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Farhan Khan

This is budget making time and various trade 
bodies and business groups are coming up 
with their proposals to be included in the an-
nual national accounts to be presented to Par-
liament in the next few weeks. One such set of 
proposals for the 2025-26 federal budget has 
come from the Overseas Investors Chamber 
of Commerce and Industry (OICCI), which 
represents over 200 of the largest foreign 
investors in Pakistan. It is a comprehensive set 
of recommendations which include ideas for 
tax simplification, investment promotion, and 
industrial growth.

The OICCI has suggested a phased re-
duction in the corporate tax rate from 28 per-
cent to 25 percent and the gradual abolition of 
the super tax over three years. Implementation 
of this proposal will align Pakistan’s tax struc-
ture with global norms and ease the burden 
on businesses. But the question is: Will the 
government accept this sound proposal given 
the narrow fiscal space and IMF constraints 

requiring more revenue generation.
The OICCI has also proposed a reduc-

tion in the sales tax rate on goods from 18 
percent to 15 percent over three years which is 
quite reasonable. In most advanced econo-
mies, the sales tax rate hovers between 7 and 
10 percent. In our immediate neighbourhood 
too, the rate varies from 5 to 12 percent. For 
edibles and daily necessaries, the existing 18 
percent is too high and punishing for the poor 
section of the population.

At the same time, the chamber has 
proposed restoring zero-rated regimes for 
pharmaceuticals, local supplies under Export 
Facilitation Schemes, and called for reducing 
federal excise duties on soft drinks and juices 
to 18 and 15 percent respectively. It further pro-
poses removing the 5 percent regulatory duty 
on telecom power equipment and exempting 

infrastructure for 5G deployment from duties 
and taxes. This is a good proposal and merits 
attention from the authorities concerned.

Another area where reform is required 
is withholding tax which is not only too high 
but unfair given the fact that small account 
holders not liable to income tax are treated 
at par with the big ones. Withholding tax is 
a kind of indirect tax, a system which hides 
the inefficiency of the FBR in increasing the 
share of direct tax in the overall revenue pool. 
For the energy sector, the OICCI recommends 
restoring the taxable status of petroleum 
products, clarifying condensate taxation, 
and allowing export of surplus materials. 
In dairy, lower sales tax on packaged milk 
and exemption on infant nutrition inputs 
have been recommended in order to make 
the commodities affordable for the common 
household. The pharmaceutical industry has 
pitched for the restoration of zero-rated status 
and elimination of the 3 percent value-added 
tax on imported medicines.

On the other hand, telecommunication 
companies seek exemption from withhold-

ing taxes, a harmonized tax framework, 
and relief on 5G-related duties. The tobacco 
industry looks for rationalized excise rates 
and rigorous enforcement of track-and-trace 
systems to curb illicit trade which is highly 
damaging to legally operating entities. For the 
beverage producers, the OICCI recommended 
lower excise duties to boost sales and support 
agricultural development, while automakers 
stand for reduced sales tax on local vehicles 
and lower withholding taxes on dealer trans-
actions. Banks, insurers, and chemical and 
fertilizer manufacturers seek simplified tax 
treatments, better recognition under account-
ing standards, and input tax adjustability. All 
these sectoral measures are aimed at stimulat-
ing growth and need favourable consideration 
from the budget makers.

The OICCI has made a strong recom-
mendation for structural reform, that is oper-

ationalization of the Tax Policy Board under 
the Ministry of Finance. The idea behind this 
is to separate tax policy formulation work 
from administration, which will make for 
more coherent and consistent planning. Some 
of the proposals also emphasize transparen-
cy and digitization, including demonetizing 
high-value currency notes, publishing monthly 
tax refund data, and integrating tax systems 
with other government databases. It may be 
added here that OICCI members account for 
over Rs. 120 billion in refunds, a fact which 
underlines the need for thorough going sys-
temic reform on an urgent basis.

According to the OICCI as well as 
independent experts, tax credits and depre-
ciation incentives can play an important role 
in promoting the growth of green technology, 
locally manufactured machinery, and the use 
of indigenous raw materials. It has also pro-
posed incentivizing the cultivation of strategic 
crops such as palm oil and oilseeds to reduce 
dependence on imports. It will be a good idea 
if the government allows a 10 percent tax 
credit or rate reduction for the first time listed 

companies, and exporters from emerging 
sectors are given a 20 percent tax credit on in-
cremental exports for five years. To give relief 
to individual taxpayers, the OICCI has rightly 
proposed abolishing the 10 percent surcharge 
on annual incomes exceeding Rs10 million for 
compliant taxpayers and raising the taxable 
income threshold to Rs1.2 million.

It is universally recognised that the 
use of targeted tax credits goes a long way 
to shape responsible business behaviour and 
support exports, green energy, and sustainable 
production. It is also high time the govern-
ment moved urgently to broaden the tax base 
to include all sources of income, including 
those from agriculture and real estate. At the 
same time, the tax burden should be reduced 
for the salaried class which is the backbone 
of the economy and provides expertise to run 
various sectors of society.

Tax proposals for the 
upcoming budget
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Nasim Ahmed

Pakistan and India recently agreed to cease fire 
after three days of missile and drone attacks 
on each other‘s military installations. The US 
timely intervention brought the fighting to a 
stop, with President Trump and Secretary of 
State Marco Rubio conducting a continuous 
backchannel peace dialogue with the leaders of 
India and Pakistan.

It is now about two weeks since the 
ceasefire, but instead of the prospects of peace 
strengthening, there is tension in the air and 
foreboding about what next. This is particularly 
so due to belligerent noises constantly emanat-
ing from India and a section of the media there 
calling the ceasefire merely a pause and talking 
of a second round in the near future. In this 
context, it is relevant to note here that Indian 
Prime Minister Narendra Modi himself referred 
to the ceasefire as a “temporary pause” and Indi-
an Defence Minister Rajnath Singh saying that 
“Operation Sindoor is not over yet … Pakistan is 
on probation.”

The warlike rhetoric is not only aimed at 
Pakistan but also at India’s domestic audience. 
Modi’s BJP government’s Hindutva policy 
thrives on hatred of Pakistan and Muslims 
generally. No wonder, Narendra Modi, under 
pressure from RSS and BJP extremists, may opt 
to escalate tensions on the border sooner than 
later, particularly to appease its constituency of 
Hindu majoritarian voters.

No doubt, for the time being the May 
10 ceasefire holds and military forces on both 
sides have initiated a process of drawdown of 
personnel and equipment. DGMOs on both 
sides have been constantly in touch to finalise 
confidence-building measures and a structured 
mechanism for de-escalation. But, given the 
history of continued confrontation between the 
two countries and India’s intransigence over 
Kashmir and other issues, the tension between 
the two nuclear-armed nations is not going to 
die down anytime soon.

In the background of the recent missile 
war, Pakistan would want a comprehensive 
peace dialogue not only on India’s unilateral 
suspension of the Indus Waters Treaty but also 
Kashmir and other long standing issues. But as 
India has repeatedly made it clear and in recent 
statements as well, its focus is only on terrorism. 
In other words, while Pakistan seeks to address 
the root causes of the unending confrontation 
between the two countries, New Delhi is for 
a dialogue only on terrorism and the status of 

Azad Kashmir.
It is in this context that we have to see the 

unease shown by India over President Trump’s 
offer to mediate on the Kashmir dispute. India 
is a recalcitrant customer and will not come 
round to see reason without increasing pressure 
from world powers and countries with which 
its economic interests are linked. Apart from the 
US, Russia can also play a facilitating role. And 
so can Saudi Arabia which has been increasingly 
active in peace diplomacy in recent years, and 
is seen as a stabilising force in regional and in-
ternational conflicts. Saudi Arabia has taken an 
active part in finding a feasible solution to the 
Russia-Ukraine conflict. If the countries play 
a proactive role in the Kashmir dispute, New 
Delhi can be gradually brought round to cede to 
the Kashmiris their right of self-determination.

An immediate concern is India’s suspen-
sion of the Indus Waters Treaty in the wake of 
the Pahalgam terrorist attack. Pakistan has re-

peatedly denied involvement in the incident, but 
the accord remains “in abeyance” as declared by 
India despite the two nuclear-armed neighbours 
having agreed to a ceasefire following a brief 
aerial warfare. It is reported that after the April 
22 attack, Indian Prime Minister Modi ordered 
authorities concerned to expedite planning and 
execution of projects on the Chenab, Jhelum 
and Indus rivers, three rivers in the Indus sys-
tem that are designated primarily for Pakistan’s 
use. Under the treaty, India is permitted to draw 
a limited amount of water from the Chenab for 
irrigation, but India is now set to breach this 
limit. Indian foreign ministry spokesperson 
Randhir Jaiswal told the media last week that 
India “will keep the treaty in abeyance until 
Pakistan credibly and irrevocably abjures its 
support for cross-border terrorism”.

Pakistan has taken the matter seriously 
and rightly declared that any attempt to stop or 

divert the flow of water belonging to Pakistan 
will be treated as an“act of war.” About 80 
per cent of Pakistan’s agriculture  depends on 
the Indus system, as well as  all hydropow-
er projects serving the country of some 250 
million. Needless to say, any attempt by India 
to build dams, canals or other infrastructure to 
withhold or divert the flow of water from the 
Indus system would adversely affect Pakistan’s 
agricultural economy.

According to some media reports, water 
at a key receiving point in Pakistan fell by as 
much as 90pc in early May after India started 
maintenance work on some Indus projects. Un-
der the provisions of the Indus Water Treaty, 
India cannot unilaterally take any action that 
restricts the flow of water into the Indus and 
other rivers allocated to Pakistan. Last week, 
World Bank President Ajay Banga talking to an 
Indian news channel said, “There is no provision 
in the treaty to allow it to be suspended, the 

way it (IWT) was drawn up, it either needs to 
be gone or it needs to be replaced by another 
one. That requires the two countries to want to 
agree. The treaty is not suspended, it’s techni-
cally called something in abeyance, is how the 
Indian government worded it.”

It may be added here that Article XII 
of the IWT makes it clear that it can only be 
modified by mutual agreement. By itself India 
cannot suspend or modify it. It is not only a 
treaty violation but a violation of international 
humanitarian law. Article 54 (4) of the 1977 Pro-
tocol I Additional to the Geneva Conventions 
of Aug 12, 1949, (AP I) specifically outlaws the 
stoppage of water for the purpose of reprisals. 
Without further delay, Islamabad should take 
up the matter with the US and other friendly 
nations and initiate necessary steps to start the 
arbitration process as provided in the IWT for 
the resolution of such disputes.

Ceasefire and after:  
what next?
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Muhammad Ali

Pakistan’s economy has been tethered to an 
IMF program, twice disrupted—first by the 
2020 COVID-19 crisis and later in 2022-23 due 
to breaches by former Finance Minister Ishaq 
Dar. These setbacks taught hard lessons: the 
IMF demands strict adherence to tough condi-
tions, and allies like China, Saudi Arabia, and 
the UAE condition their $16 billion rollovers 
on an active IMF program.

Subsequent programs—a $3 billion 
Stand-By Arrangement in 2023 and a $7 billion 
Extended Fund Facility post-2024 elections—
highlight persistent design flaws, particularly 
in tax and energy reforms. As the 2025-26 
budget looms, hopes rest on creating a fairer 
tax system and resolving energy sector issues 
without overburdening citizens.

Since 2019, Pakistan has been navigating 
an International Monetary Fund (IMF) pro-
gram, which faced interruptions. The Pakistani 
government learned a tough 
lesson at the cost of its strug-
gling citizens: the IMF would 
not ease its stringent upfront 
requirements or grant lenien-
cy during quarterly reviews. 
This stance stemmed from 
Pakistan’s track record of 
either dodging politically 
tough reforms or undoing 
IMF-mandated changes once 
a program concluded.

The country’s elite also 
faced a stark reality. Friendly 
nations like China, Saudi 
Arabia, and the UAE, whose 
$16 billion in loan rollovers 
were vital for bolstering 
Pakistan’s reserves and stabilizing the rupee’s 
external value, conditioned their support on 
Pakistan adhering to a strictly monitored IMF 
program.

This context explains the urgency 
behind Pakistan’s next two IMF programs: a 
$3 billion, nine-month Stand-By Arrangement 
starting in July 2023 to bridge the caretaker 
government’s tenure, followed by a 36-month, 
$7 billion Extended Fund Facility after the 
February elections. However, flaws in the de-
sign of these programs persist, which both the 
IMF and Pakistani authorities should address 
in the 2025-26 budget, especially regarding 
overdue tax and energy sector reforms.

So far, tax reforms have aimed at an 
ambitious 40% revenue increase, a target that 
has proven unrealistic. The Federal Board of 
Revenue (FBR) reported a shortfall of 833 bil-
lion rupees in the first 10 months of the current 

fiscal year. This gap exists despite the FBR’s 
reliance on easy measures, such as hiking taxes 
for existing taxpayers and imposing withhold-
ing taxes in the sales tax mode—an indirect 
tax that disproportionately burdens the poor 
compared to the wealthy.

The Federal Board of Revenue (FBR) 
came up short by nearly Rs831 billion in the 
first ten months of the current fiscal year, as 
shrinking imports and surprisingly low infla-
tion dealt a blow to tax collections—especially 
sales tax. Between July and April of FY25, the 
FBR brought in Rs9.299 trillion, falling behind 
its target of Rs10.130 trillion. Still, there's a 
silver lining: this year’s revenue so far is 27% 
higher than the Rs7.350 trillion collected 
during the same period last year. Looking at 
April alone, the FBR collected Rs846 billion—
well below the Rs963 billion target, resulting 
in a Rs117 billion gap. Yet, when compared to 
April of last year, collections were up a strong 
30%, jumping from Rs651 billion. Provisional 

figures released Wednesday highlight this 
improvement. Despite broader economic chal-
lenges and muted inflation, April’s gains were 
largely driven by stronger enforcement—es-
pecially in the sugar industry and a handful of 
other sectors. Meanwhile, the IMF has adjust-
ed its expectations, lowering the FBR’s annual 
revenue target for FY25 from Rs12.913 trillion 
to Rs12.333 trillion—a downward revision of 
Rs580 billion. The Fund also signaled openness 
to revising the target further if needed. The 
shortfall, officials say, is largely due to falling 
import tax revenues, weak industrial activity, 
and the lowest inflation rates seen in decades.

One would hope that the 2025-26 budget 
prioritizes a fairer, more balanced tax system. 
A key step is enforcing the tax on wealthy 
landlords’ income, passed by all provincial 
assemblies and set to take effect from January 
1, 2025, with implementation starting July 

1. However, the lack of a clear mechanism to 
assess landlords’ income raises concerns about 
its execution.

Additionally, government sources indi-
cate that traders will face taxation next fiscal 
year, a commitment repeatedly made to the 
IMF. Past attempts, including in 2024, faltered 
due to traders’ significant street influence, 
casting doubt on the plan’s success.

Energy sector reforms remain stalled. 
Reports suggest the IMF has approved bank 
borrowing—despite banks’ heavy exposure to 
the sector—to tackle the over 2.3 trillion-ru-
pee circular debt, with consumers footing the 
interest bill. Two points stand out: first, in 
2013, then-Finance Minister Ishaq Dar coerced 
banks into similar lending, and the principal 
remains unpaid while consumers bear the in-
terest. Second, this idea, proposed by caretaker 
minister Muhammad Ali last year, was initially 
rejected by the IMF as unviable. Banks have 
now reportedly agreed to lend at lower rates, 

prompting the IMF’s 
approval.

Electricity tariffs 
have decreased, driven 
by expected savings from 
renegotiated contracts 
with Independent Power 
Producers. Yet, these sav-
ings are speculative, and 
progress on rescheduling 
China-Pakistan Economic 
Corridor (CPEC) power 
projects is absent. Realiz-
ing these savings hinges 
on addressing governance 
issues, such as high 
distribution and transmis-
sion losses, adjusting net 

metering rates, and phasing out the politically 
sensitive half-trillion-rupee annual tariff differ-
ential subsidy, planned for 2026-27.

As with past IMF programs, reforms 
continue to burden consumers. To shift this, 
the elite must absorb more costs, which 
requires slashing current expenditure rather 
than leaning on higher taxes and borrowing.

Pakistan’s IMF-driven reforms have 
historically leaned on consumers, with tax 
hikes and energy costs hitting the vulnerable 
hardest. The 2025-26 budget offers a chance 
to pivot—taxing wealthy landlords, curbing 
traders’ exemptions, and addressing energy 
sector inefficiencies. Yet, success depends 
on political will to confront elite interests 
and slash wasteful spending. Without these, 
Pakistan risks perpetuating a cycle of depen-
dency and inequity, undermining the promise 
of sustainable economic stability.

Hopes for fairer reforms
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Husnain Shahid

A prominent US financial magazine has 
praised Pakistan’s stunning economic recov-
ery, dubbing it a “macroeconomic miracle” 
after two years of remarkable progress. With 
inflation tumbling from 38% to 0.3%, boom-
ing stock markets, and a $7 billion IMF deal, 
the nation of 255 million is turning heads. Yet, 
the publication warns that deep structural 
vulnerabilities and reliance on external credi-
tors could threaten this fragile turnaround.

In a recent feature, Barron’s, the re-
spected US-based financial publication under 
Dow Jones & Company, celebrated Pakistan’s 
remarkable economic rebound, describing it 
as a “near-miraculous macroeconomic feat.” 
Yet, it cautioned that the nation’s prog-
ress remains precarious, with deep-rooted 
structural challenges lingering.

The article, released last week, 
spotlighted Pakistan’s strides toward 
stability over the past two years, no small 
feat for a country of 255 million. Notably, 
inflation has plummeted from a stagger-
ing 38% in May 2023 to a mere 0.3% by 
April 2025. Other indicators paint a simi-
larly optimistic picture: Eurobonds due in 
2031 have doubled in value, soaring from 
40 cents to 80 cents on the dollar, while 
the Pakistan Stock Exchange index has 
tripled. Under Prime Minister Shehbaz 
Sharif, the government secured a $7 billion 
IMF stabilization deal last September, with 
more than $2 billion already released.

“Pakistan’s story is a compelling one,” said 
Genna Lozovsky, chief investment officer at 
Sandglass Capital Management, a firm special-
izing in distressed emerging markets debt. “It’s 
become so stable that it’s no longer the kind of 
high-risk opportunity we typically pursue.”

The report also addressed recent ten-
sions with neighboring India, suggesting that 
the brief flare-up is unlikely to derail Paki-
stan’s economic momentum. Finance Minister 
Muhammad Aurangzeb echoed this optimism 
in an interview, calling the conflict a “short-
term escalation” that can be managed within 
the government’s fiscal framework.

Still, the report emphasized Pakistan’s 
heavy reliance on international lenders, par-
ticularly the IMF, as it navigates an ongoing 
bailout program. The country’s history of eco-
nomic volatility—marked by repeated boom-
and-bust cycles—looms large. Yet, there 
are glimmers of hope that this time might 

be different. Khaled Sellami, an emerging 
markets debt manager at Barings, pointed to 
encouraging signs: a positive current account 
balance and a primary fiscal surplus (exclud-
ing interest payments), both rare in Pakistan’s 
recent history. In April 2025, Pakistan’s 
current account recorded a modest surplus of 
$12 million, a sharp drop from the robust $1.2 
billion surplus seen in March, according to 
figures from the State Bank of Pakistan (SBP). 
Compared to April 2024, when the surplus 
stood at $315 million, this marks a steep 96% 
decline. The shrinking surplus is largely due 
to a surge in imports, which has put pressure 
on the country’s external finances.

A key factor in the narrowing surplus 
was a dip in remittances, which fell as they 

returned to more typical levels after a period 
of strong inflows. The trade deficit also wid-
ened, adding further strain. Despite this, Paki-
stan’s current account has shown resilience 
over the first ten months of the fiscal year 
(July 2024–April 2025), posting a cumulative 
surplus of $1.88 billion—a striking improve-
ment from the $1.34 billion deficit recorded in 
the same period last year.

Exports of goods and services in April 
2025 reached $3.33 billion, edging up 1.2% 
from $3.29 billion a year earlier. Imports, 
however, climbed to $6.14 billion, a 15% jump 
from the previous year. On a brighter note, 
workers’ remittances rose to $3.18 billion, 
reflecting a healthy 13% increase compared 
to April 2024, providing some cushion to the 
external account.

Alison Graham, chief investment officer 
at Voltan Capital Management, which focuses 
on frontier markets, recalled the widespread 
expectation in 2023 that Pakistan would 
default alongside Sri Lanka. Instead, the State 
Bank of Pakistan took decisive action, hiking 

interest rates from 10% to 22%, a move that 
tamed inflation. Since June 2024, the central 
bank has eased rates by 1,100 basis points, 
bringing the policy rate to 11%.

While Pakistan’s turnaround is impres-
sive, the report underscored that its economic 
future hinges on sustaining these gains amid 
ongoing vulnerabilities. It highlighted Paki-
stan’s economic strides, noting that its key 
sovereign creditors—China, Saudi Arabia, and 
the United Arab Emirates—have extended 
existing loans without injecting fresh funds. 
The country’s GDP growth rebounded to a 
solid 2.5% last year, and its fiscal accounts 
are, unusually, in balance.

Yet, challenges loom large for the South 
Asian nation. Under the IMF’s program, 

Pakistan faces tough mandates: a 50% 
increase in tax collection, steep cuts to 
electricity subsidies, and other daunting 
reforms. Boosting exports is another 
critical hurdle. “Cotton, apparel, and 
cereals make up two-thirds of Pakistan’s 
exports,” observed Khaled Sellami of 
Barings. While Pakistan has begun tap-
ping into IT outsourcing, with foreign 
sales climbing from nearly zero to $3 
billion annually, it lags far behind India’s 
$200 billion IT export industry.

Without diversifying into high-
er-value exports, the report warned 
Pakistan risks being trapped in its 

historical cycle of economic booms fueled by 
election-time spending, only to crash when ex-
ternal pressures hit. “The country is still high-
ly vulnerable to global shocks,” said Alison 
Graham of Voltan Capital Management. “To 
capitalize on a rally, you need to get in early.”

Sellami, however, expressed cautious 
optimism about Pakistan’s Eurobonds, 
describing his outlook as “constructive.” 
He pointed out that Pakistan’s geopolitical 
leverage, particularly with the US, has waned, 
and allies like China and Gulf nations are no 
longer willing to provide unconditional finan-
cial support. “The government is fully aware 
that straying from their delicate balancing act 
could cut off external funding,” he added.

Pakistan’s economic resurgence is a 
compelling story, but its future hinges on 
navigating tough IMF-mandated reforms, di-
versifying exports, and breaking free from its 
boom-and-bust past. While investors remain 
cautiously optimistic, the nation’s fragility 
to global shocks underscores the need for 
sustained discipline.
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Shahid Hussain

Pakistan is bracing for a daunting financial 
challenge as the International Monetary Fund 
(IMF) projects a $31.4 billion external financing 
shortfall by 2027-28, following the end of its 
current programs. With stagnant privatization 
revenues and rising debt, economists warn that 
without bold reforms to boost revenue and curb 
spending, the country risks deeper reliance on 
loans, threatening long-term economic stability.

The IMF forecasts a significant challenge 
for Pakistan, predicting that the country’s 
external financing shortfall will balloon to $31.4 
billion by the fiscal year 2027-28, once current 
IMF-backed programs conclude. According to 
the IMF’s latest staff report, Pakistan is unlikely 
to see any revenue from privatization until 2030, 
with projections consistently showing zero in-
come from such efforts. The IMF’s estimates, de-
tailed following the first review of the $7 billion 
Extended Fund Facility (EFF) and the approval 
of a new Resilience and Sustainability Facility 
(RSF), indicate that Pakistan’s financing gap 
will hit $19.75 billion in the 2025-26 budget 
year, slightly dip to $19.35 billion in 2026-27, 
and then surge to $31.35 billion by 2027-28. The 
report projects financing gaps of $23.13 billion 
in 2028-29 and $22.16 billion in 2029-30.

Government officials have expressed 
concerns about managing such a massive $31.4 
billion shortfall by 2027-28 without securing 
another IMF loan. This is particularly daunting 
as the current administration has signaled that 
the ongoing EFF might be its final borrowing 
from the IMF, raising questions about how 
Pakistan will navigate these financial hurdles.

On the domestic front, Pakistan’s federal 
debt has soared to Rs 73.6 trillion by March 
2025, driven largely by increased borrowing to 
cover persistent fiscal deficits. Data from the 
State Bank of Pakistan (SBP) reveals a 7 percent 
rise in total debt over the first nine months of 
fiscal year 2025 (July 2024 to March 2025), 
climbing from Rs 68.914 trillion to Rs 73.688 
trillion. This Rs 4.774 trillion increase under-
scores the government’s growing dependence 
on loans to address budget shortfalls.

Domestic debt accounted for the lion’s 
share of this growth, rising by Rs 4.358 trillion 
(9.2 percent) to Rs 51.518 trillion by March 
2025, up from Rs 47.160 trillion in June 2024. 
This includes Rs 43.595 trillion in long-
term loans and Rs 7.86 trillion in short-term 
borrowings. External debt, by contrast, grew 
more modestly by 2 percent, or Rs 416 billion, 

reaching Rs 22.17 trillion. This slower growth 
was partly due to a relatively stable exchange 
rate, with the US dollar’s weighted average 
customer exchange rate shifting marginally 
from Rs 278.3668 in June 2024 to Rs 280.1721 in 
March 2025.

The mounting debt levels are sparking 
worries about Pakistan’s long-term fiscal health 
and its capacity to meet financing demands 
without exacerbating economic risks. Econo-
mists are sounding alarms that without bold 
reforms to boost revenue and rein in spending, 
Pakistan risks leaning heavily on domestic and 
foreign loans to plug its financial gaps. The Fed-
eral Board of Revenue (FBR) reported a robust 
26.3 percent year-on-year surge in tax collection 
from July to April in fiscal year 2025 (FY25), 

yet it fell short of targets. To shore up funds, the 
government has hiked Petroleum Development 
Levy (PDL) rates, a move expected to lift non-
tax revenues in the final months of FY25.

The SBP notes that spending was kept in 
check during July-March FY25, suggesting the 
fiscal deficit may align closely with the FY25 
target. However, hitting the planned primary 
surplus looks tough. The SBP’s recent policy 
statement underscores the urgency of re-
forms—widening the tax base and overhauling 
state-owned enterprises (SOEs)—to stabilize 
the fiscal landscape.

The IMF projects Pakistan’s gross foreign 
reserves will reach $23 billion by 2027-28, far 
from enough to cover the daunting $31 billion 
financing gap looming that year. On trade, the 
IMF estimates exports will grow steadily from 
$32.9 billion in 2025-26 to $38.59 billion by 

2027-28, while imports are expected to climb 
from $59.9 billion to $67.13 billion over the 
same period. The Current Account Deficit is 
forecasted to range between $1.48 billion and 
$3.85 billion through 2027-28. Meanwhile, 
workers’ remittances are projected to hold 
steady at around $36 billion annually over the 
next three years.

Independent economists question how 
Pakistan can break free from IMF reliance after 
the current Extended Fund Facility (EFF) and 
Resilience and Sustainability Facility (RSF) 
programs end. They argue that a fundamen-
tal shift—such as boosting non-debt dollar 
inflows—is critical to escaping the IMF’s orbit. 
The current IMF program, they warn, merely 
maintains the status quo, with GDP growth 

projected to reach just 4.5 percent by 2027-
28. This modest growth, coupled with higher 
taxes and spending cuts, is unlikely to lift many 
Pakistanis out of poverty. Despite the heavy 
toll of these measures, the IMF’s staff report 
suggests no transformative economic shift is 
on the horizon, leaving the country’s economic 
challenges largely unresolved.

As Pakistan grapples with a projected 
$31.4 billion financing gap and modest GDP 
growth of 4.5 percent by 2027-28, the path to 
economic independence remains steep. The 
IMF’s forecasts and economists’ warnings high-
light the urgent need for transformative reforms 
to expand revenue, streamline spending, and 
boost non-debt inflows. Without these, Paki-
stan may remain tethered to external borrow-
ing, with limited progress in alleviating poverty 
or achieving fiscal sustainability.
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Raza Khan

The Merged Tribal Districts (MTDs) of 
Khyber Pakhtunkhwa (KP)—formerly 
known as the Federally Administered Tribal 
Areas (FATA)—have seen little meaningful 
development since their merger into the 
province in 2018. Despite the promises made 
at the time, genuine progress in uplifting the 
region has yet to begin. This delay largely 
stems from the federal government's failure—
and more broadly, the state's inability—to 
acknowledge and fulfill its responsibility 
toward the region's development.

When the merger was announced, it 
was hailed as the beginning of a new era of 
growth and prosperity for the tribal areas. 
However, several factors have contributed to 
the state's failure to launch a comprehensive 
development agenda. While many of these 
have been discussed previously, one critical 
factor that demands attention is the govern-
ment's lack of interest in promoting econom-
ic development in these areas.

One of the most impactful steps could 
have been the promotion of industrializa-
tion in the MTDs. Such a move could have 
triggered broader socioeconomic develop-
ment. Specifically, the government should 
have initiated the establishment of Economic 
Opportunity Zones (EOZs) in the region.

Economic development is the corner-
stone of overall progress. Other dimensions 
of development—such as social services, in-
frastructure, and governance—largely depend 
on a robust economic foundation. For the 
former FATA to see real advancement, eco-
nomic growth must originate from within the 
region, although external support is essential 
to enable this internal transformation. In this 
context, industrial development is vital.

Historically, the tribal regions along 
the Pakistan-Afghanistan border have been 
unable to develop a viable industrial base due 
to a variety of challenges. Despite sporadic 
efforts from the government and local inves-
tors, no substantial industrial infrastructure 
has materialized.

During the previous Pakistan Teh-
reek-e-Insaf (PTI) government, there were 
efforts to urge the United States to revive the 
idea of Reconstruction Opportunity Zones 
(ROZs)—a concept introduced around 
2008. These zones held great promise for 
transforming the socioeconomic landscape 
of these remote and underdeveloped regions. 
However, due to gross mismanagement by 

Pakistani policymakers and bureaucrats, the 
project was eventually shelved by Wash-
ington. The people of the tribal areas—and 
Pakistan as a whole—have been the ultimate 
losers.

The ongoing instability in the border 
regions has consistently spilled over into 
the rest of KP and the broader country. The 
original intent behind the US-backed ROZs 
was to provide employment opportunities to 
deter local populations from joining militant 
groups. Unfortunately, the initiative was 
derailed when Pakistani economic managers 
began lobbying to have these zones built in 
peaceful regions such as Punjab, undermining 
the entire premise.

As a result, the United States ultimate-
ly abandoned the ROZs (Reconstruction 
Opportunity Zones) initiative, recognizing 
that establishing these zones in mainland 
Pakistan would defeat the core purpose of 
the project. This decision came only after 
repeated attempts to convince Pakistani 
authorities to implement ROZs specifically 
in the former FATA region.

The idea of ROZs was first introduced 
during the Musharraf era, inspired by the 
success of similar models in border regions 
of countries such as Egypt, Vietnam, Jordan, 
and Israel, where such industrial zones had 
already yielded significant socioeconomic 
benefits for local populations.

A fundamental reason behind the 
chronic underdevelopment and instability 
of Pakistan’s Pakhtun tribal areas is the 
near-total absence of economic opportu-
nities—especially employment. This, in 
turn, stems from the lack of any meaningful 
economic infrastructure in the region. The 
geography of the area—rugged, mountainous, 
and largely arid—makes large-scale agricul-
ture unfeasible. The only viable economic 
avenues are mineral exploration and the 
establishment of manufacturing units.

During General Musharraf’s tenure, the 
US proposed the creation of ROZs primarily 
for its own strategic interests in the region. 
American policymakers correctly recognized 
that the rise of extremism and terrorism 
could be curtailed by offering economic al-
ternatives to the impoverished, marginalized, 
and disenfranchised population of Pakistan’s 
tribal belt. Building an economic infrastruc-
ture like ROZs was seen as a critical step in 
countering radicalization and militancy in 
the region.

However, the response from Pakistani 

authorities was marred by an indifferent and 
self-serving logic. Negotiations were repeat-
edly stalled due to unrealistic demands from 
Pakistani negotiators, who sought to include 
areas like the 2005 earthquake-affected 
Hazara Division, Azad Kashmir, and even 
textile-producing regions of Punjab under 
the ROZs umbrella—regions that were not 
the intended focus of the US initiative.

Industrialists and business elites from 
urban centers, working in collusion with 
bureaucrats, attempted to hijack the ROZs 
concept for their own benefit. Because ROZs 
would have granted zero-tariff access to US 
markets for products manufactured in these 
zones, this plan held immense potential for 
fostering a self-sustaining industrial base in 
the tribal areas. Unfortunately, the greed of 
vested interests derailed a transformative 
opportunity. The entire country, particularly 
the tribal belt, has paid a heavy price for this 
shortsightedness.

To their credit, US officials, recogniz-
ing both their strategic goals and the genuine 
needs of the tribal region’s population, resist-
ed these unwarranted demands and stuck to 
the original plan of implementing ROZs in 
the border areas.

The proposal to establish ROZs—or 
similarly structured initiatives—was, and 
remains, critical for the comprehensive 
development of the Pakhtun tribal regions. 
The long-term potential of such projects 
may have even exceeded the initial vision of 
the American architects of the policy. This 
underscores the need for greater seriousness 
and commitment from both the US and Paki-
stani leaderships at the time.

Today, with the ROZs proposal no lon-
ger on the table—especially under the Don-
ald Trump administration, which showed 
little interest in reviving the plan—Pakistan 
must take the initiative itself. The country 
should move forward with establishing Eco-
nomic Opportunity Zones (EOZs), modeled 
after the original ROZs concept.

If Pakistan leads the way, it might be-
come possible to finance these zones at least 
partially, if not entirely. Should the United 
States remain disengaged, Pakistan must seek 
alternative partners. In this context, China 
stands out as a potential investor, especially 
under the framework of the China-Pakistan 
Economic Corridor (CPEC). It is imperative 
that Pakistan not miss this second chance to 
economically transform its long-neglected 
tribal regions.
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Faheem Amir

The only thing that distinguishes a human being 
from an animal is the sense of morality — and the 
ability to preserve this morality through language 
and laws. Without this gift, there would be no 
civilization, no society, no country, no order 
in the world. But there are some men who are 
even more dangerous than beasts, for they twist 
morality, manipulate language, and misuse law to 
serve their own selfish ends.

This cunning class exists in every society 
and thrives by spreading false teachings, poison-
ous ideas, and the fear of slavery and destruction 
among the people. This exploitative class uses all 
forms of mass communication — books, media, 
both electronic and print, and now social plat-
forms — to control not only their own people but 
also the minds of others across borders. In truth, 
they have turned the tools of communication into 
weapons of deception. Their target is to “manufac-
ture consent” — reshaping truth into a narrative 
that protects power and deceives the people.

After the Pahalgam tragedy on April 22, 
Narendra Modi’s government and its loyalist 
“godi media” dangerously distorted the truth, 
fanned jingoism, stirred religious hatred, and 
inflamed aggressive nationalism by openly 
threatening and abusing Pakistan and its army. 
Indian news channels began urging the govern-
ment to attack, humiliate, and destroy Pakistan. 
Without presenting any evidence, on May 7, 
India launched airstrikes across Pakistan under 
Operation Sindoor, killing around 40 Pakistani 
civilians, injuring 121 others, and martyring 11 
soldiers while wounding 78. Pakistan responded 
swiftly, shooting down five Indian jets — includ-
ing three French-made Rafale fighters — and 
destroying Indian military positions along the 
Line of Control. On May 10, India escalated 
further by launching air-to-ground missile 
strikes on three Pakistani airbases, Nur Khan, 
Mushaf and Bholari bases. Pakistan retaliated 
with Operation Bunyan-um-Marsoos, targeting 
26 military positions inside India, including Su-
ratgarh, Sirsa, Bhuj, Naliya, Adampur, Bhatinda, 
Barnala, Halwara, Awantipura, Srinagar, Jammu, 
Udhampur, Mamun, Ambala, and Pathankot, 
as well as BrahMos missile storage facilities at 
Beas and Nagrota. A ceasefire, achieved through 
US mediation, came into effect later that day, 
narrowly preventing a full-scale war between the 
two nuclear powers. 

During the conflict, media outlets on both 
sides played a role in shaping national narratives 
— but Indian electronic media descended into a 
realm of pure theatre, blurring the lines between 

news and nationalist fantasy. While Pakistani 
media remained relatively restrained, Indian 
channels staged film-like dramas on live televi-
sion, turning war coverage into scripted spec-
tacles. Anchors like Arnab Goswami (Republic 
TV), Aditi Tyagi (Zee News), and self-styled 
defence experts such as Major Gaurav Arya and 
General S.P. Sinha fed viewers a relentless stream 
of bombastic claims, emotional anti-Pakistan 
slogans and rebukes. Times Now announced 
that the Indian Army had “stormed Islamabad” 
and captured Lahore. Zee News declared that 
Karachi Port had been “reduced to rubble by 
over ten blasts.” Republic TV excitedly claimed 
a Pakistani pilot had been captured, while India 
Today ran segments suggesting that Pakistan’s 
Army Chief, General Asim Munir, had been 
arrested in a coup. In one particularly absurd seg-
ment, TV9 Bharatvarsh claimed a Baloch uprising 
had erupted in Quetta, while animated maps 
glowed behind anchors “marking” Indian military 
gains across Pakistani territory. Aaj Tak declared 
Peshawar “turned to dust,” while Republic re-
ported massive blasts outside the Pakistani prime 
minister’s residence. The fiction was so extreme 
that even journalist Barkha Dutt tweeted about 
the Navy destroying Karachi Port. None of these 
stories were backed by any evidence and were 
later proven to be entirely false. Pakistan Army 
spokesperson Lt Gen Ahmed Sharif Chaudhry 
exposed multiple doctored and fake videos 
aired by Indian media. He showed that Indian 
channels had broadcast recycled or unrelated 
footage — including clips from the Gaza conflict, 
a 2020 explosion in Beirut, and even video game 
graphics from Battlefield 3 — presenting them 
as scenes of Indian military victory. The BBC and 
AFP also debunked these false claims. This wave 
of disinformation was not limited to TV — it 
flooded social media too. Right-wing influencers 
openly promoted “information warfare” as a pa-
triotic duty. As fact-checker Pratik Sinha noted, 
this was the first time Indian online communities 
celebrated falsehoods as a tool of war.

The main job of journalism is to inform, 
educate, guide, and entertain people — not 
to mislead them or push a political agenda. At 
its core, journalism should be fair and honest, 
reporting facts objectively, without prejudice 
or twisting the truth. It is the duty of every 
journalist to present the truth as it is — not as 
they wish it to be. But, unfortunately, in every 
country, the ruling elite often weaponises the 
media to pursue its own agenda. This is not 
new. Over a century ago, during World War 
I, US President Woodrow Wilson created the 
Creel Commission, a propaganda machine that 

turned a largely pacifist American public into 
one that demanded war with Germany — all 
within six months. There are countless examples 
where mainstream publications have carried 
unverified, politically charged stories that served 
as the foundation for war. Zahid Hussain, a 
prominent columnist, writes that in the early 
2000s, the New York Times published reports 
by Pulitzer Prize-winner Judith Miller alleging 
Iraq possessed weapons of mass destruction — a 
claim later debunked. Those stories helped justify 
the U.S. invasion of Iraq, a war that, by some 
estimates, killed over a million people. In 2004, 
the New York Times admitted much of its WMD 
coverage had relied on questionable intelligence, 
including misleading claims by Iraqi exile Ahmad 
Chalabi. Similarly, Newsweek’s then-editor 
Fareed Zakaria endorsed the invasion and later 
praised Trump’s missile strike on Syria, calling it 
the moment he “became president.”

These episodes are grim reminders of how 
powerful media, when aligned with the ruling 
elite and state interests, can create false public 
opinion and drag entire nations into disaster. 
Modi is playing the same game. Even after the 
ceasefire between India and Pakistan, Prime 
Minister Narendra Modi continues to issue 
provocative threats. His government, with the 
backing of a compliant media, presents this ag-
gression as strength and uses nationalism to stir 
emotions. This strategy serves to distract people 
from serious domestic problems such as poverty, 
unemployment, and social unrest.

Noam Chomsky has long argued that in 
societies that appear democratic on the surface, 
the media often does not inform the public — 
instead, it works to shape public opinion to 
support those in power. When leaders face 
difficulties at home, they sometimes create fear 
of an external enemy to unite the public and 
silence criticism. Modi’s actions — supported by 
a media that promotes conflict— clearly follow 
this pattern. This tactic was also recognised 
centuries ago by Niccolò Machiavelli, who 
advised rulers to create external threats in order 
to unify people under their control and deflect 
attention from domestic issues. If such reckless 
posturing continues, it risks pushing the region 
into a full-fledged war — one that could spiral 
into a nuclear confrontation. The consequences 
of such a catastrophe are unimaginable. Narendra 
Modi must not pursue a path that endangers 
millions just to win votes. Instead of being used 
as weapons to stir hatred, the media in both India 
and Pakistan must be redirected toward uplifting 
their people — fighting poverty, illiteracy, and 
disease, not each other.
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Rasheed Ali

In the sun-drenched valleys and remote moun-
tain hamlets of Khyber Pakhtunkhwa, the 
voices of millions of children echo in silence 
— not in classrooms, but on fields, in markets, 
and at home. Despite a decade of soaring edu-
cation budgets under Pakistan Tehreek-e-Insaf 
(PTI) rule, more than 4.7 million children in 
the province remain out of school.

The contrast between policy and out-
come is stark. Since 2013, the PTI has ruled KP 
for 11 of the past 12 years, with a brief inter-
mission in 2023. From the outset, the party 
proclaimed education reform as a cornerstone 
of its governance. And on paper, the commit-
ment is undeniable: the education budget rose 
from Rs. 84.63 billion in 2013–14 to Rs. 362.68 
billion in 2024–25—a stag-
gering 328pc increase.

The province now 
allocates nearly one-fifth of 
its total budget to educa-
tion, aligning with UNE-
SCO's global standards. 
Investments have included 
everything from building 
missing school infrastructure 
to providing free textbooks, 
to bolstering higher educa-
tion with Rs. 35.82 billion 
earmarked in the current 
fiscal year. Yet, the outcomes 
tell another story.

According to govern-
ment data, over 4.7 million 
children between the ages 
of 5 and 16 are not enrolled 
in school. Among them, 2.9 
million are girls, pointing to 
a deep-rooted gender divide. 
In districts such as Palas 
Kolai (77pc), Upper Kohistan 
(70pc), and Torghar (61pc), 
out-of-school rates rival the most underserved 
regions in the world.

The overall literacy rate hovers around 
54pc, with a sharp gender gap: 69pc of men are 
literate compared to just 39pc of women. In 
many rural tehsils, female literacy drops below 
20pc. Some areas report figures as low as 15pc, 
underscoring the systemic exclusion of girls 
from the educational landscape.

“This isn’t just a gap in education—it’s 
a generational crisis,” said a senior education 
expert in Peshawar, requesting anonymity. 
“We have the infrastructure and the fund-
ing, but what’s missing is strategic, targeted 

action — especially for the most marginalised 
communities.”

The numbers highlight that while the 
PTI government excelled in increasing alloca-
tions and announcing reforms, it struggled to 
translate financial input into real-world access 
and retention. For example, primary school 
enrollment stands at 3.12 million, yet the Net 
Enrollment Rate (NER) at the primary level 
was only 56pc in 2019–20. The NER in govern-
ment schools is even lower — just 35pc.

Teachers number over 142,000 in gov-
ernment schools, but they, too, are dispropor-
tionately concentrated in urban areas and boys' 
institutions. Only 36pc of teachers are female, 
and 39pc of public schools are designated for 
girls — further reducing access in a society 
where gender sensitivity and cultural norms 

already act as barriers.
The situation is even more complex 

in the newly merged tribal districts, where 
decades of conflict, displacement, and under-
development have left education systems in 
disarray.

Despite these realities, PTI’s political 
leadership has regularly lauded its educational 
“revolution”.

During its first tenure under Chief 
Minister Pervez Khattak (2013–2018) and 
again under Mahmood Khan (2018–2023), 
the party prioritised visible reforms: teacher 
attendance systems, online monitoring tools, 

and performance-based evaluations. Yet these 
initiatives, while important, failed to address 
deeper structural issues such as social norms 
preventing girls from attending school, lack of 
transportation in remote areas, and underfund-
ed early childhood education.

With Ali Amin Gandapur now at 
the helm since March 2024, questions are 
mounting: Can this new leadership close the 
gap between policy promises and educational 
realities?

Observers say it will take more than bud-
gets. “You can’t solve this crisis by throwing 
money at it,” said an education consultant 
based in Swat. “You need community engage-
ment, gender-sensitive policies, and local solu-
tions. Otherwise, the budget will keep growing 
while enrollment stays stuck.”

Parents, too, are losing patience. “I want 
my daughter to be a doctor,” said Faiza Bibi, 
a mother of five in Lower Dir. “But there’s no 
girls’ school nearby — and no female teacher. 
How can she dream?”

As KP continues its journey into the 
second decade of PTI rule, the stakes could 
not be higher. The province has laid the 
financial groundwork. Now, it must deliver on 
the promise that every child — regardless of 
gender or geography — has a right to quality 
education.

For the 4.7 million children still waiting, 
the clock is ticking.

Despite billions spent, over 4.7m 
KP children remain out of school
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Dr. Zaheer Ahmad Babar

Pakistan, with its significant reliance on agri-
culture, faces the challenge of lagging behind its 
neighboring countries and other global leaders 
in agricultural production. While agriculture 
contributes a substantial portion to the national 
economy, the country has much to learn from na-
tions such as India, Russia, France, Mexico, Japan, 
and Germany, which excel in various aspects of 
agriculture.

By adopting modern techniques, im-
plementing long-term policies, and drawing 
inspiration from successful agricultural nations, 
Pakistan can strive to secure a position among the 
top agricultural producing countries.

Agriculture plays a pivotal role in Paki-
stan's economy, being the largest sector and a 
major source of livelihood for the majority of the 
population. It contributes around 24 percent 
to the country's GDP and employs half of the 
labor force, while also serving as the primary 
source of foreign exchange earnings. Despite its 
significance, the condition of farmers in Pakistan 
remains dire, with their quality of life largely 
unchanged over the past seven decades. Wheat, 
cotton, rice, sugarcane, and maize are some of the 
important crops grown in the country.

It is disheartening to note that Pakistan, 
despite possessing fertile land and an extensive 
irrigation network, does not rank among the top 
10 agricultural producing nations globally. China, 
on the other hand, leads the list as an agricultural 
powerhouse. With just 7 percent of arable land, 
China manages to feed 22 percent of the world's 
population. In the 20th century, China faced 
challenges in meeting its food demands, but ad-
vancements in farming policies and technologies 
enabled it to achieve self-sufficiency.

Surprisingly, Pakistan's arable land area, as 
reported by the World Bank in 2020, stands at a 
significant 40.12 percent, compared to China's 7 
percent. This stark contrast raises questions for 
policymakers in Pakistan, as the country struggles 
to feed its own population, let alone export agri-
cultural products. It is worth noting that China 
utilizes its land extensively for agriculture, even 
planting vegetables on roadsides and building 
walls. In the past, China lost one-fifth of its arable 
land, and currently only 10 to 15 percent of its land 
is suitable for agriculture. Despite these challeng-
es, China remains the largest producer of rice and 
also cultivates soybeans, kaoliang (sorghum), 
wheat, millet, and corn.

The United States holds the second 
position among the world's top agricultural 
producers and is renowned for its advancements 
in agricultural science and technology. It serves as 

a role model for many countries in the agriculture 
sector, constantly developing through scientific 
soil and crop analysis, innovative machinery, and 
increased use of computers. Although Pakistan 
has a longstanding association with the US, it 
has failed to make significant efforts to import 
agricultural technology from its American coun-
terparts. Brazil secures the third spot on the list of 
leading agricultural countries and has a rich his-
torical background in agriculture. Approximately 
41 percent of Brazil's total land is arable, with 
a vast agricultural area spanning 867.4 million 
acres out of a total landmass of 2.1 billion acres. 
Sugarcane has been a priority crop for Brazil, 
with an annual production exceeding 600 million 
tonnes. Pakistan can learn valuable lessons from 
Brazil's successful sugarcane cultivation, as well 
as its expertise in soybean production, which the 
country exports worldwide.

In conclusion, despite its significant contri-
bution to the national economy and livelihoods, 
Pakistan's agricultural sector faces numerous 
challenges. The country has vast arable land re-
sources, but it lags behind in agricultural produc-
tivity compared to top-performing nations like 
China, the United States, and Brazil. To improve 
the situation, Pakistan must invest in advanced 
agricultural technologies, learn from successful 
models, and adopt modern farming practices. By 
doing so, it can enhance its agricultural output, 
improve the lives of farmers, and meet the grow-
ing demands of its population.

India, Pakistan's neighboring country, 
outshines it in agricultural production. Agricul-
ture provides livelihood to around 58% of Indians, 
making it their primary source of income. In 
recent data, agriculture contributes 17% to 18% 
of India's GDP. India holds the title of being the 
largest producer of various fruits such as bananas, 
guava, mangoes, lemons, and papayas. It also ex-
cels in vegetable production, including chickpeas. 
Additionally, India is known for its production 
of spices like ginger, pepper, and chili. Further-
more, it holds the distinction of being the world's 
largest wheat-producing country. Given the sim-
ilarities in the agriculture sector between the two 
countries, Pakistan can learn from its neighbor's 
best practices to increase crop production.

Russia secures the fifth spot on the list of 
top agricultural producing countries. Approx-
imately 13% of its agricultural land is used for 
cultivating sugar beets, wheat, and potatoes. 
The primary crops in Russia are rye, barley, oats, 
and maize. Despite its focus on the industrial 
economy, Russia boasts a significant agriculture 
industry, occupying around 6% of its total GDP 
and providing employment opportunities to 16% 
of the population.

Although France gained recognition as 

an industrial power, it remains prominent as an 
agricultural nation. With approximately 730,000 
farms, agriculture, fishing, and forestry sectors 
support about 7% of the population. Agricultural 
activities, including the production of agricultural 
goods, engage a substantial portion of the French 
population.

Mexico, known for its rich culture, ancient 
ruins, and stunning beaches, ranks seventh among 
the top 10 agricultural producing countries. 
Historically, Mexico has been a producer of avo-
cados, beans, tomatoes, peppers, maize, and more. 
The country also has a significant presence in 
agricultural exports. Crop production is a major 
feature of Mexican agriculture, accounting for a 
significant portion of its agricultural output.

While Japan is recognized for its techno-
logical advancements, it is also the eighth-ranked 
agricultural nation. Around 10% of the Japanese 
population resides on farms, supporting the coun-
try's traditional food culture centered around rice, 
grains, fish, vegetables, and mountain plants.

Germany holds the ninth position among 
the top agrarian countries, excelling in the pro-
duction of pork, poultry, potatoes, milk, cereals, 
beef, sugar beets, cabbages, barley, and wheat. Ad-
ditionally, Germany cultivates vegetables, fruits, 
and wine in many regions. Forestry and agricul-
ture occupy approximately 80% of the country's 
land, and around 87% of the population engages 
in farming activities on an average of 124 acres of 
land. Despite experiencing frequent earthquakes, 
agriculture remains Turkey's primary occupation. 
While industries and service sectors continue 
to grow, farming remains a major occupation 
in the country. Turkey is self-sufficient in food 
production due to favorable climate conditions, 
fertile soil, and significant rainfall that support 
the cultivation of various crops. Poultry farming 
is also prevalent in mountainous regions. Wheat 
takes the lead as the most produced grain in Tur-
key, followed by sugar beets, milk, and cows.

To overcome its agricultural limitations and 
join the ranks of the world's leading agricultural 
nations, Pakistan must embrace innovation, 
modern technology, and best practices. Learning 
from countries like India, Russia, France, Mexico, 
Japan, and Germany can provide valuable insights 
and strategies for improving crop yields, diversify-
ing agricultural produce, and optimizing farming 
techniques. With a well-planned and sustained 
approach, Pakistan has the potential to enhance 
its agricultural sector, contribute significantly to 
its GDP, provide livelihood opportunities, and 
ensure food security for its growing population. 
By embracing change and implementing effective 
policies, Pakistan can forge a path towards be-
coming a prominent player in global agricultural 
production.

Revitalising agriculture: Lessons 
from global leaders
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Apoorvanand

On May 12, two days after the announcement 
of a ceasefire between India and Pakistan, 
Indian Prime Minister Narendra Modi finally 
addressed the nation. He stated that the Indian 
army had only “paused” military action and 
Operation Sindoor, launched in the aftermath 
of the April 22 massacre in Pahalgam to target 
“terrorist hideouts”, had not ended.

“Now, Operation Sindoor is India’s policy 
against terrorism. Operation Sindoor has carved 
out a new benchmark in our fight against ter-
rorism and has set up a new parameter and new 
normal,” he said.

Modi’s speech was clearly not meant to 
reassure the Indian people that the government 
can guarantee their safety or security and is 
seeking peace and stability. Instead, it was 
meant to warn that the country is now in a 
permanent warlike situation.

This new state of affairs has been 
called not to secure the national interest but 
to satisfy Modi’s nationalist support base, 
which was bewildered and disappointed 
with the announcement of the ceasefire by 
United States President Donald Trump. The 
detrimental impact that this new militarised 
normal will have on Indian democracy is 
clearly a price worth paying, according to the 
ruling Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP).

The truth is, the political establishment 
unwittingly put itself in a difficult position 
when it decided to capitalise politically on the 
aftermath of the Pahalgam attack in India-ad-
ministered Kashmir and whip up war fervour.

While victims of the attack like 
Himanshi Narwal, who survived but lost her 
husband, navy officer Vinay Narwal, called 
for peace and warned against the targeting 
of Muslims and Kashmiris, the BJP called for 
revenge and embraced anti-Muslim rhetoric. 
As a ruling party, it did not feel the need to take 
responsibility for failing to prevent the attack 
or explain the carelessness in securing tourist 
destinations. It immediately converted this act 
of killing into an act of war against India.

Actions followed the hate rhetoric 
swiftly. Muslims and Kashmiris were attacked 
in several parts of India, and arrests were made 
of those criticising the Indian government. In 
Kashmir, nine houses were blasted immediately 
as punishment of those who had any link with 
“terrorists”, and thousands were detained or 
arrested. People with Pakistani passports were 
deported, and families were broken.

Then, Operation Sindoor was announced. 
The Indian army’s targeting of Pakistani sites 

was accompanied by frenzied calls from the 
mainstream media for the complete oblitera-
tion of Pakistan. Major TV platforms – entirely 
falsely – declared the Karachi port had been 
destroyed and the Indian army had breached 
the border.

The war cries and fake news emerging 
from the TV studios and the frantic messaging 
from the IT cells of the BJP led its supporters to 
believe that a decisive battle against Pakistan 
had been launched and its fall was imminent.

In parallel, critical voices were swiftly 
silenced. The Indian government requested 
the blocking of 8,000 accounts from the social 
media platform X, including those of BBC 
Urdu, Outlook India, Maktoob Media, veteran 
journalist Anuradha Bhasin and political 

content creator Arpit Sharma. Just when war 
fever had gripped the BJP’s support base, the 
sudden announcement of a ceasefire by the US 
caught them by surprise. The truce was seen as 
a retreat and an admission of weakness.

Some of the BJP’s online supporters 
turned on the foreign secretary, Vikram Misri, 
who had declared the ceasefire as the repre-
sentative of the government of India. He was 
viciously attacked, and his timeline was flooded 
with abusive and violent messages, calling him 
a traitor and coward. His daughter also faced 
abuse. The trolling was so severe that Misri had 
to lock his social media accounts. Interestingly, 
but unsurprisingly, we did not hear about the 
blocking of any social media accounts trolling 
him or any action by the police against them. 

There was no action to protect Narwal either 
after she faced abuse and humiliation by the 
same crowd for daring to call for peace.

Meanwhile, the Association for Protec-
tion of Civil Rights, which focuses on rights 
violations in marginalised communities, has 
released a report saying 184 hate crimes against 
Muslims – including murder, assault, vandal-
ism, hate speech, threats, intimidation and 
harassment – have been reported from different 
parts of India since April 22.

Misri claimed that India was a democracy 
that allowed criticism of the government. But 
the experience of critics raising questions about 
the objective and efficacy of Operation Sindoor 
has been bitter. Criticism of the government 
requires parliamentary deliberation. But the 

government has been ignoring calls by opposi-
tion parties to convene the parliament, which 
means stalling democratic dialogue.

Now that the prime minister has 
announced the operation has not ended, total 
loyalty from the Indian people will be demand-
ed. Opposition parties would feel compelled 
to suspend all questions to the government. 
Muslims would feel a burden to prove their 
allegiance to the nation. The government will 
happily blame a dire economic situation that is 
of its doing on the war. There will be freedom of 
speech, but only for those who speak in favour 
of the BJP.

Democracy in India thus remains in 
suspended animation as the country now faces 
a permanent enemy and a permanent war.

India’s ‘new normal’ of perpetual 
war will damage its democracy
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Pope Francis vision
The fact that Pope Leo XIV, the 267th pontiff, 
has pledged to carry forward Pope Francis’s 
vision of dialogue, peace and reform has rekin-
dled hopes across the globe. Pope Francis was 
one of humanity’s boldest moral voices against 
injustices anywhere. He always called for com-
passion, peace and human dignity. For Francis, 
the 2.3 million besieged souls in Gaza were not 
mere statistics; they were sacred lives.
Now, Pope Leo, formerly Cardinal Robert 
Francis Prevost of the United States, has 
emerged with grace and gravity. In a world 
scarred by war and conflict, the papacy’s moral 
weight is more critical than ever. Pope Leo’s 
early words and gestures affirm that he, too, 
stands with the broken and the voiceless, ready 
to guide with humility and resolve. Let the 
moral legacy of Pope Francis become a global 
movement for peace. Peace is the only true 
victory. Let that strength rise from the ruins of 
Gaza, and may the enlightening legacy of the 
Church shine forth to protect the future.

Qamer Soomro
Shikarpur

 

Unaccountable FPSC
Last month, for the first time ever, the Federal 
Public Service Commission (FPSC) announced 
the results of competitive examinations with 
a delay of about 14 months. In doing so, the 
FPSC also drifted away from its very own 
decades-long practice of announcing previous 
year’s results prior to the upcoming examina-
tions. As a result, countless aspirants for the 
Central Superior Services (CSS) examination 
this year approached the FPSC for the timely 
declaration of results of the competitive ex-
aminations that were conducted in February 
2024. But due to FPSC autonomy, or should I 
say lack of accountability, the grievances of the 
aspirants remained largely unaddressed. Resul-
tantly, aspirants across the country moved the 
Punjab, Sindh and Islamabad high courts, and 
implored the courts to order the announce-
ment of long overdue results of CSS 2024 
before the commencement of exams. Again, 
due to the autonomous nature of FPSC, the 
high courts largely remained unable to direct 
the commission to redress the aspirants’ griev-
ances. In view of the broader public interest in 
the matter, the current situation necessitates 
a thorough review of the laws and regulations 
governing the Islamabad-based FPSC, which 
presently operates as a fully autonomous body 
without any sort of accountability.

Dr Ahmed Osama Gill
Gujranwala

 

Indian extremists
It is time for sanity to prevail in the subconti-
nent. India must revert to Mahatma Gandhi’s 
approach of interfaith harmony, tolerance and 
non-violence, while Pakistan must adopt the 

Quaid-i-Azam’s vision of a modern democrat-
ic welfare state. The region has to shed the 
hate-inspired Hindutva ideology.
Vigilante groups under Narendra Modi’s rule 
are involved in mob lynching of innocent Mus-
lims, demolishing mosques and other historical 
sites built during the Mughal era. Muslims in 
India-occupied Kashmir have been subjected 
to endless repression, humiliation and hatred. 
These are ideal conditions for angry young men 
and women to resort to armed resistance. It 
was this very mindset that had incited Sikhs 
to rise up in revolt. Such acts of repression and 
disproportionate use of force by the Indian 
army are the breeding ground for insurgencies.
Modi and his extremists are damaging India. 
While Pakistan has taken several steps to 
disband and eliminate hardline groups in the 
country, the irony is that India has patronised 
its own extremists who are involved in brutal 
attacks on minority communities. Pakistan has 
suffered and learned its lessons, while India 
is just starting its unfortunate journey. One 
hopes that they will stop while they still can.

Malik Tariq Ali
Lahore

 

Abandoned animals
It is sad to see an increasing number of aban-
doned pet animals on the streets. It is deeply 
concerning to see a rising number of cats and 
dogs with collars wandering around. These 
animals, clearly once kept as pets, are now 
struggling to survive in an environment they 
are not adapted to. Unlike stray animals, the 
pets are accustomed to being fed at home, and 
often lack the survival instincts needed to find 
food and shelter on their own. More disturb-
ingly, there have been reports of pet cats being 
abandoned in shopping bags, some of which are 
tied shut. In all such tragic cases, the animals 
are unable to free themselves, and die slowly 
from starvation and exhaustion — a fate that 
no living being deserves. In situations where 
pet owners genuinely find themselves unable to 
continue providing care, abandoning their ani-
mals on the streets should never be considered 
an option. Instead, every effort should be made 
to surrender these animals to reputable animal 
shelters or rescue organisations. These facilities 
are better equipped to provide the necessary 
care, food and medical attention, and can work 
towards finding them new, loving homes. 
Abandoning pets is an inhumane act that 
reflects poorly on us as a society. Compassion 
and accountability must go hand in hand.

Abdul Basit
Karachi

 

Values in crisis
There is no respect whatsoever these days for 
anybody regardless of age, qualification or so-
cial position. The only exception is the amount 
of wealth one has, judged by the car one drives, 

the type of house one lives in and the amount 
of money one is willing to throw around. Soci-
ety is not bothered about the means one may 
have adopted to accumulate that wealth.
People now openly say that they have availed 
the ‘opportunity’ of being on a particular 
appointment for two years during which they 
made a lot of money. On the contrary, those 
who do not make the most of such a chance, 
staying away from any illegal source of money, 
are considered by society to be ‘stupid’. Forget 
society, even their families criticise them, call-
ing them simpletons.
It has been about a couple of decades since 
the federal government had announced that 
senior citizens would be treated on a priority 
basis in all public places where various services 
are provided, and that special windows and 
booths would be reserved for them and people 
with disabilities. However, one hardly sees 
any public place having a separate window or 
giving priority to the senior citizens or to the 
people with disabilities. Our society has really 
stooped so low that it has started giving new 
meanings to the notions of ‘good values’, ‘ac-
ceptable manners’ and ‘respect for the elderly’. 
This is so because society has failed to carry 
the burden of conventional meanings.

Tarique Mahmood Malak
Rawalpindi

 

The forgotten road to Harnai
Harnai, a district in northeastern Balochistan, 
is rich in natural resources, like gas, coal, fresh 
waters, vegetables and fruits. Many people 
consider Harnai as the vegetable basket of 
Balochistan. The picnic points here resemble 
the lush green northern areas of Pakistan. 
Unfortunately, the road that links the area 
to Quetta is completely unpaved. It takes 
more than eight hours for a vehicle to cover 
a distance of almost 180km. Because of such 
delay in finding a vehicle, many patients die on 
their way to the hospital in Quetta. The federal 
and provincial governments should take up the 
matter seriously.

Muhammad Asim
Harnai

 
 

The education gap in Hub
Since its inception, the Balochistan Residential 
College (BRC) has played a vital role in pro-
viding quality education across the province. 
While its branches exist in several districts of 
Balochistan, the absence of one in Hub district 
is a matter of great concern. Hub, being one of 
the most industrialised and rapidly developing 
districts in the province, deserves such a col-
lege. The relevant authorities in the provincial 
education department should take immediate 
action in this regard.

Uzair Baloch
Hub



ROUNDUP 15

Kristina Killgrove
Archaeologists who are excavating the 
ancient city of Nineveh in Iraq have 
discovered a rare stone carving depicting 
the last ruler of the Assyrian Empire 
flanked by important gods. The slab was 
made in the seventh century B.C. but 
was mysteriously broken and buried under the palace throne room several 
centuries later.

"We have no information on the reasons that led to the relief being 
buried," Aaron Schmitt, an archaeology professor at Heidelberg University 
in Germany who discovered the stone, told Live Science in an email. "This 
is quite enigmatic." During archaeological excavation underneath the 
palace built by King Ashurbanipal in Nineveh, the capital of the Assyrian 
Empire, Schmitt and his team found the monumental relief carving, which 
had been broken up into several fragments.

In the center of the relief stands Ashurbanipal, the last king of the 
Assyrian Empire, who ruled from 669 to 631 B.C. He is flanked by the 
ancient Mesopotamian gods Ashur and Ishtar, and they are followed by a 
fish deity and a scorpion man. The inclusion of these gods was a sur-
prise, the team noted. "Among the many relief images of Assyrian palaces 
we know of, there are no depictions of major deities," Schmitt said in a 
statement.

Jess Thomson
The sun has had an active few days, firing 
several powerful solar flares and plumes of 
searing-hot solar material out into space.

On May 13, a sunspot on the 
sun's surface named AR4086 exploded, 
releasing an X1.2-class solar flare, part of 
the most powerful category of flare. Then, during the early hours of May 
14, another sunspot named AR4087 spat out an M5.3 flare, followed by 
an even more powerful X2.7 flare, and yet another M7.7 flare a few hours 
later. The radiation of these solar flares triggered radio blackouts on the 
sun-facing side of the planet at the time of the flares, affecting North and 
South America, Europe, Africa, the Middle East, and Southeast Asia.

Solar flares are sudden, intense bursts of electromagnetic radiation 
released from regions of intense magnetic activity on the sun's surface, 
usually from or near sunspots. The sun's surface is threaded with power-
ful magnetic fields, and sometimes these magnetic field lines get twisted 
and tangled. When the stress on these field lines becomes too great, they 
can snap and realign, releasing a massive amount of stored magnetic 
energy as a solar flare.

Some solar flares are much more powerful than others. NOAA's 
Space Weather Prediction Center categorizes solar flares as either A, B, 
C, M, or X-class, with each class representing a ten-fold increase in power 
over the previous one. X-class flares are the most powerful and least 
common form of solar flare. The number after the letter class indicates 
further how strong the flare is: an M9 flare is nine times more powerful 
than an M1 flare. The X1.2 and X2.7 flares were on the lower end of this 
most intense category; the strongest recorded flare in the last seven years 
was an X9 in October 2024.

Lisa O'Mary
Golf season is here, bringing joy and 
exercise to many. But new research 
has linked the links to a dangerous 
health risk, particularly for those living 
nearby.

People residing within 3 miles of a course faced a greater risk 
of developing Parkinson’s disease, the new study shows. Most of 
those people -- 90% -- shared a groundwater-sourced water service 
with the golf course. Others in the study who lived farther away but 
still shared water service with a golf course also had a higher risk of 
developing Parkinson’s, a brain degeneration disorder that causes 
severe movement problems.

The reason? It could be exposure to pesticides that leach into 
groundwater and contaminate the drinking supply, the researchers 
say. “In certain parts of the country, where summers are hot and hu-
mid, golf courses use pesticides to maintain the course aesthetics and 
keep bugs under control,” said lead author Brittany Krzyzanowski, 
PhD, a geographer and spatial epidemiologist at Barrow Neurological 
Institute in Phoenix.

“Some of these pesticides have been linked to negative health 
outcomes including Parkinson’s disease,” Krzyzanowski said. “So it’s 
important to be mindful and take steps to mitigate exposure.” The 
analysis included health and residence records for 419 people living 
in Minnesota and Wisconsin who were diagnosed with Parkinson’s 
disease between 1991 and 2015. 

Jillian Kubala
More than 25% of the U.S. 
population experiences seasonal 
allergies, also known as allergic 
rhinitis or hay fever. Allergy 
season typically spans the months 
of March through May, which are 
peak pollen seasons.

If you need to keep your al-
lergies under control, allergy medications can help soothe symptoms 
like a runny nose, sneezing, and itchy eyes during allergy season. 
Most allergy medications are safe for short-term use, and only some 
should be taken daily. Certain allergy medications can be taken every 
day, but others should be reserved for short-term use. “The two basic 
classes of allergy medication are the nasal steroid sprays and anti-
histamines, which come in oral tablets, eyedrops, and a nasal spray”, 
William Reisacher, MD, an otolaryngic allergist at Weill Cornell 
Medicine and New York-Presbyterian Hospital, told Health. Steroid 
sprays need to be used daily to be effective, but should not be used 
for more than three months out of the year for allergies. Some nasal 
steroid sprays, like Flonase, can be purchased over the counter, while 
others, like Azelastine, require a prescription.

In addition to nasal steroid sprays, other allergy medications, 
like leukotriene receptor antagonists, are also safe to take daily.  
Nasal steroid sprays and prescription medications, such as leukot-
riene receptor antagonists like montelukast (Singulair), are the safest 
allergy medications for long-term use. “Leukotriene receptor antag-
onists are prescription medications used for asthma and allergies for 
many years, and they have a good safety profile, even after extended 
use,” said Reisacher.
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medication every day?




