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Federal budget 2026-27: Balancing
growth targets with fiscal realities

Farhan Khan

The federal budget 2026-27, presented by
Finance Minister Muhammad Aurangzeb,
reflects Pakistan's continuing effort to stabilise
its economy while complying with the con-
ditions of the International Monetary Fund
(IMF) programme. With a total outlay of Rs
18.77 trillion, the budget seeks to balance fiscal
discipline, economic growth, social protection,
and national security. Yet the key question
remains: is this a genuinely growth-orient-

ed budget capable of placing Pakistan on a
sustainable development path, or primarily an
exercise in fiscal management?

At first glance, the budget underscores
the government's commitment to macroeco-
nomic stability. The economy is projected
to grow by 4 percent in the next fiscal year,
while inflation is expected to average 8.2
percent. These targets are more optimistic than
Pakistan's recent economic performance, but
they are not impossible if inflation remains
contained, interest rates continue to decline,
and external conditions remain favourable.

However, significant risks persist.
Regional tensions, volatile oil prices, weak
domestic investment, and uncertainty in global
markets could make achieving the 4 percent
growth target difficult.

A closer look at the budget reveals the
severe fiscal constraints facing policymakers.
Total federal expenditure is estimated at Rs
18.77 trillion, of which Rs 8.05 trillion will go
toward debt servicing alone, making it the
largest expenditure item in the budget. De-
fence spending has been increased to Rs 3 tril-
lion in response to heightened regional security
concerns. Pensions, subsidies, grants, and civil
government expenditures consume most of the
remaining resources. As a result, only a limited
fiscal space is available for development proj-
ects, infrastructure, education, health care, and
other growth-enhancing initiatives.

On the revenue side, the government has
set an ambitious FBR tax collection target of
Rs15.26 trillion. Gross federal revenues are
projected at Rs 20.6 trillion, although a sub-
stantial portion will be transferred to provinc-
es under the NFC Award.

The target signals the government's
determination to improve tax collection and
reduce fiscal imbalances. Yet achieving it
will be challenging given the FBR's history of
missing targets and the persistence of a large
undocumented economy.

The government has attempted to pres-
ent the budget as growth-friendly by offering
limited relief to salaried taxpayers and busi-

nesses and by simplifying some tax procedures.
However, many analysts argue that the tax
burden still falls disproportionately on those
already within the tax net, while sectors such
as agriculture, retail, and real estate remain
inadequately taxed.

This means the middle class and doc-
umented businesses are likely to continue
bearing a disproportionate share of the revenue
burden, limiting the budget's ability to broad-
en the tax base in a meaningful way.

The social sector receives a mixed
treatment. Allocations for major welfare
programmes have been maintained, but fiscal
constraints leave little room for major expan-

sion. Grants of around Rs 2.68 trillion include
funding for the Benazir Income Support
Programme (BISP), Azad Jammu and Kashmir,
Gilgit-Baltistan, and the merged districts of
Khyber Pakhtunkhwa.

Even so, constrained development
spending raises concerns about whether suffi-
cient resources will be available for education,
health care, water management, and broader
human development priorities.

The budget does contain measures
aimed at stimulating productive sectors.
Agriculture, industry, information technology,
housing, and exports remain central to the
government's growth strategy. The budget
targets 3.6 percent agricultural growth and 4.5
percent industrial growth, while incentives
for export-oriented industries and the digital
economy are intended to attract private invest-
ment and improve competitiveness.

The government is also targeting invest-
ment growth of around 15 percent, which, if
realised, could provide an important boost to
economic activity.

Export promotion remains crucial
because Pakistan's recurring balance-of-pay-

ments crises stem largely from insufficient ex-
port earnings. Measures to SUpport exporters,
modernise industry, and promote the IT sector
may improve foreign exchange earnings over
time. But sustained export growth will require
deeper structural reforms: reliable energy sup-
ply, better infrastructure, higher productivity,
and a more efficient regulatory environment.
Another defining feature of the budget
is its emphasis on reducing dependence on
borrowing. The government aims to contain
the fiscal deficit at 3.6 percent of GDP while
maintaining a primary surplus of 2 percent, a
key IMF requirement. Meeting these targets
would help slow the growth of public debt and

strengthen investor confidence.

Still, the budget continues to rely heavily
on domestic and external borrowing to finance
expenditures, highlighting how difficult it re-
mains for Pakistan to break free from the cycle
of debt dependence.

Overall, the federal budget 2026-27 is
best understood as a stabilisation budget with
selective growth initiatives, rather than a fully
expansionary growth budget. It prioritises
macroeconomic stability, IMF compliance, and
national security, while offering limited relief
to taxpayers and targeted support to produc-
tive sectors.

Whether it succeeds will depend less on
the announcements and more on implementa-
tion. If revenue targets are achieved, inflation
stays moderate, exports improve, and private
investment revives, the 4 percent GDP growth
target may be within reach. But external
shocks, political uncertainty, or revenue short-
falls could quickly derail these projections.

For now, the budget represents a cau-
tious attempt to consolidate recent economic
gains while laying a modest foundation for
stronger growth in the years ahead.




Pakistan’s power sector: A
crisis decades In the making

Nasim Ahmed

Pakistan's power sector remains one of the
country's most persistent and costly economic
challenges. Despite decades of reforms, billions

of dollars in investment, and repeated promises
by successive governments, the sector continues
to suffer from inefficiency, corruption, financial
losses, and policy failures. The result is a crippling
burden on industries, businesses, and ordinary
households, undermining economic growth and
national competitiveness.

Electricity is the lifeblood of modern econo-
mies. No country can achieve sustained indus-
trialisation, attract investment, or improve living
standards without affordable and reliable power.
Yet Pakistan finds itself trapped in a paradox.
While the country possesses sufficient installed
generation capacity to meet much of its electricity
demand, consumers continue to pay some of the
highest electricity tariffs in the region.

The roots of the crisis run deep. For de-
cades, Pakistan's power sector has been plagued
by poor planning, transmission losses, electricity
theft, political interference, and weak governance.
The infamous circular debt has become a symbol
of these structural weaknesses. Distribution com-
panies frequently fail to recover bills in full, theft
remains widespread, and governments often delay
tariff adjustments for political reasons. As a result,
financial liabilities continue to accumulate and
are eventually passed on to consumers through
higher electricity prices. One of the most contro-
versial aspects of Pakistan's power sector is the
role of Independent Power Producers (IPPs). In-
troduced in the 1990s to overcome chronic power
shortages and attract private investment, the IPP
model initially appeared to be a practical solution.
However, many of the contracts signed with
private producers contained terms that heavily
favoured investors at the expense of consumers
and taxpayers. The most contentious provision is
the capacity payment mechanism. Under these
agreements, power producers receive payments
not only for the electricity they generate but also
for maintaining generation capacity, regardless of
whether that electricity is actually consumed. In
simple terms, consumers are required to pay for
power plants even when they remain idle.

As Pakistan rapidly expanded its genera-
tion capacity, particularly under the China-Paki-
stan Economic Corridor (CPEC), the burden of
capacity payments increased dramatically. Today,
billions of rupees are paid annually to power
producers even when electricity demand remains
below installed capacity. These payments have
become a major component of electricity tariffs
and a significant contributor to the country's
growing circular debt.

Critics describe this arrangement as one of
the most expensive policy mistakes in Pakistan's
economic history. While policymakers sought
to eliminate power shortages, they failed to
adequately forecast future demand, transmis-
sion constraints, and the long-term financial
implications of guaranteeing returns to investors.
Responsibility for the current situation spans
multiple governments, regulators, planners, and
bureaucracies that approved projects without a
comprehensive and sustainable energy strategy.

The consequences are visible throughout
the economy. Pakistan's industrial sector faces
electricity costs that are significantly higher
than those in many competing countries. Textile
manufacturers, exporters, and other industri-
al enterprises struggle to remain competitive
internationally when energy costs consume a
substantial portion of production expenses.
Investors naturally gravitate toward countries
where electricity is cheaper, more reliable, and
more predictable. High electricity tariffs also
discourage industrial expansion and job creation.
Small and medium-sized enterprises, which form
the backbone of economic growth, often find
energy costs unbearable. Many businesses are
forced to operate below capacity or shift to ex-
pensive self-generation through diesel generators
and solar installations. The impact on households
is equally severe. Rising electricity bills consume
an increasing share of family incomes, particularly
among middle- and lower-income households.
Many families are compelled to cut spending
on education, healthcare, nutrition, and other
essential needs simply to pay utility bills. During
the scorching summer months, millions face the
difficult choice between financial hardship and
relief from extreme temperatures.

The agricultural sector is another major
casualty. Farmers depend on electricity for tube
wells, irrigation systems, and agro-processing
activities. High energy costs increase production
expenses and ultimately contribute to higher food
prices, fuelling inflation throughout the economy.

Adding to these challenges are signifi-
cant inefficiencies within the transmission and
distribution network. Pakistan loses a substantial
portion of generated electricity due to outdated
infrastructure, technical losses, and widespread
theft. In many areas, illegal connections and
chronic non-payment of bills have become deeply
entrenched problems. Honest consumers are
effectively forced to subsidise those who evade
payment. Successive governments have repeat-
edly pledged to reform the sector, yet meaningful
progress has remained limited. Political consid-
erations often prevent decisive action. Efforts to
reduce subsidies, improve bill recovery, privatise
distribution companies, or renegotiate contracts

frequently encounter resistance from vested inter-
ests. Consequently, structural problems persist
while financial liabilities continue to grow.

The sector also suffers from regulatory
weaknesses. Decision-making is often fragmented
among federal ministries, provincial authorities,
regulators, generation companies, distribution
companies, and private investors. This lack of
coordination undermines accountability, policy
consistency, and long-term planning.

What, then, is the way forward?

First, Pakistan must continue renego-
tiating costly IPP contracts wherever legally
and financially feasible. Recent efforts to revise
some agreements demonstrate that meaningful
savings can be achieved without undermining
investor confidence. Future contracts must be
transparent, competitive, and fully aligned with
national interests. Second, the government must
aggressively reduce transmission and distribution
losses. Modernising the grid, deploying smart
metering systems, strengthening enforcement
against theft, and improving bill collection can
significantly improve the sector's financial health.

Third, distribution companies require
fundamental restructuring. Professional manage-
ment, stronger accountability mechanisms, and
greater private-sector participation may help im-
prove efficiency while reducing political interfer-
ence. Fourth, energy planning must become more
realistic and demand-driven. Future investments
should be based on credible demand forecasts
rather than overly optimistic projections that
create excess capacity and unnecessary financial
obligations. Fifth, Pakistan should accelerate
its transition toward indigenous and renewable
energy sources. Solar, wind, hydropower, and
other domestic resources can reduce dependence
on imported fuels, lower generation costs, and
strengthen long-term energy security.

Finally, governance reforms are indispens-
able. Transparency, merit-based appointments,
independent regulation, and robust accountabil-
ity mechanisms are essential if the sector is to es-
cape its cycle of inefficiency and financial distress.
Pakistan's power crisis is not merely an energy
problem; it is an economic, social, and governance
challenge. Affordable electricity is essential for in-
dustrial competitiveness, export growth, poverty
reduction, and sustainable national development.
Unless deep structural reforms are implemented,
the sector will continue to drain public resources
and constrain economic progress.

The country has already paid a heavy price
for decades of poor planning and weak gover-
nance. The time has come to move beyond short-
term fixes and embrace comprehensive reforms
that place efficiency, affordability, and sustain-
ability at the heart of Pakistan's energy future.



Budget: Optimism, fiscal dis-
cipline and growth challenges

Muhammad Ali

The federal budget for fiscal year 2026-27, un-
veiled with a total outlay of Rs18.8 trillion, seeks
to project confidence in Pakistan’s economic
future while maintaining fiscal discipline under
a challenging domestic and global environment.
The budget attempts to balance economic recov-
ery, investor confidence, and fiscal responsibility.
While it offers tax relief to selected sectors and
Ppresents an optimistic narrative about economic
stabilization, it also leaves several critical ques-
tions unanswered regarding social development,
long-term growth, and structural reform.

The government has portrayed the budget
as a milestone in Pakistan’s economic turnaround.
According to official projections, the economy
is expected to grow by four percent during the
next fiscal year, while inflation is projected to
moderate to around 8.2 percent. The finance min-
ister highlighted improvements in key economic
indicators and argued that difficult stabilization
measures undertaken over the past two years
have laid the foundation for sustainable growth.

However, the optimism reflected in the
budget speech stands in contrast to the reality
that Pakistan failed to achieve its growth target
during the outgoing fiscal year. This discrepancy
has led many analysts to question whether the
assumptions underlying the new budget are
sufficiently realistic, particularly given ongoing
regional tensions, global economic uncertainty,
and persistent domestic structural weaknesses.

One of the more striking aspects of the
budget is its emphasis on Pakistan’s grow-
ing integration with the global economy. The
government highlighted several developments
as evidence of improving economic credibility.
Workers’ remittances are projected to reach $41
billion during FY2026-27, providing a vital source
of foreign exchange. Pakistan has also re-entered
international capital markets after a four-year ab-
sence by successfully raising $750 million through
Eurobonds. In addition, the country has made
inroads into China’s financial markets by securing
more than $500 million through Panda Bonds.

The government also pointed to growing
activity in domestic financial markets, where a
record number of new investors entered the stock
market over the past year. These developments
have been presented as signs of renewed investor
confidence and greater international engagement.
Yet despite this positive narrative, the budget
reveals the considerable fiscal constraints under
which the government continues to operate. Debt
servicing remains the single largest expenditure
item, consuming Rs8.05 trillion—more than

40 percent of the total federal budget. Defence
spending has been allocated Rs3 trillion, re-
flecting the government's emphasis on national
security amid an increasingly uncertain regional
environment. Civil administration expenditures
are estimated at Rs1.07 trillion, while pension
obligations continue to rise, with Rs1.17 trillion
allocated for retirees. The scale of these expendi-
tures highlights a persistent challenge for policy-
makers: a large portion of government resources
remains tied to mandatory spending, leaving
limited fiscal space for development initiatives
and social sector investments. Notably absent
from the budget speech were detailed allocations
for critical sectors such as education, healthcare,
information technology, artificial intelligence,
small and medium enterprises, and industrial
development. Given the growing importance of
these sectors for long-term competitiveness and
economic transformation, their limited visibility
in the budget has raised concerns among econo-
mists and development experts.

Human capital development remains one
of Pakistan’s most pressing needs. Without
significant investment in education, healthcare,
technology, and skills development, achieving
sustained economic growth and improving
productivity will remain difficult. The absence
of a clear roadmap for these sectors therefore
represents a missed opportunity. On the social
front, the budget includes several measures
aimed at providing limited relief to households.
Government employees and pensioners are set
to receive a seven percent increase in salaries and
pensions, while the minimum wage is proposed to
rise by ten percent. The Benazir Income Support
Programme (BISP), along with allocations for
Azad Jammu and Kashmir, Gilgit-Baltistan, and
the merged districts, will receive Rs280 billion
from the federal government.

In a notable public health initiative, the
government has proposed abolishing taxes on
sanitary pads and contraceptives, a move widely
welcomed by public health advocates as a step
toward improving access to essential health-
care products. The budget’s fiscal framework is
heavily dependent on cooperation with provincial
governments. Under a new fiscal arrangement,
provinces have agreed to support federal fiscal
targets while maintaining their share under the
National Finance Commission Award. The federal
government aims to collect Rs15.26 trillion in tax-
es during the coming fiscal year, representing an
increase of nearly 18 percent over the current year.

Achieving this target will be particularly
challenging given the Federal Board of Revenue’s
recent performance. Tax collection shortfalls

exceeding Rs800 billion during the outgoing
fiscal year underscore the difficulties associated
with meeting ambitious revenue targets. Without
significant improvements in tax administration
and compliance, achieving the projected increase
may prove difficult.

The budget also introduces several tax relief
measures designed to stimulate economic activity
and encourage investment. Tax rates for certain
categories of salaried individuals have been
reduced, while the property sector has received
substantial incentives. The controversial super
tax has been significantly reduced, with rates
for both individuals and corporations lowered
considerably. Additionally, duties on a range of
imported goods have been reduced, reflecting
the government’s broader strategy of supporting
business activity and lowering production costs.

These measures are intended to boost con-
fidence, encourage investment, and support eco-
nomic growth. However, questions remain about
whether they are sufficiently targeted to generate
broad-based economic benefits or whether they
primarily favour specific sectors and income
groups. Particularly controversial is the structure
of tax relief for salaried individuals. While some
middle-income earners will benefit from lower
tax rates, lower-income salaried workers earning
up to approximately Rs183,000 per month have
received little meaningful relief. At the same time,
the abolition of surcharges on annual incomes
exceeding Rs10 million has raised concerns about
the progressivity of the tax system.

Ultimately, the 2026-27 budget represents
an attempt to transition from stabilization to
growth while preserving fiscal discipline. It con-
tains several positive measures aimed at support-
ing businesses, encouraging investment, and pro-
viding limited relief to households. At the same
time, it reveals the difficult trade-offs confronting
policymakers in an economy constrained by debt
obligations, limited fiscal space, and persistent
structural weaknesses.

The success of the budget will depend not
only on achieving revenue targets and maintaining
macroeconomic stability but also on whether the
government can implement the deeper reforms
required to strengthen productivity, expand
exports, improve human capital, and broaden the
tax base. Pakistan’s economic recovery remains
awork in progress. While the budget projects
optimism and confidence, sustainable growth
will require more than fiscal adjustments and tax
incentives. It will require long-term investment
in people, institutions, and productive capacity.
Only then can the country transform temporary
stabilization into lasting economic prosperity.



Relief measures offer hope, but

reforms remain elusive

Husnain Shahid

The federal budget for fiscal year 2026-27 has
been presented at a critical juncture for Paki-
stan’s economy. After years of economic insta-
bility, inflationary pressures, fiscal tightening,
and dependence on external financial support,
the government has sought to strike a delicate
balance between maintaining fiscal discipline
and reviving economic growth. While the
budget contains several measures aimed at
stimulating investment and providing relief to
businesses and consumers, it also highlights
the persistent structural weaknesses that
continue to constrain Pakistan’s economic
potential.

With a total outlay of Rs18.77 trillion,
the budget is approximately 8.3 percent larger
than the revised expenditure estimates for
the outgoing fiscal year. The government has
projected Federal Board of Revenue (FBR)
collections of Rs15.26 trillion, of which nearly
Rs8.85 trillion will be transferred to the prov-
inces under the National Finance Commission
Award. In addition, non-tax revenues—Ilargely
derived from the petroleum levy and profits
transferred by the State Bank of Pakistan—are
expected to contribute Rs5.34 trillion.

After accounting for provincial transfers,
the federal government’s net revenue is pro-
jected at Rs11.75 trillion. However, achieving
fiscal targets will require substantial coopera-
tion from provincial governments, which have
agreed to freeze their share of divisible pool
transfers at last year’s level. This arrangement
effectively shifts part of the fiscal adjustment
burden onto the provinces, requiring them to
generate a surplus estimated at Rs1.79 trillion.
While this mechanism helps lower the con-
solidated fiscal deficit from over Rs7 trillion to
approximately Rs3.23 trillion, equivalent to 3.6
percent of GDP, it may come at a cost. Provin-
cial governments are likely to reduce spending
on development projects and infrastructure
programmes, potentially affecting economic
activity at the local level. Fiscal consolidation
achieved through expenditure compression
rather than efficiency improvements may prove
difficult to sustain over the long term.

The government has projected economic
growth of four percent during the next fiscal
year. However, this target appears optimistic
given prevailing global and regional uncertain-
ties. The ongoing conflict in the Middle East,
disruptions in international supply chains,
rising geopolitical tensions, and growing
protectionist tendencies among major econo-

mies all present significant risks to trade and
investment. These external challenges could
make achieving the projected growth rate con-
siderably more difficult than official estimates
suggest.

One of the most noticeable short-
comings of the budget is the absence of any
meaningful effort to broaden the tax base.
Despite repeated commitments by successive
governments to bring undocumented sectors
into the formal economy, progress remains
limited. The arrangement reached with traders
regarding turnover-based taxation is unlikely
to generate substantial revenue or significantly
increase tax compliance. A more effective ap-
proach would involve enforcing existing laws,
including the Shops and Establishment Act,
which requires commercial entities to register
and maintain proper records. Such a move
would help create a comprehensive database
of businesses, facilitating documentation and
improving tax compliance across the retail and
wholesale sectors. Without expanding the tax
net, the burden of taxation will continue to fall
disproportionately on existing taxpayers and
documented businesses.

The budget is guided by three prin-
cipal objectives: tariff rationalisation, trade
facilitation and system efficiency, and targeted
economic relief for priority sectors. In pursuit
of these goals, the government has proposed
reductions in customs duties on industrial in-
puts across 92 tariff lines. Additional customs
duties on nearly 700 tariff categories have been
reduced, while regulatory duties on more than
1,700 tariff lines have been scaled back.

These measures are expected to lower

production costs, improve industrial com-
petitiveness, and support export-oriented
industries. If implemented effectively, they
could enhance the business environment and
contribute to long-term productivity growth.
Several tax reforms introduced in the bud-
get have also been welcomed by investors

and businesses. The abolition of the Capital
Value Tax on foreign movable and immovable
assets removes a levy that many considered an
obstacle to capital formation and inconsistent
with assurances provided under previous tax
amnesty schemes.

Similarly, the government has abolished
Section 7E of the Income Tax Ordinance fol-
lowing a court ruling that declared the tax on
deemed income from immovable property un-
constitutional. While the decision removes a
contentious provision from the tax framework,
questions remain regarding the treatment of
taxes already collected under the now-invali-
dated law.

The budget also provides relief to
businesses through changes in the super tax
regime. Companies and individuals with
incomes up to Rs500 million have been
exempted from the super tax, while rates for
higher-income categories have been reduced.
Exporters and IT-related businesses have also
received tax relief, which could strengthen
competitiveness in sectors considered vital for
future growth. Another noteworthy measure
is the reduction of tax on foreign payments
made through cards from five percent to 0.5
percent. The previous rate had encouraged
many individuals and businesses to rely on
informal channels for international payments,



undermining transparency and reducing the
effectiveness of official financial systems. The
withdrawal of the Federal Excise Duty on
business-class airline tickets is another move
aimed at reducing distortions within the taxa-
tion framework.

Meanwhile, Pakistan continues to
benefit from exceptionally strong remittance
inflows. Overseas Pakistanis have sent more
than $40 billion during the current fiscal year,
providing crucial support to foreign exchange
reserves and helping the country avoid severe
external financing pressures. However, while
remittances remain a valuable source of foreign
exchange, they cannot substitute for export
earnings. Remittances primarily support
household consumption and improve liquidity
within the economy, but they do not directly
create industrial capacity or generate the ex-
port growth required for sustainable economic
transformation.

Pakistan’s long-term challenge remains
the same: breaking free from the recurring
cycle of trade deficits and external financing

pressures. Achieving this objective requires
stronger industrial development, enhanced
export competitiveness, and greater produc-
tivity across key sectors of the economy. The
country also continues to face deeper struc-
tural challenges, including rapid population
growth, inadequate investment in education
and healthcare, rising poverty, and insufficient
employment opportunities for a growing
workforce. These issues cannot be addressed
through short-term fiscal measures alone.
Moreover, heavy government reliance on
borrowing continues to create economic vul-
nerabilities. Increased borrowing fuels infla-
tionary pressures, often prompting the central
bank to maintain high interest rates. Higher
rates, in turn, increase debt-servicing costs and
reduce the fiscal space available for develop-
ment spending. Ultimately, Pakistan’s eco-
nomic resilience will depend on the strength
of its fundamentals. Industrial capacity, export
diversification, logistics infrastructure, fiscal
sustainability, and human capital development
remain the key pillars upon which long-term

prosperity must be built.

The budget contains several positive
measures that may provide short-term relief
and support economic activity. However, it
stops short of addressing many of the structur-
al weaknesses that have constrained growth
for decades. Meaningful progress will require
comprehensive reforms that extend beyond
annual budgetary exercises.

Pakistan’s economic challenges are
significant, but they are not insurmountable. A
coherent long-term strategy supported by po-
litical consensus, institutional continuity, and
effective implementation can gradually place
the economy on a more sustainable path. The
first step is recognising that durable economic
transformation requires more than temporary
incentives or fiscal adjustments; it demands a
sustained commitment to reform, productivity,
and competitiveness.

Only through such an approach can
Pakistan move beyond recurring crises and
achieve the stable, inclusive, and sustainable
growth that its citizens have long sought.

Budget 2026-27: From
stabilisation to growth

Shahid Hussain

The federal budget for fiscal year 2026-27 marks
what may be the most significant shift in Paki-
stan’s economic policy since the country entered
its latest cycle of stabilisation under the Interna-
tional Monetary Fund (IMF) programme. After
three years of fiscal tightening, high inflation,
elevated interest rates, and suppressed domestic
demand, the government has signalled its
intention to cautiously move from economic
stabilisation toward growth without violating
the macroeconomic targets agreed with interna-
tional lenders.

The transition is understandable. Stabili-
sation was necessary to avert a deeper economic
crisis, restore external sector stability, and
rebuild investor confidence. However, stabilisa-
tion alone cannot generate jobs, raise incomes,
or improve living standards. Economic growth
remains the ultimate objective, and the latest
budget reflects an effort to revive economic
activity while maintaining fiscal discipline.

Several relief measures introduced in the
budget support this interpretation. Salaried
individuals have been provided some tax relief,
potentially increasing disposable income and
consumption. Small and medium-sized busi-
nesses earning profits of up to Rs500 million

have been exempted from the super tax, while
exporters have been granted reductions in
advance minimum income tax. In addition, the
government has unveiled an extensive package
of incentives for the housing and construction
sectors.

Collectively, these measures indicate
a deliberate attempt to stimulate domestic
demand, encourage private-sector investment,
and restore confidence among businesses that
have endured years of economic uncertainty. Yet
while the direction of policy appears reasonable,
questions remain about the sustainability of the
growth strategy being pursued.

The centrepiece of the government’s
growth agenda appears to be the real estate
and construction sector. Property transaction
taxes have been significantly reduced, the
controversial deemed income tax on immovable
property has been abolished, housing subsidies
worth Rs71 billion have been announced, and
duties on construction-related inputs have been
lowered. These measures are expected to stim-
ulate construction activity, increase property
transactions, and generate short-term economic
momentum. However, Pakistan has travelled
this path before. Successive governments have
repeatedly relied on real estate as a tool for
stimulating economic growth. The immedi-

ate results are usually positive. Construction
activity increases, demand for building materials
rises, and economic activity receives a tempo-
rary boost. Yet the longer-term consequences
have often proved less encouraging.
Property-led growth frequently encourag-
es speculative investment rather than produc-
tive investment. Capital that could otherwise
support manufacturing, technology, exports,
and industrial expansion is redirected into land
and real estate. This often creates asset price
inflation without generating sustainable gains
in productivity or export competitiveness.
Most importantly, real estate does not address
Pakistan’s most pressing economic challenge:
the need to expand exports and generate foreign
exchange earnings. Construction activity may
create domestic economic momentum, but it
does little to strengthen the country's capacity
to compete internationally or reduce its depen-
dence on external borrowing and remittances.
Another major concern relates to the am-
bitious revenue targets assigned to the Federal
Board of Revenue (FBR). The government has
projected tax revenues of more than Rs15.26
trillion, representing an increase of nearly 18
percent compared with the current fiscal year.
Achieving such growth in tax collection would
be challenging under any circumstances. It
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becomes even more difficult when the budget
simultaneously introduces tax reductions and
incentives across multiple sectors. This creates
a significant risk. If revenue collection falls
short of expectations, policymakers may once
again be forced to resort to familiar corrective
measures. These could include reducing devel-
opment spending, seeking adjustments to fiscal
targets from the IMF, or introducing additional
taxation through a mini-budget.

Pakistan has repeatedly experienced such
situations in previous years, making concerns
about revenue projections both legitimate and
practical. The fiscal framework underlying
the budget also warrants closer examination.
Although the consolidated fiscal deficit appears
manageable on paper, much of the adjustment
has been achieved through arrangements with
provincial governments rather than reductions
in federal spending. The federal government
has effectively secured substantial support
from the provinces by limiting increases in their
share of the divisible pool and requiring them to
generate significant fiscal surpluses. Provinces
are expected to contribute approximately Rs1.8
trillion toward maintaining the overall fiscal
framework.

‘While this arrangement helps achieve
fiscal targets, it raises concerns about its long-
term implications. Provincial governments may
have to reduce development expenditures and
delay important infrastructure and social sector
projects in order to meet these commitments.
In effect, fiscal consolidation is being achieved
by transferring part of the adjustment burden
to the provinces rather than implementing
comprehensive expenditure reforms at the
federal level.

Equally noteworthy is the absence of any
meaningful strategy to broaden Pakistan’s tax
base. Successive governments have acknowl-
edged the need to bring undocumented sectors
into the formal economy, yet progress remains
limited. The understanding reached with
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traders regarding turnover-based taxation is
unlikely to generate substantial revenue or
significantly expand the tax net.

A sustainable fiscal framework requires
comprehensive documentation of economic
activity and equitable taxation across all sectors.
Without broadening the tax base, the burden
will continue to fall disproportionately on exist-
ing taxpayers and documented businesses. The
budget does include several positive structural
measures. Tariff rationalisation, reductions in
customs duties on industrial inputs, and efforts
to simplify trade procedures could improve
industrial competitiveness over time. Similarly,
the abolition of the Capital Value Tax on foreign
assets and the removal of deemed income taxa-
tion on immovable property address longstand-
ing concerns raised by investors and taxpayers.

Nevertheless, Pakistan’s deeper economic
challenges remain unresolved. The country
continues to face high population growth,
inadequate investment in education and health,
weak productivity growth, limited employment
opportunities, and persistent poverty. At the
same time, high public debt and significant
debt servicing obligations continue to constrain
fiscal flexibility. Although record remittance

inflows have provided critical support to the
external sector, remittances cannot substitute
for export-led growth. They support household
consumption and foreign exchange reserves, but
they do not create the industrial capacity neces-
sary for long-term economic transformation.

Ultimately, the budget represents an
important milestone in Pakistan’s economic
journey. It reflects a government seeking to
move beyond stabilisation and cautiously revive
growth without jeopardising macroeconomic
stability. However, the measures announced so
far represent only the opening chapter of a much
larger story. Sustainable growth cannot be built
solely on construction activity, tax incentives,
and optimistic revenue assumptions. The next
phase must include difficult but essential re-
forms in energy pricing, taxation, public sector
efficiency, productivity enhancement, and
export competitiveness.

Until those reforms are implemented, Pa-
kistan will remain in transition—moving away
from crisis management but not yet achieving
the durable, export-led growth required to se-
cure long-term economic prosperity. The budget
may be the first signal of that journey, but the
destination remains some distance away.

Russia-Taliban defence cooperation:
Emerging implications for Pakistan

Raza Khan

The recent agreement between Russia and the
Afghan Taliban regime to repair Soviet-era and
Russian-made military equipment represents
a significant development with potentially
important implications for Pakistan, despite
official assertions that it will not alter the
existing balance of power between Kabul and
Islamabad.

The agreement was signed during the

OPINION

visit of Afghan Interim Defence Minister
Mullah Mohammad Yaqoub, son of Taliban
founder Mullah Mohammad Omar, to Moscow.
According to Afghan officials, implementation
of the agreement is expected to begin shortly.
Upon his return to Kabul, Yaqoub clarified
that the arrangement was not a formal defence
or security pact but rather a technical military
cooperation agreement focused on the repair
and maintenance of Russian-made weapons
systems, including helicopters and other
aircraft already present in Afghanistan. Given

the Taliban regime's limited international
recognition, fragile economic condition, and
financial constraints, a comprehensive defence
agreement appears unlikely at present. The
regime lacks the resources necessary to procure
and maintain sophisticated military equipment
on a large scale. Nevertheless, the current
arrangement could eventually evolve into a
broader defence partnership between Moscow
and Kabul.

From Pakistan's perspective, certain as-
pects of the development warrant close atten-
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tion. While discussing the agreement, Mullah
Yaqoub reportedly warned that Pakistan would
"soon no longer dare" to conduct attacks inside
Afghan territory due to the military-technical
cooperation arrangement signed with Russia.
Such remarks have raised concerns in Islam-
abad, particularly against the backdrop of
recent Pakistani air strikes targeting alleged
militant hideouts and their facilitators inside
Afghanistan. The Afghan authorities have con-
sistently maintained that those strikes resulted
in civilian casualties rather than the elimination
of militant elements.

Even if Yaqoub viewed the agreement as
strengthening Afghanistan's defensive capa-
bilities, diplomatic norms generally discourage
public threats against neighbouring countries.
Such statements risk increasing tensions and
complicating regional diplomacy. From a
broader perspective, they also have the poten-
tial to affect Russia's growing relationship with
Pakistan, which has improved considerably
in recent years through expanding economic,
diplomatic, and strategic engagement.

The development has also sparked debate
regarding Russia's broader regional objectives.
Critics argue that enhancing the military capa-
bilities of a regime that emerged through armed
conflict could create new security concerns
for neighbouring states and the wider region.
Supporters, however, contend that the agree-
ment is limited in scope and primarily intended
to restore existing equipment rather than
significantly enhance Afghanistan's military
capabilities.

Russia's evolving approach toward the
Taliban is further reflected in its decision to
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formally recognise the Taliban administration.
Moscow became the first major country to
extend diplomatic recognition to the regime,
ahead of both Pakistan and China, despite their
long-standing engagement with Afghanistan.
The move signalled a major shift in Russia's
Afghanistan policy and highlighted Moscow's
willingness to engage pragmatically with the
current authorities in Kabul.

Several factors appear to have contrib-
uted to this policy shift. One is the prolonged
conflict between Russia and Ukraine, which
has continued since February 2022 and placed
significant military, economic, and diplomatic
pressures on Moscow. The duration of the war
has exceeded many initial expectations and
has prompted Russia to reassess its strategic
partnerships and regional priorities.

At the same time, instability in the Mid-
dle East and growing geopolitical competition
have further influenced Russian calculations.
Moscow appears increasingly focused on
securing influence across a broader geographic
area stretching from Central Asia to the Middle
East. In this context, Afghanistan occupies an
important strategic position. For Russia, main-
taining constructive relations with the Taliban
may help ensure that Afghanistan does not
become a platform for hostile foreign influence.
Moscow remains sensitive to any possibili-
ty of a renewed Western military presence
in Afghanistan following the withdrawal of
United States forces in 2021. Although there is
currently little indication that such a devel-
opment is imminent, Russian policymakers
appear determined to minimise any future risks
in this regard.

Another indication of Moscow's long-
term intentions came from Russian Special
Presidential Representative for Afghanistan
Zamir Kabulov, who suggested that the current
agreement on repairing Russian-made military
equipment could pave the way for broader
defence cooperation in the future. While no
immediate plans have been announced, such
statements indicate that Russia may view
Afghanistan as an increasingly important stra-
tegic partner.

Despite these developments, significant
obstacles remain. Afghanistan continues to
face severe economic difficulties, international
sanctions, and limited diplomatic recognition.
These constraints are likely to limit the scale
and pace of any future military cooperation
between Kabul and Moscow.

Nevertheless, the implications of growing
Russia-Taliban ties extend beyond Afghani-
stan. Pakistan will closely monitor any develop-
ment that could affect regional security dynam-
ics, particularly along the Pakistan-Afghanistan
border. Likewise, China, Iran, Central Asian
states, and the United States will also be ob-
serving the evolution of this relationship and its
potential impact on regional stability.

Ultimately, the sustainability and scope
of Russia-Afghanistan defence cooperation
remain uncertain. However, the agreement
marks another step in the rapidly changing
geopolitical landscape of the region. Whether
it remains a limited technical arrangement or
develops into a broader strategic partnership
will have important consequences not only for
Afghanistan and Pakistan but also for the wider
region and the international community.
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Reviving Pakistan’s farm economy

Dr. Zaheer Ahmad Babar

For years, experts have warned that Pakistan’s
agricultural sector is steadily losing competi-
tiveness, both regionally and globally. Produc-
tivity growth has stagnated, farming costs have
increased, and yields of several major crops
have either remained flat or declined. While
other countries have embraced technological
innovation, improved seed varieties, mechani-
zation, and scientific research to enhance ag-
ricultural output, Pakistan has often remained
trapped in outdated production methods

that are increasingly incapable of meeting the
demands of a rapidly changing world.

Perhaps no crop illustrates the conse-
quences of this stagnation more clearly than
cotton. Once a symbol of Pakistan’s agricul-
tural strength and a vital pillar of its export
economy, cotton production has experienced
a dramatic decline over the past decade. The
country regularly produced between 12 and 15
million bales annually, providing sufficient raw
material for the textile sector while generating
income for millions of farmers.

Today, however, annual cotton produc-
tion has fallen to nearly five million bales, one
of the lowest levels recorded in decades. This
collapse has had far-reaching consequences.
Pakistan’s textile industry, which remains
the largest contributor to export earnings and
industrial employment, requires approximately
16 million bales of cotton every year. The short-
fall must therefore be met through imports,
increasing production costs for manufacturers
and placing additional pressure on the coun-
try’s foreign exchange reserves.

The cotton crisis is not an isolated prob-
lem but rather a symptom of broader structural
weaknesses affecting agriculture as a whole.
Despite repeated declarations about the impor-
tance of agriculture to economic growth and
food security, meaningful modernization has
often been slow or absent altogether. Irrigation
systems remain inefficient, water losses are
substantial, and many farmers continue to rely
on traditional methods that limit productivity
and profitability.

The contrast with regional competitors
is increasingly difficult to ignore. India, which
shares many climatic and geographical charac-
teristics with Pakistan, consistently achieves
significantly higher yields across numerous
crops. While differences in policy, infrastruc-
ture, and market access play a role, a major fac-
tor behind this gap is India’s more aggressive
adoption of modern agricultural technologies,
including improved seed varieties, biotech-
nology, mechanization, and scientific farming
practices.

It is against this backdrop that the
National Agricultural Biotechnology Policy
assumes particular significance. Biotechnol-
ogy has become an essential component of
modern agriculture across the world. Advances
in genetic research, crop breeding, disease
resistance, and seed development have enabled
countries to increase agricultural productivity
while reducing vulnerability to pests, diseases,
and environmental stress.

The use of improved seed varieties can
enhance crop yields, improve quality, and re-
duce production risks. Biotechnology can also
help farmers cope with increasingly difficult
climatic conditions by developing crops that
are more resilient to drought, heat, salinity,
and disease. As climate change intensifies and
weather patterns become more unpredictable,
such innovations will become increasingly
important for safeguarding agricultural output
and food security.

Importantly, Pakistan is not starting
from scratch. The country already possesses
many of the institutional foundations necessary
to support biotechnology-driven agricultural
development. Research centres, universities,
scientific expertise, and regulatory frameworks
already exist. What has often been lacking is a
coherent strategy capable of linking scientific
research with practical implementation at the
farm level.

The absence of such coordination reflects
a broader governance challenge. Agriculture
has frequently been treated as a sector capable
of sustaining itself without sustained policy
attention. Consequently, structural problems
have accumulated over time. Water scarci-
ty has worsened, productivity growth has
remained sluggish, and farmers have struggled
to cope with rising input costs while receiving
limited support in adopting modern technol-
ogies.

Climate change has made these vul-
nerabilities even more pronounced. Pakistan
is among the countries most exposed to
climate-related risks, including rising tem-
peratures, changing rainfall patterns, floods,
droughts, and water shortages. These challeng-
es threaten not only agricultural productivity
but also rural livelihoods and national food
security.

Under these circumstances, continuing
to rely primarily on traditional farming meth-
ods is no longer a viable option. The future of
agriculture will increasingly depend on science,
innovation, and technology. Biotechnology
offers one of the most promising tools available
for addressing these emerging challenges while
improving productivity and competitiveness.

However, approving a policy is only the

first step. Pakistan has produced numerous
policy frameworks, strategic plans, and reform
initiatives in the past that generated consid-
erable attention but delivered limited results.
The success of the biotechnology policy will
ultimately depend on effective implementation.

This will require close collaboration
between federal and provincial governments,
research institutions, universities, regulatory
authorities, and the private sector. Scientific
innovations must move beyond laboratories
and research papers to reach farmers in prac-
tical and affordable forms. Extension services
will need to play a crucial role in educating
farmers about new technologies and helping
them adopt improved practices.

At the same time, transparency and
public trust will be essential. Biotechnology
often raises legitimate concerns regarding envi-
ronmental impact, food safety, and regulatory
oversight. Public confidence can only be main-
tained through rigorous scientific evaluation,
clear regulatory standards, and transparent
decision-making processes. Strong oversight
mechanisms must ensure that biotechnology is
deployed responsibly and safely.

The broader lesson is that Pakistan’s ag-
ricultural decline was not inevitable. It resulted
largely from years of policy neglect, delayed
reforms, inadequate investment, and resistance
to modernization. The collapse in cotton pro-
duction has simply exposed these weaknesses
more visibly than many other agricultural
challenges.

The National Agricultural Biotechnology
Policy therefore represents more than just a
sector-specific initiative. It offers an opportu-
nity to reverse years of decline, strengthen rural
incomes, improve food security, reduce import
dependence, and support export-oriented in-
dustries that rely on agricultural raw materials.

Pakistan now has an opportunity to
place agriculture on a more sustainable and
competitive footing. The policy provides a
framework for harnessing scientific innovation
to address some of the sector’s most pressing
challenges. Yet its ultimate success will depend
not on the ambitions contained within official
documents but on the willingness of policy-
makers to implement reforms consistently and
effectively.

The opportunity is significant, but so
is the challenge. If implemented properly, the
biotechnology policy could become a turning
point in the modernization of Pakistan’s agri-
cultural sector. If neglected, it risks becoming
another well-intentioned initiative that failed
to translate promise into progress. The choice
now lies with those responsible for turning
policy into action.



The slow death of Goldsmiths is
a warning to British universities

Feyzi Ismail

Staff at Goldsmiths, University of London - one of
the United Kingdom’s most celebrated universi-
ties for arts, humanities and social sciences — are
on strike again. This time, it is indefinite. They are
responding to yet another round of restructuring
meant to generate 22 million pounds ($29.5m)

in savings, mainly through mass redundancies,
putting more than a fifth of the workforce at risk.

This is the third restructure in five years
proposed by Goldsmiths’ management. Each
restructure has been more disastrous for the in-
stitution than the last. The initial action called by
the University and College Union (UCU) branch
at Goldsmiths in response to the latest “restruc-
turing” attempt was a marking and assessment
boycott. It began on April 27 to put pressure on
the university to find alternatives to cutting its
most important assets: the teaching staff who
impart the critical and creative education that
Goldsmiths is known for, and the administrative
staff who provide indispensable support for it.

In response, the management imposed a
lockout - 100 percent pay deductions for those
participating in the marking and assessment
boycott. They reminded staff that they do not
accept partial performance, and that any work
done would be considered voluntary. UCU
called the indefinite strike from June 8. All things
considered, it seems logical not to work if your
employer is not paying you. The current chaos at
Goldsmiths has a history. Five years ago, manage-
ment imposed a restructuring programme that
was going to put the university back into a solid
financial position, or so they said. They called it
the Recovery Programme, coming after the pan-
demic, and it led to 7.6 million pounds ($10.2m) in
recurrent savings.

It came at a huge cost. They wanted 52
jobs axed, especially targeting the departments
of History and English and Creative Writing,
Goldsmiths UCU brought that figure down to 17,
through strike action, a marking and assessment
boycott and public campaigning.

Management signed covenants with Lloyds
and NatWest banks, allowing them access to
a small revolving credit facility in return for 60
million pounds ($80.3m) of collateral and obli-
gations to make deep cuts, including staff costs.
They reduced and centralised administration,
leaving students and staff with little in the way of
Support.

More than that, they commissioned the
accountancy firm KPMG to advise on centralis-
ing administration and quantifying the value of
academic programmes. Surely they forgot that

neither banks nor management consultants are
interested in public education, the arts and hu-
manities, or even sustainable finances. KPMG is
interested in making money in a lucrative sector.
An FOI (Freedom of Information) request made
by the union recently revealed that management
spent more than 14 million pounds ($18.7m) on
private consultants, legal fees and recruitment
agencies since 2019, including 2.7 million pounds
($3.6m) to KPMG.

Staff having barely recovered from the
first restructure, management imposed a second
in 2023-24 - the Transformation Programme —
involving another round of mass redundancies.
More than 130 jobs and 11 out of 18 academic
departments were targeted. They ultimately made
62 redundancies and 16 million pounds ($21.4m)
in savings. Goldsmiths was indeed transformed.
The dysfunction made it unrecognisable. The
pattern is clear: each restructure was sold as a
solution to the crisis, and each left the institution
weaker. With literally nothing left to cut, this
third restructure, which they call Future Gold-
smiths, could send the institution into a death
spiral. Striking staff are blamed by the interim
vice chancellor, himself on a salary of 240,000
pounds ($321,130), for “not facing up to the harsh
financial realities” of the university or the sector.
Promotions have been cancelled, and budgets for
teaching assistants have been slashed.

Yet the finances and the arguments for
restructuring simply do not add up. Nobody has
been told where the almost 24 million pounds
($32.Im) in savings from the previous restructures
went. It is unclear why senior managers respon-
sible for so much mismanagement are still paid
inflated salaries. And it is undoubtedly the case
that they could have made different decisions,
bucked the trend.

Nobodly forced them to go to the banks, or
spend millions on consultants who, unsurprising-
ly, turned out not to have the best interests of stu-
dents, staff or public education at heart. Nobody
asked for new software that cost millions and was
really only meant to replace administrative staff.
Goldsmiths’ Council, ostensibly its democratic
governing body, is packed with executives from
the world of finance and management. And while
it’s true that all universities are operating in a
context of underfunding, wilfully wasting money
can only end badly.

Goldsmiths is not an exception, but a par-
ticularly vivid example of a national funding mod-
el that is failing. The crisis of the British university
system is directly linked to the marketisation of
the sector. Means-tested tuition fees were intro-
duced in 1998, variable fees of up to 3,000 pounds
($4,014 at the current exchange rate) followed

from 2006, and after the 2010 Browne Review, the
cap rose to 9,000 pounds ($12,042) from 2012. Fee
income from students would replace much of the
direct government funding for universities.

The market would decide if universities
went under or needed to be taken over by private
providers. It also meant a massive increase in
competition between universities for students,
the scramble only intensifying when student
number controls were removed in 2015. Of course,
the most prestigious universities got the most
students, leaving many others struggling. This
was touted as “student choice” by the Browne
Review. A decade later, struggling universities
have become normalised. Nottingham recently
issued notices to 2,700 staff members at risk of
redundancy. The union has called 61 days of strike
action in response. Sussex has proposed 200
redundancies, while Essex closed its Southend
campus, proposing 400 redundancies. Sheffield
Hallam wants to save 26 million pounds ($34.8m)
with 130 redundancies. The list goes on.

The university sector is also one of the
last places in society where critical ideas are
discussed and debated, and where young people
can be exposed to such ideas. Universities are
key spaces where academics and students might
even critique the government’s drive to war. No
wonder we now have endless media stories about
university education being a waste of money.

Second, a national response led by the
UCU is crucial. Staff resisting redundancies
across the sector need to be central to such a
response, which has to challenge government
priorities. Union branches must coordinate
opposition against job losses and course closures
to make this happen.

Aspart of this challenge, there must also
be an unapologetic campaign around pay, which
would connect the local struggles and focus on
the source of the attacks: chronic underfunding.
Higher education workers have experienced an
effective pay cut of roughly 25 percent since the
financial crisis of 2008, and casualisation remains
rampant in universities. The crisis is not irrevers-
ible. The government can decide to fund the sec-
tor, just as Goldsmiths’ management can choose
to recognise who actually keeps the institution
running and change course. But neither will do
so without pressure. Exerting that pressure is the
task ahead if we want to save higher education
in the UK. Meanwhile, staff at Goldsmiths will
continue with their indefinite strike and will
need maximum solidarity so they can continue to
protect jobs, valuable degree programmes and the
vision of a radical education. Saving Goldsmiths
is part of the wider fight to save higher education
in the UK.



Modiis using a cannon to
kill a cockroach

Vidya Krishnan

In recent weeks in India, Prime Minister Nar-
endra Modi’s government’s profound insecurity
has resulted in the deplatforming of college
students who came together to form a satirical
parody account called “Cockroach Janta Party”.

The Cockroach Janta Party (CJP) came
to be after India’s Chief Justice Surya Kant
compared unemployed young people drifting
towards journalism and activism to cockroach-
es and parasites. The harmless joke quickly
attracted millions of online followers across
Instagram and X, formerly Twitter, which re-
sulted in even more media coverage from BBC,
CNN, The Guardian and France 24,
making India’s geriatric government
pay attention.

Instead of engaging with the
discontent meaningfully, the Modi
administration has framed it as
jeopardising the country’s “national
security” and “posing a threat to the
sovereignty of India”. The group’s
page is no longer accessible in the
country. In fact, the government
began a multiplatform pressure cam-
paign against the satirical account to
push it into oblivion. Its website was
taken down, ministers accused the
founder of being under “foreign” in-
fluence, and a petition was filed in the
Supreme Court seeking action against
the CJP founder, Abhijeet Dipke.

Going after online accounts with such
fierce indignation is like using a cannon to
kill a mosquito. The imaginative prank signals
the distress among India’s youth, who enter a
market with no jobs, survive extreme weather
ranging from heatwaves to unbreathable air,
and are constantly lectured about the sacrifices
demanded of them. Last month alone, the na-
tional entrance exam for undergraduate medical
students was found to have been compromised
after papers were leaked, while school students
were hit by a separate marking scandal. Stu-
dents who expressed their disappointment on
social media were termed “Pakistanis” by our
state-sponsored television channel, Doordar-
shan. We are now a country that accuses our
own children of treachery when they express
genuine concern. The exam scandals have
resulted in a spate of suicides among students,
but did not move Prime Minister Narendra
Modi to offer a few words of solace.

The same indifference is visible else-
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where. One of the patterns of Modi’s leader-
ship is that his sympathy for the sufferings of
humanity tends to increase in direct proportion
to the distance of those suffering from Indian
borders. He has not acknowledged the alarming
deaths from heatwaves - 67 people died in Tel-
angana in a single day — but has taken the time
to grieve for the lives lost in China’s Shanxi
province in a mining accident.

Modi rules India like a cruel taskmaster,
and every task is also a test of loyalty. His latest
order is to work from home, not spend fuel
unnecessarily, avoid foreign travel, reduce con-
sumption of cooking oil, abstain from buying
gold, work longer, consume less, and be patient.

At this point, if you have a job, own a fridge,
can afford an air conditioner as well as a foreign
trip, the Modi administration considers you to
be living in an abyss of decadence. None of it
would pinch as much if he did not jet off to Eu-
rope right after his sermon about our patriotic
duty to tighten our belts.

This time, Modi went on a European
tour while refusing to engage with Europe’s
free press. In Norway, Helle Lyng Svendsen, a
journalist, dared to ask him why he did not take
questions from the “freest press in the world”.
Modi avoided eye contact and walked away
without responding, his body language notice-
ably sheepish. Watching from India, it seemed
absurd that such a person existed in the world
who could shout a question at Modi. After 13
years, watching her ask a simple question and
expect an answer felt like watching a whole
new species that knew how to breathe under-
water. It was exhilarating and humiliating at
the same time. It does not help that Norway is
rated number one while India is ranked 157 in
the World Press Freedom Index.

The Indian embassy in Oslo then took to
X, announcing a news conference out of spite,
in which Sibi George, a diplomat, had a 13-min-
ute outburst filled with boilerplate responses
to almost any question about India’s declining
freedoms, with a word salad of “140 crore peo-
ple”, “5,000-year-old civilisation”, “yoga” and
“Gandhi”. For Svendsen, this experience ended
with a dose of reality the Indian press has to
deal with. She was called a foreign spy and
doxxed by Indian right-wing troll armies. Her
address and phone number were made public,
and, finally, she was deplatformed from Insta-
gram. Faced with the free mind - be it online
with the CJP or with the free press in Norway -
Modi, his administration and his
trolls tend to go into a physiologi-
cal, existential shock, and lash out
' like a toddler throwing a temper
tantrum in the chocolate aisle of
the supermarket.

A regime that gets so terri-
fied of simple questions or prank
tweets by young people tells us
very little about the questioner
and a lot more about the ruling
government. The truth is, the
sheen maintained by a formidable
propaganda machine has been
wiped clean by world events. As
war, inflation, H-1B visa restric-
tions, and tariffs imposed by the
United States expose Modi’s
ineptitude, his skin grows thinner. The last few
years have been a time of pervasive tragedy.
Modi’s policy misadventures have left deep,
gaping wounds in the country — demonetisa-
tion, the abrogation of Article 370 in Kashmir,
and the handling of COVID-19 may be the
big failures, but the everyday failures: Bridges
falling, communities running out of water,
paper leaks that damage students’ academic
prospects, are what have jolted the youth more.
All of them reflect how much this government
has failed the common people. Despite a lot of
well-financed publicity, it has become difficult
to mask this loss of hope in India.

Every nation requires a modicum of
material prosperity, hope and confidence in
the future. Today, we live in a country where
no one trusts what the prime minister says.

He is as unpopular as he has ever been, and is
running a government with no mandate - the
last two election results have been contested by
opposition parties, journalists and transparency
activists. India has been declared an “electoral
autocracy”.
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The Al dilemma

New inventions increasingly frighten human
beings even though they themselves are the cre-
ators of these technologies. This fear arises from
the growing perception that technology is being
taken for granted and, more alarmingly, that
machines are replacing human labour.

Almost every domain of human enterprise
now relies heavily on technology and, increas-
ingly, artificial intelligence (AI). Such rapid
advancements have generated anxiety among
workers who fear that their livelihoods are at
stake and may lose relevance in a world that is
getting automated at a rather brisk pace.

Ironically, while humans remain apprehen-
sive, they often overlook the immense benefits
technology has brought to daily life. Resistance
to change, however, is not new in human history.
In the 17th and 18th centuries, when industriali-
sation began to take shape, labourers frequently
poured onto the streets to protest against the
involvement of machines. Social activists, poets
and writers supported these movements, arguing
that industries were not only displacing human
labour, but also harming nature. This historical
parallel compels us to ask a question: is the
real threat the invention of technology itself, or
the fear of losing human authority over it? The
concern lies in how technological advancement
affects human wellbeing. Today, human energy,
mental capacity and even privacy appear to be
under strain. Employers increasingly rely on
machines rather than human effort, valuing
efficiency over compassion and automation over
skill. Thus, the dilemma of modern civilisation is
not progress itself, but whether or not human-
ity can advance without surrender-ing control,
dignity and purpose to its own creations. George
Orwell, in his stellar novel 1984, presented a
dystopian society in which surveillance cameras
and microphones monitored every movement of
citizens. Orwell's vision challenges the comfort-
ing belief that humans always remain in control
of technology. However, it does not condemn
technology itself; rather, it cautions against its
misuse. The novel warns that unchecked power,
when combined with technology, can under-
mine privacy, freedom and human dignity. Fear,
therefore, should be directed towards irrespon-
sible control, not technological advancement.
From the information revolution to the age of Al
history has witnessed a profound shift in human
progress. Technology has expanded human
capacity, improved efficiency and enhanced
quality of life. The perception that the past was
safer often ignores the limitations and hardships
of earlier times. In the 21st century, numerous
challenges have emerged. Technological devices
have changed how people work, communicate
and interact, but they have not stripped humans
of their agency. It does, however, influence human
psychology. Smartphones and digital platforms
are designed to provide personalised content,
which can lead to overuse. While social media
platforms stimulate dopamine release, individ-
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uals still retain the capacity to regulate their
behaviour. Declining intellectual skills among the
youth cannot be attributed solely to technology;
education systems, parenting practices and social
priorities play a role. When used wisely, technol-
ogy can enhance learning rather than diminish it.
Technology has revolutionised nearly every sector
in which humans are stakeholders. The challenge
lies in achieving balance. Therefore, instead of
fearing technology, people must focus on re-
sponsible use. Digital literacy, ethical regulation,
controlled screen time and strong privacy laws
can restrain misuse while preserving benefits.
Fear should not overshadow reason, nor should
progress be halted because of mismanagement.
Mujeeb Ali Samo
Larkana

Clifton’s scorching reality
In the 1980s, the Aunty Park in Clifton Block 5
started attracting people for morning and evening
walks and exercises. The visitors included both
men and women of all ages and from all walks of
life. The park became a favourite spot for them
due to its beautiful surroundings and shady trees.
While walking in groups, people would develop
friendships which they still recall as pleasant
memories. Around 15 years ago, some senior citi-
zens formed a yoga group and have been regularly
holding daily sessions without a break. Carrying
out yoga for about an hour every day under the
shade of thick trees became an interesting and
rewarding experience for them. However, the
park management had a shocking surprise in
store for the walkers and yoga enthusiasts recent-
ly when it removed more than 95 per cent of the
tall and thick conocarpus trees without advance
replacement plantation. The trees have been cut
above the ground level, leaving stumps, pads and
underground roots around. The reason cited by
the management is that the trees consumed a lot
of under-ground water and were not as healthy
as other species. Whatever the cause, the man-
agement should have safeguarded the interests
of senior citizens and committed walkers who
have been caught completely off-guard and left
to suffer the emotional anguish. Now, people do
not come to the park for morning walks due to
the scorching heat generated by direct sun rays.
A small portion of the remaining trees should be
retained to enable yoga enthusiasts to continue
their healthy activity under their shade until the
new plantation matures.

Parvez Rahim

Karachi

Karachi's short-lived breath
Who will believe that Karachi was once a
beautiful and orderly city before the so-called
developers and builders changed it from a serene
horizontal sprawl to a vertical chaos. Like

other sectors, billboard business, too, became
phenomenally lucrative. It was in 1993 that a
Chief Minister’s Aesthetic Committee (CMAC)

was formed to play its role in the dual task of
stopping any further debasing of the city in the
name of beautification, and setting standards of
aesthetics to be followed by sponsors and civic
agencies. One of the tasks was to rid the city of
unchecked outdoor advertising. The billboard
business was among the most lucrative in which
the outdoor advertising agencies were hand-
in-glove with civic agencies. Being the CMAC
secretary, I was approached by the Outdoor
Advertising Association (OAA) and asked to
cooperate. When [ refused, I was threatened.
“You will continue to run a small advertising
agency, but we will be back in a big way and
your aesthetic committee will evaporate in thin
airl” The threat was spot on. With the change in
government, the CMAC was sent packing not
much later. In 2018, the billboards were removed
on the orders of the Supreme Court, and Karachi
was breathing once again. One could at least see
the trees and the facades of buildings. But, in due
course, a new kind of outdoor advertising sprung
up, and things were back to square one. Let us
see how and when the latest ‘order’ is followed
and executed, and for how long.

S.M. Shahid

Karachi

Tragedy in operating theatre
[ witnessed a heart-breaking incident at a
hospital in Turbat where a pregnant woman and
her newborn baby lost their lives during an oper-
ation. According to reports, a grave negligence by
the medical staff caused this tragic incident. The
painful cries of the family members deeply affect-
ed everyone present there. Hospitals are meant
to save lives and provide safety to patients. Such
incidents create fear among the public and raise
serious questions about the responsibility and
professionalism of hospital staff. Medical profes-
sionals should be trained to handle critical cases.
The authorities concerned should thoroughly
investigate such incidents and take strict action.
Ayesha Munir Ahmed
Turbat

The cost of no commute
The residents of Dhoraji Colony are forced to rely
on expensive ride-hailing services, rickshaws or
private vehicles due to the unavailability of pub-
lic buses. After the recent hike in fuel prices, the
cost of commuting by the rickshaws or taxis has
skyrocketed. Students are facing immense diffi-
culty in reaching their educational institutions.
In the past, only one bus route, M-1, used to serve
the area. Eventually, that service was discontin-
ued. The relevant authorities should introduce
adedicated bus service and establish routes
that connect the area with major universities,
business districts and employment centres. This
would enable people to reach their destinations
conveniently.

Mishra Muhammad Aamir

Karachi
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Century-old tuberculosis
vaccine could help treat
diabetes, trials hint

Clarissa Brincat

A century-old tuberculosis vaccine reduced
insulin use in people with diabetes, new clinical
trial results suggest. The catch: Research on
this vaccine has divided the diabetes research
community for years. The Bacillus Calmette-
Guérin (BCG) vaccine contains a weakened version of the bacterium

Mycobacterium bovis, the germ that causes tuberculosis. Inside the body,
the vaccine prompts a protective response against the bacterium. It's also
approved to treat bladder cancer, acting as an immunotherapy that rouses

an attack against tumors.
The leader of the trials, Dr. Denise Faustman of Massachusetts General

Hospital, has long been the subject of controversy. Early on, critics argued

that she falsely raised hope that her work could lead to a cure for those

with long-standing type 1 diabetes. Faustman and colleagues presented

results from two new clinical trials at the annual meeting of the Ameri-
can Diabetes Association in New Orleans. The results suggest the BCG

vaccine may offer benefits to people with type 1 diabetes — not by curing
the disease, but by improving blood sugar control or slowing the disease's
progression, depending on the population. Here's what to know. About

2 million Americans have type 1 diabetes, an autoimmune disease that
destroys insulin-making cells in the pancreas. Patients monitor their

blood sugar and inject insulin multiple times a day, carefully calculating

every dose.

The world's oldest shower
shoes found at a fort along
Hadrian's Wall

Kristina Killgrove

Archaeologists have discovered thousands
of preserved shoes at Vindolanda, an
ancient Roman fort along Hadrian's Wall.
But this one is quite possibly the world's
oldest example of a shower shoe.

The "bath clog’ — which consists of a wooden platform sole
and a leather upper — was a version of the kind of slip-on shoe
people today wear in locker room showers or at a nail salon to avoid
issues like foot fungus. But the Romans wore the platform clogs —
which they called "sculponeae’ in Latin — to protect themselves
from the hot, slippery floors of the bath house.

Roman bath houses were communal gathering places, accord-
ing to English Heritage, a historic trust that conserves artifacts and
heritage sites. A bather would undress then move from a cold room
to a warm room to a hot room, then back to the first room for a cold
plunge. One of the most important inventions in Roman bathing was
the hypocaust system, which involved stoking a furnace underneath
araised floor to heat the warm and hot rooms and their baths. This
radiant heat system also made the floor incredibly hot to the touch.

Because Roman shower shoes were made from perishable ma-
terials, the oldest and best-known examples come from Vindolanda,
a Roman fort in Northumberland, England, where organic remains
have been preserved in oxygen-free layers of mud.

Why are there so many ways

smartphones can make us sick?

Eric Spitznagel

We didn't need another reason to put the
phone down in the bathroom, but science gave
us one anyway.

A new study in PLOS One has linked
scrolling on the toilet to a higher risk of
hemorrhoids. It's a finding that feels both obvious and unsettling. After
all, smartphones already come with a litany of health baggage: disrupt-
ed sleep, anxious moods, strained eyes, stiff necks. Now, apparently,
hemorrhoids too. What is it about these glowing rectangles that makes

them such fertile ground for medical findings? The short answer: Phones
aren't just tools we use. They're prosthetics of daily life - the gateway to

nearly everything we do. We use them to work, order food, find a date,

wind down before bed, and yes, even while in the bathroom. And because

they're everywhere, researchers have an endless laboratory.
As one expert — molecular geneticist Lotti Tajouri, PhD - put it,

mobile phones are like "Trojan horses circulating in billions, each carrying
hundreds and hundreds of microbes." Though Tajouri is referring to mi-
crobial contamination (his area of research), the metaphor resonates more
broadly. We welcome phones into our lives, and like the original Trojan
horse, they carry hidden dangers — whether microbes, mental health im-
pacts, exploding batteries, or any of the many smartphone-linked health

risks. The diversity of these dangers reflects the diversity of our depen-
dence, experts say. When something seeps into so many parts of life, it
multiplies the entry points for harm. Some smartphone health risks are
obvious: eyestrain, text neck, insomnia from blue light. But the hemor-

rhoid study is a reminder that the physical effects can extend in unexpect-
ed directions. Long bouts of toilet scrolling keep people sitting far longer

than nature intended.

ROUNDUP

Chocolate and health: A new

twist on an old debate
Lisa O'Mary

Chocolate is one of the most confusing
foods in nutrition science - hailed as a
superfood for its potential heart, brain,
and anti-inflammatory benefits, yet
criticized as sugary, fatty junk food
that's easy to overeat. Nutrition research is notoriously tricky, said
dietitian Julie Stefanski, MEd, a spokesperson for the Academy of
Nutrition and Dietetics, and chocolate studies can be particularly
challenging. Differences in people's lifestyles, diets, and personal
factors - like genetics or medical conditions — mean results "might
not be able to be applied to all people,” she said. In studies, ‘dark
chocolate” could mean cocoa powder, supplements, or candy bars -
crucial differences that make it hard to compare results.

Scientists do agree on one thing. If chocolate has health ben-
efits, they likely come from flavonols— plant compounds thought
to support heart health, improve blood vessel function, and reduce
inflammation. This insight has shifted chocolate research toward
exploring how flavonols might slow "inflammaging" - the low-grade,
chronic inflammation that naturally rises with age and increases
health risks, including risks to your heart and blood vessels.

"The 'how' part is really the critical question," said Howard
Sesso, ScD, an epidemiologist at Harvard Medical School and author
of two new studies exploring just that. Now Sesso and other scien-
tists are getting closer to that "how" — and that clearer picture could
help people make sense of how to enjoy chocolate in a healthier way.
In Sesso's latest study, published in September, people who took a
daily cocoa flavonol supplement for two years had significantly lower
levels of c-reactive protein (CRP) — a marker of inflammation linked
to heart disease — compared with those on a placebo.
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