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Farhan Khan

Pakistan is currently confronting one of the 
most perilous water crises in its modern his-
tory. Recent United Nations assessments and 
global water development reports have issued 
stark warnings that the country is accelerating 
toward severe water insecurity. This existential 
threat is driven by a compounding mix of cli-
mate change, rapid population growth, system-
ic mismanagement, unchecked pollution, and 
decades of policy inertia. Today, the escalating 
crisis directly jeopardizes agriculture, industri-
al output, public health, food security, and the 
nation’s foundational economic stability.

According to recent UN and UNE-
SCO-linked water assessments, Pakistan 
ranks among the world's most vulnerable 
territories regarding water stress. The United 
Nations World Water Development Report 
2026 highlights a widening chasm between 
available water resources and soaring systemic 
demand, while UN agencies concurrently re-
port that millions of citizens still lack access to 
safely managed drinking water. Over the past 
several decades, per capita water availability 
has plummeted dramatically, fundamentally 
transforming Pakistan from a historically 
water-abundant country into a severely wa-
ter-stressed nation.

The structural roots of this crisis stretch 
back over many decades. At the time of inde-
pendence, Pakistan possessed ample freshwater 
resources relative to the size of its population. 
However, the nation's demographic footprint 
has expanded exponentially, growing from 
approximately 34 million people in 1951 to 
well over 240 million today. Consequently, per 
capita water availability has declined sharply. 
Rapid, unplanned urbanization has further 
intensified the pressure on already crumbling 
municipal water networks. Sector experts 
observe that aggregate water demand has risen 
far faster than public or private investments 
in storage infrastructure, conservation, and 
distribution systems.

The agricultural sector lies at the abso-
lute heart of this dilemma. Pakistan stands as 
one of the world's largest consumers of irriga-
tion water, yet vast quantities of this resource 
are squandered due to antiquated farming 
methods and poorly maintained canal net-
works. Agriculture consumes the overwhelm-
ing majority of available freshwater supplies 
while contributing a relatively modest share to 
the overall national economy. Empirical studies 
indicate that immense volumes of water are 
permanently lost through widespread canal 
seepage, atmospheric evaporation, and ineffi-

cient flood irrigation techniques.
Concurrently, climate change has severe-

ly intensified the scale of the challenge. Paki-
stan is experiencing increasingly frequent and 
extreme weather events, including catastroph-
ic floods, prolonged droughts, erratic monsoon 
patterns, and rising baseline temperatures. 
While the accelerated melting of Himalayan 
and Karakoram glaciers initially increases 
seasonal river flows, it poses catastrophic 
long-term risks to baseline water availability. 
The UN World Water Development Report 
2025 emphasized the critical role of these 
mountain glaciers as global "water towers" 
that sustain billions of people, including the 
vast populations dependent on the Indus River 
system. Accelerated glacial retreat therefore 
poses a direct, existential threat to Pakistan's 
hydrological future.

The country also suffers from a crippling 
deficit in water storage capacity. Unlike many 
nations facing similar environmental pres-
sures, Pakistan stores only a nominal fraction 
of its annual river flows. Existing mega-reser-
voirs, such as the Tarbela and Mangla dams, 
have lost significant storage capacity over time 
due to heavy sedimentation. The historical 
failure to construct sufficient new reservoirs 
and modern water conservation systems has 
left the country highly vulnerable to alter-
nating cycles of floods and droughts. During 
intense monsoon seasons, vast quantities of 
uncaptured water flow unhindered into the 
sea, only for acute shortages to emerge during 
subsequent dry periods.

Groundwater depletion has emerged 
as another alarming and invisible concern. 
Across Punjab, Sindh, and other vital agricul-
tural regions, excessive tube-well pumping 
has lowered water tables to dangerous depths. 
Farmers, industrial units, and urban residents 
increasingly exploit groundwater resources to 
compensate for unreliable surface supplies. In 
many critical aquifers, extraction far exceeds 
natural recharge rates, creating an unsustain-
able trajectory that directly threatens future 
generations. Experts warn that unrestricted 
groundwater pumping is rapidly exhausting a 
finite national strategic reserve.

Severe water pollution further com-
pounds the ongoing crisis. Industrial effluent, 
untreated municipal sewage, chemical agri-
cultural runoff, and poor solid waste manage-
ment have heavily contaminated rivers, canals, 
and vital groundwater sources. Consequently, 
millions of Pakistanis face severe health risks 
associated with contaminated drinking water. 
According to UN-linked metrics, a significant 
proportion of the population still lacks access 

to safely managed drinking water services. 
The cascading health consequences include 
widespread waterborne diseases, inflated 
healthcare costs, and a crippled workforce 
productivity rate.

The economic implications of this 
systemic failure are profound. Agriculture, 
which remains the backbone of Pakistan's 
rural economy and employment, is completely 
dependent on reliable water supplies. Pro-
longed water shortages reduce crop yields, 
threaten national food security, and exacerbate 
rural poverty. Industries ranging from textiles 
to food processing are also heavily reliant on 
water. As supplies become increasingly volatile, 
operational production costs rise and foreign 
investment opportunities diminish. The World 
Bank and other international financial institu-
tions have repeatedly warned that poor water 
management could significantly constrain 
Pakistan's long-term macroeconomic growth.

Governance failures have played a prima-
ry role in worsening the crisis over time. Ex-
perts point to fragmented institutional respon-
sibilities, weak enforcement of environmental 
regulations, inadequate financial investment, 
and the slow implementation of existing water 
policies. Although Pakistan formally adopted a 
comprehensive National Water Policy in 2018, 
its practical execution across provinces has 
remained uneven and sluggish.

Resolving this crisis demands an imme-
diate, comprehensive national strategy. First, 
Pakistan must dramatically improve water 
efficiency in agriculture by subsidizing modern 
irrigation technologies, such as drip and 
sprinkler systems. Second, public investment 
in small dams, aquifer recharge projects, and 
urban rainwater harvesting must be accelerat-
ed. Third, strict legal regulation of groundwater 
extraction is essential to prevent irreversible 
aquifer depletion. Fourth, wastewater treat-
ment facilities and strict pollution control mea-
sures must be enforced to protect remaining 
supplies. Fifth, climate adaptation strategies 
must be fully integrated into all future macro-
economic and urban planning efforts.

The latest UN assessments serve as a 
stark, final warning. Around the world, global 
experts are now speaking of an era of "glob-
al water bankruptcy," in which vital water 
systems are being depleted faster than natural 
cycles can replenish them. Pakistan stands 
dangerously close to that irreversible thresh-
old. Ultimately, the country's water crisis is 
not merely an isolated environmental issue; it 
is a systemic challenge that directly impacts 
national security, economic survival, public 
health, and long-term social stability
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Nasim Ahmed

The official launch of Pakistan's inaugural State of 
Freedom Report 2026 represents a seminal mile-
stone within the country's broader governance 
and public policy architecture. The comprehen-
sive document attempts an analytical feat that no 
previous domestic study has achieved: systemati-
cally quantifying how ordinary Pakistani citizens 
perceive and experience liberty in their day-to-
day lives across political, economic, social, legal, 
and digital landscapes.

This ground-breaking publication arrives 
at a critical juncture, precisely as Pakistan 
grapples with persistent macroeconomic insta-
bility, intense political polarization, mounting 
anxieties surrounding media independence, and a 
discernible groundswell of public dissatisfaction 
with state governance. Against this turbulent 
backdrop, the report delivers a 
vital, empirical snapshot of how 
everyday citizens conceptualize 
their fundamental rights, so-
cio-economic opportunities, and 
evolving relationships with core 
state institutions. Mechanically, 
the study synthesizes structured 
legal analysis, institutional 
benchmarks, multi-sector expert 
consultations, and a robust 
nationwide survey encompass-
ing roughly 2,000 respondents. 
Rather than relying entirely on 
transplanted foreign frameworks 
or external western indicators, the 
authors intentionally present this 
work as Pakistan's first genuinely 
indigenous mechanism designed 
to evaluate liberty through the 
lens of the country's unique constitutional, social, 
and institutional realities.

Among the report's most fascinating and 
counter-intuitive insights is the revelation that 
an overwhelming majority of everyday Pakistanis 
feel they possess substantial degrees of personal 
agency and economic autonomy. According to the 
compiled empirical data, an impressive 77 percent 
of survey respondents believe they are entirely 
free to choose their own career path and profes-
sional occupation, while 75 percent maintain that 
commercial enterprises can operate dynamically 
without enduring excessive or arbitrary govern-
ment interference. In a similar vein, roughly 75 
percent of those surveyed expressed overtly posi-

tive perspectives regarding the current trajectory 
of women's economic opportunities and broader 
societal empowerment.

These unexpected figures indicate that, 
despite facing severe national macro-crises, a 
significant cross-section of the population feels 
a strong sense of self-determination within their 
immediate personal and professional micro-envi-
ronments. To account for these highly optimistic 
perceptions, the report highlights several key 
structural drivers, notably the rapid expansion of 
localized grassroots entrepreneurship, the accel-
erating enrollment and participation of women 
within higher education and the formal labor 
market, and the sweeping democratization of 
digital connectivity across demographic divides.

Nevertheless, beneath these highly encour-
aging statistical metrics lies a deeply nuanced and 
fragmented domestic reality. The report starkly 

identifies administrative governance, institutional 
responsiveness, and overarching public trust as 
critical domains desperately requiring profound 
structural overhaul. While the average respon-
dent feels fundamentally free to pursue personal 
financial opportunities, a significant portion 
of the populace simultaneously voiced acute 
apprehensions regarding their systemic inability 
to influence state policymaking, hold powerful 
regulatory institutions accountable, or secure 
swift, unbiased legal justice from the courts.

This striking divergence underscores one 
of the central theoretical conclusions of the entire 
study: the concept of freedom in modern Pakistan 
is no longer understood merely as the passive 

absence of heavy-handed state restriction or 
authoritarian overreach. Instead, contemporary 
citizens increasingly fuse the idea of liberty with 
the presence of functional governance, equitable 
access to justice, baseline economic predictabil-
ity, reliable digital infrastructure, administrative 
transparency, and structural social inclusion. 
To put it plainly, the public demands more than 
just nominal, abstract constitutional rights 
guaranteed on paper; they expect robust, capable 
institutions that possess the operational capacity 
to actively protect and deliver those rights in 
practice.

A substantial portion of the report is 
dedicated to evaluating Pakistan's exponentially 
growing digital ecosystem. Boasting an expansive 
national population that now exceeds 245 million 
people—characterized by an overwhelming 
demographic youth bulge—digital technologies 

have rapidly shifted from luxury ameni-
ties to foundational backbones for daily 
communication, commercial enter-
prise, academic education, and civic 
mobilization. The study underscores a 
massive public reliance on decentral-
ized online platforms for both primary 
information gathering and collective 
public discourse. Consequently, the 
modern citizen now conceptualizes 
digital access as an indivisible, core 
component of contemporary human 
freedom.

Yet, this burgeoning digital 
frontier simultaneously operates as a 
flashpoint for intense legal and political 
controversy. Domestic critics and inde-
pendent civil society actors argue that 
online expression faces unprecedented 
regulatory bottlenecks and escalating 

legal counter-pressures. International human 
rights monitors have repeatedly red-flagged 
recent statutory enactments governing the digital 
arena, cautioning that overly broad, ambiguous 
definitions of terms like "misinformation" can 
easily be weaponized to stifle legitimate political 
dissent. Furthermore, organizations such as Hu-
man Rights Watch have documented worrying 
trends concerning the targeted harassment of 
independent journalists, digital rights activists, 
and vocal critics of prevailing state policies.

The broader status of domestic media 
freedom stands out as an area of acute concern. 
Almost perfectly coinciding with the publication 
of the State of Freedom Report, the Freedom 

State of Freedom Report: A 
mixed picture of rights and 
opportunities in Pakistan
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Network’s independent annual audit grimly 
concluded that press freedoms in Pakistan 
have undergone a visible contraction due to a 
combination of legislative, regulatory, and severe 
financial pressures. The watchdog thoroughly 
detailed numerous targeted violations against 
working media professionals and expressed deep 
alarm over newly introduced legal frameworks 
impacting free speech. These wildly conflicting 
assessments perfectly illustrate the inherent 
difficulty of measuring national liberty. While a 
vast majority of ordinary citizens express genuine 
satisfaction with their localized economic mobil-
ity and individual career pathways, independent 
media watchdogs and international human rights 
organizations continue to uncover systemic insti-
tutional barriers regarding free expression, demo-
cratic accountability, and basic civil protections.

The true significance of the State of 
Freedom Report 2026 ultimately rests less on its 
specific statistical data points and more on its 
structural methodology. For successive decades, 
Pakistan’s democratic health and human rights 
benchmarks have been evaluated almost exclu-
sively through the lens of external international 
indices and western geopolitical metrics. The 
co-authors of this study compellingly argue that 
an internally generated, nationally calibrated 
benchmark offers a much more accurate, cultur-
ally contextualized understanding of domestic 

realities and immediate policy requirements.
Operationally, the report categorizes its 

investigation into six foundational pillars: tradi-
tional political participation, fundamental civil 
liberties, the rule of law and access to timely jus-
tice, economic autonomy, digital rights alongside 
access to information, and finally, social inclusion, 
gender equity, and public trust. By harmonizing 
these disparate sectors into a singular data model, 
the report effectively equips state planners with 
a holistic, multidimensional diagnostic tool to 
measure administrative performance and evaluate 
citizen welfare.

Looking ahead, the policy implications 
derived from this landmark publication are 
far-reaching. First, it is evident that Pakistan's 
citizenry maintains a far more optimistic outlook 
regarding localized economic survival and per-
sonal advancement than mainstream interna-
tional narratives typically suggest. Second, there 
exists an undeniable, roaring domestic demand 
for the urgent structural strengthening of state 
institutions, heightened transparency, and a 
comprehensive reduction in judicial pendency. 
Third, digital autonomy has firmly cemented 
itself as a non-negotiable cornerstone of how the 
modern generation measures personal liberty. 
Fourth and finally, the element of public trust has 
been identified as the definitive bridge linking ob-
jective governance quality with subjective citizen 

perceptions of freedom.
To convert these findings into actionable 

policy, the report concludes by advocating for the 
immediate creation of a permanent, long-term 
national monitoring framework tasked with 
tracking annual shifts in governance, liberty, and 
social inclusion over time. Implementing such an 
empirical apparatus would allow subsequent ad-
ministrations to objectively pinpoint institutional 
vulnerabilities, map developmental progress, and 
engineer evidence-based legislative reforms.

In final analysis, the report deliberately 
avoids painting an overtly utopian or entirely 
dystopian picture of the country. Instead, it 
holds up a mirror to a complex nation caught in a 
state of profound historical transition—a society 
where individual citizens are successfully carving 
out economic opportunities and social spaces, yet 
remain locked in a perpetual struggle to demand 
more responsive governance, stronger guarantees 
for their civil liberties, and a meaningful seat at 
the policymaking table. For Pakistan's ruling 
elite, the takeaway is unambiguous. Microeco-
nomic agency alone cannot indefinitely anchor 
public confidence; true, sustainable national 
freedom can only be secured when anchored by 
accountable institutions, a fiercely independent 
judiciary, protected digital spaces, robust social 
equity, and a restored social contract built on 
public trust.

Muhammad Hassan

For decades, discussions about Pakistan’s eco-
nomic challenges have largely revolved around 
fiscal deficits, external debt, inflation, and recur-
ring balance-of-payments crises. Yet one of the 
most significant and often overlooked indicators 
of economic health has steadily deteriorated in 
the background: the country’s domestic savings 
rate.

A recent policy note by the Pakistan 
Institute of Development Economics (PIDE) 
highlights the severity of the problem, reveal-
ing that Pakistan’s gross domestic savings rate 
has fallen to its lowest level in more than three 
decades. This trend poses a serious threat to 
economic stability and underscores the urgent 
need for policymakers to rethink their approach 
toward savings and investment. According to 
PIDE, Pakistan’s gross domestic savings rate 
has plunged from 17.4 percent of GDP in 1992 to 
just 6.4 percent in 2024. In practical terms, this 
means that for every Rs100 earned, only about 
Rs6 is saved. Such a low savings rate is alarming 

for any economy, particularly one that has spent 
much of the past thirty years grappling with 
financial instability, mounting debt obligations, 
and repeated reliance on international lenders for 
economic support.

The importance of domestic savings cannot 
be overstated. Savings serve as the foundation 
for investment, enabling economies to finance 
infrastructure projects, industrial expansion, 
technological innovation, and business develop-
ment without excessive dependence on foreign 
borrowing. Countries with strong savings cul-
tures are generally better equipped to withstand 
external shocks because they possess internal 
resources that can be mobilized during periods of 
economic stress.

Pakistan’s declining savings rate has had 
the opposite effect. With limited domestic 
resources available for investment, economic 
growth has become increasingly dependent on 
foreign capital, external loans, and remittance 
inflows. This dependence has left the country 
vulnerable to global economic fluctuations 
and external financing conditions. Whenever 

international liquidity tightens or foreign inflows 
slow down, Pakistan’s economy comes under im-
mediate pressure, often forcing policymakers to 
seek emergency assistance from institutions such 
as the International Monetary Fund (IMF).

The decline in savings is not merely the 
result of individual financial choices. It re-
flects deeper structural weaknesses within the 
economy. One of the primary reasons behind 
the low savings rate is the limited disposable 
income available to most households. According 
to PIDE, nearly 94 percent of household income 
is consumed by essential expenditures, including 
food, housing, energy, transportation, healthcare, 
and education. With such a large share of earn-
ings devoted to meeting basic needs, very little 
remains available for saving.

Inflation has further compounded the 
problem. Over the past several years, rising prices 
have steadily eroded purchasing power, making 
it increasingly difficult for households to set aside 
money for the future. Even those who manage to 
save often find that the returns offered by tradi-
tional financial instruments fail to keep pace with 

Pakistan’s savings crisis: The  
silent threat to long-term stability
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Muhammad Zain

The Punjab government has unveiled its bud-
get for fiscal year 2026-27 at a time when pro-
vincial finances are increasingly intertwined 
with Pakistan’s broader fiscal commitments 
under the International Monetary Fund (IMF) 
programme. While the budget projects strong 
growth in revenue collection and maintains a 
sizeable development programme, it also raises 
important questions about the sustainability of 
its revenue assumptions, the fairness of its tax-
ation strategy, and its ability to meet ambitious 
fiscal targets without compromising essential 
public spending.

At first glance, the budget appears ambi-

tious. Punjab expects to generate Rs1.21 trillion 
from its own resources during the next fiscal 
year, a substantial increase from the revised 
estimate of Rs820 billion for the outgoing year. 
This represents an increase of nearly 48 per-
cent and reflects the government’s confidence 
in improving revenue mobilization. However, 
a closer examination of the numbers suggests 
that much of the projected growth will come 
from indirect taxation rather than meaningful 
expansion of the tax base.

The largest contribution is expected 
from sales tax on services, which is projected 
to rise to Rs521 billion compared with Rs363.5 
billion collected during the current fiscal year. 
This increase of approximately 43 percent 
reflects higher tax rates on a range of services, 

including information technology, transpor-
tation, and professional services. The govern-
ment has also imposed a new tax on foreign 
exchange services and increased taxes on event 
management businesses. While these measures 
may boost revenue collection, they also raise 
concerns about their broader economic impact. 
Sales taxes are indirect taxes that are ultimate-
ly borne by consumers. Because lower-income 
households spend a greater proportion of their 
income on consumption, the burden of such 
taxes tends to fall more heavily on the poor 
than on wealthier segments of society. Conse-
quently, the reliance on indirect taxation raises 
questions about equity and fairness within the 
provincial tax system.

Perhaps the most striking aspect of the 

inflation. As a result, many savers perceive formal 
savings channels as ineffective in preserving 
wealth.

This has encouraged a shift toward alter-
native stores of value. Rather than depositing 
money in banks, many Pakistanis prefer to invest 
in gold, real estate, foreign currencies, or simply 
hold cash. These options are often viewed as safer 
and more reliable means of protecting wealth 
during periods of economic uncertainty. While 
such behaviour may appear rational from an indi-
vidual perspective, it has broader implications for 
the economy because these assets do not always 
contribute effectively to productive investment 
and economic expansion.

The taxation structure applied to financial 
savings has also played a role in discouraging 
participation in the formal financial system. High 
withholding taxes on interest income reduce the 
attractiveness of bank deposits, particularly for 
tax-compliant individuals. Non-filers face even 
higher tax rates, further limiting incentives to 
save through regulated financial institutions. 
Consequently, formal savings instruments 
struggle to compete with alternative assets that 
are perceived to offer better returns and greater 
protection against inflation.

Recognising the seriousness of the 
situation, PIDE has proposed a comprehensive 
National Savings Mobilisation Package aimed 
at reversing the decline in domestic savings. The 
recommendations focus on expanding access 
to formal savings and investment opportunities 
while creating incentives for broader participa-
tion across different segments of society.

Among the proposals is the promotion 
of diverse savings products, including Sukuk, 
Shariah-compliant investment instruments, 

voluntary pension schemes, Takaful products, 
regulated gold funds, and digitised National Sav-
ings schemes. These options could help attract 
individuals who currently remain outside the 
formal financial system due to limited product 
availability or concerns about accessibility and 
compliance with personal preferences.

PIDE has also recommended simplifying 
know-your-customer (KYC) requirements to 
make it easier for low-income individuals and 
small savers to open accounts and participate in 
formal savings programmes. Such measures could 
significantly improve financial inclusion and 
bring a larger share of household savings into the 
regulated financial sector.

Tax incentives represent another import-
ant component of the proposed reforms. Offering 
preferential tax treatment for long-term savings 
could encourage individuals to retain funds 
within formal investment channels for extended 
periods. Similar incentives have proven effective 
in many countries by promoting retirement plan-
ning and long-term wealth accumulation.

Particularly noteworthy is PIDE’s emphasis 
on targeting groups that have traditionally been 
underserved by financial institutions. Women, 
pensioners, and workers in the informal sector 
often face barriers to accessing savings products 
and investment opportunities. Tailored pro-
grammes designed to address their specific needs 
could broaden participation and strengthen the 
overall savings culture.

The proposal to establish an annual 
savings mobilisation dashboard is also signifi-
cant. By regularly monitoring savings trends and 
evaluating policy outcomes, authorities would 
be better positioned to assess progress, identify 
shortcomings, and make necessary adjustments. 

Greater transparency and accountability could 
help ensure that savings mobilisation remains a 
national economic priority rather than another 
policy objective that receives attention only 
during periods of crisis.

However, policy recommendations alone 
will not solve the problem. The success of any 
savings mobilisation strategy depends on broader 
economic stability. People are unlikely to save 
through formal channels if inflation continues to 
erode returns or if confidence in financial institu-
tions remains weak. Therefore, efforts to promote 
savings must be accompanied by policies that 
support price stability, strengthen financial mar-
kets, and improve overall economic confidence.

Ultimately, Pakistan’s savings crisis reflects 
a deeper challenge confronting the economy. 
The country cannot indefinitely rely on external 
borrowing, remittances, and emergency financial 
assistance to sustain growth and maintain sta-
bility. Building a stronger domestic savings base 
is essential for reducing dependence on foreign 
financing and creating the resources needed for 
long-term investment and development.

The decline in domestic savings has been 
gradual, but its consequences are becoming 
increasingly difficult to ignore. Reversing this 
trend will require a combination of policy 
reforms, financial innovation, and a sustained 
commitment to creating an environment where 
saving is both possible and rewarding. If poli-
cymakers fail to act, Pakistan’s vulnerability to 
external shocks will persist, and the country’s 
ability to achieve sustainable economic growth 
will remain severely constrained. The time to 
strengthen the foundations of economic resil-
ience is now, before the savings crisis becomes 
even more difficult to reverse.
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budget is its treatment of agricultural income 
taxation. Despite repeated commitments to 
broaden the tax base and bring agriculture 
into the formal taxation framework, projected 
revenue from agricultural income tax remains 
modest. The Punjab government expects to 
collect only Rs12.5 billion from this source 
during the next fiscal year, compared with 
Rs3.99 billion collected during the outgoing 
year. Although the government has announced 
increases in agricultural tax rates, the expected 
revenue remains remarkably small given 
the size and importance of the agricultural 
sector in Punjab’s economy. Farmers owning 
more than 12.5 acres of land will face higher 
fixed-rate taxation, while taxes on irrigated 
and non-irrigated orchards will also increase. 
Nevertheless, the revised structure still falls far 
short of a system where agricultural income is 
taxed on the basis of actual earnings and treat-
ed similarly to other forms of income.

The limited revenue expect-
ed from agriculture is particularly 
noteworthy because Punjab remains 
the agricultural heartland of Pakistan. 
Large landowners continue to exercise 
significant political influence, and many 
observers argue that this has contrib-
uted to the reluctance of successive 
governments to impose meaningful 
taxation on agricultural income. The 
province’s track record also raises 
concerns. During the outgoing fiscal 
year, actual agricultural income tax 
collection amounted to only 38 percent 
of the budgeted target. Given this per-
formance, there are legitimate doubts 
about whether even the revised target 
for next year can be achieved.

At the same time, the agricultural 
sector continues to receive substan-
tial government support. The budget 
includes subsidies amounting to 
more than Rs10 billion for farmers, including 
subsidized diesel, fuel assistance programmes, 
and transport-related subsidies. While such 
measures may help support agricultural pro-
duction, they further highlight the imbalance 
between the level of government support 
provided to the sector and its contribution 
to provincial revenues. These policies appear 
somewhat inconsistent with commitments 
made under the IMF programme, which 
emphasizes broadening the tax base and 
increasing revenue collection from agricultural 
income. The Fund has repeatedly encour-
aged provincial governments to strengthen 
agricultural taxation and expand the scope 
of the sales tax system. The modest revenue 
projections suggest that progress in this area 
remains limited.

The budget also anticipates a signifi-
cant increase in non-tax revenues. These are 
expected to grow by approximately 19 percent, 
largely due to the expansion of Punjab’s Cash 

Management Fund. Established under the Pun-
jab Public Financial Management Act, the fund 
manages liquidity and generates returns from 
surplus cash balances and investments. Its size 
has reportedly increased from Rs800 billion 
to Rs1.2 trillion, enabling the government to 
generate additional income without impos-
ing new taxes. Additional non-tax revenue is 
expected from increased traffic fines, higher 
royalty payments, the release of arrears related 
to hydropower generation, and anticipated 
returns from the Punjab Pension Fund. While 
these sources may provide supplementary 
income, their sustainability over the long term 
remains uncertain.

One of the most notable features of 
the budget is the projected surplus of Rs910 
billion. Remarkably, this figure exceeds the 
province’s projected tax revenues of Rs749 
billion. The surplus is essential because it 
forms part of the broader fiscal framework 

agreed between the federal government and 
the provinces to help achieve Pakistan’s fiscal 
targets under the IMF programme. In effect, 
provincial governments are playing a critical 
role in supporting federal fiscal consolidation. 
Punjab’s willingness to generate such a large 
surplus reflects both its fiscal capacity and the 
pressures arising from national commitments 
to international lenders.

On the expenditure side, the budget allo-
cates Rs3.29 trillion to current spending, while 
development expenditure is budgeted at Rs752 
billion. Although development spending has 
increased in nominal terms, it still accounts for 
only around 13 percent of total expenditure. 
This reflects a broader trend across Paki-
stan’s public finances, where rising recurrent 
expenditures continue to limit the resources 
available for long-term development projects. 
Punjab’s development allocation also appears 
relatively modest when compared with its 
share under the National Finance Commission 

Award. This suggests that fiscal restraint and 
surplus generation have taken precedence over 
expanding development spending, largely to 
support broader fiscal objectives.

The budget also contains an important 
warning. Like the federal budget, it acknowl-
edges that expenditure restraint may become 
necessary if revenue targets are not achieved. 
Lower-priority development projects could 
face cuts, while spending controls may be 
imposed to preserve fiscal stability. Such 
measures would not be unprecedented and 
could become necessary if economic conditions 
deteriorate or revenue collection falls short of 
expectations.

Ultimately, the Punjab budget re-
flects the difficult balancing act confronting 
policymakers. On one hand, the government 
seeks to maintain fiscal discipline, generate 
a substantial surplus, and support national 
economic objectives. On the other, it faces 

growing demands for development spending, 
social services, and economic support. The 
budget demonstrates a strong commitment to 
revenue mobilization, but much of this effort 
continues to rely on indirect taxation rather 
than meaningful broadening of the tax base. 
Agricultural taxation remains underdevel-
oped, while consumers bear a growing share 
of the fiscal burden through higher service 
taxes and fees.

As Punjab moves into the next fiscal 
year, the success of the budget will depend 
on whether its ambitious revenue targets can 
be achieved without undermining growth or 
increasing economic hardship. More im-
portantly, lasting fiscal sustainability will 
require reforms that distribute the tax burden 
more equitably and ensure that all sectors 
contribute fairly to the province’s develop-
ment. Without such reforms, the challenge of 
balancing fiscal responsibility with economic 
growth is likely to persist.

ECONOMICS8



Shahid Hussain

The State Bank of Pakistan’s decision to 
maintain the policy rate at 11.5 percent has been 
welcomed by much of the country’s business 
and industrial community. At a time when 
geopolitical tensions in the Middle East con-
tinued to disrupt global supply chains and fuel 
concerns about rising commodity prices, many 
had feared that the central bank might respond 
with a further increase in interest rates. By 
keeping the benchmark rate unchanged, pol-
icymakers have attempted to strike a balance 
between controlling inflation and supporting 
economic activity that remains fragile despite 
signs of macroeconomic stabilization.

The decision comes against a backdrop 
of heightened uncertainty in global markets. 
The conflict in the Middle East has contrib-
uted to volatility in energy prices, disrupted 
trade routes, and increased the cost of essential 
imports, including oil, fertilizer, and food 
products. Such developments naturally raise 
concerns about imported inflation in countries 
like Pakistan, which remain heavily dependent 
on external supplies for key commodities.

For manufacturers, exporters, and other 
productive sectors, the decision to avoid an 
interest rate hike provides some breathing 
room. Businesses have repeatedly argued that 
borrowing costs remain excessively high and 
continue to constrain investment, expansion, 
and job creation. Maintaining the policy rate 
at its current level may therefore help preserve 
some momentum in economic activity at a time 
when growth prospects remain uncertain.

However, the Monetary Policy State-
ment (MPS) accompanying the decision has 
raised several questions. One issue that has 
attracted attention is the discrepancy between 
the inflation figures cited by the State Bank 
and those published by the Pakistan Bureau of 
Statistics (PBS). According to the central bank, 
core inflation stood at 8.2 percent in April and 
8.7 percent in May, whereas PBS data indicat-
ed inflation rates of 8 percent and 9 percent 
respectively for the same period.

While the differences may appear minor, 
such inconsistencies can create confusion 
among analysts and market participants 
attempting to understand the rationale behind 
monetary policy decisions. Accurate and 
consistent data are essential for maintaining 

credibility and ensuring transparency in poli-
cymaking.

The central bank has also projected that 
inflation may remain in double digits over the 
coming months before gradually easing. Over 
the medium term, inflation is expected to fall 
within the target range of 5 to 7 percent. Yet 
this projection has become a recurring feature 
of monetary policy statements over several 
years, often accompanied by caveats regarding 
unforeseen circumstances and external risks.

Similar forecasts have been made repeat-
edly in the past. Monetary policy statements 
issued in previous years also anticipated a 
return to moderate inflation levels within a 
defined medium-term horizon. However, global 
shocks, domestic policy challenges, currency 
depreciation, and supply-side disruptions have 
repeatedly delayed the achievement of these 
targets. The latest statement continues this 
pattern, emphasizing that inflation projections 
remain subject to significant risks. Geopolitical 
developments, fluctuations in global commodi-
ty prices, and weather-related impacts on food 
production all have the potential to alter the 
inflation outlook considerably.

These uncertainties have made it in-
creasingly difficult for observers to predict the 
future direction of monetary policy. Tradition-
ally, central banks rely on inflation indicators 

to determine whether interest rates should rise, 
fall, or remain unchanged. However, Pakistan’s 
recent experience suggests that the relationship 
between inflation trends and policy decisions 
has become less straightforward. For example, 
the central bank maintained the policy rate 
during previous periods when inflation was de-
celerating, while in other instances it reduced 
rates despite increases in certain measures of 
core inflation. Such outcomes have led some 
independent economists to question whether 

domestic economic indicators alone determine 
monetary policy decisions.

This has revived a longstanding debate 
regarding the influence of the International 
Monetary Fund (IMF) on Pakistan’s economic 
policymaking. Critics argue that when Pakistan 
is operating under an IMF programme, key 
macroeconomic decisions often reflect the 
Fund’s recommendations and conditions rather 
than purely domestic considerations. Pakistan 
is currently participating in its twenty-fourth 
IMF programme, a reflection of the country’s 
repeated reliance on external financial support 
to address fiscal and balance-of-payments chal-
lenges. Over the years, several IMF programmes 
have experienced delays or suspensions due to 
difficulties in meeting agreed policy conditions 
and structural benchmarks.

Against this backdrop, some econo-
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mists believe that the central bank’s cautious 
approach reflects the IMF’s preference for 
maintaining a tight monetary stance to contain 
inflationary pressures and safeguard macro-
economic stability. The IMF reiterated this 
position during its recent discussions with 
Pakistani authorities, emphasizing the impor-
tance of keeping monetary policy sufficiently 
restrictive to anchor inflation expectations and 
prevent secondary inflationary effects resulting 
from higher energy prices.

Yet there is an inherent contradiction 
within this framework. Many of the energy 
price increases contributing to inflation are 
themselves linked to reforms encouraged by the 
IMF, particularly the pursuit of full cost recov-
ery in the energy sector. While such reforms are 
economically justified in principle, their imple-
mentation in Pakistan’s complex political and 
economic environment has proven challenging.

One of the major contributors to the 
country’s persistent circular debt problem 
is the continuation of large-scale subsidies 
designed to maintain uniform electricity tariffs 
across different regions. Successive govern-
ments have been reluctant to reform this sys-

tem due to political sensitivities, even though 
the resulting fiscal burden continues to grow.

Another important consideration is the 
impact of interest rates on public finances. 
The government remains the largest borrower 
in the domestic banking system, accounting 
for a substantial share of total credit. Conse-
quently, higher policy rates not only increase 
borrowing costs for businesses and consumers 
but also significantly raise the government’s 
debt-servicing obligations. As interest pay-
ments consume an ever-larger portion of public 
expenditure, fewer resources remain avail-
able for development projects, infrastructure 
investment, education, healthcare, and social 
services. Moreover, financing these obligations 
through additional borrowing can contribute 
to inflationary pressures, creating a cycle that is 
difficult to break.

The challenge facing policymakers is 
therefore complex. On one hand, maintain-
ing tight monetary conditions helps contain 
inflation and supports economic stability. On 
the other, excessively high interest rates can 
suppress private investment, slow economic 
growth, and increase the fiscal burden associat-

ed with public debt.
The State Bank’s decision to keep the 

policy rate unchanged reflects an attempt to 
navigate these competing pressures. It signals 
caution in the face of global uncertainty while 
avoiding an additional burden on businesses 
already struggling with elevated costs. Ulti-
mately, however, monetary policy alone cannot 
resolve Pakistan’s deeper economic challenges. 
Sustainable economic progress will require 
comprehensive reforms in taxation, energy, 
public finance, and industrial competitiveness. 
Inflation management, fiscal sustainability, and 
economic growth must be pursued together 
rather than in isolation.

For now, the central bank has chosen 
stability over further tightening. Whether that 
decision proves sufficient will depend largely 
on developments beyond Pakistan’s borders, 
the trajectory of global commodity prices, and 
the government’s ability to implement broader 
structural reforms. In an increasingly uncer-
tain world, maintaining economic stability 
may be an achievement in itself, but long-term 
prosperity will require much more than stable 
interest rates.

WAR10

US-Iran accord: A flawed peace 
and its geopolitical ripples

Raza Khan

The United States and Iran have signed a cru-
cial peace deal to end their recent hostilities, 
yet the resulting 14-point agreement contains 
numerous ambiguous aspects that leave the 
definitive identities of the winner and the 
loser completely undetermined. Beyond the im-
mediate bilateral agreements reached between 
Washington and Tehran, this recent conflict is 
poised to trigger far-reaching, structural reper-
cussions for Iran, the wider Middle East, Israel 
in particular, and the overarching framework 
of Pax-Americana.

Insofar as determining a victor or 
vanquished in the recent US-Israel war with 
Iran is concerned, Tehran has successfully 
achieved several core objectives that its ruling 
junta can quite justifiably laud from a national 
interest perspective. Foremost among these 
achievements is the preservation of Iran's 
territorial integrity. While it must be recalled 
that neither the United States nor Israel had 
avowedly declared the dismemberment of Iran 
as an explicit war objective, it remains an open 
secret that Tel Aviv intensely desired such a 
fragmentation to mitigate the existential threat 
to its own survival. Because a unified and in-

tegrated Iran is inherently viewed as a critical 
threat by Israeli leadership, Israel remains 
completely opposed to this peace deal and has 
pointedly refused to become a party to it.

The second vital objective secured by 
Tehran is the failure of both American and 
Israeli forces to dislodge the ruling junta's grip 
on power. Given that regime change in Iran 
was an explicitly stated objective of both US 
President Donald Trump and Israeli Prime 
Minister Benjamin Netanyahu, surviving the 
onslaught represents a major defensive victory. 
Although the United States successfully 
eliminated Iran’s spiritual ruler, Ayatollah Ali 
Khamenei, alongside key ideologue Ali Larijani 
during the course of the war, the administra-
tive and military junta could not be disman-
tled. For the surviving leadership in Tehran, 
keeping their hold on state power intact under 
such extreme pressure is an immense achieve-
ment.

Concurrently, the United States has 
also secured concrete strategic objectives from 
the conflict, most notably compelling Iran 
to pledge against going nuclear and to halt 
the further enrichment of uranium to weap-
on-grade levels. Although the Iranian regime 
has consistently maintained that its nuclear 

program is entirely peaceful and geared toward 
alternative energy, such assertions run con-
trary to strategic realities. Achieving a nuclear 
deterrent has long been the regime's ultimate 
guarantee for survival in a hostile environment. 
At present, key hawkish Iranian leaders, such 
as Mohammad Bagher Ghalibaf—himself a 
former Islamic Revolutionary Guard Corps 
commander—and General Ahmad Vahidi, are 
known to be staunch proponents of an Iranian 
nuclear weapon. Denying this reality ignores 
the fundamental security architecture of the 
region; therefore, by forcing Iran to officially 
pledge against developing nuclear weapons, 
the United States, and indirectly Israel, have 
achieved a massive concession that many 
analysts view as tantamount to winning the 
strategic core of the war. Despite inevitable 
disagreements among experts, the contempo-
rary distribution of global power dictates that 
the United States has ultimately succeeded in 
enforcing its primary will.

The broader regional implications of this 
conflict will likely see Iran's power and influ-
ence expand across the Middle East and the 
Persian Gulf in the coming years. Specifically, 
Iran's strategic leverage vis-à-vis its tradition-
al Arab rivals, namely Saudi Arabia and the 
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United Arab Emirates, is bound to increase. 
These Gulf states, having found themselves 
directly targeted by Iranian ballistic missiles, 
cruise missiles, and advanced drone swarms, 
must now realize that they cannot effectively 
counter Tehran on their own. Despite the 
billions spent by Riyadh and Abu Dhabi on 
sophisticated, high-tech fighter aircraft and 
Western weaponry, their operational military 
training, expertise, and frontline commitment 
still leave a lot to be desired when compared 
to the battle-hardened Iranian forces. Con-
sequently, the reliance on the United States 
as a regional stabilizing force will intensify, 
potentially necessitating an enhanced, long-
term presence of US military personnel in 
the region—an outcome that remains highly 
debatable under President Trump’s isolationist 
inclinations. Simultaneously, Israel is expected 
to aggressively step up its efforts to solidify its 
bilateral defense ties with the UAE. While Tel 
Aviv remains eager to draw Saudi Arabia into 
the fold of the Abraham Accords, such diplo-
matic breakthroughs will remain exceedingly 
difficult in the immediate term, though Iran's 

growing shadow may eventually force Arab 
states to quietly reconsider deeper defense 
alignments with Israel.

Interestingly, this newfound Iranian 
strength may not automatically translate 
into increased material support for regional 
militant proxies like the Houthis in Yemen or 
Hezbollah in Lebanon. Instead, Tehran is more 
likely to freeze, or potentially rollback, its 
funding for these non-state actors. Under the 
terms of the new Washington-Tehran accord, 
Iran will finally see a lifting of crippling US 
sanctions on its international trade, partic-
ularly its vital oil exports. This provides an 
unprecedented opportunity for the regime to 
resuscitate its battered economy and deliver 
tangible financial relief to an increasingly 
discontented domestic populace. For a ruling 
junta that has historically relied on raw force 
to maintain internal social stability—a highly 
unsustainable methodology—economic revival 
is now the only viable path to ensuring smooth 
sailing at home.

Yet, while Washington policymakers 
debate whether to deepen their military 

footprint in the Persian Gulf, the single most 
profound lesson of this war is that the myth 
of American military invincibility has been se-
verely shattered. Despite deploying significant 
conventional force, the United States proved 
incapable of forcing Tehran into an absolute 
surrender. Conversely, Tehran demonstrated 
surprising reach by successfully striking a US 
military installation as far off as Diego Garcia 
in the Indian Ocean, while also managing to 
down several advanced US stealth bombers 
and fighter jets. This exposure of American 
vulnerabilities in projecting power across far-
away theaters is undoubtedly being analyzed 
with deep interest in Beijing. China, which has 
quietly but consistently backed Iran through-
out the crisis, may leverage its own massive 
naval and military buildup to expand its 
footprint into the Middle East and the Indian 
Ocean. Should Beijing choose to actively step 
into this vacuum, it would deal a devastating 
blow to the global status of Pax-Americana, 
proving that the true structural consequences 
of the US-Israel-Iran war are only just begin-
ning to unfold on the world stage.

Dr. Fatima Khan

The instability in the Middle East is no longer 
merely a regional security concern; it is rap-
idly evolving into a global humanitarian and 
economic crisis. The latest warning from the 
United Nations highlights a troubling reality: 
the world may be on the verge of a significant 
hunger emergency as the consequences of 
prolonged conflict continue to ripple through 
energy markets, trade routes and food supply 
chains. What began as a geopolitical confron-
tation is now threatening the livelihoods and 
food security of millions of people far beyond 
the conflict zone.

According to the United Nations World 
Food Programme (WFP), fears expressed at 
the outset of the conflict are increasingly be-
coming reality. Rising energy costs, disrupted 
shipping routes and supply chain bottlenecks 
have contributed to higher food prices world-
wide, placing basic necessities beyond the 
reach of vulnerable populations. For countries 
already grappling with poverty, inflation and 
economic fragility, the situation is becoming 
increasingly alarming.

The crisis serves as a stark reminder 
that modern conflicts rarely remain confined 
within national borders. In an interconnected 
global economy, disruptions in one strategi-
cally important region can trigger economic 
consequences across continents. Nearly three 

months after the outbreak of hostilities, the 
effects are being felt in commodity markets, 
transportation networks and household bud-
gets around the world.

One of the most significant economic 
consequences has been the disruption caused 
by instability in the Gulf region, particularly 
around the Strait of Hormuz, a critical mari-
time corridor for global energy supplies. Any 
interruption in the flow of oil through this stra-
tegic passage immediately affects international 
energy markets. As oil prices rise, transporta-
tion costs increase, manufacturing expenses 
climb and agricultural production becomes 
more expensive. These higher costs eventually 
filter down to consumers through increased 
prices for essential goods, especially food.

The relationship between energy prices 
and food inflation is well established. Mod-
ern agriculture depends heavily on fuel for 
cultivation, transportation, irrigation and 
fertilizer production. When energy costs rise, 
the entire food production chain becomes more 
expensive. Staple commodities such as wheat, 
rice and edible oils become costlier to produce 
and transport, pushing prices upward in both 
developed and developing countries.

The World Food Programme has re-
peatedly warned about this dangerous chain 
reaction. Earlier assessments suggested that 
prolonged instability and sustained high oil 
prices could push as many as 45 million addi-

tional people into acute hunger. The agency’s 
latest findings indicate that this risk is no 
longer theoretical. Conditions on the ground 
increasingly suggest that millions of people 
are already facing greater food insecurity as 
purchasing power weakens and household 
expenses continue to rise.

Although diplomatic progress has 
recently emerged, restoring normal commercial 
activity and supply chains throughout the Gulf 
region will likely take considerable time. As a 
result, the United Nations’ concerns remain 
highly relevant despite ongoing diplomatic 
efforts. The burden of rising food prices falls 
disproportionately on lower-income house-
holds. Wealthier individuals can often absorb 
higher costs without significant changes to 
their lifestyles. Poor families, however, spend 
a much larger share of their income on food 
and essential items. Even modest increases in 
prices can force difficult choices between food, 
healthcare, education and other necessities. In 
many cases, households cope by reducing meal 
sizes, skipping meals altogether or cutting 
spending on critical services.

The humanitarian implications are 
profound. Hunger is not simply an economic 
statistic; it directly affects health, education, 
productivity and social stability. Children are 
particularly vulnerable, as malnutrition during 
formative years can have lifelong consequences. 
Communities facing persistent food insecurity 
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often experience rising poverty, social unrest 
and declining economic opportunities.

For Pakistan, these developments carry 
particular significance. The country has only 
recently emerged from one of its most challeng-
ing periods of inflation in decades. Rising prices 
had eroded household incomes, weakened 
purchasing power and placed enormous strain 
on millions of families. Considerable efforts by 
policymakers have focused on restoring mac-
roeconomic stability and reducing inflationary 
pressures.

However, renewed increases in global 
food and energy prices threaten to undermine 
these gains. Pakistan remains heavily depen-
dent on imported energy, making it especially 
vulnerable to volatility in international oil mar-
kets. Higher oil prices increase transportation 
and production costs across virtually every 
sector of the economy. Agriculture, manufac-
turing, logistics and retail businesses all face 
rising expenses, which are ultimately passed 
on to consumers through higher prices.

The impact extends beyond inflation. 
Elevated energy costs also place pressure on 
Pakistan’s external accounts by increasing the 
import bill. This can weaken foreign exchange 
reserves, widen trade deficits and create addi-

tional challenges for economic management. 
In a country where external sector vulnera-
bilities remain a recurring concern, sustained 
instability in global energy markets poses a 
serious risk.

The tragedy is that many of these conse-
quences were foreseeable. International organ-
isations and economic analysts warned early 
on that a prolonged conflict in the Middle East 
would have far-reaching economic repercus-
sions. The strategic importance of the region 
to global energy supplies made significant 
spillover effects almost inevitable. Yet repeated 
opportunities for de-escalation gave way to 
continued tensions, military actions and diplo-
matic stalemate.

As a result, countries with no direct in-
volvement in the conflict are now paying a sub-
stantial price. From Africa to South Asia and 
beyond, millions of people are experiencing the 
consequences through rising living costs and 
declining food affordability. This demonstrates 
the extent to which modern economies are in-
terconnected and how geopolitical instability 
can quickly evolve into a global challenge.

The broader lesson is difficult to ignore. 
Wars in strategically important regions 
generate consequences that extend far beyond 

military objectives. They disrupt trade, desta-
bilise markets and create humanitarian crises 
that affect some of the world’s most vulnerable 
populations. The economic and social costs 
often persist long after the fighting subsides.

The latest warning from the United 
Nations should therefore be viewed as more 
than a routine assessment. It represents 
an urgent call for action. Every additional 
month of instability increases the likelihood 
of deeper economic disruptions and greater 
human suffering. Governments, international 
organisations and diplomatic stakeholders 
must recognise the gravity of the situation and 
intensify efforts to restore stability.

Ultimately, preventing a larger global 
hunger crisis will require more than human-
itarian assistance. It demands a concerted 
international effort to reduce tensions, secure 
vital trade routes and stabilise energy markets. 
The world has already absorbed significant 
economic damage from the conflict. Allow-
ing millions more people to slip into hunger 
would represent not only a humanitarian fail-
ure but also a stark reminder of the devastat-
ing costs of unresolved geopolitical disputes. 
The need for peace and stability has rarely 
been more urgent.

Said Arikat

United States Vice President JD Vance’s 
warning to Israel last week may prove one 
of the most consequential public statements 
ever delivered by a senior US official about 
the US-Israeli relationship. Not because it 
revealed a disagreement – such tensions have 
surfaced before – but because it challenged 
a core assumption underpinning the alliance 
for decades: That Israel can openly oppose a 
major US diplomatic initiative and still expect 
Washington to adjust its course.

“If I was in the cabinet of the Israeli 
government, I might not be attacking the only 
powerful ally that I have anywhere left in the 
entire world,” Vance said, while defending 
President Donald Trump’s newly signed mem-
orandum with Iran. The significance lies in 
what it implied. Vance was publicly acknowl-
edging what US officials have long preferred 
to leave unsaid: Israel’s international standing 
has deteriorated, its diplomatic isolation 
has deepened, and its dependence on the US 
has become increasingly pronounced. More 
importantly, he signalled that the Trump 

administration is no longer willing to treat 
Israeli objections as a veto over US policy – a 
potentially historic shift.

The immediate dispute centres on 
Trump’s agreement with Iran, which launched 
a 60-day negotiating process aimed at 
transforming a fragile ceasefire into a broader 
regional peace framework. The memorandum 
envisions sanctions relief, economic rehabil-
itation, freedom of navigation in the Strait of 
Hormuz, and restrictions on Iran’s nuclear 
ambitions. The administration argues that 
diplomacy offers a better path to regional sta-
bility than another cycle of confrontation.

For Israeli Prime Minister Benjamin 
Netanyahu, however, the agreement under-
mines a strategy he has pursued for years. 
Few foreign leaders have invested more effort 
than he did in convincing Washington that 
Iran should remain isolated, weakened, and 
constrained through sustained economic and 
military pressure. A diplomatic opening with 
Tehran inevitably challenges that approach. 
Israeli officials have expressed deep concern 
about the agreement. Netanyahu-aligned 
media have attacked Trump advisers Steve 
Witkoff and Jared Kushner, while Israeli allies 

in Congress and conservative US media have 
begun mobilising opposition to negotiations 
with Iran.

The goal appears familiar: Generate 
enough domestic political pressure to force 
the White House to harden its negotiating po-
sition. Netanyahu used similar tactics during 
the Obama administration, culminating in his 
2015 address to Congress opposing the nu-
clear agreement being negotiated at the time. 
What appears different today is Washington’s 
response. Rather than softening its position, 
the Trump administration has pushed back 
publicly. When Vance noted that roughly 
two-thirds of Israel’s defensive weapons are 
built and financed by Americans, he highlight-
ed a reality US officials have rarely discussed. 
The implication was unmistakable: While the 
alliance remains vital, Israel’s strategic free-
dom depends heavily on US military, financial, 
and diplomatic support.

Coming from a Republican vice presi-
dent and political heir apparent of a president 
long viewed as one of Israel’s strongest sup-
porters, the statement was striking. Equally 
significant was Vance’s criticism of Israeli 
attacks on Beirut as negotiations approached 

Vance’s warning to Israel signals a 
new phase in US-Israeli relations
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a breakthrough. He noted that many of those 
killed were civilians and suggested such 
actions risked undermining broader diplo-
matic efforts. The criticism reflected growing 
frustration within the administration over 
what some officials view as Israeli attempts to 
complicate or derail a process that Washing-
ton considers strategically important.

This is where the disagreement becomes 
larger than the Iran deal itself. What is emerg-
ing is a divergence in strategic vision. The 
Trump administration increasingly appears 
convinced that regional stability requires a 
diplomatic framework capable of managing 
relations with Iran while reducing incentives 
for conflict. Netanyahu remains committed to 
a model centred on pressure, deterrence, and 
confrontation. These are not merely different 
tactics; they are competing visions of a Middle 
East order.

For decades, Israeli leaders operated 
on the assumption that US administrations 
would ultimately align themselves with Isra-
el’s assessment of regional threats. Vance’s re-

marks suggest that assumption may no longer 
hold. His comments also reflected a broader 
geopolitical reality. Israel today faces mount-
ing criticism across much of the international 
community. The wars in Gaza and Lebanon 
have strained relations with many traditional 
partners and led to growing diplomatic pres-
sure. That reality has narrowed Israel’s room 
for manoeuvre and increased its reliance on 
Washington.

Vance’s warning acknowledged this 
with unusual candour. His point was not sim-
ply that Israel needs US support. It was that 
Israel has fewer strategic alternatives than it 
once did. None of this means a rupture is im-
minent. The military, intelligence, technolog-
ical, and political ties connecting the US and 
Israel remain deep and enduring. But alliances 
evolve. The most likely outcome is not a break 
in relations but a recalibration.

Washington may continue to guarantee 
Israel’s security while becoming less willing 
to subordinate broader regional objectives to 
Israeli preferences. Future administrations 

may increasingly distinguish between support 
for Israel and support for the policies of a 
particular Israeli government.

If Trump’s negotiations with Iran 
produce tangible results – reduced tensions, 
economic stabilisation, and limits on Iranian 
influence – that trend will accelerate. The 
significance of Vance’s remarks, therefore, 
lies in what they revealed about the changing 
balance within the relationship itself. For de-
cades, American leaders rarely spoke publicly 
about Israel’s dependence on the US. Vance 
did. For decades, Israeli governments assumed 
they could pressure Washington into revers-
ing course. Vance suggested otherwise.

That is why his warning resonated 
far beyond the immediate controversy over 
Iran. It may ultimately be remembered as the 
moment a senior American official publicly 
signalled that the era of automatic deference 
to Israeli priorities is ending, and that the 
alliance is entering a new phase defined less 
by habit and more by US interests, regional 
realities, and shifting political calculations.

John Feehery

When it comes to the war with Iran and the 
subsequent peace deal, there are four distinct 
reactions in the United States.

There are those who supported the war 
and now support the peace. There are those 
who supported the war and are not satisfied 
with the peace. There are those who were 
against the war and are now against the peace. 
And there are those who were against the war 
and are now for the peace.

This last group is the largest and most 
important because it represents the vast bulk 
of the American people who have consistently 
voiced their displeasure with another Middle 
East war but are applauding any peace deal 
that will offer them relief at the gas pump and 
at the grocery store.

The smallest group is the first, which is 
largely contained to the White House commu-
nications team and President Donald Trump. 
The third group is made up of congressional 
Democrats who are united only in their oppo-
sition to whatever the president does. The sec-
ond group, of course, is congressional Repub-
licans who cheered loudly when the bombs 
started dropping but have jeered quietly while 
examining the details of the memorandum of 
understanding and seeing nothing that gives 
them hope that this will lead to a better place 
than President Barack Obama’s nuclear deal 
with the Iranian regime in 2015.

This only becomes problematic for 
Trump and his administration if he decides 
that Congress does have a role in approving 
whatever more permanent agreement emerges 
after a couple of months more of negotiations. 
It is hard to say with a straight face that what 
the president achieved here was that much 
better than what Obama achieved in the Joint 
Comprehensive Plan of Action (JCPOA).

But we did learn several things during 
this exercise, which might be useful for the 
future. First, we learned that taking out the 
Iranian regime and replacing it with some-
thing more friendly to both Israel and the 
US is impossible to do without boots on the 
ground. It became pretty clear early on that 
the American people had no interest in any 
attacks involving ground troops, even on 
Kharg Island. Second, we learned that when 
push comes to shove, the Americans and the 
Israelis have the will and ability to take out 
the Iranian leadership and are not bound by 
laws that typically frown upon the assassina-
tions of foreign leaders.

Third, we learned that the Iranians 
have plenty of assets at their disposal that 
can make life uncomfortable for the global 
economy and for their neighbours in the 
Middle East.  Attacking them comes at a cost. 
Fourth, we learned that Israel can’t be trusted 
when it comes to its promises for a short and 
sweet war. There is no such thing as a short 
and sweet war, not in the Middle East. Things 

are always more complicated than they seem. 
Fifth, we learned that our allies won’t support 
us when we attack another country. In wars 
of choice, NATO is not “gonna play”. Sixth, we 
learned that the Iranians are impossible to ne-
gotiate with, and so it is important to under-
stand that no agreement is really completely 
settled with them. The president has retained 
the right to bomb Iran if it doesn’t keep up its 
end of the bargain, and I think he has to make 
clear that he is not bluffing on this point.

Seventh, we learned that Trump knows 
when to fold a bad hand and he is more than 
willing to ditch his friends in Israel to achieve 
his objectives. Eighth, we learned that there 
can be no revolution in the streets of Tehran 
if the US and Israel are jointly bombing those 
streets. We strengthened the regime when we 
started a war with it. The best way to compel 
change is by tightening the economic screws, 
not by killing Iran’s leadership.

Which leads me to the ninth thing we 
learned. Leave yourself somebody to negotiate 
with if you are going to try to decapitate the 
regime. One of the unexpected challenges of 
this negotiation was finding a partner willing 
and able to speak for the Iranian people. 
Finally, we learned that the only group that 
truly has the interests of the American people 
in mind are the American people. They have 
been consistent during this whole operation 
and have been more than happy to make their 
views known. 

The deal with Iran may be imperfect but 
it is what the American people want

POLITICS
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Linking Gwadar Port with 
International North-South 
Transport Corridor
Recent statements by Russian Deputy Prime 
Minister Alexey Overchuk regarding Mos-
cow’s support for linking Gwadar Port with 
the International North-South Transport Cor-
ridor (INSTC) may appear at first glance to be 
an ordinary diplomatic development. In reali-
ty, however, it carries the potential to reshape 
Pakistan’s economic and strategic future.

For decades, Pakistan has remained 
largely outside the main Eurasian trade archi-
tecture despite possessing one of the world’s 
most strategically important geographic 
locations. While regional connectivity projects 
developed around Pakistan, the country itself 
continued to function primarily as an im-
port-driven economy. The possible integration 
of Gwadar into the INSTC offers Pakistan a 
rare opportunity to change this trajectory. 
The importance of this development lies in the 
fact that it could transform Pakistan from a 
traditional consumer economy into a regional 
transit and logistics hub, connecting Eurasia 
with the Arabian Sea.

Instead of relying only on domestic trade 
activity, Pakistan would begin benefiting from 
international commerce flowing through its 
territory. Roads, railways, ports, pipelines, 
warehouses and transport networks would 
no longer serve Pakistan alone; they would 
become part of a broader regional economic 
system. In this emerging framework, Gwadar 
could evolve into one of the most important 
commercial gateways in the region. Increased 
connectivity would generate greater port and 
port-related activity, resulting in substantial 
increase in foreign exchange earnings.

The strategic dimension of this devel-
opment is equally significant. In the modern 
world, countries controlling vital trade and 
energy corridors naturally acquire diplomatic 
leverage and geopolitical relevance. If regional 
powers begin depending on Pakistan’s trade 
routes and connectivity infrastructure, the 
country’s strategic importance will increase 
substantially.

The proposed INSTC linkage would 
also strengthen the China-Pakistan Econom-
ic Corridor (CPEC) by integrating Chinese 
routes with Russian and broader Eurasian 
trade networks. Gwadar would no longer 
remain a project associated only with Pakistan 
and China; instead, it could emerge as a 
multi-regional economic gate-way serving the 
interests of several major powers simultane-
ously. This diversification would enhance both 
the sustainability and strategic value of CPEC. 
Pakistan’s geographic position further increas-
es the importance of Gwadar. Located near the 
Strait of Hormuz — one of the world’s busiest 
energy routes — the port possesses enormous 
long-term strategic value.

Following Western sanctions and rising 

tensions with Europe, Russia has been actively 
searching for alternative trade routes, access to 
warm waters, non-Western markets, and fast-
er southern shipping corridors. In this broader 
geopolitical environment, Gwadar offers 
Russia a practical and strategically attrac-
tive outlet to the Arabian Sea. For Pakistan, 
this opens the door to deeper engagement 
with emerging Eurasian economic networks. 
However, while the opportunity is historic, 
the challenges are serious. Security concerns 
in Balochistan, weak railway infrastructure, 
political instability, bureaucratic inefficiency, 
corruption, sanctions-related complications 
involving Iran, instability in Afghanistan, and 
the need for massive long-term investment 
remain significant obstacles. Grand strategic 
visions cannot succeed without institution-
al capacity, policy continuity and internal 
stability.

If Pakistan succeeds in addressing its 
internal weaknesses and creating a stable 
environment for regional trade, the Gwa-
dar-INSTC linkage could become far more 
than a transport project. It could redefine 
Pakistan’s role in the 21st century regional 
order, transforming the country from a state 
that is preoccupied with geopolitical crises 
into a nation that is driven by geo-economic 
opportunities.

Pervaiz Khan
Peshawar

 
Disappearing Karachi  
heritage
As I stood before the Baweja Building in 
Saddar recently, watching scaffolding rise 
not for restoration, but for what appeared 
to be unauthorised structural alterations, I 
felt a profound grief for the heritage that is 
fast disappearing before my eyes with every 
passing day. We are systematically erasing the 
very landmarks that sustain the city’s identity, 
trading our unique stone-carved history for 
the generic, soulless aesthetics of glass-and-
concrete plazas.

It makes no sense that while the Kara-
chi Metropolitan Corporation (KMC) allo-
cates a handsome budget for new projects, 
the historic quarters of Saddar and Kharadar 
remain in a deteriorating state. I have walked 
through the narrow lanes of the old city 
area and seen how colonial-era balconies 
and Anglo-Mughal facades are allowed to 
crumble until they are declared ‘dilapidated’, 
which is a convenient label that clears the 
path for builders to tear them down. Why do 
we still see heritage as a burden rather than a 
massive economic and cultural asset? In cities 
like Istanbul and Baku, ‘adaptive reuse’ has 
turned historical monuments into the beating 
hearts of tourism industries. In Karachi, my 
desire for a ‘heritage walk’ is often met with 
confusion, as if the only thing worth seeing 
is some new shopping mall or a flyover. The 

authorities should move beyond just ‘sealing’ 
buildings after the damage is done.

If we do not act now, the next gener-
ation will grow up in a city that looks like a 
carbon copy of any other mid-tier metro-polis. 
We are losing our stories one brick at a time, 
and I, for one, am just not ready to say goodbye 
to the soul of our city.

Maheen Nasir
Karachi

 
Time to hold K-Electric  
answerable to people
Under consumer protection principles and 
utility service norms, damage caused by unsafe 
electricity supply, negligence or system failure 
should not simply be pushed onto the consum-
er. In practice, consumers often find it difficult 
to prove loss, reach the right official, or obtain 
compensation for damaged appliances and 
business disruption. If the company’s system 
causes damage, there must be a transparent, 
quick and independent process for compensa-
tion claims.

Karachi’s citizens deserve more than 
K-Electric (KE) helpline numbers. They 
deserve a public dashboard showing fault 
history area by area, average restoration 
time, voltage complaints, compensation 
claims filed, claims accepted, rejected claims 
with reasons, and names and designations 
of responsible offices. KE uses all due 
technology in billing, monitoring, apps and 
complaint registration. The same technology 
should be used for transparency, not merely 
control. The demand is simple: KE must stop 
operating like an untouchable power empire. 
It must act like a public utility answerable 
to the people who fund it through their 
monthly bills. The National Electric Power 
Regulatory Authority (Nepra) must enforce 
service standards. The Securities and Ex-
change Commission of Pakistan (SECP) must 
ensure corporate accountability. Government 
authorities must not treat Karachi’s electrici-
ty consumers as helpless subjects of a private 
monopoly.

KE was created through privatisation 
to provide electricity to Karachi with the 
promise of better service delivery. Today, the 
question is whether that promise has been 
fulfilled. If not, then regulators must intervene 
with seriousness, not silence. Karachi cannot 
remain at the mercy of KE complaint numbers 
and unanswered responsibility.

A city that pays for power surely has 
the right to have access to reliable supply. A 
consumer who suffers loss has the right to 
compensation. A public utility with monopoly 
power has no right to hide behind systems 
that are unresponsive. KE must be examined 
not only as a company, but as a test case of 
public accountability.

Amir Esbhani
Karachi
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Amanda Loudin
You know them by names like Ozempic and 
Wegovy, and for what they can do – help peo-
ple lose weight. But if you're among the roughly 
1 in 8 Americans who've tried GLP-1 drugs – 
including newer options like Zepbound and 
Mounjaro, which target more than one hormone – you could be at risk of 
nutrient deficiency, muscle loss, and even bone loss, unless you make diet 
and exercise part of the picture.

"Although GLP-1 medications are a major breakthrough in obesity 
management, lifestyle factors still matter," said JoAnn E. Manson, MD, a 
professor of medicine at Harvard Medical School. "Outcomes of patients 
on these medications are much better with attention to adequate protein 
intake, healthy diet, good hydration, and regular muscle-strengthening 
exercises to mitigate the loss of lean body mass."

Manson is a co-author of new guidelines to help, published in 
JAMA Internal Medicine, one set for doctors and another for patients. 
"These represent what we believe are the first systematic tools to imple-
ment lifestyle interventions alongside GLP-1 medications," said Farhad 
Mehrtash, MPH, a co-author of the guidelines and a graduate of the Har-
vard T.H. Chan School of Public Health. Here's a three-pronged approach 
to make the most of modern weight loss medications.

With any weight loss, including that with GLP-1s, you don't get to 
pick where you lose it. "Loss of muscle and lean body mass is common on 
these medications, on average about 25%," said Manson. 

Lily Burton
People get vaccinated. Cats and dogs get 
vaccinated. Cows, fish and even koalas get 
vaccinated. In a shift in how researchers think 
about immune protection, invertebrates are 
now getting vaccinated, too.

The first vaccine for honeybees was given conditional approval 
by the U.S. Department of Agriculture three years ago and has started 
rolling out across farms in the United States and Canada. Last month at 
the World Vaccine Congress in Washington, D.C., the company behind 
that vaccine announced early results from tests of a potential vaccine 
for shrimp. These developments could be big news for agriculture. The 
beekeeping industry is valued at more than $10 billion, with losses from 
disease and pests estimated to cost hundreds of millions of dollars each 
year. For shrimp aquaculture, valued at tens of billions, the costs from 
diseases may be several billion dollars. Boosting invertebrate immune sys-
tems could fend off such diseases while reducing the need for antibiotics, 
which can encourage antibiotic resistance.

But unlike people and other vertebrates, invertebrates don’t have 
an adaptive immune system. That’s the system vaccines typically harness 
to make antibodies that mark specific pathogens for destruction. Though 
invertebrates, like vertebrates, do possess innate immunity, this form 
of immunity hasn’t been widely considered as a vaccine target on its 
own. The innate immune system is typically less specific, mostly targets 
features found across broad classes of pathogens and does not recognize 
or remember pathogens in the same way as the adaptive immune system. 
“For a long time, it was considered that it was impossible, like vaccination 
couldn’t happen,” said Erin Strait, veterinarian and chief scientific officer 
of Dalan Animal Health, the company behind the vaccines. 

Lisa O'Mary
A hundred here. A thousand there. No 
matter how many – or how few – steps you 
take, there's probably a study linking some 
health outcome to your daily total.

The latest one, published last month, 
told us just 7,000 steps daily reduces the risk of early death by 47%. 
A January study identified 8,250 steps as the sweet spot for people 
with high blood pressure, while other research suggests 2,500 steps 
can reduce the risk of dying from heart disease, 6,000 steps can 
lower type 2 diabetes risk in older women, and 9,800 steps may cut 
dementia risk in older adults. "I sometimes get frustrated with just 
more and more studies when we're not getting more people actu-
ally walking," said David Sabgir, MD, an Ohio-based cardiologist 
who founded Walk With a Doc, a walking club with 620 chapters 
worldwide. Three out of four adults don't meet the recommended 150 
minutes of weekly aerobic activity – the equivalent of about 13,500 to 
17,000 brisk steps, depending on your stride length. "I'm sure there's 
a lot more to be unearthed about the benefits of walking, but there 
are already so many [known benefits] right now." The organization's 
website lists 100 of them, and Sabgir says there are dozens more.

In studies, tying those benefits to step counts offers a simple, 
quantifiable goal – and it keeps people honest. The hard data from 
fitness trackers helps avoid the problem of self-reporting bias (peo-
ple overestimating how much they've walked). 

Alex Music
A common houseplant hides a pattern 
that may reveal how some leaf veins 
form. The leaves of the Chinese money 
plant (Pilea peperomioides) display 
a geometric pattern called a Voronoi 
diagram, researchers report in Nature Communications. That pattern 
may form as waves of a plant hormone spread from tiny water-secret-
ing pores and meet during the leaf’s development. A similar mech-
anism may also shape vein patterns in other plants, the researchers 
say. “This is a beautiful new extension of the principle that veins are 
optimizing across so many functions and have so much to tell us,” 
says Lawren Sack, a plant biologist at the University of California, 
Los Angeles, who was not involved with the work. The pattern 
was discovered when Elijah Blum, then a high school intern at Cold 
Spring Harbor Laboratory in New York, noticed the Pilea’s fascinat-
ing leaves while plant-sitting for his sister. The leaves were speckled 
with water-venting pores called hydathodes, each fenced in by veins 
to form a mosaic. Blum, now at New York University, took the plant 
to his supervisor, computer scientist Saket Navlakha.

“He showed the plant to me, and he said, ‘Look, the veins look 
kind of interesting here,’” Navlakha says. “And we sort of held it up 
to the light, and we saw that canonical Voronoi diagram.” In a Voro-
noi diagram, a surface is divided around a set of points so that every 
spot in a zone is closer to that zone’s point than any other. Urban 
planners use the same idea to map services such as fire departments, 
assigning houses to the nearest station. Voronoi-like patterns appear 
elsewhere in nature, including in the tiling of giraffe fur and the 
scales of dragonfly wings. But in a true Voronoi diagram, the mosaic 
must be generated by a set of points.

Weight loss drugs work – but 
only if you do these 3 things

Honeybees and shrimp are 
now getting vaccinated

The secret to walking more: 
It’s not counting steps

Chinese money plant leaves 
hide a mathematical pattern




