. 
Announcing his party’s intention to 
disassociate itself from the “current 
corrupt political system” by quitting 
the assemblies of Khyber Pakh-
tunkhwa and Punjab, he said a final 
decision would be taken after con-
sultations with the chief ministers.

Unfazed by the threat, the government 
says elections will be held on time. However, 
it will be difficult for it to hold elections on 
a large number of seats. On the other hand, 
Imran Khan faces a number of uphill tasks. It 
is not sure whether he will really be able to 
achieve his objective and win the general elec-
tion and even if he wins, it is not sure whether 
he will be able to perform to the satisfaction 
of the common people. His first term was a 
big disaster. It was not different from past 
governments; rife in price hikes, corruption 
and bad governance. It was a time when all 
national institutions were supporting him. 
He has picked a fight against all of them now. 
Though his popularity has increased, it is still 

difficult for him to dictate terms to the present 
system. In fact, the system is working against 
him. He continues to target national institu-
tions, particularly the security establishment. 
It forced the country’s spymaster to hold a rare 
public appearance at a news conference.

Rumour has it that general elections 
will be delayed for one year and they could 
be held in 2024, instead of their scheduled 
time in 2023. It is feared an emergency could 
be declared in the country after the law and 
order would worsen in the coming weeks and 
months. The way the government behaves it 
shows it is not in a hurry to announce elections 
on their scheduled time. Under the plan, 
governor’s rule could be imposed in Khyber 
Pakhtunkhwa, if the law and order continues 
to deteriorate in the province. A plan has also 

been finalised to topple the PTI government 
in Punjab. Under the new plan, 10 to 15 PTI 
members have been targeted. They have been 
intimidated and bribed to leave the country. 
Arrangements are being made to provide them 
with enough money so that they can settle 
permanently in Europe. When they leave the 
country, Punjab Chief Minister Pervaiz Elahi 
will be asked to take a vote of confidence. 
As he will not have the required majority, he 
would lose his office. On the other hand, the 
PTI MPAs, who will be absent during the 
vote of confidence, would not have to face 
any action from the party. The plan has been 
fine-tuned after a recent Supreme Court ruling 
under which no member of parliament can 

vote against their party lines. In this way, the 
PML-N will be able to install its own govern-
ment in Punjab ahead of the arrival of former 
Prime Minister Nawaz Sharif, who wants his 
party’s government in its home province at any 
cost, even if it has to lose its government in the 
Centre, where it feels uncomfortable and being 
blackmailed by coalition partners. Nawaz 
Sharif also believes it will be futile to arrive in 
Pakistan without his party’s government in 
Punjab, because otherwise he would not be 
able to use state resources to revive his politics. 
On the other hand, the parliament will pass 
a bill, under which lifetime disqualification 
could be commuted to five years and Nawaz 
Sharif would become eligible to take part in 
politics and run for the PM office for the fourth 
time. On the other hand, it is said Imran Khan 

would be disqualified to provide a “level play-
ing field” to Nawaz Sharif.

Imran Khan’s announcement of resigna-
tions from the two assemblies was shocking to 
the government and his supporters because his 
original plan was to besiege Islamabad from all 
sides. It could have caused immense problems to 
the government and people. However, he aban-
doned the plan after he was shot at and injured 
at Wazirabad. It was clear that he could not 
have continued his rally and he had to change 
his strategy. There were also fears about another 
assassination attempt on his life. Many analysts 
believe he chose a better option of resignations 
from the provincial assemblies, though he still 
can hold rallies, even if his new plan fails.

Imran Khan’s new strategy
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Muhammad Asim Nisar

The two most intractable problems of Paki-
stan’s economy are low exports resulting from 
low productivity and rising current account 
deficit. This situation has brought us close to 
a default which we are now trying to avoid by 
various means.

The story of our exports is a sad story of 
missed chances and wasted resources. While 
all other countries have gone ahead of us by 
finding new markets and new destinations for 
their products, we have lagged far behind. The 
prime example is that of Bangladesh which 
has a much smaller economy and a narrow 
resource 
base but 
has reached 
the mark of 
around 40 
billion dollars. 
But for the 
last 20 years 
we have re-
mained stuck 
at 25 billion 
dollars, with a 
slight spurt in 
the last year of 
the PTI gov-
ernment. In 
the last seven 
months of the 
PDM rule, 
our exports 
have again 
stagnated.

It will come as a surprise to most people 
that in the 1950s Pakistan’s exports were more 
than South Korea’s. Similarly, in the 1990s 
our exports were more than that of Vietnam. 
Today, South Korea’s and Vietnam’s exports 
are 18 times and six times more than Pakistan’s 
respectively. It is a sorry tale of neglect and 
mismanagement by successive governments, 
especially the PML-N and PPP regimes with 
the Musharraf interregnum in between. When 
Gen Pervez Musharraf imposed martial law 
in 1999, our exports were 16 per cent of GDP. 
When he left, our exports had decreased to 
12pc of GDP. The situation continued to dete-
riorate in subsequent years.

Pakistan’s overall exports, as a percent-
age of its GDP, are far below what they should 
have been. In 2013 the country’s total exports, 
including exports of goods and services, were 
equal to 13.3pc of GDP. Then, they fell year by 

year and sank to 8.3pc in 2017. From there, the 
situation started improving and in 2020 total 
exports made up 10pc of GDP. By comparison, 
the global average was 30.3pc of GDP in 2013 
and 26.5pc of GDP in 2020.

This means not enough attention has 
been paid to penetrating deeper into existing 
and new export markets and to the manufac-
turing of more value-added products. In 2010, 
the list of our top export destinations, accord-
ing to volumes of export earnings, included 
(1) USA (2) UAE (3) China (4) Afghanistan 
(5) UK (6) Germany (7) Bangladesh (8) 
Spain (9) Belgium and (10) the Netherlands. 
Unfortunately, in the next 11 years Pakistan 

could not make gains in export earnings from 
any of these countries — except China and 
the US. In the case of China, export earnings 
increased from $1.21b in 2010 to $2.04b. On 
the other hand, imports from China went up 
from $3.28b in 2010 to $13.3b in 2021. Pakistan 
could have increased its exports to China to 
new heights year after year during these 11 
years but we did not make the required effort.

Last year, our imports were $80 billion 
and exports only $31b. Needless to say, the 
number one priority of the government should 
be to make exports cheaper and imports costli-
er. But for years we kept the rupee overvalued 
artificially with disastrous results for the 
external sector.

The basic weakness of our foreign trade 
is that we have few value added products for 
export, while we spend much on inessential 
imports. This situation needs to be corrected. 
The solution lies in producing more value-add-

ed export products so that even a small growth 
in exports can lead to high value gains.

According to experts, export growth 
depends on a number of factors, including 
identification of potential markets, developing 
new lines of products, focusing more on exist-
ing markets and products and improvement in 
manufacturing processes to produce quality 
products with higher average per unit price. 
Boosting exports is not an easy task. It calls for 
action on a wide front with input from policy 
makers as well as proposals from industrialists 
and businessmen.

A mechanism needs to be developed to 
seek greater input from provincial govern-

ments and the 
private sector 
representa-
tives in the 
framing of 
trade poli-
cies. In this 
connection, 
the Paki-
stan Trade 
Development 
Authority 
(PTDA) can 
play a vital 
role which it 
has not done. 
It should reg-
ularly consult 
representa-
tives of the 
private sector 

and experts on specific lines of exports on a 
continuing basis. It has also been suggested 
to create a federal governmental agency for 
promoting services exports along the lines of 
PTDA with due representation of the private 
sector leaders in services exports. Experts say 
that developing countries like Pakistan should 
engage in trading more with neighbouring 
countries. With the prospects of regional sce-
nario improving, there is tremendous potential 
for Pakistan to increase its exports to India, 
Iran, Afghanistan, Bangladesh and Nepal.

We can also do what Bangladesh has 
done. We need to develop our manufacturing 
capacity to meet the needs of the international 
market. A major window of opportunity is 
IT export. India earns over 100 billion dollars 
from this sector, while our earning is a little 
over 3 billion dollars. If our exports are to rise, 
it is the IT industry on which we should focus 
our attention. 
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Husnain Shahid

Pakistan faces a currency crisis, which may 
raise its risk of default in the next 12 months. 
The situation appears to be alarming but it is 
hoped Pakistan will overcome it with the help 
of international organisations and friendly 
countries, as has happened in the past.

According to an international finance 
services company, Egypt, Romania, Sri Lanka, 
Turkey, Czech Republic, Pakistan and Hun-
gary are now at a high risk of currency crises. 
Nomura, the Japanese bank, said that 22 of the 
32 countries covered by its in-house “Dam-
ocles” warning system have seen their risk 
rise since its last update since May, with the 
largest increases in the Czech Republic and 
Brazil. It meant the sum of the scores gen-
erated on all 32 by the model had increased 
sharply to 2,234 from 1,744 since May. “This 
is the highest total score since July 1999 and 
not too far from the peak of 2,692 during the 
height of the Asian crisis,” Nomura econo-
mists said, calling it “an ominous warning 
sign of the growing broad-based risk in 
emerging market (EM) currencies”.

The model crunches eight key indicators 
on a country’s FX reserves, exchange rate, 
financial health and interest rates to give an 
overall score. Based on data from 61 different 
EM currency crises since 1996, Nomura esti-
mates that a score above 100 indicates a 64pc 
chance of a currency crisis in the following 
12 months. Egypt, which has already deval-
ued its currency heavily twice this year and 
sought an International Monetary Fund (IMF) 
programme, now generates the worst score at 
165. Romania is the next on 145 having been 
propping up its currency with interventions. 
Default-stricken Sri Lanka and currency 
crisis-regular Turkey both generate scores of 
138, while the Czech Republic, Pakistan and 
Hungary notch 126, 120 and 100 respective-
ly. Nomura also ran the Damocles model on 
the G7 group of leading economies, with the 
results showing that all but Japan now have 
Damocles scores above the 100 threshold, led 
by the United States and Britain.

EM economies are still more vulner-
able. Most have not fully recovered from 
the COVID-19 pandemic and now face high 
inflation, limited fiscal space, negative real in-
terest rates, a weaker balance of payments and 
diminished FX reserve cover. “It is somewhat 
surprising that there have not been more full-
blown EM currency crises this year,” Nomura 
added. “Then again, EM challenges are far from 
over. The late Professor Rudiger Dornbusch 
once said, a crisis takes a much longer time 

coming than you think, and then it happens 
much faster than you would have thought”.

The slow inflow of foreign loans com-
pared to the estimates during July-October 
2022 mounted pressure on the rupee against 
the US dollar. On the other hand, Pakistan’s 
benchmark 5-year Credit Default Swap (CDS) 
dropped significantly on November 22 by a 
whopping 5,224 basis points to 71.64pc. The 
risk has waned but it is still high. Finance Min-
ister Ishaq Dar once again said that Pakistan 
does not face any default risk. “There is no 
default risk, I would say that we have a zero 

percent default risk,” Dar said in an interview. 
As per data provided by Arif Habib Limited 
(AHL) last week, Pakistan's 5-Year credit 
default swap (CDS) increased from 5,620bps 
on November 14 to 7,550bps on November 15, 
an increase of 1,929.6bps.

State Bank of Pakistan Governor Jameel 
Ahmad said the country would repay a $1 
billion international bond on December 2, 
three days before its due date in a bid to allay 
growing uncertainty about Pakistan’s ability to 
meet external financing obligations. Pakistan’s 
reserves with the central bank stood at $7.8b 
as of November 18, barely enough to cover a 
month’s imports.

The global economy should avoid a 
recession next year but the worst energy crisis 
since the 1970s will trigger a sharp slowdown, 
with Europe hit hardest, the Organisation 
for Economic Cooperation and Development 
warned in a report. It suggested that fighting 
inflation should be policymakers’ top priority. 
It forecast that world economic growth would 
slow from 3.1pc this year - slightly more than it 
foresaw in its September projections - to 2.2pc 
next year, before accelerating to 2.7pc in 2024. 
“We are not predicting a recession, but we are 
certainly projecting a period of pronounced 
weakness,” OECD head Mathias Cormann told 
a news conference to present the organisation’s 
latest Economic Outlook.

The OECD said the global slowdown 
was hitting economies unevenly, with Europe 

bearing the brunt as Russia’s war in Ukraine 
hits business activity and drives an energy 
price spike. It forecast that the 19-country 
eurozone economy would grow 3.3pc this year 
then slow to 0.5pc in 2023 before recovering 
to expand by 1.4pc in 2024. That was slightly 
better than in the OECD’s September outlook, 
when it estimated 3.1pc growth this year and 
0.3pc in 2023. The OECD predicted a contrac-
tion of 0.3pc next year in regional heavyweight 
Germany, whose industry-driven economy is 
highly dependent on Russian energy exports 
- less dire than the 0.7pc slump expected in 

September. Even in Europe outlooks 
diverged, with the French economy, which 
is far less dependent on Russian gas and 
oil, expected to grow 0.6pc next year. Italy 
was seen eking out 0.2pc growth, which 
means several quarterly contractions are 
probable.

Outside the eurozone, the British 
economy was seen shrinking 0.4pc next 
year as it contends with rising interest 
rates, surging inflation and weak confi-
dence. Previously the OECD had expected 
0.2pc growth. The U.S. economy was 

set to hold up better, with growth expected 
to slow from 1.8pc this year to 0.5pc in 2023 
before rising to 1pc in 2024. The OECD had 
previously expected growth of only 1.5pc this 
year in the world’s biggest economy and its 
estimate for 2023 was unchanged.

China, which is not an OECD member, 
was one of the few major economies expected 
to see growth pick up next year, after a wave 
of COVID lockdowns. Growth there was seen 
rising from 3.3pc this year to 4.6pc in 2023 and 
4.1pc in 2024, compared with previous fore-
casts of 3.2pc in 2022 and 4.7pc for 2023.

As tighter monetary policy takes effect 
and energy price pressures ease, inflation 
across OECD countries was seen falling from 
more than 9pc this year to 5.1pc by 2024. “On 
monetary policy, further tightening is needed 
in most advanced economies and in many 
emerging market economies to firmly anchor 
inflation expectations,” Cormann said. While 
many governments had already spent heavily 
to ease the pain of high inflation with energy 
price caps, tax cuts and subsidies, the OECD 
said the high cost meant such support would 
have to be better targeted going forward.

The two reports show it is not only 
Pakistan that is facing issues. Other economies 
are also facing problems after the onset of 
the pandemic and Russia-Ukraine war. It is 
hoped Pakistan will overcome its problems by 
adopting prudent economic policies. However, 
it badly needs political stability.

Crisis after crisis



Shahid Hussain

The State Bank of Pakistan’s decision to hike 
the policy rate aims at containing rising infla-
tion and appeasing the International Monetary 
Fund. Though not expected by the market, 
the step will bring stability on internal and 
external fronts.

The policy rate has been hiked by 100 
basis points to a 24-year high of 16pc after 
maintaining it in its last two monetary policy 
committee meetings in August and October. 
It also shows harmony between the central 
bank and the finance ministry, headed by 
Isahq Dar, who supports low interest rates to 
boost economic activity in the country and a 
stronger rupee against the dollar to check price 
hikes. The decision will also pave the way for 
discussions with the IMF for the release of its 
$1b tranche.

Justifying 
its decision, the 
SBP said the 
hike “aimed at 
ensuring that 
elevated inflation 
does not become 
entrenched”. Ac-
cording to the SBP 
monetary policy 
committee (MPC), 
inflationary pres-
sures have proven 
to be stronger and 
more persistent 
than expected. SBP 
Governor Jameel 
Ahmad said the 
tightening so far 
was enough to 
achieve its current 
objectives. The SBP 
said inflation was likely to be more persistent 
than previously anticipated, “it is still expected 
to fall towards the upper range of the 5-7 per 
cent medium-term target by the end of FY24, 
supported by prudent macroeconomic policies, 
orderly rupee movement, normalising global 
commodity prices and beneficial base effects”.

“Maintaining fiscal discipline is needed 
to complement monetary tightening, which 
would together help prevent an entrenchment 
of inflation and lower external vulnerabilities,” 
it said. The headline inflation measured by the 
consumer price index (CPI) rose to 26.6pc 
year-on-year in October after devastating 
floods and attempts to maintain the fiscal 
discipline that have slowed the economy. 
“The rise in cost-push inflation cannot be 
overlooked and necessitates a monetary policy 

response. The MPC noted that the short-term 
costs of bringing inflation down are lower than 
the long-term costs of allowing it to become 
entrenched,” the SBP said. Since the last 
meeting in September, the MPC noted three 
key domestic developments. First, headline 
inflation increased sharply in October. “Food 
prices have also accelerated significantly due to 
crop damage from the recent floods, and core 
inflation has risen further,” it said.

Second, a sharp decline in imports led to 
a significant moderation in the current account 
deficit in both September and October. “De-
spite this moderation and fresh funding from 
the Asian Development Bank, external account 
challenges persist,” said the SBP.

Third, “after incorporating the Post-Di-
saster Needs Assessment of the floods and 
latest developments, the FY23 projections for 
growth of around 2pc and a current account 

deficit of around 3pc of GDP shared in the last 
monetary policy statement are re-affirmed,” it 
said. However, it said that higher food prices 
and core inflation were now expected to push 
average FY23 inflation up to 21-23pc.

The rate of inflation, which has been ris-
ing relentlessly for the sixth consecutive week, 
rose by 0.48pc week-on-week, while the year-
on-year inflation hit 30.16pc for the week that 
ended on November 24. The hike was mainly 
due to a surge in the prices of essential food 
items, including onions, tomatoes and pulses. 
According to data released by the Pakistan Bu-
reau of Statistics (PBS), the prices of 19 items 
increased, nine items decreased while 23 items 
remained stable during the week. In terms of 
year-on-year, a spike of 64.57pc and 54.71pc 
was witnessed in the costs of diesel and petrol 

respectively.
In the past few months, inflation in 

the country reached peaks, not seen in many 
decades due to a steep hike in international 
commodity prices and the rupee’s depreciation. 
Besides, the government withdrew subsidies 
on fuel and electricity under an agreement 
with the IMF. The recent floods damaged 
standing crops, which added to the suffering of 
the common people.

On the other hand, foreign exchange re-
serves held by the central bank fell by 1.68pc on 
a week-on-week basis, according to the SBP. 
On November 18, the foreign currency reserves 
held by the SBP were $7,825.7 million, down by 
$134 million compared with $7,959.5 million 
on November 11. According to the central bank, 
the decrease in reserves came due to external 
debt repayment. Overall, the liquid foreign 
currency reserves held by the country, includ-

ing the net reserves 
held by banks other 
than the SBP, stood 
at $13,645 million. 
Net reserves held 
by banks amounted 
to $5,819.3 million. 
In the week ended 
August 27, 2021, the 
foreign exchange 
reserves held by the 
central bank soared 
to an all-time high of 
$20.15 billion after 
Pakistan received 
the general allo-
cation of Special 
Drawing Rights 
(SDRs) worth $2.751 
billion from the 
International Mone-
tary Fund (IMF) on 

August 24.
The central bank has reaffirmed its 

projection for the current account deficit to 
narrow down to 3pc, or around $10 billion of 
gross domestic product (GDP) for the current 
fiscal year. The deficit had soared to 4.6pc of 
GDP in the previous fiscal year ended June 30, 
2022. In absolute terms, the deficit had hit a 
second historical high of $17.4 billion in FY22.

It is obvious that the government will 
have to make decisions according to the needs 
of the country, not keeping in view political 
considerations. Pakistan’s economic policies 
have been dictated by considerations for polit-
ical gains in the past. It is good to see policies 
are being made keeping in view national inter-
ests and without caring for political loss. They 
will pay in the end.
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Dr. Raza Khan

Relations between the civilian or executive 
rather general administration part of the gov-
ernment and the military leadership, which to 
all intents and purposes is a part of the govern-
ment, have always been a topic of great debate, 
particularly in terms of power balance between 
the two sides. In Pakistan, civil-military rela-
tions have been a topic of hot debate because 
of the very pronounced role which the military 
has played in the country’s steering and behind 
the scenes in the political arena.

The era of recently retired Army Chief 
General Qamar Javed Bajwa will always be seen 
as a very critical period in the civil-military rela-
tions. It was during his tenure that two elected 
prime ministers went home. Although, the dis-
qualification of former Prime Minister Nawaz 
Sharif in 2018 was not due to any tension 
between him and the military but he accused 
General Bajwa of influencing the Su-
preme Court decision to disqualify 
him in the Panama Leaks corruption 
scam. Since his ouster and defeat of 
the Sharif party, Pakistan Muslim 
League-Nawaz (PML-N) along with 
Pakistan People’s Party (PPP), and 
the rise to power of the Pakistan 
Tehreek-e-Insaf (PTI) of Imran Khan 
in the 2018 national polls, floodgates 
opened of allegations of meddling of 
the military by the defeated parties, 
which labelled Imran Khan govern-
ment as “selected.”

On the other hand, when the 
PTI government of former Prime 
Minister Imran Khan was replaced through an 
apparent no-confidence motion by the 13-party 
current ruling (then most in the opposition 
apart from the MQM and Balochistan Awami 
Party), which in April 2022 came to form the 
government in the headship of the PML-N’s 
Shehbaz Sharif. Imran Khan termed the ouster 
of his government as a result of a US-hatched 
conspiracy. Although General Bajwa vehe-
mently denied it, he and the military did agree 
with Imran Khan on the National Security 
Committee forum that Washington had 
interfered into Pakistan’s internal affairs by 
wishing the removal of his government. What 
happened after that is history and one shall not 
repeat it. However, the events really roiled the 
image of General Bajwa but the more concern-
ing aspect of it was that of his institution.

It may be important to recall that a year 
or so before his ouster, former Prime Minister 
Imran Khan had been claiming that the rela-
tions between his government and the military 
establishment of the country were exemplary. 

One used to think that had it been so it was a 
great achievement for the country and for the 
continuity of democracy and democratic con-
solidation in the country. Although former PM 
Imran Khan made several statements during 
his early stint in power that ties between the 
civilian government and the military high com-
mand had been excellent, on one occasion his 
divulgence about civil-military relations was 
quite noticeable. In 2020, after two years in 
power, Imran Khan, in an interview to a private 
TV network, said that had he not been fully 
supported by Army Chief General Qamar Javed 
Bajwa and Inter-Services Intelligence Director 
General Lt-Gen. Faiz Hameed, he would not 
have been able to run the country smoothly as 
the state was passing through a very difficult 
time. However, after his ouster he accused 
General Bajwa of his government’s downfall.

As a professional military, the high 
command shall fully support the civilian gov-
ernment. However, Pakistan has been quite 

unfortunate in this regard as military com-
manders in the past mostly did not fully put 
the institutional weight behind the elected 
governments. The reason may be that most of 
these governments were brought to power as 
a result of under-the-table dealings between 
political bigwigs and the military command-
ers of the time. Thus, the military command-
ers did not trust politicians’ capacities to rule 
while calling the shots on important policy 
matters from behind the scenes. However, 
since 2002, at least three elected, if not dem-
ocratically-elected, governments completed 
their tenures and the military desisted from 
playing any role in dislodging them. This 
speaks volumes about the professionalism of 
the military high command. But the events 
which led to the ouster of the PTI government 
raised the fears of the military’s unceasing 
interference.

Still a very disturbing question has 
been that since 2008, if the military has 
not been interfering into the affairs of the 

governments at least in a big way, then why 
most political parties’ heads, when they 
were in the opposition under the umbrella 
of Pakistan Democratic Movement (PDM), 
openly accused the military of interfering into 
the political process. One explanation that 
comes to one’s mind is that as the military has 
adopted a more off-hand approach in politics, 
it has emboldened the parties which remained 
in power in order to settle old scores. This is a 
very bad strategy and not at all in the interest 
of the country. The reason is that the military 
may be, as an institution, responsible for many 
wrong things in the history of Pakistan, like 
launching military operations in March 1970 
in the then East Pakistan, now Bangladesh. 
However, there is a significant difference 
in the outlook and approach of successive 
military commanders. Thus, politicians may 
take the military as a monolithic institution 
but at the same time it is a very dynamic one 
also in the context of the change of command. 

It seems that the behaviour and action 
of the military as an institution also 
transformed in Pakistan and this is a 
good development.

However, the military may not 
have meddled into politics in a big way 
since 2008, but it does have interfered. 
This is not an allegation but very much 
self-admitted by previous Army Chief 
General Bajwa, who said that it was in 
early 2022 that the military had decided 
that it would not interfere in politics. 
This means that the military has been 
interfering in politics before it. The 
PTI and Imran Khan accused General 

Bajwa of bringing down his government and 
imposed the 13-party government which he 
has been calling an ‘imported government.’ The 
revelation in the events after the retirement of 
General Bajwa would most likely throw more 
might on how his commanded army interfered.

It is ironic that now the leading ruling 
coalition parties, the PML-N and the PPP, 
which formed respective individual govern-
ments in 2013 and 2008, and worked with gen-
erals but when in power they did not complain 
against the military high command. While in 
the saddle today, they are also appreciating 
the role of the military. However, when they 
may be thrown out of power, probably through 
the next elections, then they would unleash 
vitriolic verbal attacks on the military. This 
means that when the PPP and PML-N are in 
power together with their junior partners, like 
the JUI-F, ANP, PkMAP, BNP-M and others, 
they would remain contended with the role of 
the military. This is totally illogical and really 
damaging for the country.
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Rasheed Ali

Educational institutions’ destruction by 
natural calamities is not new in Pakistan. A 
report released by UNICEF in the first week 
of November 2022 said that schools for more 
than two million children in Pakistan remain 
completely inaccessible after the most severe 
flooding in the country’s history destroyed or 
damaged nearly 27,000 schools.

UNICEF Global Director of Education 
Robert Jenkins visited flood-affected areas 
of Pakistan during the last few weeks and 
presented his report. “Almost 
overnight, millions of Pakistan’s 
children lost family members, 
homes, safety, and their educa-
tion, under the most traumatic 
circumstances,” he said in his 
report. “Now, faced with the 
uncertainty of when they’ll be 
able to return to school, and hav-
ing already endured some of the 
world’s longest school closures 
due to the pandemic, they are 
experiencing yet another threat 
to their future,” regretted Robert 
Jenkins.

The UNICEF report said 
more than two months since 
the devastating floods engulfed 
large areas of Pakistan, the tops 
of school buildings are only just 
becoming visible in some of the 
flood-hit areas. It is estimated 
that it would be weeks, even 
months before the flood waters 
completely subside.

Earlier, during the height 
of the COVID-19 pandemic, 
schools across Pakistan were fully or partially 
closed for 64 weeks between March 2020 and 
March 2022 – some of the world’s longest 
school closures. Less than six months on, the 
destruction caused by the extreme floods 
means schoolchildren are once again locked 
out of learning. Excessive damage to infra-
structure including electricity and internet 
connectivity has left remote learning largely 
inaccessible.

Also, 17 years ago, on 8th of October, a 
massive earthquake rocked various parts of 
Pakistan including Khyber-Pakhtunkhwa. 
More than 18,000 children died and thousands 
more were injured when over 58,000 schools 
were destroyed. A report, telecast by a private 
TV channel last month, revealed that a large 
number of schools destroyed in the earthquake 

and later in huge floods in 2010 had not been 
reconstructed yet.

The official data showed that a total of 
3,669 schools and colleges were extensively 
damaged in the 2005 quake in KP. The second 
natural calamity that struck educational insti-
tutions across the country including KP was 
floods, caused by rains in 2010. According to 
the National Disaster Management Authority 
(NDMA), about 10,000 schools and colleges 
were damaged or destroyed in the mega floods 
that year. Since then, another 10,000 schools 
were damaged in floods in 2016, the authority 
said. However, the most worrying aspect for 

all concerned has been an indifferent attitude 
on part of government authorities. Most 
destroyed schools, either by the earthquake or 
by floods in 2010 and 2016, remained uncon-
structed for long.

A news channel team visited dozens of 
destroyed schools in different districts of the 
KP province, showing that either no work for 
rebuilding the schools was ever launched or it 
was left incomplete in various cases. A female 
education officer in Abbottabad told the 
channel team that around 100 girl schools were 
still at the preliminary stage with no construc-
tion work in sight in the near future. Another 
school visited by the team was Government 
Girls Middle School, Dhamtor, Abbottabad, 
that was damaged in the earthquake in 2005, 
and now that had become a dumping ground 

for solid waste.
A teacher at another school told the 

team that prior to the earthquake, the strength 
of the school was 300 students, but it was 
reduced to 150 due to non-construction of the 
building. He said the number could further 
drop if the school was not reconstructed. An 
education department official said that 900 
government schools had been damaged only in 
Hazara division in the October 2005 earth-
quake. Instead of repairing the buildings, they 
were demolished completely to auction the 
debris, he claimed. He said that the schools 
were not included in the 2,909 fully damaged 

schools. Of them, around 150 were reconstruct-
ed by different NGOs while the provincial 
government had taken responsibility for the 
reconstruction of 750 schools.

From 2005 till date, three different 
governments, led by major political parties of 
the country, have ruled the KP province. But 
it is an irony that these ruling alliances failed 
to pay attention to education, one of the most 
neglected sectors. Now the same fate is loom-
ing over 27,000 schools destroyed by floods 
in Balochistan, Sindh and parts of Punjab. If 
hundreds of school buildings destroyed in the 
2005 earthquake and 2010 and 2016 floods 
could not be constructed so far, what would 
happen to these 27,000 schools destroyed by 
massive floods this year, appears to be a million 
dollar questions. 
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It’s now or never: prioritise 
agriculture sector

Dr. Zaheer Ahmad Babar

In the ongoing bickering amongst political 
forces as well as the powerful circles of the 
country, successive governments have, regret-
tably, failed to prioritise the agriculture sector, 
which is the backbone of Pakistan’s economy 
by all standards. The outcome is obvious: the 
country is facing all types of crises including 
food inflation, lowering of exports, and even 
the threat of default.

Ahmad Jawad, former chairman of the 
standing committee on agriculture of the 
Federation of Pakistan Chambers of Com-
merce and Industry, believes wrong priorities 
by successive governments have pushed the 
country to crises of all kinds. The country has 
been experimenting with different ideas like 
rapid industrialisation and private sector in-
vestments in the services sector in an attempt 
to boost the economy, but all 
these efforts have met failure 
so far. The policymakers 
would have to realise that 
it is only a preponderate 
agriculture sector that would 
guarantee a prosperous future 
for the country, he believes.

Ahmad Jawad regrets 
that the budget allocation 
for the agriculture sector has 
been slashed by 48 per cent in 
the current fiscal year. Also, 
the sector has been seeing a 
paradigm shift of capitulating 
its most fertile pieces of land 
to housing societies. The 
sector has proved to be the 
weakest link in the current 
macroeconomic planning and 
strategies. Locust attacks, poor governance, 
bad planning, climate change and lack of 
investment in seed technology and agriculture 
research have already resulted in shortages of 
wheat, sugar and cotton. And now, the import 
bill of cotton will also be substantially high 
owing to record low production, he expresses 
his reservations in a talk with the writer.

There are no two opinions that the coun-
try’s agriculture performance has generally 
been mediocre. Growth has averaged 2-3% 
over the last few decades as compared to a 
4-5% growth needed to meet overall economic 
targets. Crop and livestock yields are lower 
than other comparable countries. The output 
of several key products is below domestic 
needs and necessitates imports, while exports 

are well below potential.
Daud Khan, a retired UN staff member, 

believes one of the underlying reasons for poor 
agriculture performance in Pakistan is the in-
equitable access to resources and in particular 
a highly skewed pattern of land ownership. 
Some 2pc of farmers own 45pc of all agricul-
ture land with 98pc owning the remaining 
55pc. Pakistan’s farm economy is dominated 
by 7.4 million small holders who cultivate less 
than 12.5 acres. The skewed land holding pat-
tern translates directly into major imbalances 
in power, access to government services, and 
to other productive resources such as water, 
credit and technology. For example, irriga-
tion water flows disproportionately to larger 
farmers who often overuse or even waste it 
while small holders, especially those located at 
the tail end of irrigation channels, get little and 
unreliable water.

The economist regrets that public ser-
vices, such as those for animal heath, are often 
provided free and on a priority basis to large 
farmers and commercial dairy units while small 
livestock holders have to ‘incentivise’ govern-
ment animal health workers to visit their sick 
animals. Government subsidies mostly go to 
large famers and credit flows predominantly to 
big landlords, commercial livestock units and 
processing units. These inequities not only lead 
to poor overall performance but also high levels 
of rural poverty with severe consequences on 
the well-being of large swathes of the popu-
lation. And with climate change, things could 
rapidly get worse.

Daud Khan says that successive gov-
ernments have shown a stubborn tendency to 

ignore agriculture policy documents pre-
pared by donors and think tanks. Often this 
reluctance reflects powerful lobbies that have 
grown up around distorted policies. But this 
must change, the expert stresses. Agriculture, 
particularly smallholder agriculture, is the only 
way we can make progress on national devel-
opment goals. The government must give due 
attention both to the reform agenda as well as 
to design, and above all to implementation of 
projects and programmes.

Lately, the sector has come under attack 
by climate change. As the climate change crisis 
accelerates, the country is feared to see more 
floods, droughts, and growing water scarcity. 
There is no single technological fix to the var-
ied threats posed by climate-induced disasters. 
Instead, adaptation is going to require pursuit 
of a range of strategies. Some of these strategies 
will need to be adopted over the short term, 

while others will require a 
longer gestation period.

Syed Mohammad 
Ali, an academic and 
researcher, suggests Pa-
kistan switch to growing 
better yielding and heat-
and-drought resistant 
crops, specifically suited 
to the varied agro-eco-
logical zones within the 
country. Technological 
methods such as laser land 
levelling could also enable 
more efficient water use 
and solar power-driven 
irrigation systems would 
help lessen air pollu-
tion and emissions. Yet, 
adoption of such measures 

should not bypass poor farmers, as that will 
worsen rural inequalities, and cause further 
depeasantisation and a corresponding pressure 
on already burgeoning urban centres.

In this process, the role of governments, 
federal as well as provincial, is crucial. It is 
vital to make agricultural policies in the coun-
try more progressive and accessible. Besides 
ensuring that landless agricultural workers 
are paid fairer wages, there is a need to craft 
subsidy schemes and other incentives which 
focus on making smaller farmers actively in-
volved in making agriculture more productive, 
resilient and sustainable. If corrective measures 
are not taken immediately, the sector might be 
destroyed to the level, which would become 
irreversible and irreparable. 
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It’s high time to defuse  
the military carbon bomb

Nick Buxton

The annual United Nations climate talks, 
known as the Conference of Parties (COP), 
have traditionally promised much but deliv-
ered little. This year’s COP27 was no differ-
ent, with most observers noting that it even 
backtracked on commitments made at COP26 
in Glasgow.

What was less observed was that the 
summit faced a major additional obstacle in 
2022. This year, the climate crisis was over-
shadowed by the war in Ukraine which has 
been the foreign policy priority of the United 
States and the European Union since the be-
ginning of Russia’s invasion in February.

The difference between the way the 
world’s richest countries responded to the 
Ukraine war and the carbon war on our 
whole planet is undoubtedly stark. Since the 
beginning of Russia’s invasion, the US and its 
NATO allies provided Ukraine with military 
assistance worth more than $25bn, welcomed 
nearly seven million refugees, and willingly 
absorbed severe economic shocks caused by 
energy price increases triggered by the war.

Despite a global recession looming on 
the horizon, these countries did not hesitate to 
increase their military expenditure. Germany 
allocated 100 billion euros ($104bn) of its 2022 
budget for the armed forces, for example, and 
the US House of Representatives approved 
a record $840bn military spending. Yet at 
COP27, these same wealthiest nations were 
not even able to deliver the $100bn in climate 
finance that had been promised as far back as 
2009 to the world’s most climate-vulnerable 
countries. A recent report co-published by the 
organisation I work for, the Transnational In-
stitute, found that the richest countries spent 
$9.45 trillion on their militaries between 2013 
and 2021 compared with an estimated $234bn 
on climate finance – in other words, they have 
spent 30 times as much on the military as 
climate finance.

After many years of pressure, at COP27, 
nations finally agreed to create a loss and 
damage mechanism to provide funds to im-
poverished countries suffering severe climate 
impacts, but it is so far just an empty pot. The 
accelerated arms race that has emerged since 
the Russian invasion and rising US-China 
tensions signal that filling that pot will not be 
a priority for most wealthy nations in the near 
future.

These spending choices matter not just 
because they are diverting resources from ur-

gently needed climate action, but also because 
every dollar spent on the military is worsening 
the climate crisis. Most militaries consume sig-
nificant amounts of fossil fuels. One estimate 
calculates that military emissions may make 
up 5.5 percent of global emissions. If the global 
military were a country, it would be the fourth 
biggest emitter in the world, ahead of Russia.

Furthermore, most of the world’s 
military spending goes towards the purchase 
of equipment and vehicles that are among 
the worst offenders when it comes to carbon 
emissions. In 2022 alone, for example, 475 new 
F-35 fighter jets, which use a whopping 5,600 
litres (1,480 gallons) of oil per hour of flight, 

have been ordered. These fuel-guzzling planes 
could be flying for the next 30 years.

The emissions increase even further 
when war breaks out. The Ukrainian govern-
ment at COP27 presented research showing 
that the first eight months of war had already 
led to 33 million tonnes of greenhouse gas 
emissions, equivalent to adding 16 million cars 
to the United Kingdom’s roads for two years.

US and UK military chiefs argue that 
they are committed to reducing military emis-
sions, but their plans so far remain undetailed, 
opaque and unconvincing. Adding solar panels 
to a military base is easy to do, but does noth-
ing to tackle the main challenge, which is fossil 
fuel consumption by military jets, ships and 
tanks. For now, there is no alternative, green 
fuel that can be produced at the scale needed 

and without triggering unacceptable social and 
environmental consequences, such as increased 
deforestation and the dispossession of Indige-
nous peoples.

The uncomfortable truth is that there 
is no way of ensuring that our planet remains 
habitable in the long term while continuing to 
increase military spending. In the midst of an 
intense and brutal war in Ukraine, this fact is 
too easily lost as governments are able to jus-
tify any increases in military spending to deal 
with the new immediate “threats”.

Moreover, the military spending of many 
rich countries is already way out of proportion 
to any real or perceived threat. NATO member 

states, for example, already spend 17 times as 
much on the military as Russia. The US spends 
more on its military than the next nine coun-
tries combined.

Meanwhile, the world has an ever small-
er window to tackle climate change – the most 
pressing threat to our collective future. The In-
tergovernmental Panel on Climate Change says 
the world must cut emissions by 45 percent by 
2030 to have any chance at keeping global av-
erage temperature increases below 1.5 degrees 
Celsius (2.7 degrees Fahrenheit). When every 
month counts, embarking on an accelerated 
arms race is the worst path the world’s most 
powerful nations can take. It diverts money 
and attention from urgent climate action, it 
increases emissions and it fuels conflicts at a 
time of increased climate instability.



Ahmadi Ali

The 2022 United States midterm elections 
were predicted to be a grisly affair for Presi-
dent Joe Biden’s Democratic Party. As it turns 
out, voters had other ideas.

Yes, inflation and high gas prices mat-
tered to them but so did the fear of further 
losing women’s rights over their own bodies, 
cherished by most Americans. The result: The 
Democrats now have the opportunity to create 
a single-vote lead in the Senate.

However, they have lost control of the 
House of Representatives, where a razor-thin 
Republican majority could constrain what 
Biden can do for the rest of his term in office. 
The world needs to sit up and pay 
attention: A divided government will 
have significant implications not just 
for domestic governance but also for 
foreign policy, from Ukraine to China to 
sanctions and more.

Since Russia’s full-blown invasion 
of Ukraine in February, the US Congress 
has approved $68bn in aid for Kyiv and 
the Biden administration requested 
an additional $37bn last week. This 
financial support has for the most part 
received bipartisan backing. The largest 
such appropriation was passed in May 
with broad bipartisan support and only 
57 no votes in the House of Representa-
tives – though all of those opposing were 
Republicans.

But the midterm elections have exposed 
the deep divisions within the Republican Party 
over just how to support Ukraine financially 
and militarily. JD Vance, the Republican Sen-
ator-elect from Ohio and a loyal ally of former 
President Donald Trump, has insisted that 
Congress has “got to stop the money spigot 
to Ukraine eventually”. The far-right conspir-
acy theorist Congresswoman from Georgia, 
Marjorie Taylor Greene, who won reelection, 
declared in a campaign rally before the mid-
terms that “under Republicans, not another 
penny will go to Ukraine”. Since the vote, she 
has introduced a resolution in Congress calling 
for an audit of US spending on Ukraine.

Kevin McCarthy, the House Minority 
Leader who could be the next Speaker, also 
said in October that under a Republican 
majority, Ukraine would not get a “blank 
cheque” any more. McCarthy’s statement can 
be interpreted as a tacit acknowledgement 
that he is facing opposition towards Ukraine 
funding from the more pro-Trump elements in 

his party.
While they may represent a minority 

among the Republican House caucus at this 
point, their proximity to the former presi-
dent, who is running for re-election and is 
still widely admired in the Republican Party, 
could make them difficult to ignore. While it 
is unlikely the Republican Party will follow 
Greene’s recommendation to stop funding for 
Ukraine, it is possible its leadership would 
seek to increase scrutiny of Ukraine-related 
appropriations – and maybe even impose some 
limits on funding.

However, it’s worth noting that McCa-
rthy is reported to have already backtracked 
on his “blank cheque” comments in private 
conversations with national security leaders, 

assuring them he had no intention of dumping 
support for Ukraine. It’s also important to 
remember that while Trump’s rhetoric often 
came off as sympathetic towards the Kremlin, 
his administration still imposed a broad range 
of sanctions against Russia.

Trump signed into law the Countering 
America’s Adversaries Through Sanctions Act, 
which included secondary sanctions for those 
who do business with Russia. His administra-
tion imposed more than 40 rounds of sanctions 
designations against Russia.

None of us should be surprised if 
Republicans seek to further expand the 
sanctions campaign against Moscow which, 
while aggressive at the moment, is still porous 
compared with the “maximum pressure” 
campaigns Washington is carrying out against 
rivals with smaller economies such as Iran, 
Syria or North Korea. Indeed, sanctions are one 
area where there is broad bipartisan consensus 
– whichever party is in the White House or in 
control of Congress. Sanctions scholars have 
long argued that a key reason why policymak-
ers gravitate towards the economic weapon 

is its ability to signal strength and resolve 
to a domestic audience. Whether this is the 
primary reason for sanctioning is debatable 
but it is certainly a nearly cost-free display 
of nationalism for members of Congress that 
seems to resonate with constituencies across 
the country of all political stripes.

The Trump administration imposed 
a wide variety of measures against China, 
ranging from protectionist trade restrictions 
to technology restrictions, which targeted 
hundreds of Chinese firms including leading 
companies like Huawei.

As expected, the Biden administration 
has continued that approach. The adminis-
tration has already signed bills such as the 
Uyghur Forced Labor Prevention Act — which 

bans most imports from China’s 
Xinjiang province — into law and 
recently redoubled efforts to impose 
wide-ranging technology restrictions. 
Expect the temperature against China 
to rise further in Washington, DC 
under a Republican-led House. There 
is currently a broad range of biparti-
san legislation against China pending 
before Congress.

Congress is considering an out-
bound screening mechanism to scru-
tinise US investment in China. Other 
bills with broad bipartisan support, 
such as the Transatlantic Telecom-
munications Act and the Promoting 

US International Leadership in 5G Act, seek 
to keep Chinese technology out of US supply 
chains and those of its allies.

Many of these bills are likely to come 
up for serious consideration when the new 
Congress convenes in January. Opposition 
towards China is not only consistent with the 
Biden administration’s agenda. It is also a rare 
theme that binds the orthodox Washington 
Republican establishment, which craves US 
global primacy, and the party’s MAGA wing, 
which took a hard anti-China turn in the latter 
stages of the Trump presidency.

The Republican takeover of the House 
likely brings any Biden-administration domes-
tic, legislative agenda to a virtual halt. On the 
other hand, US presidents have historically 
tended to look for foreign policy accomplish-
ments when domestic policy victories seem 
unlikely.

We might see more foreign policy 
activism from Biden as he looks to solidify his 
legacy – he is yet to announce whether he will 
run again in 2024. But whatever he decides, 
there’s a bigger risk here. 
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Miftah’s assessment
This refers to the article ‘Failure of gover-
nance’ by former finance minister Miftah 
Ismail. The write-up was a combination of 
courage, frustration, confusion, inability 
and even exasperation, especially when it is 
coming from the horse’s mouth, or, say, from 
the mouth of someone who was till recently 
the horse in the stable of Shehbaz Sharif-led 
government.

No one could have better judged the 
economic performance of the previous as well 
as the sitting government, of which the writer 
himself was a part and was sitting on the 
proverbial ‘hot seat’ to steer the country out of 
its accumulated economic woes with a magic 
wand. We, as citizens, have witnessed gov-
ernments come and go without delivering any 
tangibles. The rhetoric has been pretty much 
the same regardless of who happens to be 
running the show at any given point in time. 
Blaming the outgoing — ousted or defeated — 
government and reiterating the bogus claims 
of changing the life of the common man by 
taking tough decisions, which the previous 
government could not take, has nothing new 
about it.

These are nothing but paraphrased 
words of the preamble of the recently released 
Economic Survey of Pakistan for the 2021-22 
fiscal. Ironically, the writer himself happened 
to be the incumbent minister and approver 
of the survey. It is courageous, however, to 
accept one’s failure in public, but I think 
the timing is not correct. No doubt, we are 
passing through a crucial economic period 
where uncertainty is the only certainty. In a 
nutshell, this is bad for business, commerce 
and trade. The former minister just added fuel 
to speculations of all shades and varieties that 
are doing the rounds in commercial circles.

What we need is a positive approach 
from all the stakeholders to lift the nation-
al morale instead of deflating the already 
asphyxiated confidence of investors and 
consumers.

Muzaffar Jafri
Karachi

 

EOBI anomaly
The Employees’ Old-Age Benefits Act, 1976, is 
one of the finest labour welfare laws promul-
gated in Pakistan. It was enacted and enforced 
towards the fag end of Zulfikar Ali Bhutto’s 
government, which was a fulfillment of his 
election manifesto that talked about ameliorat-
ing the lot of the workers.

A pension scheme for the retired work-
ers of industry and establishment was intro-
duced for the first time. Prior to July 2001, the 
entire monthly contribution on behalf of the 
insured employees was handed over to the Em-
ployees’ Old-Age Benefits Institution (EOBI) 
by the employers. Since then, the employees 

also have to pay their share of the contribution 
along with that of the employers. In 2005, an 
amendment was made to the relevant Act, 
whereby the term ‘wages’ was defined as the 
rate of wage as declared under the Minimum 
Wages for Unskilled Workers Ordinance, 
1969. At that time, the minimum wage under 
the said ordinance was Rs3,000. Therefore, 
an employee would pay one per cent of this 
amount towards his share of the contribution, 
and the employer would pay the remaining 
5pc. This would make a total of Rs180pm per 
insured employee.

Thereafter, the minimum wage under 
the relevant ordinance was fixed at Rs4,000 
in 2006, Rs4,600 in 2007 and Rs6,000 in 2008. 
The EOBI kept running smoothly till April 
2010, when the labour laws were devolved 
to the provinces under the 18th Amendment. 
However, the federal government kept man-
aging the scheme after the devolution and did 
not transfer it to the provinces. As the 1969 
ordinance was a federal law, any amendment 
to it carried out by the federal government 
would only be applicable to the Islamabad 
Capital Territory (ICT) and would not extend 
to the provinces. In 2015, the federal govern-
ment affected an amendment in the ordinance 
and fixed the minimum wage at Rs13,000. 
The EOBI’s demand on employers to pay the 
contribution at 6pc of Rs13,000 was chal-
lenged by the latter in the courts. The high 
courts in Lahore and Peshawar gave judgments 
in favour of the employers, holding that the 
EOBI had no authority to claim contribution 
at this rate. Despite the court judgments, the 
EOBI displayed the amount of Rs13,000 on its 
portal, but a large number of employers did not 
pay the contribution at that rate. On its part, 
the EOBI could not take action against such 
employers.

The EOBI has now changed the amount 
of Rs13,000 to Rs25,000 on its portal, which 
will almost double the rate of contribution, 
from Rs780 to Rs1,500pm per insured employ-
ee. The EOBI is now forcing the employers 
to pay a contribution of 6pc of the Rs25,000. 
This situation is similar to the one faced by 
the employers in 2015. To make the demand of 
EOBI lawful, the federal government has two 
options: (a) carry out a constitutional amend-
ment to bring back the EOB Act within its fold, 
or (b) devolve the scheme to provinces that 
may fix their own minimum wage at which the 
EOBI contribution would be payable. Besides, 
it is quite unfair on the part of the EOBI to 
increase the amount of monthly contribution 
payable by the employers and the employees 
by around 92pc in one go. The increase should 
not be more than 20pc, especially when after 
46 years of the scheme’s induction, the EOBI is 
paying a paltry amount of Rs8,500 as monthly 
pension to the retired employees.

Parvez Rahim
Karachi

Peaceful protests
People have a right to take out peaceful 
demonstrations. These protests are, in fact, 
part of a democratic setup. However, it is 
often seen in Pakistan that the protestors take 
the law in their hands, damage state proper-
ty and indulge in scuffles with the deployed 
officials. This causes nothing but chaos and 
anarchy. The right to hold protest comes with 
due responsibility as a law-abiding citizen of 
the country.

Khateeb Khan
Kotli

 

Unpaid trainees
Imagine the misery of an employee or trainee 
surviving without a single penny for months, 
and, in some cases, years. Miserable, right? 
This description fits the scenario in which 
all trainees have been working in hospitals 
across Balochistan. They have not been paid 
for months, and when they complain every 
now and then, all that the authorities do is 
to placate them with the intention of putting 
the issue once again on the back burner. The 
authorities should look into this.

Dr Mustafa Khan
Quetta

 

Dengue wave
This refers to the news item ‘Another dengue 
patient dies in Karachi’. Regrettably, the num-
ber of dengue patients is increasing rapidly and 
so is the death toll from the mosquito-borne 
disease. There are many reasons behind this 
dismal situation, such as the accumulation of 
stagnant water, lack of fumigation, and the 
ignorance of the relevant authorities.

Water stagnation persists in many areas 
of the city and neither conventional nor aerial 
spray and fumigation have been carried out by 
the departments concerned despite the gravity 
of the situation. While the numbers reported 
by the health department seem lower consid-
ering the overall population of the metropolis, 
the lack of an efficacious and prompt redressal 
in the form of vaccines is worrisome for people. 
Considering the unavailability of dengue 
vaccine and the burden on hospitals, everyone 
must take preventive measures to keep them-
selves safe and healthy.

The government should take immediate 
action to clear the stagnant water from the 
city and to conduct fumigation drives in all 
the affected areas. The citizens should also act 
responsibly, use mosquito repellents while 
going out, and ensure that their surroundings 
are clean and safe. Moreover, if they feel any 
symptoms of dengue fever, they should not 
go for self-medication, and should consult a 
doctor immediately.

Majid Burfat
Karachi
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Freda Kreier
A sacrificed spider monkey is shed-
ding new light on an ancient Meso-
american relationship. The remains 
of a 1,700-year-old monkey found 
in the ancient city of Teotihuacan 
outside modern-day Mexico City 
suggest the primate was a diplomat-
ic gift from the Maya. The find is the 
earliest evidence of a primate held in captivity in the Americas, research-
ers report in Proceedings of the National Academy of Sciences.

Unearthed in 2018 at the base of a pyramid in Teotihuacan, the 
monkey’s skeleton lay beside the corpses of other animals — including an 
eagle and several rattlesnakes — in an area of the city where visiting Maya 
elites may have resided. Evidence of animal sacrifices, including of preda-
tors like jaguars, have been found in the city before. But “up to that point, 
we did not have any instances of sacrificed primates in Teotihuacan,” 
says Nawa Sugiyama, an anthropological archaeologist at the University 
of California, Riverside. Chemical analysis of the spider monkey’s bones 
and teeth showed that the female had likely been captured in a humid 
environment at a young age sometime in the third century. The monkey 
then lived in captivity for a few years before meeting her end between the 
years 250 and 300. The highlands around Mexico City are a long way from 
the natural habitat of spider monkeys, which require wet tropical forests 
to thrive. This fact, along with the presence of Maya murals and vessels, 
suggests to Sugiyama and her colleagues that the spider monkey was a 
gift from elite Mayas to the people of Teotihuacan. 

Lisa O’Mary
A new analysis from the University of To-
ronto shows that eating honey may help 
people manage high cholesterol or blood 
sugar levels.

Honey’s health benefits are so 
powerful that its status as an added 
dietary sugar should perhaps be recon-
sidered, the researchers concluded. “The word among public health and 
nutrition experts has long been that ‘a sugar is a sugar,’” said researcher 
John Sievenpiper, MD, PhD, in a news release. “These results show that’s 
not the case, and they should give pause to the designation of honey as 
a free or added sugar in dietary guidelines.” Specifically, the researchers 
found that eating honey is associated with lowered fasting blood glucose, 
which is a measure of sugar in the blood used to diagnose diabetes. Their 
analysis also showed it improved heart health measures such as cholester-
ol and triglyceride levels. Published in the journal Nutrition Reviews, the 
research synthesized data from 18 previous controlled trials with a com-
bined 1,105 participants. The benefits of honey were particularly obvious 
when the honey came from a single floral source, particularly clover and 
robinia. Benefits were also notable for raw honey, compared to processed. 
Federal dietary guidelines recommend that added sugar account for less 
than 10% of daily calories. The American Heart Association says honey 
is “not ideal for daily consumption,” pointing to its caloric impact of 64 
calories per tablespoon with minimal fiber, vitamins, or protein. “We’re 
not saying you should start having honey if you currently avoid sugar,” 
said co-author Tauseef Khan, PhD. 

Carolyn Gramling
When it comes to knowing 
what actually lies deep inside 
the Earth, diamonds are a geol-
ogist’s best friend. A tiny bit of 
rock trapped inside a diamond 
is now opening a brand-new 
window into what the planet’s lower mantle looks like. Inside the 
diamond is a newly identified silicate mineral dubbed davemaoite 
that can only have formed in Earth’s lower mantle, researchers 
report in Science. It’s the first time that scientists have managed to 
definitively prove that this type of lower mantle mineral — previ-
ously just predicted from laboratory experiments — actually exists 
in nature. The team named the mineral for well-known experimental 
high-pressure geophysicist Ho-kwang (Dave) Mao. The diamond 
bearing the telltale mineral inclusion came from a Botswana mine 
and formed at depths greater than 660 kilometers, the upper bound-
ary of Earth’s lower mantle. Using analytical techniques including 
X-ray diffraction, X-ray fluorescence imaging and infrared spectros-
copy, mineralogist Oliver Tschauner of the University of Nevada, 
Las Vegas, and colleagues identified the chemical makeup and 
structure of the new mineral, pegging it as a type of calcium silicate 
perovskite. Scientists had previously estimated that about 5 percent 
to 7 percent of the lower mantle must be made up of this mineral, 
Tschauner says. But it’s fiendishly difficult to directly observe such 
deep-Earth minerals. 

Denny Watkins
You can get all the exercise you need 
in just 8 minutes a day if you work 
out a bit harder, according to a new 
study in the European Heart Journal.

Just 54 minutes of vigorous 
exercise per week provides the most 
bang for your buck, researchers found, lowering the risk of early 
death from any cause by 36%, and your chances of getting heart 
disease by 35%. Scientists examined data from fitness trackers worn 
by more than 71,000 people studied in the United Kingdom, then 
analyzed their health over the next several years. While more time 
spent exercising unsurprisingly led to better health, the protective 
effects of exercise start to plateau after a certain point, according to 
the study. A tough, short workout improves blood pressure, shrinks 
artery-clogging plaques, and boosts your overall fitness. Vigorous 
exercise helps your body adapt better than moderate exercise does, 
leading to more notable benefits, says study author Matthew Ahma-
di, PhD, a postdoctoral research fellow at the University of Sydney.

“Collectively, these will lower a person’s risk of cardiovas-
cular disease. Exercise can also lower body inflammation, which 
will in turn lower the risk for certain cancers," he says. The CDC 
recommends at least 150 minutes of “moderate intensity” exercise 
each week, such as walking at a brisk pace. Or you could spend 75 
minutes each week doing vigorous exercise, like running, it says. The 
CDC also recommends muscle strengthening activities, like lifting 
weights, at least 2 days per week.
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