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S-Iran war: impacton
Pakistan’s fragile economic

Nasim Ahmed

The escalating conflict between the United
States and Iran has triggered far-reaching
economic consequences across the globe. For
Pakistan, a country already grappling with a
host of economic challenges, the war poses a
serious threat to stability, growth, and fiscal
sustainability.

As geopolitical tensions intensify in the
Middle East, Pakistan finds itself increasingly
exposed to multiple economic shocks that
could derail its fragile recovery. The country
imports nearly 80 percent of its oil, much of it
from Gulf suppliers. With disruptions in the
Strait of Hormuz, critical shipping routes have
been affected, leading to a sharp surge in fuel
prices. Transportation costs, electricity gener-
ation, and industrial production are all being
impacted, placing additional pressure on both
households and businesses.

At the core of the
crisis lies a steep rise in global
energy prices. Pakistan, being
anet importer of oil and gas,
remains highly vulnerable to
fluctuations in international
markets. Since the outbreak
of hostilities in late February
2026, oil prices have surged
significantly—by as much as
50 to 80 percent in some esti-
mates—driven by fears of sup-
ply disruptions and prolonged
instability in the Gulf region.
The situation has been further
exacerbated by disruptions in
the Strait of Hormuz, a vital
maritime corridor through which nearly 20
percent of the world’s oil supply passes.

For Pakistan, this directly translates
into a rapidly expanding import bill. Economic
estimates suggest that every $10 increase in oil
prices adds approximately $1.5 to $2 billion
to the country’s annual import costs. With oil
prices remaining well above pre-conflict levels,
Pakistan’s already strained foreign exchange
reserves are coming under severe pressure. This
widening external deficit heightens the risk of
another balance-of-payments crisis, potentially
forcing the country to seek additional interna-
tional financial assistance.

The inflationary impact of the conflict
is equally concerning. Rising fuel prices have
a cascading effect across nearly every sector
of the economy, including transportation,
electricity, agriculture, and manufacturing,
Recent increases in petrol and diesel prices in

Pakistan—rising by over 60 percent since the
conflict began—are already pushing inflation
upward. For ordinary citizens, this translates
into a higher cost of living, reduced purchasing
power, and increasing financial hardship.

The ripple effects extend well beyond
energy. Global supply chain disruptions caused
by the conflict have led to rising prices of
essential commodities, including fertilisers
and food items. Fertiliser prices, in particular,
have surged due to higher energy costs and
supply constraints, posing a serious threat to
agricultural productivity worldwide. For Paki-
stan, an agrarian economy, these developments
could result in higher food prices and potential
shortages, further aggravating inflation and
food insecurity.

Another major concern is the potential
disruption of remittances. Millions of Paki-
stanis are employed in Gulf countries, and
their remittances constitute a vital p]]lar of

the national economy. Any escalation in the
conflict that destabilises Gulf economies or
affects employment opportunities could reduce
these inflows. A decline in remittances would
weaken Pakistan’s external account and de-
prive millions of households of a crucial source
of income.

Trade and exports are also at risk. The
Middle East remains an important market for
Pakistani goods, and prolonged conflict could
disrupt trade routes and dampen demand.
Additionally, rising shipping and insurance
costs due to regional instability may further
erode the competitiveness of Pakistani exports
in global markets.

The war is also creating fiscal challenges
for the government. To manage rising energy
costs, authorities have been compelled to ad-
just fuel prices and taxes, including increases

in the petroleum development levy. While such
measures may help meet revenue targets, they
also place an additional burden on consumers
and businesses, potentially slowing economic
activity and growth.

Investor confidence is another area of
concern. Heightened political and economic
uncertainty tends to deter both domestic and
foreign investment. Pakistan, which is already
struggling to attract foreign direct investment,
may find it even more difficult to secure capital
inflows in an increasingly volatile global envi-
ronment. As uncertainty rises, businesses may
delay expansion plans, leading to slower job
creation and broader economic stagnation.

The overall macroeconomic outlook is be-
coming increasingly challenging. Analysts warn
that Pakistan could face a scenario of stagfla-
tion—a combination of high inflation and low
economic growth—if the conflict persists. Such
a situation would complicate policymaking,

: as efforts to control inflation
could further suppress growth,
and vice versa.

Despite these mounting
challenges, there are policy
options available to mitigate
the impact. In the short term,
the government must priori-
tise managing energy supplies
and protecting vulnerable
segments of society through
targeted subsidies and social
protection programmes.
Diplomatic efforts to secure
concessional oil imports from
friendly countries could also
provide some relief.

In the longer term,
however, the crisis highlights the urgent need
for structural reforms. Reducing dependence
on imported energy through investment in
renewable resources, diversifying exports, and
strengthening domestic industries are critical
steps toward building economic resilience.

As experts note, Pakistan’s heavy reliance on
external factors—energy imports, remittances,
and a narrow export base—makes it particu-
larly vulnerable to global shocks.

Ultimately, the US-Iran conflict has ex-
posed deep structural weaknesses in Pakistan’s
economy. While the country cannot influence
geopolitical developments, it can take proac-
tive measures to reduce its vulnerability. The
current crisis serves as a stark reminder that
Pakistan’s economic stability is closely tied
to global events—and that resilience must be
built before the next shock arrives.



Time to declare a

water emergency

Farhan Khan

Pakistan is fast approaching a critical water
emergency that threatens not only its agri-
culture and economy but also the very fabric
of its society. Once considered a water-abun-
dant country, Pakistan has now become one
of the most water-stressed nations in the
world. With rapidly depleting resources, poor
management practices, and the accelerating
impact of climate change, urgent and coordi-
nated action is required before the situation
becomes irreversible.

At the time of independence in 1947,
Pakistan had more than 5,000 cubic
meters of water available per person
annually. Today, that figure has dropped
to less than 1,000 cubic meters, placing
the country firmly in the category of wa-
ter-scarce nations. This alarming decline
is being driven by a combination of rapid
population growth, inefficient water
usage, and inadequate storage capacity.

The backbone of Pakistan’s water
system remains the Indus Waters Treaty,
which governs the distribution of water
from the Indus River system between
Pakistan and India. While the treaty has
largely withstood political tensions, Paki-
stan’s internal challenges in managing its
allocated share of water have emerged as a far
more pressing concern. The country depends
heavily on the Indus Basin irrigation system,
which supports nearly 90 percent of its agri-
cultural output. Any disruption, inefficiency,
or mismanagement within this system carries
immediate and widespread consequences.

Agriculture, the largest consumer of
water in Pakistan, accounts for more than 90
percent of total usage. However, a significant
portion of this water is wasted due to outdat-
ed irrigation practices such as flood irriga-
tion. Poorly maintained watercourses lead to
seepage and losses even before water reaches
agricultural fields. Meanwhile, water-inten-
sive crops such as sugarcane and rice continue
to dominate farming patterns, despite being
ill-suited to a water-scarce environment.

Urban areas are facing their own esca-
lating water emergencies. Major cities such as
Karachi, Lahore, and Islamabad are struggling
to meet the growing demand for clean drink-
ing water. In Karachi, supply falls significant-
ly short of demand, forcing residents to rely
on costly private water tankers. In Lahore,
excessive groundwater extraction has caused

arapid decline in the water table, raising seri-
ous concerns about long-term sustainability.
The crisis is further compounded by
widespread water pollution. Industrial waste,
agricultural runoff, and untreated sewage are
routinely discharged into rivers and canals,
contaminating already scarce water resources.
As a result, millions of Pakistanis lack access
to safe drinking water, contributing to the
spread of waterborne diseases such as cholera,
diarrhea, and hepatitis. The associated health
burden places additional strain on an already
overburdened healthcare system.

Climate change has intensified Pakistan’s

water challenges. Erratic rainfall patterns, pro-
longed droughts, and the accelerated melting
of northern glaciers are disrupting natural wa-
ter flows. While glacier melt may temporarily
increase water availability, it poses a long-term
threat as these glaciers continue to shrink.
Recurring floods—witnessed in recent years—
underscore not only the scale of the challenge
but also the country’s limited capacity to store
and manage excess water effectively.

One of Pakistan’s most critical weak-
nesses is its limited water storage capacity.
The country can store water for only about
30 days, compared to several months in many
other nations. Key reservoirs such as Tarbela
Dam and Mangla Dam are aging and steadily
losing capacity due to sedimentation. Despite
decades of debate, progress on constructing
new dams and reservoirs has remained slow,
often hindered by political disagreements and
financial constraints.

Governance challenges also lie at the
heart of the crisis. Water management in
Pakistan is fragmented across multiple insti-
tutions with overlapping mandates, resulting

in inefficiencies and a lack of accountability.
Policies are often inadequately implemented,
and there is minimal emphasis on conserva-
tion or sustainable usage. Public awareness
regarding water conservation remains low,
further exacerbating the problem.

The economic implications of the
water crisis are profound. Agriculture, which
contributes significantly to Pakistan’s GDP
and employs a large share of the population,
is directly at risk. Water shortages can lead to
declining crop yields, food insecurity, and loss
of livelihoods for farmers. Industrial pro-
duction may also suffer due to limited water
availability, negatively impacting exports
and overall economic growth.

Despite the severity of the situa-
tion, viable solutions do exist. Improving
irrigation efficiency through modern
techniques such as drip and sprinkler
systems can significantly reduce water
wastage. Revising cropping patterns to
promote less water-intensive crops is
another essential step. Increased invest-
ment in water storage infrastructure,
including both small and large dams, is
crucial to managing seasonal fluctuations
in water supply.

Equally important is the need for
stronger governance and policy reform.
Establishing a unified water management
authority, enforcing stricter regulations against
pollution, and introducing water pricing
mechanisms to discourage wasteful consump-
tion can make a substantial difference. Public
awareness campaigns can also play a vital role
in promoting a culture of conservation.

In urban areas, solutions such as rain-
water harvesting and wastewater recycling
offer practical ways to ease pressure on
existing resources. Encouraging industries to
adopt water-efficient technologies and treat
their waste before discharge is essential for
safeguarding water quality.

Ultimately, Pakistan’s water crisis is not
merely an environmental concern—it is a mat-
ter of national security. Without immediate
and sustained action, the country risks severe
economic disruption, social instability, and
public health emergencies. The time to act is
now. Pakistan must begin treating water as
a precious and finite resource rather than an
unlimited commodity. The decisions made
today will determine whether future gener-
ations inherit a nation defined by scarcity or
sustainability.



Industrial strength vs
external risks

Muhammad Ali

Pakistan’s economy showed encouraging signs
of recovery as it expanded by 3.89 percent
year-on-year in the second quarter of fiscal year
2025-26, marking the strongest second-quar-
ter performance in four years.

The latest data, released by the National
Accounts Committee (NAC) and compiled by
the Pakistan Bureau of Statistics, underscores
a gradual but steady improvement in economic
activity, with the industrial sector emerging
as the primary engine of growth. This rebound
comes at a time when the country has been
navigating a challenging macroeconomic en-
vironment marked by inflationary pres-
sures, fiscal constraints, and external
vulnerabilities. Despite these hurdles,
the latest figures indicate that economic
momentum is building, albeit unevenly
across sectors.

According to the revised estimates,
first-quarter growth was adjusted
downward to 3.63 percent from an ear-
lier estimate of 3.71 percent. As a result,
the average growth rate for the first
half of FY2025-26 now stands at 3.76
percent. While the revision is marginal,
it reflects the ongoing process of data re-
finement and highlights the importance
of accurate economic measurement in shaping
policy decisions.

The committee also made slight down-
ward revisions to growth figures for previous
fiscal years. GDP growth for FY2023-24 has
been revised to 2.62 percent, while FY2024-25
now stands at 3.06 percent. These adjustments
suggest that while the recovery trajectory
remains intact, it has been somewhat more
modest than previously estimated.

A key highlight of the latest data is the
robust performance of the industrial sector,
which recorded a strong expansion of 7.4
percent in the second quarter. This marks
a significant improvement compared to the
meagre 0.8 percent growth recorded during the
same period last year. The sharp uptick reflects
increased economic activity, improved demand
conditions, and a degree of stability in input
Costs.

Large-scale manufacturing (LSM), a
critical component of the industrial sector,
grew by 5.71 percent during the quarter. This
growth was driven by strong gains in auto-
mobile production, transport equipment,
and petroleum products. The revival of these

industries signals improving consumer demand
and business confidence, both of which are
essential for sustaining economic growth.

The utilities segment, which includes
electricity, gas, and water supply, posted an
impressive growth rate of 15 percent. This
surge can be attributed to increased energy
demand from both industrial and domestic
consumers, as well as improvements in supply
management. Meanwhile, the construction
sector also demonstrated notable strength,
expanding by around 11 percent. This growth
reflects ongoing infrastructure development
and a pickup in private sector construction
activity, both of which have positive spillover

effects across the economy.

However, not all segments of the indus-
trial sector performed equally well. Mining
and quarrying contracted by 2.46 percent
during the quarter, primarily due to declines
in gas and marble production. This downturn
highlights persistent structural challenges
in resource extraction industries, including
outdated technology, regulatory hurdles, and
declining reserves in some areas.

The agriculture sector, which remains a
vital component of Pakistan’s economy, record-
ed a modest growth of 1.76 percent in the sec-
ond quarter. This growth was largely support-
ed by livestock, forestry, and fishing activities.
However, the sector faced headwinds due to a
contraction in major crops, including a slight
decline in cotton output. Given agriculture’s
significant contribution to employment and
rural livelihoods, its underperformance remains
a concern for policymakers.

The services sector, which accounts for
a substantial share of GDP, expanded by 3.69
percent during the quarter. Growth in this
sector was driven by public administration, so-
cial services, and healthcare-related activities.
The steady performance of services indicates

resilience in domestic demand and reflects con-
tinued government spending in key areas.

Taken together, these sectoral trends
paint a picture of a gradually recovering
economy, with industry leading the way while
agriculture lags behind. The divergence high-
lights the need for targeted interventions to
address sector-specific challenges and ensure
more balanced growth.

Economic analysts view the latest data as
broadly in line with expectations and believe it
supports full-year GDP growth projections in
the range of 3.5 to 4.0 percent. The improving
performance of the industrial sector, cou-
pled with a stable services sector, provides a
solid foundation for sustaining this
growth trajectory. However, they
caution that risks remain, particular-
ly in the form of external pressures
and domestic structural weaknesses.

Among the key risks is the
continued fragility of the external
sector. Rising global commodity
prices, especially for energy, could
increase the import bill and strain
foreign exchange reserves. Addi-
tionally, any slowdown in global
economic activity could impact
exports and remittances, further
complicating the outlook.

Domestically, the agriculture sector’s
weak performance poses another challenge.
Weather-related disruptions, water shortag-
es, and low productivity continue to hinder
growth in this sector. Addressing these issues
will require long-term investment in irrigation,
technology, and agricultural practices.

Inflation also remains a concern, as rising
costs can erode purchasing power and dampen
consumer demand. While recent stabilization
measures have helped contain price pressures
to some extent, maintaining this balance will
be critical for sustaining economic momentum.

In conclusion, Pakistan’s 3.89 percent
growth in the second quarter of FY2025-26
marks a significant step forward in the coun-
try’s economic recovery. The strong perfor-
mance of the industrial sector is particularly
encouraging and signals a revival in produc-
tive activity. However, the recovery remains
uneven, with agriculture lagging and external
risks looming large. To build on this progress,
policymakers must focus on structural reforms,
sectoral support, and macroeconomic stability.
Only through a comprehensive and sustained
effort can Pakistan achieve durable and inclu-
sive economic growth in the years ahead.



Lagging data, looming crisis

Husnain Shahid

The government’s March 2026 Economic
Update and Outlook was expected to provide
clarity on the economic fallout of the escalat-
ing Middle East conflict that began at the end
of February. However, those anticipating a
comprehensive assessment of the crisis may
have found the document lacking. As with
most monthly updates, the bulk of the data
reflects the previous month—in this case, Feb-
ruary—Ileaving the full impact of the ongoing
geopolitical turmoil largely unaddressed.

The report could not entirely overlook a
conflict that now dominates global headlines
and diplomatic engagement, including efforts
led by regional players such as Pakistan and
China. References to the crisis are present
but appear understated, seemingly aimed at
projecting an image of economic resilience.
The report asserts that “despite regional and
external challenges, Pakistan’s preparedness
and reform measures, along with encouraging
progress on the domestic front, are laying
the groundwork for sustainable growth
prospects.” Yet, a closer examination of key
indicators raises questions about the strength
of this claim.

One such indicator is the continued
outflow of portfolio investment. Net portfolio
investment deteriorated further from negative
$463.9 million during July-January 2026 to
negative $490.8 million by July-February,
despite the policy rate remaining unchanged
at 10.5 percent. This suggests that investor
confidence remains fragile, likely influenced
by both domestic uncertainties and external
risks.

The stock market tells a similar story.
Although not highlighted in the update, the
Pakistan Stock Exchange (PSX) index expe-
rienced a notable decline—from 168,893 on
February 26 to 146,842 by March 30. Market
capitalisation followed suit, dropping sharply
from Rs19.01 trillion to Rs16.32 trillion the
same period. These trends point to weakening
investor sentiment and heightened market
volatility amid geopolitical tensions.

The exchange rate, however, showed
marginal improvement, with the rupee
strengthening slightly from 279.5 per dollar on
February 26 to 279.2 by March 30. While this
stability may appear reassuring, it aligns with
the International Monetary Fund’s repeated
emphasis on exchange rate flexibility as a pri-
mary shock absorber, particularly in the face
of spillovers from the Middle East conflict.

In other words, the modest appreciation may
reflect policy adjustments rather than underly-
ing strength.

In the agriculture sector, the update
notes improved sowing conditions com-
pared to last year, supported by government
initiatives. However, it cautions that final crop
yields will depend heavily on weather con-
ditions at the maturity stage. This optimism
is underpinned by a significant increase in
agricultural credit, which rose by Rs249.3 bil-
lion—from Rs638.2 billion in early July 2025
to Rs887.5 hillion by mid-March 2026. While
this expansion in credit should theoretically
boost productivity, its effectiveness will ulti-
mately be judged by actual output gains.

The industrial sector presents a mixed
picture. Large-scale manufacturing (LSM)
grew by 5.75 percent July-February, up from
4.82 percent in the preceding period. Howev-
er, industry stakeholders contest these figures,
pointing to widespread unit closures driven by

high input costs relative to regional competi-
tors. The government has acknowledged these
concerns and is considering measures such as
reducing utility tariffs and offering fiscal and
monetary incentives. Yet, such interventions
may face resistance from the IMF under the
current programme, which emphasises fiscal
discipline and market-based pricing.

On the external front, remittances
provided a measure of support, rising to $26.5
billion during July-February compared to $24
billion in the same period last year. How-
ever, inflows declined in February, a trend
that could worsen if the Middle East conflict
disrupts employment and income flows for
overseas Pakistanis.

Trade figures, meanwhile, paint a con-
cerning picture. Exports fell from $21.9 billion
during July-February 2025 to $20.7 billion
in the same period this year—a decline of
$1.2 billion. In contrast, imports rose signifi-
cantly from $38.4 billion to $41.8 billion, an
increase of $3.4 billion. This widening trade
deficit underscores the growing imbalance in
external accounts and raises concerns about
sustainability, particularly if energy prices rise
further.

The situation could be exacerbated
by disruptions in key shipping routes. Any
closure or restriction of the Strait of Hormuz,
coupled with potential toll charges imposed
by Iran on passing vessels, would increase
transportation costs and further inflate the
import bill. For a country heavily reliant on
imported energy, such developments pose
serious risks.

Fiscal indicators also reveal under-
lying challenges. The update highlights an
11.7 percent increase in tax collection by the
Federal Board of Revenue (FBR) during July-
February. However, it omits a critical detail: a
substantial shortfall of Rs610 billion from the
target, which was announced separately on
the same day. This gap raises questions about
revenue mobilisation efforts and the govern-
ment’s ability to meet its fiscal commitments.

On the expenditure side, spending
declined by 10.7 percent, largely due to lower
debt servicing costs following a reduction in
the policy rate. While this may appear as a
positive development, it may prove temporary.
With inflationary pressures, the IMF is likely
to push for tighter monetary policy. Indeed, a
March 11 statement from the Fund emphasised
the need for the State Bank of Pakistan to
maintain a “sufficiently tight” stance to keep
inflation within target.

Looking ahead, the outlook remains
uncertain. Economic indicators in Pakistan, as
in many other countries, are vulnerable to the
evolving geopolitical situation. This situation
underscores the urgent need for structural
reforms. In particular, the energy and tax
sectors require comprehensive overhaul to
improve efficiency and reduce the burden on
consumers. Equally important is the need
to rationalise public expenditure—not by
cutting development spending or relying solely
on interest rate adjustments, but by address-
ing inefficiencies in current spending. This
includes revisiting the structure of salaries and
pensions funded by taxpayers, especially those
benefiting higher-income groups.

In conclusion, while the March 2026
Economic Update attempts to project stabil-
ity and resilience, a deeper analysis reveals
mounting pressures across multiple fronts.
The disconnect between official narratives and
underlying data highlights the challenges fac-
ing policymakers. As external risks intensify,
the need for transparent reporting, prudent
management, and meaningful reform becomes
more critical than ever. Without decisive
action, the burden of adjustment will continue
to fall disproportionately on ordinary citizens,
who are already struggling to navigate an
increasingly uncertain economic landscape.



Fiscal fragility on display

Shahid Hussain

The recent surge in domestic petrol and diesel
prices has sent shockwaves across Pakistan,
highlighting the country’s vulnerability to
global economic turbulence and long-stand-
ing policy shortcomings.

While the government has framed the
increase as an unavoidable response to rising
international oil prices—largely driven by
geopolitical tensions such as the US-Israel
conflict with Iran—the episode has also
exposed deeper structural weaknesses in
the economy. From fiscal fragility to delayed
reforms, the unfolding situation paints a trou-
bling picture for policymakers and citizens
alike.

At the heart of the issue lies a sharp
and sudden adjustment in fuel prices. The
government initially raised petrol prices by
Rs137 per litre, pushing the rate
to an unprecedented Rs458.
However, in a surprising turn
of events, the price was slashed
by Rs80 within 24 hours. This
abrupt reversal suggests a lack
of coordination within official
circles, as well as mounting
political pressure to soften the
blow for consumers already
grappling with inflation.

Such inconsistency not only
undermines public confidence
but also signals confusion in
economic decision-making at a
critical juncture.

In tandem with fuel price
revisions, the government has
introduced a series of emergen-
cy measures aimed at mitigat-
ing the impact. These include
early market closures to conserve energy and
targeted subsidies for vulnerable groups such
as motorcycle owners, farmers, and transport-
ers. While these steps may offer short-term
relief, they do little to address the root causes
of the crisis or provide a sustainable path
forward.

For several weeks before the latest
increase, authorities had resisted passing
on the full extent of rising global oil prices
to domestic consumers. Instead, they chose
to absorb the financial burden within the
national budget. This approach, though
politically expedient, came at a significant
cost. An earlier increase of Rs55 per litre
had already strained public finances, and the
continued delay in adjusting prices reportedly
cost the national exchequer Rs129 billion.
The government appeared to be banking on a
quick resolution to the Middle East crisis—a

gamble that ultimately did not pay off.

With fiscal space now exhausted, the
government had little choice but to shift the
burden onto consumers. This development
underscores a harsh reality: Pakistan simply
lacks the economic capacity to sustain fuel
subsidies in the face of prolonged external
shocks. Years of weak tax collection, coupled
with rising public expenditures, have left the
state with limited room to maneuver. Any
attempt to continue subsidising fuel prices
would risk exacerbating fiscal deficits and
triggering broader macroeconomic instability.

The challenges are not confined to the
fiscal domain. Pakistan’s external sector is
equally under pressure. The country’s foreign
exchange reserves, painstakingly rebuilt over
the past two years, remain fragile. As global
oil prices rise, so too does the import bill,
placing additional strain on the balance of

payments. This, in turn, threatens to weaken
the national currency and further fuel infla-
tion. In the context of ongoing geopolitical
tensions in the Middle East, the government’s
decision to increase fuel prices appears not
only justified but inevitable.

However, the economic rationale behind
the move offers little comfort to ordinary citi-
zens. The immediate consequence of higher fuel
prices is a surge in inflation, which is already
making its presence felt across various sectors.
Transporters have wasted no time in raising
fares, while freight charges have climbed sharp-
ly. Businesses, facing higher input costs, are
passing these increases on to consumers. The
result is a cascading effect that is pushing up
the cost of living across the board.

Low- and middle-income households
are bearing the brunt of this economic shock.

For many, the rising cost of essentials—from
food to transportation—has become in-
creasingly difficult to manage. Although the
government’s targeted subsidies may provide
some relief, they are unlikely to fully offset the
broader inflationary pressures unleashed by
the fuel price hike. In effect, a large segment
of the population is being squeezed from
both ends: stagnant incomes and escalating
expenses.

Beyond the immediate crisis, the sit-
uation points to a more fundamental policy
failure that has been decades in the making.
Successive governments have consistently
postponed critical reforms, particularly in
the areas of taxation and public spending. As
a result, Pakistan’s fiscal structure remains
heavily reliant on indirect taxes, which dis-
proportionately impact lower-income groups.
A significant portion of fuel prices today
consists of government-imposed
taxes and levies, further amplify-
ing the burden on consumers.

Had meaningful reforms
been implemented earlier—such
as broadening the tax base,
improving compliance, and ratio-
nalising public expenditure—the
current crisis might have been
less severe. Instead, the absence
of these measures has left the
country ill-prepared to external
shocks. Citizens are now paying
the price for years of policy
inertia, facing a dual challenge
of rising global energy costs and
high domestic taxation.

The recent fuel price
adjustment, while unavoidable,
serves as a stark reminder of the
urgent need for structural re-
forms. Temporary measures and
reactive policies can only go so far in manag-
ing crises of this magnitude. What is required
is a comprehensive and forward-looking strat-
egy that addresses the underlying weaknesses
of the economy.

In conclusion, the sharp increase in
fuel prices is more than just a response to
global market dynamics—it is a reflection
of Pakistan’s economic vulnerabilities and
missed opportunities. While the govern-
ment’s decision may be fiscally sound under
the circumstances, its impact on the public
is both immediate and profound. Moving
forward, the focus must shift from short-term
fixes to long-term solutions. Without mean-
ingful reforms, the country risks remaining
trapped in a cycle of crisis and adjustment,
with ordinary citizens continuing to bear the
heaviest burden.
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Can China-brokered talks
bring lasting peace between
Pakistan and Afghanistan?

Raza Khan

As the security situation between Pakistan
and Afghanistan under the Taliban regime re-
mains precarious, China has recently stepped
in to host peace talks between the two
neighboring states. Latest reports emerging
from Beijing suggest that these negotiations
are moving forward, offering a cautious sense
of progress. However, two critical questions
arise: can these peace parleys between Paki-
stan and the Afghan Taliban succeed even at
a preliminary level, and more importantly,
can any positive engagement between Is-
lamabad and Kabul lead to a meaningful and
sustainable resolution of conflict?

At face value, the new round of talks
facilitated by China represents a construc-
tive and welcome development. Diplomatic
engagement is always preferable to confron-
tation, and Beijing’s involvement underscores
the regional importance of stability between
Pakistan and Afghanistan. Yet, despite
China’s optimism as of April 5 regarding the
progress of discussions, it remains far too
early to draw any definitive conclusions. A
realistic assessment requires a deeper under-
standing of the entrenched positions held by
both sides.

Pakistan’s stance is unequivocal.
Islamabad maintains that the Tehreek-e-Tal-
iban Pakistan (TTP), which it has labeled
as Fitna-tul-Khwarij, continues to receive
support from the Afghan Taliban regime.
According to Pakistani authorities, the TTP
has used Afghan territory as a base to carry
out deadly attacks, particularly in the Khyber
Pakhtunkhwa province, resulting in the loss
of hundreds of civilian and security personnel
lives. From Pakistan’s perspective, unless the
Taliban regime decisively ends all forms of
support and sanctuary to the TTP, the pros-
pects for durable peace will remain bleak.

Conversely, the Afghan Taliban leader-
ship rejects these allegations and insists that
the TTP issue is an internal matter for Paki-
stan to resolve. Kabul argues that it neither
controls nor directs the actions of the TTP
and that managing such groups is beyond
its present capacity. Notably, however, the
Taliban regime has largely remained silent
on direct accusations of providing support or
safe havens to the group, which raises further
questions about its position.

A closer examination of these contrast-
ing narratives reveals significant inconsis-
tencies. If the TTP operates primarily from
Afghan soil, it becomes difficult to classify it
purely as an internal Pakistani issue. Instead,
the problem assumes a cross-border and re-
gional dimension. The use of Afghan territory
for launching attacks into Pakistan under-
mines Kabul's argument and weakens its
credibility on this issue. Furthermore, claims
by the Taliban regime that it lacks the capac-
ity to control the TTP within its own borders
can be interpreted as an implicit admission of
governance limitations.

In this context, Pakistan views its
cross-border military actions against TTP
hideouts as a matter of national security and
self-defense. While such operations may
unfortunately result in collateral damage,
they are often considered unavoidable in
counterterrorism campaigns, despite efforts
to minimize civilian harm. Consequently,
Pakistan argues that its actions are justified
and necessary to protect its citizens. It is also
notable that these strikes have not attracted
strong or unified condemnation from the in-
ternational community, which may indicate
a degree of tacit acceptance or understanding
of Pakistan’s security concerns.

At the same time, the Afghan Taliban’s
inability to effectively restrain the TTP may
be partially genuine but not entirely con-
vincing. One underlying factor is the nature
of the Taliban regime itself. Having come to
power through armed struggle rather than
a broad-based democratic process, it lacks
the institutional strength and legitimacy
typically associated with a fully functioning
state. As a movement with roots in militancy,
its capacity to enforce comprehensive control
over all armed actors within Afghanistan
remains limited.

However, beyond capacity constraints,
there also appears to be an element of unwill-
ingness. Evidence suggests that the Afghan
Taliban may perceive the TTP as a strategic
asset. Historically, the support of Pakistani
militants played a role in the Taliban’s insur-
gency against the government of President
Ashraf Ghani, culminating in their return to
power in 2021. In this light, maintaining ties
with the TTP could be seen as both a form of
reciprocity and a means of preserving lever-
age in regional dynamics.

Additionally, the Taliban leadership
may view the TTP as a tool to exert pressure
on Pakistan. Supporting or tolerating the
group allows Kabul to counter perceptions
that it is overly dependent on or aligned with
Islamabad. Within Afghanistan, where polit-
ical legitimacy remains contested, projecting
an independent and assertive posture—par-
ticularly one that challenges Pakistan—can
serve to bolster the Taliban’s domestic stand-
ing. In a society shaped by decades of conflict
and limited access to formal education,
anti-Pakistan sentiment can sometimes be
mobilized to strengthen internal support.

Historically, mistrust between Kabul
and Islamabad is deeply rooted. Since Pa-
kistan’s creation in 1947, successive Afghan
governments have often maintained strained
relations with Islamabad, contributing to a
persistent sense of insecurity on both sides.
This legacy continues to shape contemporary
interactions, making mutual trust extremely
difficult to establish.

Given these complex and deeply
entrenched realities, optimism regarding the
success of ongoing peace talks must remain
cautious. While China’s mediation may help
reduce immediate tensions and potentially
lead to a temporary cessation of hostilities, it
is unlikely to address the core issues driving
the conflict. Sustainable peace will require
a fundamental shift in strategic thinking on
both sides.

In particular, long-term stability hinges
on whether the Afghan Taliban are willing
to abandon their perceived reliance on the
TTP as a strategic tool and whether they can
develop the institutional capacity to prevent
their territory from being used against neigh-
boring states. Similarly, Pakistan will need to
balance its security imperatives with diplo-
matic engagement to avoid further escalation.

In conclusion, while the China-bro-
kered talks represent an important diplo-
matic opening, they are unlikely to produce
lasting peace unless accompanied by sub-
stantive policy changes. Without addressing
the underlying mistrust, conflicting strategic
interests, and the persistent issue of militant
sanctuaries, any agreements reached may
prove temporary. The path to enduring
peace between Pakistan and Afghanistan
remains uncertain, complex, and fraught
with challenges.
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Water governance atrisk

Dr. Zaheer Ahmad Babar

Pakistan’s water management system is once
again under scrutiny as the country approaches
a critical decision-making moment without
meeting its own legal and institutional require-
ments.

The upcoming Kharif water allocation
meeting, scheduled to determine water avail-
ability for the agricultural season, is set to take
place under a cloud of uncertainty. At the heart
of the issue lies the incomplete composition of
the regulatory body responsible for overseeing
water distribution, raising serious concerns
about transparency, representation, and the
legitimacy of its decisions.

The significance of this meeting cannot be
overstated. The Kharif season is vital for Paki-
stan’s agriculture, supporting key crops such as
cotton, rice, and sugarcane. Millions of farmers
depend on timely and equitable water distribu-
tion to sustain their livelihoods. Any perceived
imbalance or procedural flaw in the allocation
process risks not only economic disruption but
also deepening inter-provincial tensions.
In a country where water has historically
been a politically sensitive resource, insti-
tutional credibility plays a central role in
maintaining trust.

However, the regulatory authority
tasked with managing the Indus River
system is entering this critical phase with-
out fulfilling its legal composition. The
absence of a regular member representing
Sindh, coupled with the failure to appoint
a Sindh-based federal member, has left
the body incomplete. This is not merely a
technical oversight; it strikes at the core of
the institution’s legitimacy. Representation
is fundamental to ensuring that all provinc-
es have confidence in the decisions being made,
particularly when those decisions directly
impact their water share.

The issue is further compounded by
the prolonged nature of this imbalance. The
position of the Sindh-based federal member
has effectively remained vacant for more than
16 years, with individuals from other provinces
occupying the role in apparent deviation from
legal requirements. What should have been
an exception has gradually become normal-
ized, setting a troubling precedent. Over time,
such practices erode institutional integrity
and weaken public confidence in governance
structures.

Timing also adds to the urgency of the
situation. Early assessments indicate that while
reservoir levels may be somewhat improved
compared to last year, challenges remain. Lower
carryover levels in key reservoirs could limit
the availability of water during the early Kharif
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period, particularly for downstream regions.
Sindh, already sensitive to water shortages, may
face constraints that heighten concerns about
equitable distribution. In such a scenario, even
minor disagreements can escalate into major
disputes, especially if one party feels inade-
quately represented.

Another layer of complexity arises from
overlapping roles within the authority. The
outgoing Sindh member, whose resignation
has yet to be formally processed, is expected to
participate in the meeting while simultaneously
holding a position within the provincial gov-
ernment. This dual role blurs the lines between
regulatory oversight and provincial interest,
raising questions about neutrality and fairness.
Institutions responsible for resource allocation
must not only act impartially but also be seen to
do so. Any perception of bias can undermine the
credibility of their decisions.

The legal implications of the current sit-
uation are equally significant. The requirement
to appoint a Sindh-based federal member is not
an arbitrary guideline but a legally binding pro-

vision rooted in executive authority. It remains
protected under constitutional frameworks,
and ongoing legal challenges have already high-
lighted the fragility of the current arrangement.
Proceeding with key decisions in the absence of
full compliance risks inviting further litigation
and complicating an already delicate gover-
nance environment.

This situation reflects a broader pattern
within Pakistan’s water management frame-
work, where policy ambitions often outpace ad-
ministrative execution. While there is increas-
ing emphasis on infrastructure development,
improved monitoring systems, and technolog-
ical solutions, fundamental governance issues
remain unresolved. Efficient measurement and
storage improvements are important, but they
cannot replace the need for transparent and in-
clusive decision-making. Without institutional
credibility, even the most advanced systems will
struggle to deliver sustainable outcomes.

The consequences of these governance
gaps extend far beyond a single meeting or sea-
son. Pakistan is already grappling with mounting
water stress due to population growth, climate
change, and inefficient usage. In such a context,
institutional weaknesses can transform technical
challenges into political crises. When stakehold-
ers perceive decision-making bodies as incom-
plete or biased, data-driven outcomes lose their
authority and are instead viewed with suspicion.

Restoring trust in the system requires
immediate and decisive action. First and fore-
most, all legal appointments must be completed
without delay to ensure that the regulatory
body operates within its mandated framework.
Transparency in the appointment process is
equally important, as it reassures stakeholders
that representation is not being influenced for
political advantage. Additionally, clear bound-
aries must be maintained between regulatory
roles and provincial interests to preserve insti-
tutional neutrality.

Beyond these immediate steps, there is a
need for a broader commitment to strengthen-
ing governance in the water sector.
This includes adhering to legal
provisions, respecting institutional
processes, and ensuring accountabil-
ity at all levels. Long-term reforms
should aim to enhance coordination
between provinces, improve dispute
resolution mechanisms, and build
resilience against future challenges.
Water management is not solely a
technical issue; it is fundamentally a
governance challenge that requires
political will and institutional
discipline.

Failure to address these issues
carries predictable risks. Disputes
between provinces are likely to intensify,
undermining national cohesion and delaying
critical decisions. Farmers, already vulnerable
to environmental and economic pressures, will
bear the brunt of uncertainty and inequitable
distribution. Ultimately, the cost of inaction
will be measured not only in reduced agricul-
tural output but also in diminished trust in
public institutions.

In conclusion, the current situation serves
as a stark reminder that effective water manage-
ment depends as much on governance as it does
on resource availability. As Pakistan approaches
a crucial moment in its agricultural calendar,
ensuring the legitimacy and completeness of its
regulatory bodies must be treated as an urgent
priority. Without this foundation, even the
best-intentioned policies will struggle to deliver
meaningful results. Strengthening institutional
integrity today is essential to securing water
stability for the future.
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The US could still try to
play the ethnic card in Iran

Ibrahim Al-Marashi

As the US threatens to launch a ground inva-
sion of Iran, many questions remain about its
goals and geographical span. Some scenarios
suggest a focus on some of the islands in the
Gulf, others - joining forces with local insur-
gent groups.

Early on in the war, Washington seemed
to toy with the idea of supporting opposition
groups from Iran’s large Kurdish minority to
launch a war by proxy. According to reports
in the Isracli media, initial efforts by Mossad
to encourage attacks by Kurdish groups in
Tran’s northwest failed due to “leaks, distrust”.
Iran bolstered its defences in the area and put
pressure on the authorities in Iraqi Kurdistan,
where the Iranian Kurdish groups are based.

Last week, in an interview with Fox
News, US President Donald Trump ~ E
acknowledged that the US provided
weapons to the Kurds. Further
action involving either Kurdish or
other ethnic opposition groups may
still be on the table as his adminis-
tration seeks to put together an exit
strategy from the war. Encouraging
local insurgencies to weaken Tehran
may seem like a good plan, but
would it work?

Fomenting ethnic or religious
tensions in the enemy camp is an
old military tactic, which the US
itself has used many times in the
Middle East. Trump is likely look-
ing for ways to gain leverage over
the regime in Tehran and stretch its
military capabilities. Iran’s internal fractures
may seem to offer some opportunities for that.
In the past three decades, Tehran has failed to
address the growing grievances of various mi-
nority populations in the country’s periphery.
Sunni Arabs, Kurds and Balochis feel margin-
alised in the Shi’a majority state, while Arab
and Kurdish Shia Muslims feel discriminated
against by ethnic Persians.

This has led to various anti-government
mobilisations, including armed ones over the
past three decades. Kurdish armed groups
based in Iraq have operated for decades in
northwestern Iran. Kurdish areas have also
seen waves of mass protests, the most recent
of which was in the autumn of 2022 following
the death of a Kurdish woman at the hands of
morality police in Tehran.

Other armed groups have also been

active. In 2018, an attack on a military parade
in the city of Ahvaz killed 29 people; an Arab
separatist group claimed responsibility. In
2019, Baluchi rebels of the Jaish Al Adl group
attacked a bus carrying members of the IRGC,
killing at least 27. A raid by the same group on a
police station in 2023 killed 11 security person-
nel. Then in 2024, the bombing of a mourner’s
procession for the late General Qasem Sulaim-
ani killed at least 90 people in the southeastern
city of Kerman; ISIL claimed responsibility.

All of these incidents expose weaknesses
in Iran’s periphery, which its enemies have
long tried to exploit. If Trump decides to go
down that path, he should take heed of the
experiences of those who have tried to under-
mine the authorities in Tehran by fomenting
ethno-religious insurgencies.

Iraq’s president Saddam Hussein was

one of them. When he decided to invade Iran
in 1980, he saw an opportunity in the ethnic
unrest among Kurds and Arabs the Islamic
Republic had inherited from the monarchical
regime. Saddam Hussein encouraged insurgen-
cies among both minorities.

By the time Iraqi troops stormed onto
Iranian territory, the Kurdish Democratic
Party of Iran (KDP-I) had already launched
arebellion against the newly formed Islamic
Republic in 1979. Iraq eventually provided arms
and finances, enabling the KDP-I to take over
some territory and hold it for months, but in-
ternal fighting and the brutal campaign Tehran
launched through its Revolutionary Guards
managed to suppress the rebellion by 1982-83.

Saddam also tried to get the Arabs in the
south to revolt, some Iranian Arab separatist
groups fought alongside Iraqi forces in the

battle for the Iranian city of Khorramshahr in
1980. But the Sunni Arab community did not
join in large numbers. Shi'a Arabs had no desire
to participate in what they saw as a foreign in-
vasion, launched by an Sunni-dominated Iraqi
regime. As a result, Saddam never got the mass
Arab uprising he wished for.

Twenty years later, US President George
W Bush tried to use a similar playbook against
Iran. He authorised the CIA and other intelli-
gence outfits to carry out covert operations in
Iran and funnel money and equipment to some
opposition armed groups.

Like Saddam, Bush also failed to foment
rebellions in Iran. This is not just because the
Islamic Republic was able to handle securi-
ty situations swifty and decisively, but also
because efforts to incite uprisings never really
got enough momentum. The reason for that

: is that parts of Iran’s minori-
ties are well-integrated into
the nation’s core and elite.
Ethno-religious identities and
socio-economic realities in Iran
are too complex to feed into a
simple black-and-white narra-
tive about ethnic oppression by
the Persian majority.

More than a month into
the war on Iran, it is by now
clear that US and Israeli efforts
to trigger a mass uprising in
Iran by decapitating the regime
have failed. At this time, there
is nothing to suggest that any
efforts to foment ethnic insur-
gencies would be more success-
ful. US-Israel support for separatist groups is
unlikely to get anywhere further than localised
acts of sabotage or small skirmishes.

This would not divert important military
resources and attention away from the fight
with the US and Israel, as Iran is fighting a
techno-guerilla war, where its most valuable
weapons are missiles and drones - not ground
troops.

Furthermore, there is significant regional
opposition to US support for separatist groups
from major allies, including Pakistan and
Turkiye. Islamabad has been dealing its own
violent attacks carried out by Baluch separat-
ists in the southwest of the country. Mean-
while, for Ankara, the issue of any support
for Kurdish groups is highly sensitive given
its own long history of unrest in the Kurdish
regions of the country.
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A new regional order for
the Strait of Hormuz

Sina Emami

The ongoing war of choice launched by the
United States and Israel against Iran has
shattered the geopolitical status quo in our
region. As Washington finds itself entangled
in another Middle Eastern quagmire, reports
suggest that US President Donald Trump’s
administration is increasingly in need of a
political off-ramp.

The Hormuz littoral states possess a rare,
collective opportunity to provide the American
president with an exit strategy. By taking
the initiative to establish a new, locally
managed security architecture for the
Strait of Hormuz, our nations can further
elevate their strategic significance in re-
gional geopolitics and the global economy.
The alternative to this win-win scenario is
prolonged conflict that would ensure that
anew regional order is eventually imposed
unilaterally by Tehran.

Secking to balance their positions,
the Gulf Cooperation Council (GCC)
states appear trapped between two bad
options. Confronting Trump, especially in
the middle of a war, would undoubtedly
carry significant costs and unpredictable
reactions from an increasingly unpredict-
able leader. At the same time, their inability
to avoid being seen by Iran as at least pas-
sive participants in the aggression against
the country makes them legitimate targets
under its increasingly assertive military
doctrine, which seeks to prevent the repeti-
tion of such wars for the foreseeable future.

Yet, this reality also demonstrates the
limits of the United States’ security patronage.
These limits—especially during what appears
to be a historically unconditional alliance with
Israel in which Israeli interests increasingly
trump American interests in the region—sug-
gest that the status quo is unsustainable.

A new order will inevitably replace the
existing one, as conditions for all regional
states will further deteriorate if the conflict
continues to escalate. There is no longer any
scenario in which Iran remains a target while
the GCC carries on as usual, as was the case
during the 12-day war in June 2025.

Iran’s ability to choke the flow of
maritime traffic with $20,000 drones that
can be produced underground and launched
from anywhere in the country suggests that it
possesses immense leverage. Iranian officials
have clearly stated that it will now be utilised

to forge a new order for Hormuz. Relations
between Iran and the GCC states have seen
ups and downs since the Islamic Revolution in
1979. The relationship was defined by hostility
for a long time until it underwent a radical,
positive transformation in the past few years.
Iranian attacks against the military and
economic infrastructure in the GCC states,
along with the recent expulsion of Iranian dip-
lomats from some GCC capitals, undoubtedly
constitute a severe setback and a regression
toward the past. However, this crisis has also
demonstrated that security is a collective good,

the current war proves how one state’s insecu-
rity renders all states in the region insecure. A
security architecture built at the expense of a
neighbour is no longer viable. Iran has already
begun dismantling the former order, but the
new order does not need to be exclusively
Iranian in its design.

For a path forward, we can look to
Europe’s successful historical experiences in
achieving a regional order. From the Congress
of Vienna, which stabilised Europe following
Napoleon’s wars of aggression, to the gradual
economic, political, and security integration
that followed World War 11, these milestones
should not serve as templates, but as sources of
inspiration for our region.

The Strait of Hormuz suffers from a
legal anomaly, as it remains one of the few
critical maritime arteries of its kind lacking

a dedicated international regulatory treaty.
Unlike Turkiye, whose sovereign control and
regional stability are in part anchored in the
Montreux Convention regulating the Bosporus
and Dardanelles, Hormuz operates without a
codified maritime framework, which has made
it uniquely vulnerable to superpower impo-
sitions throughout history. The current war
can thus, to some extent, be understood as a
product of this unregulated environment.
Convening a “Congress for Hormuz”
could help regional states collectively design a
security architecture, fill this legal vacuum, and

ensure the stability of not only our own region
but the global economy as well. The ultimate
goal of such a platform should be the codifica-
tion of a treaty that formalises the status of the
strait and provides the legal certainty current-
ly absent, while also elevating the strategic
weight of regional states in the global economy
by ensuring that the management of Hormuz
remains a local prerogative.

In the short term, this framework can
serve to reopen the strait, providing Trump
with a way out of the quagmire by claiming
that his regional allies have helped reopen it. In
the long term, this framework would protect
GCC countries from a patron willing to sacri-
fice international law and regional stability for
the benefit of its principal ally, Israel, an ally
that none of us will ever be able to replace or
compete with.



What the Iran-lraq war can tell us
about the US-Israeli war oniran

Behrooz Ghamari-Tabrizi

When the United States and Israel launched
their illegal war on Iran on February 28, they
called on the Iranian people to rise up. They
then proceeded to bomb not just military tar-
gets, but civilian housing, universities, schools,
hospitals, commercial buildings and historical
sites.

In the sound of explosions today, many
Iranians hear echoes from the past: from the
Iran-Iraq war of 1980-1988. In the fall of 1980,
when Iraq invaded Iran, [ was a 20-year-old
student at Tehran Polytechnic University
and a member of an opposition group. The
first time I saw the impact of war firsthand
was in October of that year. One evening, my
friend Farhad and I were standing in line to
load two boxes of antigovernment pamphlets
onto a bus heading to Isfahan; given
the restriction of movement and the
checkpoints set up by the Revolution-
ary Guard, this was the only safe way
to transport such materials.

Suddenly, the thunderous
shots of air defence systems shook
the ground and lit the sky with blue,
orange, yellow, and red rays of light.
The sirens went off. I had never felt
so fearful, helpless, and disoriented.
Running around to find a possible
shelter, the ground shaking under my
feet, the smashing booms of unremit- =
ting air defence, and multidirectional =~ @&

screams of a terrorised crowd closed R

off all space to think what exactly
was happening.

Once the air defence ceased, Farhad and
I jumped on his motorcycle and rode back to
our own neighbourhood. My mother had been
convinced that I was killed. The second time I
experienced the war directly came a few weeks
later. Another friend and I were sitting on a
bench in a park in central Tehran, discussing
how to simultaneously protest the war and
mobilise against the regime.

Suddenly, an Iraqi fighter jet showed
up, flying at such a low altitude that we could
actually see the pilot. As people began running
in fear, the Iraqi bomber circled around us and
dropped leaflets in Persian asking Iranians to
rise up against their government. That was the
only possible way that Iranians could stop the
war: “Topple your own government.” We both
thought that Saddam Hussein was hijack-
ing our struggle. We were under no illusion
that the Iragis could somehow turn into our

liberators.

At the time, there were heated conversa-
tions within the opposition groups on whether
those of us who found ourselves in opposition
to the Islamic Republic should participate in
defending the country against the Iraqi aggres-
sion, or we should exploit the war and advance
our own anti-regime agenda. [ belonged to the
second group, taking advantage of the war to
topple the state.

The government at that time was barely
ayear old, but it enjoyed vast popular support.
The very notion that halting the bombing of
the cities was contingent upon the masses
overthrowing the state was nothing more than
a delusional fantasy. Saddam Hussein learned
very quickly that despite the chaotic condi-
tions of the postrevolutionary state, the Islamic
Republic could mobilise millions to defend the

country and hold on to political power. We
learned that lesson very quickly, too. Not only
did the Islamic Republic mobilise the masses
to check the invasion, it also successfully con-
solidated power by eliminating the opposition.
Tens of thousands were arrested, many more
exiled, and thousands were executed. Even
those in the opposition who defended the war
effort but remained critical of the state were
purged or exiled.

Now, 46 years later, American and Israeli
leaders seem to harbour similar illusions. The
difference this time is that, unlike Saddam
Hussein, US President Donald Trump and
Israeli Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu are
waging a war of bombing campaigns without
any war fronts and soldiers on the ground. In
so many ways, this kind of war poses deeper
uncertainties and more intense anxieties. Any-
one, anywhere, at any time could be a target.
An air war, as it has been demonstrated in the
past few weeks, could be significantly more

indiscriminate.

The other difference is that, by the time
this war began, the Islamic Republic had
squandered what was once the overwhelming
support of its citizens. Years of crippling sanc-
tions had led to widespread impoverishment
of people from all walks of life and an economy
infested by persistent corruption. That bitter
economic pill, combined with brutal suppres-
sion of dissent, had created an irrevocable di-
vide between the state and many of its citizens.

That, however, did not mean that a
US-Israeli act of aggression would easily topple
the regime. The Trump administration misread
that reality and bought into an Israeli plan to
launch a war with the same prognosis — that it
will hasten the collapse of the Islamic Republic.

The Trump administration’s failure was
twofold. First, it demonstrated a total lack of
understanding of the structure of state
power in Iran. Despite its appearance,
the Islamic Republic is not a totalitar-
ian state that relies on the tyrannical
rule of one man. Constitutionally, it is
true that the office of the supreme lead-
er holds immeasurable authority over
all three branches of the government.
But that does not mean that decapitat-
ing the state would lead to its collapse.
The experts at Washington think
tanks somehow missed that there are
multiple sources of power in the Islamic
Republic, the aggregate of which holds
the entire polity together. Now it has
become evident that the assassination
of Ayatollah Ali Khamenei could not
crumble the regime. This was a war crime with
little payoft.

The second failure was not understanding
how a war fought so indiscriminately from the
air would collapse the distinction between the
nation and the state. Many Iranians very quick-
ly realised that the imposed war had nothing to
do with their grievances. Rather, this was a war
against the sovereignty of the nation.

The Israeli and American propaganda
machine tried hard to blame the war on the
Islamic Republic and its belligerent policies
in the region. But punishing the nation for the
sins of the state was a decree against which a
majority in the country remained defiant.

Like Saddam Hussein in the 1980s,
the Trump-Netanyahu alliance today claim
that they have paved the road for Iranians to
overthrow the Islamic Republic. They punish
the nation for not doing so by blanket bombing
of the cities and destroying vital economic
infrastructure.



Missing facilities
The lack of basic facilities in Kamber Shahdad-
kot’s Qubo Saeed Khan taluka discourages me
from going home during vacation. From educa-
tion and healthcare to roads and infrastructure,
everything is in sorrowful condition. After
spending four years in Lahore, I realise how
and to what extent basic amenities like roads,
electricity, water, healthcare and library facili-
tate life. The prospect of settling back in Qubo
Saeed Khan is in many ways frightening. The
authorities must address the relevant issues on
a priority basis.
Nayyar Hussain
Qubo Saeed Khan

Hybrid revolution
The Covid pandemic permanently altered
the global educational landscape. With over
400 million people now learning online and
the digital education market projected to hit
$500 billion by 2030, the shift is undeniable
and unstoppable. For Pakistan, with its 140
million internet users, the solution lies in a
hybrid educational model. By moving lectures
online and using physical campuses primarily
for research and collaboration, we can triple
student capacity, slash costs, and ensure equity
for all students. Those in remote areas can
gain access to the same elite faculty as those in
major cities. We must stop building expensive
walls, and start building better networks that
benefit all.

Prof Muhammad Fayyaz

Charsadda

Security checkpoints
More often than not, there is a severe traffic
congestion near Lake View in Islamabad due
to checkpoint procedures. Stopping vehicles
in the middle of an already busy road disrupts
the entire traffic flow, turning the whole area
into a gridlock. This not only causes delays and
frustrations among the commuters, especial-
ly those with urgent commitments. A more
efficient approach would be to direct selected
vehicles to a side of the road for inspection.
The authorities concerned should review
checkpoint management strategies. With
better planning and coordination, it is possible
to ensure both public safety and convenience
without compromising either.

Wasif Khalig Dad

Rawalpindi

Safety hazards in fuel
transport and storage

Fuel safety in Pakistan is often discussed at the
retail pump level, but the most serious risks
arise much earlier in the supply chain during
transport, storage and handling. Recurrent
incidents involving oil tankers and unsafe stor-
age practices point to a deeper challenge: safety
is still treated as episodic compliance rather
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than a system-wide responsibility.

This is where the role of the Oil and Gas
Regulatory Authority (Ogra) becomes central.
As the primary regulator of the midstream and
downstream sector, Ogra’s mandate extends
beyond retail oversight to enforcing safety
standards across depots, bowzers and LPG
infrastructure. Its inspections, audits and
alignment with international benchmarks,
such as the National Fire Protection Associ-
ation (NFPA) standards, reflect an effort to
institutionalise safety rather than reacting to
specific accidents.

Globally, effective energy systems treat
health, safety and environment practices as an
operating culture, reinforced through training,
data and leadership accountability.

When such approaches are adopted
locally, including within parts of the retail and
logistics ecosystem influenced by interna-
tional investments, safety outcomes extend
beyond companies to public roads, homes and
communities. For Pakistan, strengthening the
safety culture is not a corporate preference, but
a policy obligation essential to protecting lives,
public trust and economic continuity.

Hamdan Siddiqui
Karachi

Opaque electricity bills

Every month, millions of Pakistani households
receive their electricity bills with growing
anxiety and confusion. Despite paying on time,
they are left questioning what exactly they are
being charged for. Taxes, duties, fuel adjust-
ments, finance costs, TV fee, meter rent, and
so on make each bill read like a cryptic code,
leaving ordinary consumers in the dark.

There are several pressing questions that
demand clarity. Which tax is applied to the
electricity already paid for? What fuel adjust-
ments or surcharges are included, and why?
Why are TV fees charged separately when
cable is already paid for? How are quarterly
or prior-month adjustments calculated? Why
are additional charges imposed despite timely
payments? If consumers own their meters, why
are they being charged the rental?

Opaque billing practices are not just
confusing, they are unfair. They punish regular,
responsible consumers, while letting the utility
providers move ahead without accountability.
This is not merely an administrative issue; it is
a question of justice for citizens who trust the
system and pay honestly. The relevant author-
ities should ensure complete transparency in
electricity billing. Clear, understandable bills
with detailed explanations of taxes, duties and
surcharges are essential, not as a courtesy, but
as the right of every consumer.

Only after introducing such bills can we
restore trust in our utilities and safeguard the
interests of all ordinary households.

M. Shaban Uppal
Lahore

Sindh social safety net

The recent initiatives by the Sindh gov-
ernment, notably the launch of the Benazir
Hari Card to provide subsidies on seeds and
energy to farmers, are commendable steps to-
wards social uplift and economic stability in
the province. Similarly, the ongoing financial
support through the Benazir Income Support
Programme (BISP) really underscores a com-
mitment to vulnerable segments of society.
While these programmes are highly valuable
and address critical needs, a significant and
already deprived community continues to be
overlooked: persons with disabilities.

The population of disabled people in
Sindh faces unique challenges and systemic
barriers that necessitate dedicated social
protection measures. It is imperative that
the provincial government formulate a policy
and introduce a support card specifically for
disabled persons. This programme should
include substantial financial assistance, such
as a monthly stipend of at least Rs20,000 for
individuals holding a CNIC with a disability
logo.

Such an initiative would not only alle-
viate financial hardships, but also empower
disabled persons, fostering their inclusion and
enabling them to live with dignity and contrib-
ute meaningfully to society. As such, the gov-
ernment must address this serious issue and
demonstrate true commitment to an inclusive
Sindh where no community is left behind.

Aamir Hussain
Khairpur Mirs

llegal commercial club

A commercial establishment has been opera-
tional in Shamsi Society, a residential area in
Karachi. The club charges a hefty hourly fee
and attracts players and teams from far and
wide contesting cricket matches till late in the
night. There are days when the activity con-
tinues till dawn. This naturally results in per-
sistent noise, marked by shouting and abusive
language, which severely disturbs the peace

of the residents, particularly the elderly and
the sick. By and large, area people, especially
children, are unable to have a full night’s sleep.
By any moral or legal standard, such activities
have no place in a residential locality.

Against a complaint that was previously
submitted to the society’s secretary, the club’s
operations were restricted to midnight, with
assurances from the club management to main-
tain discipline. However, these commitments
have not been honoured, and the nuisance
has resumed. The disturbance on weekends
is particularly unbearable. The authorities
concerned really need to intervene immediately
and take due and decisive action to stop this
ongoing blatant violation of zoning limitations,
and restore peace in the neighbourhood.

Zulfiqar Ali
Karachi
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Artemis ll blasts off: Humans are  Most people aren't getting
on their way back to the moon enough omega-3: What are

the healthimpacts?
David Mills

Scientists have demonstrated the harmful
effects of saturated fats on heart health,
while omega-3 fatty acids like EPA show

Patrick Pester

The Artemis II crew has blasted off for the
moon on a historic rocket launch at NASA's
Kennedy Space Center in Florida.

Commander Reid Wiseman, pilot Victor
Glover, mission specialist Christina Koch and )
mission specialist Jeremy Hansen are now riding high in the Orion space- protective effects. A recent study by a o )
craft as the first humans to head back to the moon in more than 50 years. Japanese research team reveals how EPA helps maintain calcium

The rocket lifted off at 6:35 p.m. EDT on April 1 — one of the final homeostasis in heart cells disrupted by saturated fats, involving key
pathways and regulatory proteins that could guide future dietary

recommendations and health guidelines. Over the past few decades,
scientists have generated a pile of evidence suggesting that a diet
rich in saturated fats is enough to cause heart diseases. Besides other
problems like diabetes and atherosclerosis, saturated fats have also
been linked to life-threatening arrhythmias. Interestingly, based

on animal and human studies, certain omega-3 polyunsaturated
fatty acids seem to have beneficial effects on cardiovascular health.
In particular, eicosapentaenoic acid (EPA), which is found in fish
oil, not only has vasodilator and antiplatelet effects, but can even
help prevent atrial fibrillation and other arrythmias. Despite EPA
being readily available as a dietary supplement, the effect of EPA on
cardiomyocytes and their underlying mechanisms of action are not
fully understood. In a recent study published online in the Interna-
tional Journal of Molecular Sciences, a research team from Japan set
out to bridge this knowledge gap. Led by Associate Professor Masaki
Morishima from Kindai University, they investigated the role of EPA
in inducing long-term electrical changes in cultured mouse cardio-
myocytes using a variety of bioanalytical techniques.

launch windows available to meet NASA’s April 30 mission deadline.
Artemis II has been fraught with delays in recent months, but on April
Fool's Day, NASA's gigantic Space Launch System (SLS) rocket and Orion
capsule took off without any significant issues. Hundreds of thousands

of people flocked to Florida's Space Coast to watch the launch in person,
while millions more tuned in around the world to watch NASA's live
broadcast.

The Artemis II crew is now embarking on a 10-day spaceflight,
which will take them around the far side of the moon, travelling farther
and faster than any humans in history, before they return home to Earth.

The record-breaking mission is set to establish a number of historic
firsts. NASA's Koch is on her way to becoming the first woman in history
to go beyond low Earth orbit and the first woman to visit the lunar envi-
ronment, while NASA's Glover is on his way to becoming the first Black
astronaut to venture beyond low Earth orbit and visit the lunar environ-
ment.

Hansen, of the Canadian Space Agency, is on his way to becoming
the first non-American to visit the moon. Finally, Wiseman is on his way
to becoming the oldest astronaut to visit the moon, having turned 50 in
November.

] ] ] '‘Beer belly' linked to higher
Native Americans invented risk of heart damage

dice and games of chance Mandy French
more than 12’000 years ago Abdominal obesity, often referred to

as a “beer belly,” is an accumulation of
visceral fat that is stored around the
internal organs.

Visceral fat is a type of fat stored
within the abdominal cavity that can accumulate in the arteries, con-
tributing to the development of cardiovascular disease. A new study
found that abdominal obesity is not only linked to harmful changes

Kristina Killgrove

Indigenous people in the western United
States invented dice more than 12,000 years
ago, offering archaeologists the world's
oldest evidence of gambling and possibly
the oldest use of probability, a new study

reveals. But the purpose of these games of chance was very different from in heart structure, but that these effects were more apparent among
modern-day gambling, as the games helped people — mostly women, males. The researchers used advanced cardiac MRIs to detect beer
evidence hints — interact with new acquaintances and redistribute goods belly-associated heart changes that could signal early heart stress
and wealth. "There is a deep history of dice, games of chance and gambling before the onset of cardiovascular disease or symptoms. The study,
in Native America," Robert Madden, an archaeologist at Colorado State however, did not examine beer consumption among the subjects. The
University, told Live Science. "This precedes any evidence we have of dice findings were recently presented at the annual meeting of the Radio-
in the Old World by 6,000 years." logical Society of North America (RSNA), held from November 29 to
In a study published Thursday (April 2) in the journal American December 3, in Chicago, IL. The study has not yet been published in
Antiquity, Madden looked at more than 600 sets of Native American dice a peer-reviewed scientific journal.
from 45 prehistoric archaeological sites in the western U.S. from 13,000 to “Abdominal obesity, a high waist-to-hip ratio, is associated
450 years ago. He discovered that dice were present at Indigenous sites on with more concerning cardiac remodeling patterns than high body
both sides of the Rocky Mountains throughout this lengthy period. "This mass index (BMI) alone,” lead study author Jennifer Erley, MD, a
is the first evidence we have of structured human engagement with the radiologist resident at the University Medical Center Hamburg-Ep-
concepts of chance and randomness,” Madden said. "We're seeing really pendorf, Germany, said in a press release.
complex practices and an intellectual accomplishment here." To identify For the study, researchers examined MRI scans of 2,244 adults
the prehistoric dice, Madden first turned to a century-old book called ages 46 to 78. The study found that obesity, as measured by BMI
"Games of the North American Indians’ by Stewart Culin, an anthropolo- scores, was more strongly associated with enlarged heart chambers
gist who gathered historic accounts of Native American games. across all participants, regardless of sex.
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