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Effectiveness comes 
from those qualitative 
things that give you 
the ability to network, 
communicate, and 
lead people toward an 
outcome they can’t see

 ECO Duke Energy   Lynn Good

Pak never to fight anyone 
else’s war again: PM
Prime Minister Khan Launches Pakistan’s ‘largest’ skill 
development programme

  OUR CORRESPONDENT
ISLAMABAD/ NOWSHERA

Prime Minister Imran Khan said 
Thursday Pakistan “will never get in-
volved” in other countries’ wars again, 
referring to the recent spike in tensions 
between Iran and the United States after 
the former attacked military bases in Iraq 
housing American troops.

The prime minister was speaking at the 
launching ceremony of the “Hunermand 
Jawan” programme aimed at the skill 
development of the youth across the 
country. 

PM Imran said Pakistan will become a 
country that will “serve as an example 
for other Muslim countries around the 
world and lead them”. He said Pakistan 
had been committing mistakes in its for-
eign policy “by getting involved in others’ 
wars”.  “Pakistan will never participate 
in anyone’s war again,” he said, as the 
crowd erupted in cheers and thunder-
ous applause. “Pakistan will become the 
country that encourages peace in other 
countries,” he added. 

He said Pakistan will do its best to bring 
about peace between Iran and Saudi 
Arabia.  “This [peace between Saudi 
Arabia and Iran] will be our biggest ef-

fort,” said the premier. “I even told Donald 
Trump that I will help establish peace 
between Iran and the US,” he added. The 
prime minister stated that “nobody ever 
wins a war”, saying that Pakistanis knew 
very well how much Pakistan had suf-
fered due to the War on Terror. 

“Hunermand Jawan Pakistan pro-
gramme will take us on the path to where 
Quaid-e-Azam Muhammad Ali Jinnah 
wanted us to be,” he said.  Khan spoke 
about the state of Medinah founded by 
Holy Prophet Muhammad (PBUH) and 
said that it was a successful model that 
helped Muslims become a great civilisa-
tion for 700 years after him.  Khan said 
it was “only in fairy tales” that people 
lived happily ever after. He said life was 
all about “ups and downs” that came in 
the life of a person and nation. He said 
turbulent times in a person’s life were 
an indication from God to bring about 
reforms for improvement. 

The prime minister said Pakistan was 
deprived of God’s blessings as a handful 
of elite progressed while the majority 
were ignored. He described this as an 
unjust system and said it reeked of dou-
ble standards.  “I call it an unjust system 
where the elite avail a separate class of 

education and the poor have to avail an-
other. Where there is another system of 
health for the rich and altogether a dif-
ferent one for the poor. For the rich, you 
have ‘English medium’ education while 
we provide the poor with only the ‘Urdu 
medium’ one,” he said. 

Khan spoke about the ‘American dream’ 
saying that Pakistanis who had left their 
countries to go to the US and other for-
eign countries improved their lives as 
that society provided them ‘equal op-
portunities’.  He said if the government 
trained the youth, they “will be enough to 
make Pakistan a superpower.” “We never 
spent money on the people--on education 
and human development,” he said. “This 
is our first step for our very precious 
asset. Only the youth can lift Pakistan 
towards glory,” he added. 

Khan said 2020 was the year in which 
the country will move forward, saying 
that the previous year was the one in 
which the government tried to stabilise 
the economy.  The programme, billed as 
the largest ever programme for the devel-
opment of skilled labour in the country, 
is expected to be carried out in phases 
over the next four years, and will cost an 
estimated Rs30 billion. 

Prime Minister Imran Khan addressing the launching  ceremony of “Hunarmand Pakistan” program at Islamabad on Thursday. Photo: PID

Oil slips as focus shifts to 
US crude stocks from Gulf

TOKYO/LONDON/SINGAPORE

Oil prices retreated further on Thursday 
after sharp losses in the previous session, 
as the market shifted its focused towards 
rising US crude stocks and away from 
fears of an imminent escalation of con-
flict between the United States and Iran.

Broadly, prices were moving back to-
wards where they stood before the Jan. 3 
US drone strike that killed a top Iranian 
general, prompting an Iranian rocket at-
tack on Iraqi airbases hosting U.S. forces. 
These events had pushed crude to its 
highest in four months.

After a 4.1% fall on Wednesday, Brent 
crude futures were down 39 cents at 
$65.05 a barrel at 1447 GMT, with the 
downward move accelerating once 
U.S. markets woke up. West Texas 
Intermediate was down 37 cents at 
$59.24 after sliding nearly 5% the previ-
ous day.

During European trading hours Iranian 
media carried reports of military com-
manders speaking of further action 
aimed at expelling U.S. troops from the 
region. U.S. President Donald Trump 
had eased tensions by stepping back 
from further military action, depressing 

oil prices and diverting attention back to 
a surprise build in U.S. crude stockpiles 
last week.

Crude oil stocks were up 1.2 million 
barrels in the week ended Jan. 3 at 431.1 
million barrels, the Energy Information 
Administration said on Wednesday. 
Analysts in a Reuters poll had expected 

a drop of 3.6 million barrels.
JPMorgan analysts maintained their 

forecast for Brent to average $64.50 a 
barrel this year. Top oil producers led 
by Saudi Arabia have agreed to reduce 
output by as much as 2.1 million barrels 
per day (bpd) through the first quarter 
of 2020.

Nishan-e-Imtiaz 
conferred on CJCSC 
Gen Nadeem

  OUR CORRESPONDENT
ISLAMABAD

President Dr Arif Alvi has conferred Nishan-e-Imtiaz 
(Military) award upon Chairman Joint Chiefs of Staff 
Committee General Nadeem Raza in a ceremony at 
Aiwan-e-Sadr in Islamabad on Thursday. President 
Dr Arif Alvi conferred the prestigious Nishan-e-Imtiaz 
(Military) on the CJCSC as a tribute to his professional 
services and achievements while serving the Pakistan 
Army.

Defence Minister Pervez Khattak, Chief of Army 
Staff (COAS) General Qamar Javed Bajwa, Chief of the 
Air Staff Air Chief Marshal Mujahid Anwar Khan and 
other officers were present in the ceremony. Last year 
on November 20, President Dr Arif Alvi had conferred 
Nishan-e-Imtiaz (Military) upon Turkish Chief of Armed 
Forces General Yasar Güler at a special investiture cer-
emony at the Aiwan-e-Sadr in Islamabad on Wednesday.

Later, the Turkish Army Chief had called on the 
President with his delegation. On the occasion, the 
President had said that the unparalleled fraternal 
relationship between Pakistan and Turkey had now 
transformed into a strong strategic partnership over 
the years and is growing stronger.

Economy moves on stabilisation 
path: Finance Ministry

  OUR CORRESPONDENT
ISLAMABAD

The Ministry of Finance has said that the 
government’s extensive measures have 
helped the economy move progressively 
along the adjustment path and stabili-
zation process and economic recovery 
is expected towards the end of FY2020.

“The government is focused on bring-
ing improvement in the real sector 
growth through inclusive growth in ag-
riculture, industrial and services sectors,” 
said a statement by the Finance Division 
in response to certain news reports car-
ried in a section of the regarding down-
ward revision of growth by the World 
Bank.

The government is cognizant of chal-
lenges and stringently focused on resolv-
ing them particularly, reducing inflation, 
creating job opportunities and achiev-
ing high growth rate. Keeping in view 
the positive developments on major 
economic indicators, we expect that the 
economy will likely to achieve better 
growth prospects as against the projec-
tions of the World Bank.

The World Bank in its report ‘2020 
Global Economic Prospects’ had fore-
casted Pakistan`s current year growth 
rate at 2.4% before touching 3 % next 
fiscal year and 3.9 % in FY2022. The 
bank’s report had also mentioned that 

the growth had decelerated an estimated 
3.3 % in FY2018-19, reflecting a broad-
based weakening in domestic demand.

In addition, the report had described 
that significant depreciation of the 
Pakistani rupee resulted in inflationary 
pressures, monetary policy tightening 
restricted access to credit, curtailing 
public investment to deal with large twin 
deficits and budget deficit rose more 
sharply than expected. It may be pointed 
out that during FY2019, the slowdown in 
economy was largely attributed to vari-
ous policy measures to manage the twin 
deficit crisis.

Consequently, these measures helped 
to contain demand pressures and 
contributed to import compression. 
However, the outcomes of these meas-
ures were realized on the industrial sec-
tor. Particularly LSM sector witnessed a 
negative growth. At the same time, high 
input costs along with water shortages 
weakened agriculture sector’s output 
and hence, the drag in the commodity-
producing segments spilled over to the 
services sector as well.

Resultantly, the real GDP growth re-
corded at 3.3 percent. At the start of 
current fiscal year, with government’s 
extensive measures, Pakistan’s econ-
omy is now moving progressively along 
the adjustment path and stabilization 

Tourism’s promotion 
govt’s top priority: 
Asad Umar

  OUR CORRESPONDENT
ISLAMABAD

Federal Minister 
for Planning, 
Development 
and Special 
Initiative Asad 
Umar has said 
that promotion 
of tourism in the 
country is one 
of the govern-

ment’s top priorities. Talking to Azad 
Jammu and Kashmir (AJK) Prime 
Minister Raja Farooq Haider Khan, 
who called on him in Islamabad 
on Thursday, Asad Umar said that 
Pakistan has been included in the list 
of ideal tourist spot of the world.

He said that quality of tourism in-
frastructure and facilities are vital for 
promotion of tourism in the country. 
Speaking on the occasion, Asad Umar 
assured Farooq Haider of the federal 
government’s complete cooperation 
in development projects in AJK. He 
said that work on the development 
projects under PSDP has been expe-
dited. AJK Prime Minister Raja Farooq 
Haider Khan thanked the minister 
and the federal government for the 
uplift projects in Kashmir.

Earlier on January 7, Minister for 
Kashmir Affairs and Gilgit Baltistan, 
Ali Amin Gandapur had said the 
federal government is taking concrete 
steps to promote tourism in Azad 
Kashmir and Gilgit Baltistan. Talking 
to a delegation of foreign inves-
tors in Islamabad, he had said the 
international investors should invest 
and get the benefits of huge tourism 
opportunities in both areas.

Gold drops 
from 7-year 
highs

LONDON/NEW YORKSHANGHAI

Gold dropped as much as 1 per 
cent on Thursday, drifting further 
away from a near 7-year peak 
hit in the previous session, as the 
prospect of an escalation in US-
Iran conflict waned after the two 
sides softened their stance. Spot 
gold fell 0.7 per cent to $1,545.47 
per ounce by 0812 GMT, having 
earlier slipped to $1,539.78 an 
ounce. US gold futures dipped 0.9 
per cent to $1,546.50.

Following the signs that the 
United States and Iran are look-
ing to defuse the crisis there is a 
degree of relief in markets, Ilya 
Spivak, a senior currency strate-
gist at DailyFx, said. “We did not 
see an immediate escalation, 
although it would not be accurate 
to say that it cannot happen, there 
is that risk.” Gold, considered a 
safe investment in times of politi-
cal and economic uncertainty, had 
risen as much as 2.4 per cent early 
on Wednesday and risen above 
the key $1,600 level for the first 
time in nearly seven years after 
Iran’s retaliatory attacks.

China, US to sign 
phase one trade 
agreement next week

BEIJING

China will sign the phase one economic and trade agree-
ment with the United States next week in Washington, 
the Ministry of Commerce (MOC) said Thursday. At the 
invitation of the U.S. side, Chinese Vice Premier Liu He, 
also a member of the Political Bureau of the Communist 
Party of China Central Committee and chief of the 
Chinese side of the China-U.S. comprehensive economic 
dialogue, will lead a delegation to visit Washington from 
January 13 to 15, MOC spokesperson Gao Feng told a 
regular press conference.

The two sides are in close contact for the arrange-
ments of the signing of the agreement, Gao added. 
Washington postponed planned tariff increases follow-
ing the announcement of the “Phase 1” deal in October. 
But earlier punitive duties imposed by both sides on 
billions of dollars of each other’s goods stayed in place, 
dampening global trade and threatening to chill eco-
nomic growth. Liu will lead a delegation to Washington 
from Monday through Wednesday, said ministry spokes-
man Gao Feng.

Under the “Phase 1” deal, Beijing agreed to buy more 
American farm goods and Washington’s chief negotia-
tor, Robert Lighthizer, said it would make changes to 
respond to complaints about its industrial policies.



Aus Bushfires: An Aspect of Climate Change

U nfortunately what is happening in 
Australia today will become increas-
ingly common around the world if 
we do not aggressively combat cli-
mate change and transform our en-

ergy system away from fossil fuels. The future of 
the planet is at stake. Every state and territory 
in Australia has experienced fires this summer. 
But the biggest fires burn along stretches of the 
eastern and southern coast, where most of the 
population lives. This includes areas around 
Sydney and Adelaide.

More than 6.3 million hectares (63,000 sq km or 
15.6 million acres) have been burned so far - one 
hectare is roughly the size of a sports field. This 
year a natural weather phenomenon known as the 
Indian Ocean Dipole has meant a hot, dry spell 
across the country. But the scientific consensus is 
that rising levels of CO2 are warming the planet. 
And Australia has been getting hotter over recent 
decades and is expected to continue doing so.

This year, Australia twice set a new tempera-
ture record: an average maximum of 41.9C was 
recorded on 18 December. That comes on top of 
a long period of drought. Residents in the path of 
bushfires that have ravaged southeastern Australia 
since September were urged to evacuate again as 

hot and windy conditions threatened to regener-
ate huge bushfires. The Rural Fire Service in New 
South Wales State told fire-weary community 
meetings in coastal communities south of Sydney 
that northwesterly winds were likely to drive 
blazes towards the coast once again.

A disaster-level notice in large parts of neigh-
bouring Victoria state, already in place for the 
past week, was extended by 48 hours and people 
in danger zones were advised to leave if it was 
safe to do so. Moody’s Analytics said that The 
economic damage from the bushfires devastating 
Australia’s eastern seaboard is likely to exceed 
the record $4.4bn set by 2009’s Black Saturday 
blazes. The fires would further cripple Australia’s 
already anemic consumer confidence, increasing 
the chances of a rate cut next month, as well as 
causing damage to the economy through increased 
air pollution and direct harm to industries such as 
farming and tourism.

 The economic impact has been particularly se-
vere on Kangaroo Island, off the coast of South 
Australia, where tourists have been evacu-
ated, farms devastated and timber plantations 
burned. Kangaroo Island Plantation Timber told 
the stock exchange about 90% of its timber had 
been affected by the fire, which has burned the 
western third of the island. In its annual Climate 
Statement recently released by Australia’s Bureau 
of Meteorology said that 2019 was Australia’s hot-
test and driest year on record with the national 
mean temperature 1.52 degrees Celsius (34.7 
Fahrenheit) above average, while rainfall was 
277.6 millimeters (10.9 inches), 40 percent below 
average.

The previous record low was set in 1902. 
Australia and bushfire are old acquaintances. But 
the past 20 years feel different. The bad fires are 
more frequent, more eruptive and more damaging. 
The Black Saturday fires killed 173 people. The 
science around climate change is complex - it’s 
not the cause of bushfires but scientists have long 
warned that a hotter, drier climate would contrib-
ute to Australia’s fires becoming more frequent 
and more intense.

Australia’s target under the Paris Agreement, the 
global deal to tackle rising global temperatures is 
a 26-28% reduction in emissions by 2030. Some 
have criticised that as inadequate for a G20 coun-
try. Last year, the UN reported that Australia the 
world’s largest coal exporter was not on track to 
meet its commitment.

The Bureau of Meteorology’s State of the Climate 
2018 report said climate change had led to an in-
crease in extreme heat events and increased the 
severity of other natural disasters, such as 
drought. The New South Wales government re-
sponded to the crisis by announcing an additional 
1 billion Australian dollars ($690m) to be spent 
over the next two years on wildfire management 
and recovery. Ecologists at the University of 
Sydney doubled their estimate of the number of 
animals killed or injured in the fires to one 
billion.

Writer is the Assistant Editor ‘Mélange int’l 
Magazine’, ‘The Asian Telegraph’ & Project 

Coordinator (COPAIR); a degree holder in communica-
tion & media sciences.
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Chinese envoy offers all-out 
support to PRCS 

  SOHAIL MAJEED BUTT
ISLAMABAD

The Pakistan Red Crescent Society (PRCS) 
in collaboration with China Foundation for 
Poverty Alleviation is distributing 20,000 
school bags among students of govern-
ment-run schools in the federal capital.

A ceremony was held here at Islamabad 
Model School for Girls, Sector F-7/1, to 
distribute ‘Panda Packs’ among the stu-
dents. Federal Minister for Education and 
Professional Training Shafqat Mehmood 
graced the event as Chief Guest. Chinese 
Ambassador Yao Jing was the Guest of 
Honor, PRCS Chairman Abrar ul Haq, 
PRCS Secretary General Khalid bin Majeed, 
China Foundation for Poverty Alleviation 
Vice President Wang Xingzui, diplomats, 
officers of Federal Directorate of Education, 
PRCS, teachers, volunteers and students 
were also present on the occasion. 

Addressing the ceremony, Minister 
for Education and Professional Training 
Shafqat Mehmood said the economic co-
operation between Pakistan and China 
is fast turning into people-to-people col-
laboration, adding that the distribution of 

thousands of Panda Packs in Islamabad by 
China Foundation for Poverty Alleviation 
in collaboration with the PRCS is a proof 
of the growing multi-faceted relations be-
tween the two countries.

The minister congratulated Abrar ul Haq 
on assuming the charge of chairman of 
Pakistan Red Crescent Society. He hoped 
that the PRCS will achieve remarkable 
progress under the visionary leadership 
of Abrar ul Haq.

Chinese Ambassador Yao Jing said his coun-
try is ready to help Pakistan in its ‘Education 
for All’ project, adding that Chinese compa-
nies are willing to channelize more resources 
for human development in Pakistan. He also 
congratulated Abrar ul Haq on taking over as 
chairman of the PRCS. 
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Pak-Japan economic 
cooperation

H istorical links between the peoples of the two countries date back 
to pre-historic times. Around 1930, a chair for Urdu language was 
established in Tokyo University and Takushoku University. Since 
then, the research on Urdu language and on people of the region 
started in Japan.

Based on the Country Assistance Programme, Japanese ODA has been sup-
porting the efforts of the Government of Pakistan to revive its economy and 
to reduce poverty through a series of reforms and supporting the initiatives 
taken through Poverty Reduction Strategy Paper (PRSP). In doing so, follow-
ing sectors have been identified as being crucial: Health, Sanitation, Education 
Agriculture, Irrigation, Economic Infrastructure and Economic Development. 

Pakistan and Japan are making strides in expanding bilateral cooperation in 
diverse fields. Both sides while noting the renewed vigor and momentum in 
high-level exchanges have reaffirmed their commitments to take the bilateral 
relationship to higher level. In the ongoing parleys of Federal Finance Minister 
Hammad Azhar with Japanese leadership, the two sides have reviewed the en-
tire spectrum of bilateral relations and identified areas for further cooperation 
in political, economic, trade, investment, education and cultural fields. 

The two sides discussed strengthening economic cooperation and increasing 
bilateral investments and exerting all possible efforts to eliminate obstacles 
and overcome difficulties that obstruct the smooth flow of trade and invest-
ment between the two countries.  While appreciating Japan’s role as premier 
development partner of Pakistan, Pakistan is ready to welcome Japanese busi-
nesses in all the sectors of economy. Japanese side acknowledges the economic 
credentials of Pakistan and expressed strong desire of JPBCC to make practical 
efforts for boosting up trade and investment relations between the two coun-
tries. In the meetings, both the sides have deliberated on the role of Pakistani 
community in promoting the interests of the country abroad. Pakistani diaspora 
has an important role as they can promote positive image of Pakistan in the 
country of their residence in an effective manner. 

Indian diplomatic isolation

India is facing isolation at the international front, due to certain controversial 
decisions taken by the right-wing Prime Minister Narendra Modi-led govern-
ment. The world’s attitude towards India has changed considerably over the 
past few months. The perception of India has changed and even friends were 
taken aback by the recent decisions of the government. The Modi government, 

by its actions like the adoption of new citizenship law believed to be discrimina-
tory to 180 million Muslims living in the country, had gifted adversaries’ platforms 
to attack India. The international ramifications of the new citizenship law, the 
global implications, the move has changed the perception about India, besides 
raising concerns about its future. Under the amended citizenship law, out of three 
neighboring countries -- Pakistan, Afghanistan, and Bangladesh -- from where 
India would be accepting persecuted non-Muslim minorities, it has developed 
a close and friendly relationship with all except Pakistan. This new law would 
impact India’s relationship with these countries. None of these three countries 
has expressed any happiness with the law. They have expressed reservations.

The citizenship law and other actions like revocation of special status to 
Jammu and Kashmir have given a lever to adversaries. The changing percep-
tion about India at the global level will give a lever to foreign governments to 
put pressure on India to do what they want. Indian government has mounted 
a campaign through its missions in foreign capitals to counter the criticism of 
the citizenship law, it has failed badly. 

India is getting so much negative press in the world because of the situation 
in India. Indian diplomats face more and more criticism of India in the media 
abroad recently. India is now at the stage where people are staking out posi-
tions, creating leverage for themselves.

TAT Special

SAIMA ZAMAN

Disclaimer: Views expressed by writers in this section are their own and do not necessarily reflect The Asian Telegraph  point-of-view

Oscars to go without host for second year
CALIFORNIA

 The Oscars will again go without a host 
next month, repeating a format credited 
with boosting ratings last year, US net-
work ABC confirmed. “Together with the 
Academy, we have decided there will be 
no traditional host, repeating for us what 
worked last year,” ABC entertainment 
president Karey Burke told a television 
summit near Los Angeles, according to 
showbiz website Deadline Hollywood. “[It 
will have] huge entertainment values, big 
musical numbers, comedy and star power.”

Last year, the Oscars decided to go with-
out a host -- the first time in three decades 
-- after their original choice Kevin Hart 
pulled out when old homophobic tweets 
of his resurfaced. In the end the event 
was considered a success and the show 
enjoyed a year-on-year increase in ratings.

The host-less format has not always 
been so well received, however. The pre-
vious time the Academy of Motion Picture 
Arts and Sciences tried it, one of the most 
infamous moments in Oscars history 
was born: an awkward song-and-dance 
number featuring actor Rob Lowe and... 
Snow White. The Oscars are handed out 
on February 9.

January 10, 1946: The first General 
Assembly of the United Nations, compris-
ing 51 nations, convenes at Westminster 
Central Hall in London, England. One 
week later, the U.N. Security Council met 
for the first time and established its rules 
of procedure. Then, on January 24, the 
General Assembly adopted its first reso-
lution, a measure calling for the peaceful 
uses of atomic energy and the elimination 
of atomic and other weapons of mass 
destruction.

In 1944, at the Dumbarton Oaks confer-
ence in Washington, D.C., the groundwork 
was laid by Allied delegates for an interna-
tional postwar organization to maintain 
peace and security in the postwar world. 
The organization was to possess consid-
erably more authority over its members 
than the defunct League of Nations, which 
had failed in its attempts to prevent the 
outbreak of World War II.

In April 1945, with celebrations of vic-
tory in Europe about to commence, del-
egates from 51 nations convened in San 
Francisco to draft the United Nations 
Charter. On June 26, the document was 
signed by the delegates, and on October 
24 it was formally ratified by the five per-
manent members of the Security Council 
and a majority of other signatories.

61st Anniversary of the Triumph of the Cuban 
Revolution Celebrated

NAVEED AHAMAD KHAN

ISLAMABAD

Pakistan-Cuba Social Forum in coordina-
tion with the Embassy of Cuba in Pakistan 
and with the support of the Pakistani-Cuba 
Doctors Association celebrated the 61st 
Anniversary of the Triumph of the Cuban 
Revolution.

Famous Writer and Anchor Dr Afshan 
Malik said that Cuba has made its health sec-
tor a role model and this system is an exam-
ple of its kind. She specially address to Pak 
Cuba Doctors association  that “I hope that 
when all of the students return to Pakistan 

as medical doctors, a special friendship be-
tween the two countries will develop and 
that other cooperation activities will also 
grow. It all augurs well for the future rela-
tionship between Pakistan and Cuba. 

On the occasion ambassador, Gabriel 
Tiel Capote, highlighting the memorable 
date, pointed out aspects related to the 
Cuban economy, the approval of the new 
Constitution, the achievements of the 
Revolution and the consequences of the 
inhuman blockade applied by the United 
States against Cuba, intensified by the cur-
rent administration of that country.

The Cuban diplomat devoted special at-
tention to the excellent relations that exist 
between Cuba and Pakistan, strengthened 
after the recent visit of the Cuban vice pres-
ident; as well as the prospects offered to 
expand them to the economic-commercial 
sector.

Ambassador said that we celebrate 
the 61st Anniversary of the Triumph of 
the Cuban Revolution; we always bear 
in mind the legacy of our historic leader, 
Fidel Castro Ruz, and the commitment of 
the new generations to the Revolution. 
Cuban youth is not a relay but continuity. 

First meeting of the United Nations
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Uplifting Marginalized People.

Ehsaas: Pakistan’s  Boldest 
Ever Program

E hsaas is the biggest and 
boldest program ever 
launched in Pakistan to 
uplift marginalized peo-
ple. Ehsaas is unique 
because as it is currently 
an umbrella initiative of 

134 policies and programs, and the list 
is growing. Thirty four agencies of the 
federal government and all federating 
units are tasked to implement Ehsaas 
Ehsaas addresses state capture, social 
protection, livelihoods and human capital 
development.

Over 23 consultations were held over 
a 45-day planning period; 359 experts 

were formally consulted. The process 
of implementing Ehsaas began with 
the Governance and Integrity Policy. A 
new division has been created to imple-
ment Ehsaas and there will be a formal 
mechanism of engagement with the 
private sector. Funding for social protec-
tion has been doubled despite financial 
constraints.

The process of developing the National 
Socio-Economic Registry (NSER) 2020 
has been 20% completed. New data 
about people’s socio-economic condi-
tions will be the basis of all benefits from 
2020, onwards  One-window Ehsaas for 
social protection and livelihoods will as-
sist beneficiaries and reduce duplication 
and abuse (software is being developed, 
deployment. Kifalat reforms will enable 
financial and digital inclusion of around 6 
million women through the One Woman 
One Account initiative.

To support households during the eco-
nomic transition, Food Rations initiative 
will support food consumption of 1 mil-
lion vulnerable households. Pakistan’s 
first shock-oriented precision safety net 
Tahafuz will assist those that have suf-
fered a catastrophic event (project set up, 
procurements in the pipeline, commence-
ment phase 1 end of October 2019). 
Tahafuz will also reform the individual 
financial assistance system of Pakistan 
Bait ul Mal 20,000 merit & needs-based 
undergraduate Ehsaas scholarships will 
commence for students from low-income 
families and lagging districts.

To address stunting in children, special-
ized nutrition food initiative for mothers 
and children up to 2 years is in the final 
stage of planning. Education conditional 
cash transfer programme is being in-
troduced in lagging districts of Pakistan 
encouraging out-of-school children to 

acquire education. A total of 2.5 million 
children, half of which would be girls will 
benefit from this over the next 3 years. 
500 digital hubs will be established at the 
Tehsil level for poor families with limited 
opportunities. Relevant public resources 
and information will be made accessible 
to create opportunities for poor families 
to graduate out of poverty.

A new policy for the differently-abled 
has been announced in July 2019. This 
will impact 2.5% of the country’s popu-
lation. The NADRA-certified differently-
abled will get Insaf Insurance cards and 
will have universal access to assistive 
devices. The 1% quota for disabled gov-
ernment employees in government ac-
commodation, 2% quota for the disabled 
in Naya Pakistan housing scheme, and 
2% quota in employment will be strictly 
implemented. For protection of orphan 
children in Pakistan, for the first time, 
work on the new policy for orphanages, 
has begun to stipulate standards for these 
facilities and to improve quality. Four 
new orphanages—Dar-ul-Ehsaas—have 
been established in the last 1 year.

The Poverty Alleviation Coordination 
Council’s platform is being utilized to 
develop partnerships with the private 
sector, and soon a social partnerships 
platform will be announced. 

Trust for Voluntary Organizations 
(TVO) has been totally non-functional for 
the last 5 years; 57 employees have not 
had any role for the last 5 years. TVO has 
been given a new mandate and through 
an open advertisement process its board 
is being reconstituted.

The Ehsaas Labour Expert Group has 
met nine times in the last three months 
and has issued its preliminary report. 
One of its recommendations, which 

involves incrementally bringing the in-
formal workers into the social security 
net has been approved by the Cabinet 
for implementation. The policy entails 
mandatory bank accounts as the initial 
step to formalization and to enforce mini-
mum wage.

The National Poverty Graduation 
Initiative (NPGI) was launched on July 5, 
2019. This Rs. 42.65 billion NPGI is being 
rolled out in over 100 lagging districts 
across the country and will impact 16.28 
million people with 50% beneficiaries 
being women. Loans will also be given 
eligible youth, differently-abled people, 
transgender, minorities and marginal-
ized communities in lagging districts. As 
part of this, 80,000 interest free loans will 
be given out every month for the next 4 
years and more than 220,000 asset trans-
fers will be made.

To develop solutions for poverty at 
scale, the Cabinet has approved the 
Solutions Innovation Policy. Through a 
competitive process, private sector part-
ners will be identified to provide solu-
tions at scale. Ehsaas TV Program and a 
corresponding online portal consolidat-
ing free government resources. Free ac-
cessibility of data will be ensured through 
the District Development Portal in which 
poverty and other socio-economic indi-
cators across Pakistan’s districts will be 
available to policy makers and the public.

Pakistan Bait ul Mal (PBM) is leverag-
ing philanthropic contributions. Through 
this approach a Thalassemia Centre has 
been established, Ramzan food package 
has been distributed to 18,400 families, 
18,000 educational kits have been pro-
vided to students, Iftari was arranged for 
50,000 people for 25 days in 2019.

PBM is piloting new initiatives. One 

Great Home for old citizens has been 
established in Karachi. Street children 
have been enrolled in its Schools for 
Rehabilitation of Child Labour. PBM has 
started registrations for assistance to-
wards Cochlear Implants. In its Women 
Empowerment Centers, PBM has estab-

lished Management Committees to im-
prove service delivery.  To institutionalize 
integrity and good governance in safety net 
institutions, PASSD has issued the Ehsaas 
governance and integrity policy which has 
27 elements. This is binding on all Ehsaas 
implementing agencies; read more about 
its status of implementation.

Brief Bio

SA to PM 
Dr. Sania Nishtar

Short bio Dr. Sania Nishtar: SI, FRCP, 
Ph.D Dr. Sania Nishtar is Prime Minister 
of Pakistan’s Special Assistant and 
Federal Minister, Poverty Alleviation 
and Social Protection. She also chairs 
the Benazir Income Support Program, 
Pakistan’s biggest safety institution, and 
the government of Pakistan’s Council on 
Poverty Alleviation.

Dr. Sania Nishtar is also the co-chair of 
World Health Organization’s High-Level 
Commission on Non-communicable 
diseases along with the presidents of 
Uruguay, Finland and Sri-Lanka. She 
is also a member and former chair of 
the World Economic Forum’s Global 
Agenda Council on the Future of Healthcare and has recently chaired the U.S 
National Academy of Sciences Global Study on the Quality of Healthcare in low 
and middle-income countries.

In addition, she also chairs the United Nations International Institute for 
Global Health’s Advisory Committee. She has founded the NGO Heartfile in 
Pakistan and has also previously served as a federal minister in the Pakistan 
government in 2013. In 2017, she was Pakistan’s nominee for Director-General 
of the World Health Organisation and was in the final shortlist of three.

Earlier she was also founding Chair of the UN Secretary General’s Independent 
Accountability Panel for Women’s and Children’s health and chaired WHO’s 
Commission on Ending Childhood Obesity. She has received many international 
awards for her work and is widely published. Sania Nishtar graduated from 
Khyber Medical University as the best graduate in 1986. She is a Fellow of the 
Royal College of Physicians and took a Ph.D at Kings College London.

Ehsaas Goals

A set of seven time-bound goals 
and targets have been currently 
stipulated for Ehsaas. These will be 
revised based on availability of new 
funding and partnerships.
• Safety net for at least 10 million 

families 
• Livelihood opportunities for 3.8 

million individuals 
• Financial access to healthcare 

for 10 million families 
• Scholarships and education in-

centives for 5 million students 
(50% girls) 

• Financial and digital inclusion 
for 7 million individuals (90% 
women)  

• Enabling environment for pov-
erty reduction 

• Equality promoting mutli-
sectoral partnerships and 
innovations

Ehsaas 
Strategy

At the first meeting of the Ehsaas 
Steering Committee chaired by the 
Prime Minister on July 8th 2019, it 
was decided that it is important to 
engage with a broad range of stake-
holders to finalize the strategy of 
the Ehsaas Program. At the culmi-
nation of the online consultation, 
a face to face national consultation 
will be held with a broad range of 
stakeholders. After the finalization 
of the Strategy, the PASSD Ehsaas 
Monitoring and Evaluation Group 
will commence its work. The PASSD 
Ehsaas Implementation Group is 
currently working in tandem to plan 
and roll out initiatives as planned.
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US-Iran journey from Trustworthy 
friends to arch rivals    

I ran and the United States have 
had no formal diplomatic re-
lations since 1980. Pakistan 
serves as Iran’s protecting 
power in the United States, 
while Switzerland serves as 
the United States’ protecting 

power in Iran. Contacts are carried out 
through the Iranian Interests Section of 
the Pakistani Embassy in Washington, 
D.C. and the US Interests Section of the 
Swiss Embassy in Tehran. As of 2018, 
Supreme Leader of Iran Ali Khamenei 
banned direct talks with the United States. 
Relations between the two nations began 
in the mid-to-late nineteenth century, 
when Iran was known to the west as 
Persia. Initially, while Iran was very wary 
of British and Russian colonial interests 
during the Great Game, the United States 
was seen as a more trustworthy for-
eign power, and the Americans Arthur 
Millspaugh and Morgan Shuster were 
even appointed treasurers-general by the 
Shahs of the time. During World War II, 
Iran was invaded by the United Kingdom 
and the Soviet Union, both US allies, but 
relations continued to be positive after 
the war until the later years of the gov-
ernment of Mohammad Mosaddegh, who 
was overthrown by a coup organized by 
the Central Intelligence Agency and aided 
by the MI6. This was followed by an era 
of very close alliance and friendship be-
tween Shah Mohammad Reza Pahlavi’s 

regime and the US government, Iran being 
one of the US’ closest allies, which was in 
turn followed by a dramatic reversal and 
disagreement between the two countries 
after the 1979 Iranian Revolution.

Since 1995, the United States has had 
an embargo on trade with Iran. In 2015 
the United States led successful nego-
tiations for a nuclear deal (the Joint 
Comprehensive Plan of Action) intended 
to dismantle Iran’s nuclear weapons capa-
bilities, and when Iran complied in 2016, 
sanctions on Iran were lifted. The Trump 
administration withdrew from the nu-
clear deal and re-imposed the sanctions 
in 2018.

According to a 2013 BBC World Service 
poll, 5% of Americans view Iranian influ-
ence positively, with 87% expressing 
a negative view, the most unfavorable 
perception of Iran in the world. On the 
other hand, research has shown that 
most Iranians hold a positive attitude 
about the American people, though not 
the US government. According to a 2019 
survey by IranPoll, 13% of Iranians have 
a favorable view of the United States, 
with 86% expressing an unfavorable 
view. According to a 2018 Pew poll, 39% 
of Americans say that limiting the power 
and influence of Iran should be a top for-
eign policy priority.

Political relations between Iran (Persia) 
and the United States began when the 
Shah of Iran, Nassereddin Shah Qajar, of-

ficially dispatched Iran’s first ambassador, 
Mirza Abolhasan Shirazi, to Washington, 
D.C. in 1856. In 1883, Samuel G. W. 
Benjamin was appointed by the United 
States as the first official diplomatic envoy 
to Iran; however, ambassadorial relations 
were not established until 1944.

The last Shah of Iran, Mohammad Reza 

Pahlavi, maintained close ties with the 
United States during most of his reign, 
which lasted from 1941 until he was 
overthrown by the Islamic Revolution 
in 1979. He pursued a modernizing eco-
nomic policy, and a strongly pro-American 
foreign policy; he also made a number of 
visits to America, where he was regarded 

as a friend.
The Shah received significant American 

support during his reign, and frequently 
making state visits to the White House 
and earning praise from numerous 
American presidents. The Shah’s close ties 
to Washington and his Modernization pol-
icies soon angered some Iranians, espe-

cially the hardcore Islamic conservatives.
In America, the coup was originally 

considered a triumph of covert action 
but later on came to be considered by 
many to have left “a haunting and terri-
ble legacy.” In 2000, US Secretary of State 
Madeleine Albright, called it a “setback for 
democratic government” in Iran. Supreme 
Leader Ali Khamenei condemned the ad-
mission as “deceitful”, complaining that it 
“did not even include an apology”.

The U.S. helped Iran create its nuclear 
program starting in 1957 by providing 
Iran its first nuclear reactor and nuclear 
fuel, and after 1967 by providing Iran with 
weapons grade enriched uranium. Iran’s 
nuclear program was launched in the 
1950s with the help of the United States 
as part of the Atoms for Peace program. 
The participation of the United States and 
Western European governments in Iran’s 
nuclear program continued until the 1979 
Iranian Revolution that toppled the last 
Shah of Iran. The United States reached a 
deal in 2015 to limit Iran’s nuclear capa-
bilities. Sanctions relief under the terms 
of the deal freed over 100 billion dollars 
in frozen assets overseas for Iran and 
increased foreign access to the Iranian 
economy. In return, Iran had to tempo-
rarily agree not to engage in activities, 
including research and development of 
a nuclear bomb. The United States with-
drew from the deal in 2018.

US-Iran crisis: United 
States is ready to embrace 
peace, says Trump

I n his opening words, Trump 
defended his targeted killing 
last week of Gen Soleimani and 
added that Americans should 
be “extremely grateful and 
happy” with the outcome.

US President Donald Trump 
gives his first televised address to his 
nation since he authorised the targeted 
killing of Gen Qassem Soleimani, the head 
of Iran’s elite Quds Force. His speech is 
being pegged as one of the greatest tests 
of his presidency.

In his opening words, Trump defended 
his targeted killing last week of Gen 
Soleimani and added that Americans 
should be “extremely grateful and happy” 
with the outcome.

Trump said that Iran’s days of being an 
unstable nation are at an end. “As long 
as I am the President, Iran will never be 
allowed to have a nuclear weapon,” US 
President Donald Trump said.

Giving an official stock of losses suf-
fered during the missile strike by Iran 
on US soldier housing camps in Iraq, 
the US President confirmed that no US 
citizens were killed in the incident. “No 
Americans were harmed in last night’s 
attack by the Iranian regime. We suffered 
no casualties. All our soldiers are safe, 
only minimal damages were sustained 
at our military bases,” he told the United 
States via a televised address fro White 
House in Washington DC.

Trump said that Iran appears to be 
standing down, “which is a good thing 
for all parties concerned.” However, he 

reiterated that Iran was not a stable na-
tion ‘which has been engaging in terrorist 
activities’.

Trump claimed that the previous Iran 
Nuclear Deal enabled an unstable Iran to 
bolster its nuclear armament. But even 
as he criticised the old nuclear deal, fa-
mously brokered by Barack Obama with 
NATO’s help, he hinted at a fresh deal an 
said, “Iran can be a great nation... Peace 
and stability cannot prevail in the Middle 
East as long as Iran continues to foment 
terrorism.”

“Iran must abandon its nuclear ambi-
tions and end its support to terror. We 
must work together to make a deal with 
Iran to make a world a more peace-
ful place,” Donald Trump said. He also 
sought NATO’s intervention in achieving 
peace in the Middle East.

Trump claimed that the United States 
ended the Islamic State, which was a 
natural enemy of Iran.

He also said that the US has achieved 
100 per cent autonomy for its oil and gas 
needs and has become the biggest sup-
plier of the two in the world. At the end of 
his speech, US President Donald Trump 
Iranian leadership and people that he 
wants them to have a great future. “US is 
ready to embrace peace,” he said.

The tensions between Iran and the 
United States reached a tipping point on 
Friday when the US missile strike killed 
the second-most powerful man in Iran 
- Gen Qassem Soleimani. In retaliation, 
Iran launched ballistic missiles at Iraqi 
bases housing US troops.

Iran’s attack was its most brazen di-
rect assault on America since the 1979 
seizing of the US Embassy in Tehran. 
Though Iran’s actions did not appear to 
result in any American casualties, accord-
ing to a US official. The missiles targeted 
two bases one in the northern Iraqi city 
in Irbil and the other at Ain al-Asad in 
western Iraq.

Iran has said that it is not looking for 
war or escalation in tension. There is 
also hope for the US to withdraw from 
the rising tensions as Trump, who is 
seeking reelection at the end of the year, 
campaigned for president on a promise 
to keep the United States from engaging 
in “endless war”.

The White House said Trump plans to 
address the nation at 11 am EST (09:30 
pm IST) Wednesday.

Pakistan launches diplomatic 
efforts to de-escalate ME tensions

A m i d  t e n s i o n s 
brewing in the re-
gion, Pakistan has 
launched diplomatic 
efforts with Prime 
Minister Imran Khan 
directing the foreign 

minister to visit the United States, Iran 
and Saudi Arabia on a “peace mission”.

Meanwhile, Army Chief General Qamar 
Javed Bajwa has also reiterated Pakistan’s 
stance to support efforts for regional 
stability.

Amid rising tensions between the US 
and Iran in the aftermath of the killing 
of an Iranian general, the prime minister 
tweeted that Pakistan will not become 
part of the ongoing conflict.

The premier also asked Chief of Army 
Staff (COAS) General Qamar Javed Bajwa 
to contact the military leadership of the 
three countries to convey a clear message 
that “Pakistan is ready to play its role for 
peace but it can never again be part of 
any war”.

The PM also urged for “immediate 
measures” to de-escalate tensions in the 
Middle East in a conversation with an 
Omani minister.

Talking to Oman’s Minister for 
Endowment and Religious Affairs Sheikh 
Abdullah bin Muhammad bin Abdullah 
Assalami in Islamabad, the PM expressed 
“deep concern” over the evolving situa-
tion in the region and underscored the 
imperative of avoiding any further escala-
tion in the conflict.

The PM stressed that Pakistan would 
not become a party to any regional 
conflict, recalling that Pakistan suffered 
greatly due to earlier regional conflicts.

During the meeting, the premier also 
recalled his earlier attempts to facilitate 

contacts between the US and Iran as well 
as Tehran and Riyadh for the resolution 
of their differences.

“Pakistan would always be a partner for 
peace and would continue playing its role 
to defuse tensions, prevent any type of 
conflict, and preserve peace,” the prime 
minister was quoted as saying.

Speaking about the imminent visit, 
Foreign Minister Shah Mahmood Qureshi 
said: “We have started our homework 
and contacts are being made so as 
Pakistan could play whatever role we 
can for the regional peace.

“Pakistan believes that these tensions 
are not only our interest but these are not 
in interest of the entire region. We believe 
that this region can’t afford another war,” 
he said and added that Pakistan has been 
endeavouring to resolve the situation and 
it still desires so.

Meanwhile, Chief of Army Staff General 
Qamar Javed Bajwa reiterated Pakistan’s 
desire for regional peace amid US-Iran 
tensions, saying Islamabad will endorse 

all initiatives that would bring peace in 
the region.

The remarks were made by the army 
chief in a telephonic conversation with 
US Defence Secretary Mark Esper hours 
after Iran launched rocket attacks on US 
installations in Iraq to avenge the death 
of its general.

Following the strikes, US President 
Donald Trump tweeted “all is well” after 
the strikes saying that an assessment of 
damage was ongoing.

US Secretary of Defence Dr Mark T 
Esper telephoned Chief of Army Staff 
Gen Qamar Javed Bajwa on Wednesday 
to discuss the ongoing security situation 
in the Middle East.

“[The] COAS received a telephone call 
from US Secretary of Defence Dr Mark 
T Esper. Both discussed the ongoing se-
curity situation in the Middle East,” the 
military’s media wing, the ISPR, said in a 
statement. “The secretary expressed that 
the US doesn’t want to seek conflict, but 
will respond forcefully if necessary.”

Drone strike ordered by Trump kills top Iranian commander
US has to come to its senses:Iranian FM

U S President Donald Trump has 
said that he ordered a preci-
sion strike to “terminate” a top 
Iranian commander who was 
plotting “imminent and sinister 
attacks” on Americans, adding 
that the decision was one of 

deterrence rather than aggression.
“We took action last night to stop a war. We did 

not take action to start a war,” Trump said in a 
statement from his Mar-a-Lago resort on Friday, 
a day after a US drone strike on a Baghdad airport 
killed Qasem Soleimani.

Later, while at a Miami church for an Evangelicals 
for Trump event, the President said: “He was plan-
ning a very major attack and we got him.”

Iran, in a letter to the United Nations, called the 
attack state terrorism and an unlawful criminal act.

Majid Takht Ravanchi, Iran’s ambassador to the 
UN, said “Erin Burnett Out Front” that the attack 
was “tantamount to opening a war.” There will be 
revenge, he said.

“The response for a military action is a military 
action. By whom? When? Where? That is for the 
future to witness,” he said.

He said Washington has escalated a war it began 
when it pulled out of a nuclear deal with Tehran.

“The US has started the economic war in -- in 

May 2018. Last night, they started a military war. 
By assassinating, by an act of terror, against one of 
our top generals,” he said.

The move marks a major escalation in re-
gional tensions that have pitted Tehran against 
Washington and its allies in the Middle East, rais-
ing the specter of further regional destabilization. 

The strike, condemned by Iran and its allies as an 
“assassination,” has been met with concern by 
European officials and the United Nations, who 
have called for de-escalation.

The Pentagon on Thursday confirmed the 
strike killed Soleimani, who as head of the Islamic 
Revolutionary Guards Corps (IRGC) Quds Force 

became the architect of Tehran’s proxy conflicts 
in the Middle East. Abu Mahdi al-Muhandis -- the 
deputy head of the Iran-backed Iraqi Popular 
Mobilization Forces (PMF) -- was also killed, ac-
cording to a statement from the PMF, which said 
the pair “were martyred by an American strike.”

Abu Mahdi al-Muhandis, left, and Qasem 
Soleimani were killed in the US strike.

Early Saturday, the group said another airstrike 
that targeted a convoy in the Taji area north of 
Baghdad killed and wounded a number of PMF 
members.

The initial report indicates a medical units con-
voy was hit near Taji Stadium in Baghdad, the PMF 
said. No one has claimed responsibility for the at-
tack. The Trump administration viewed Soleimani 
as a ruthless killer, and the President told reporters 
Friday that the general should have been taken out 
by previous presidents.

The Pentagon blamed Soleimani for hundreds 
of deaths of Americans and their allies in several 
attacks in recent months.

“General Soleimani was actively developing 
plans to attack American diplomats and service 
members in Iraq and throughout the region,” the 
Pentagon said in a statement Thursday, calling the 
strike “decisive defensive” action aimed at deter-
ring future Iranian attacks.

The Pentagon blamed Soleimani and his Quds 
Force for attacks on coalition bases in Iraq in re-
cent months, including the December 27 strike that 
culminated in the deaths of an American contrac-
tor and Iraqi personnel. He was also blamed for the 
December 31 US Embassy attack in Baghdad, and 
in addition to the hundreds killed in his time as a 
commander, thousands more were wounded, the 
Pentagon said. US Secretary of State Mike Pompeo 
and the State Department’s special representative 
for Iran, Brian Hook, said the strike was aimed at 
deterring impending attacks.

Pompeo said that the strike had thwarted an “im-
minent” attack in the region, but declined to give 
any details on the intelligence on which he based 
his statement.

Iran will hold three days of national mourning. 
Funeral processions will be held for Soleimani in 
both Iran and Iraq, Iranian state-run IRNA news 
agency reported. Thousands of demonstrators 
were seen marching in Tehran and other cities 
to protest the strike after Friday prayers, news 
agency video footage shows.

Men, women and children carried images of the 
slain commander, many crying and others shak-
ing their fists, shouting “Death to America” and 
“Revenge, revenge, revenge.” Protesters also ripped 
up a US flag and burned an Israeli one.
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A billion animals caught in 
Australia’s fires

S ome of the rarest species 
on Earth are threatened by 
fires scorching their habi-
tats, scientists warn. The 
mouse-size dunnart is not 
as iconic as the koalas or 
platypuses that draw tour-

ists, but it is arguably the most special 
mammal on Australia’s Kangaroo Island.

Now the Kangaroo Island dunnart’s 
days may be numbered. Before bush fires 
struck, it was already endangered, so rare 
that even researchers who studied them 
had never seen one. Now they fear they 
never will. One-third of the 1,700-square-
mile island has burned, including the en-
tire area where these dunnarts are known 
to live.

“One hundred percent — all of our re-
cords since 1990 are within the burned 
fire scar. The entire range of the species 
has been burned,” said Rosemary Hohnen, 
an ecologist who spent more than two 
years surveying the Kangaroo Island 
dunnart. “They’re in true peril, real peril 
of extinction.”

More than 1 billion mammals, birds 
and reptiles nationwide — some of them 
found nowhere else on Earth — may 
have been affected or killed by the fires 
sweeping across Australia, according to 
a University of Sydney estimate. The po-
tential toll is far greater when other types 
of animals are included.

 “We’re not just talking about koalas 
— we’re talking mammals, birds, plants, 
fungi, insects, other invertebrates, am-
phibians, and bacteria and microorgan-
isms that are critical to these systems,” 
said Manu Saunders, a research fellow 
and insect ecologist at the University of 
New England in Armidale.

Individual animals might survive, but 
when their habitat is gone, “it doesn’t mat-
ter,” Saunders said. “They’ll die anyway.”

Although dead and scorched koalas and 
kangaroos have become the symbols of 
wildlife suffering in the worst blazes ever 

to hit fire-prone Australia, conservation-
ists note that koala populations are not 
at risk of extinction. A greater ecological 
concern are the unusual animals that 
could disappear from a continent with 
the world’s highest rate of mammal 
extinction.

“Extinction of endemic species means, of 
course, irrevocable loss,” said Christopher 
Dickman, a University of Sydney ecology 
professor. Dickman initially estimated 
that half a billion animals were affected 
before doubling that number in an up-
date. “While 1 billion is clearly a large 
number, the expectation is that the num-
ber contains examples of many species 
that are ecologically important.”

Among the most vulnerable: the long-
footed potoroo, a marsupial that lives in 
damp forest habitat that scientists say 
may not recover from the fires; and the 

Kangaroo Island glossy black cockatoo, 
which eats nothing but the seeds of she-
oak trees that have gone up in flames.

And then there are all the insects, the 
foundation of a living forest. They make 
up half of all animal biomass and are the 
major food source for virtually anything 
that moves. Bugs also break down organic 
matter and help pollinate plants. Inside 
branches, under leaves, within hollowed 
logs and in pockets on the ground, tens of 
millions of bugs are being burned alive. 
Some may vanish without ever being 
discovered.

 “Only about 20 to 30 percent of 
Australian insects are known to science,” 
said Katja Hogendoorn, a researcher at 
the School of Agriculture, Food and Wine 
at the University of Adelaide.

A single bee species shows how grim 
the outlook is for many. Fires and land 

clearing had already driven the green 
carpenter bee to extinction in Victoria and 
South Australia. Now, Hogendoorn said, 
fires are threatening them on Kangaroo 
island.

The banksia plant, which the bees use 
for nests, have burned. It takes 30 years 
for it to grow to the right size and softness 
for the picky bees. “It is difficult to assess 
the situation,” Hogendoorn said, “because 
there is no access to the burned sites, but 
the species is likely to be in dire straits.”

Climate change, invasive species, over-
use of farm chemicals and human devel-
opment also threaten insects. “The fires 
could be the last straw that drives fragile 
populations over the brink,” said Tanya 
Latty, an entomologist at the University 
of Sydney.

Federal agriculture officials say at least 
100,000 cattle will die before the fires 

end. Farmers say their livestock are keel-
ing over from burns. Cows have stopped 
feeding calves because their teats are 
scorched. An army of veterinarians has 
been assembled to assess those left stand-
ing. They’re also weighing how to dispose 
of the dead.

Stephen Shipton lost 50 cows when fire 
struck his farm in Coolagolite, a town in 
New South Wales, on New Year’s Day. 
He knows because he killed dozens of 
wounded animals himself. “We’ve lost a 
third of our herd,” Shipton said. “They’re 
still dying. They’re just getting sick and 
other things at this point.”

Animals that survive may struggle to 
find food in an ashen landscape devoid 
of plants that provide nutrients or shel-
ter. Without trees to nest in, birds may 
fail to breed. Prey, including insects, may 
be scarce.

Studies have shown that two of 
Australia’s deadly invasive predators, cats 
and red foxes, move into burned terrain 
and slaughter animals whose protection 
— vegetation — is gone. At most risk are 
the Kangaroo Island dunnart and other 
small animals in “the cat and fox snack 
range,” said Euan Ritchie, an associate 
professor of wildlife ecology and conser-
vation at Deakin University in Melbourne.

This week, flames continued to whip 
across Kangaroo Island, where conserva-
tionists have worked for years to shore up 
fragile animal populations.

Efforts to protect the nests of the 
island’s subspecies of glossy black 
cockatoos from deadly attacks by 
brush-tail possums helped the popu-
lation reach about 400 by 2018, but 
they are still considered endangered, 
said Daniella Teixeira, a University 
of Queensland doctoral student who 
studies the birds.

The cockatoos — strikingly goth, with 
harsh calls and large black bodies marked 
by red or yellow feathers — are favorites 
of locals, she said. Now, fires appear 

to have burned as many as six of eight 
known flock regions, she said.

 “Even if we lost a quarter of the birds 
… that could potentially put us back a 
decade in terms of conservation work,” 
Teixeira said.

The situation looks even more dire for 
Kangaroo Island dunnarts. They’ve been 
detected just 48 times since their discov-
ery in 1969, and they’ve been seen only in 
a small western pocket of the island since 
1990, Hohnen said.

Last week, Kangaroo Island Land for 
Wildlife, which works with private land-
owners to protect the dunnarts, said 
many of the remote cameras it uses to 
monitor the marsupials were “melted” 
by fires. On Wednesday, though, the 
group said some photos of survivors 
were captured, offering a bit of hope for 
the species.

After the fires end, Hohnen and other 
experts said, the focus must turn to help-
ing animals that remain. That will mean 
removing invasive predators and pos-
sibly captive-breeding for some species. 
Replanting trees and other vegetation will 
be crucial, they said.

So will bolder government action on cli-
mate change, some said. “There’s a feeling 
among the scientific community here that 
the eyes of the world are on Australia. It’s 
been called the climate canary in the coal 
mine. The predictions of climate change 
were expected to be manifest first and 
most obviously in Australia, because it’s 
already a dry continent,” Dickman said. 
“There’s a sense of even greater respon-
sibility, in some ways.”

That responsibility should extend to 
the dunnart, Hohnen said — even if it’s 
not a national icon. “Biodiversity is part 
of what makes planet Earth planet Earth. 
It’s our heritage; it’s our richness,” she 
said. “They might be just another num-
ber that we’re adding to a list of species 
that are going extinct. But that number 
is important.”

Lebanon’s financial crisis hits Syrian refugees hard

M onths into Lebanon’s anti-
government uprising and 
the currency crisis that 
helped spur it on, people 
already at the bottom of the 
economic ladder, including 
the country’s 1.5 million 

Syrian refugees, are feeling the pain.
The protests began in mid-October with an out-

cry over a proposed new tax, but have morphed 
into a wider movement against the political class.

Lebanon’s economy has been troubled for years, 
but problems have multiplied since September into 
a full-blown fiscal crisis that has been one of the 
factors spurring popular anger, as hundreds of 
thousands have taken to the streets.

A drop in remittances from Lebanese abroad and 
the general economic malaise has led to a short-
age of US dollars. The Lebanese lira is pegged to 
the US dollar at 1,500, but the black market rate 
has climbed to more than 2,000. Meanwhile, banks 
have imposed strict limits on the withdrawals of 
both currencies.

“The most vulnerable communities are the ones 
affected the most, both Lebanese and refugees.” 
More refugees are returning (or being deported) 
to Syria, although numbers are still relatively low. 
Most who remain work informally and are paid in 
Lebanese lira or receive cash aid in the local cur-
rency. They are finding it harder to make rent, buy 
food, and access medical care.

Among those struggling is 70-year-old Mitab 
Hajeej al-Abbas, who apologised to guests in the 
tent he shares with his wife in a small informal 

refugee camp in Lebanon’s eastern Bekaa Valley.
“Normally, I would get the small gas burner and 

put it here next to you and make a cup of coffee or 
a glass of tea, but now I don’t have gas,” said the 
Homs native, who fled to Lebanon in 2014. “I tried 
to refill it and they told me there is none.”

The shortage of cooking gas is a relatively small 
inconvenience, but it is a symptom of a larger 
problem that has had far-reaching effects across 
Lebanese society – including Syrian refugees like 
Abbas.

“Everyone in Lebanon is affected by the current 
economic situation, and, unfortunately, in a situ-
ation like the one we are going through now, the 
most vulnerable communities are the ones affected 
the most, both Lebanese and refugees,” said Lisa 
Abou Khaled, spokesperson for the UN’s refugee 
agency, UNHCR, in Lebanon. “For years now, most 
Syrian refugees have been living in poverty and 
can barely keep afloat.”

From bad to worse
Even before the most recent financial problems 

and demonstrations, a newly released UN survey, 
carried out in April and May 2019, found that 
around 73 percent of Syrian refugees in Lebanon 
were living below the poverty line, up from 69 per-
cent the year before, and considerably higher than 
the estimated 28 percent of Lebanese in the same 
situation. Now it’s getting worse, and fast.

While most workers are still being paid at their 
old wages at the official exchange rate – if they are 
receiving their salaries at all – prices have climbed, 
and landlords, creditors, and others frequently de-
mand payments in dollars or at the black market 

rate.
That is the case for Abbas, who pays 900,000 lira 

a year (around $50 a month) in rent to the man 
who owns the land his tent sits on. Because of the 
changes in the black market rate, his landlord now 
wants 1.2 million lira for the whole of 2020. That’s 
a prohibitive sum for Abbas, who has diabetes and 
high blood pressure, is no longer working, and was 
cut off from UN assistance a year ago.

“Now, everything is getting more expensive, and 
everyone wants dollars,” Abbas said. Abbas doesn’t 

know why his aid ended, but UNHCR’s Abou 
Khaled said eligibility is based on socio-economic 
vulnerability. “We start with the most severely vul-
nerable and go up as much as we can, according to 
the resources available,” she explained.

Abbas’s adult children can’t help and are scat-
tered in different countries – Syria, Turkey, and 
Canada. He said the few who remain in Lebanon 
are themselves struggling with sporadic work, and 
with employers who sometimes don’t pay.

The financial challenges many Syrian refugees 

currently face are compounded by their legal sta-
tus in the country, as many are unable to obtain 
work permits and therefore have to earn a living 
under the table, without contracts.

According to Jad Chaaban, an economist and as-
sociate professor at the American University of 
Beirut, that means their jobs may be the first to 
be cut by companies struggling in the downturn.

A recent UN report says the current crisis was 
precipitated by a slowdown in the construction 
industry, one of the main employers of refugees 
in Lebanon, while refugees had already lost their 
jobs due to a crackdown on non-Lebanese working 
without papers. “You saw, in a month, double the 
inflation rate that you saw over one year.”

In 2019, only 59 percent of refugee households 
reported having a member who had worked in 
the past seven days, compared to 68 percent in 
2018. In other instances – as has also been the 
case for Lebanese workers – many Syrians have 
continued to work without receiving their full sala-
ries, or sometimes with no payment at all. Unlike 
Lebanese citizens working under a contract, they 
have no legal recourse.

In response to the worsening economic condi-
tions, Chalhoub said refugees had reported cutting 
back on meals and basic necessities like diapers 
and medication, while also pulling children out of 
school to work and taking on more debt. The UN 
has noted similar coping strategies.

It’s not yet clear if these problems have contrib-
uted to an uptick in returns to Syria, given the long-
standing pressure on those in Lebanon to do so, as 
well as a recent wave of deportations.

Australia bushfire: Dangerous 
climate change myth

C elebrities and posturing 
greenies the world over 
have seized the opportu-
nity of Australia’s bush-
fire catastrophe to push 
the dangerous myth 
that climate change is to 

blame. “When one country faces a climate 
disaster, we all face a climate disaster,” 
Cate Blanchett declared at the Golden 
Globes on Sunday.

“Make no mistake. The tragedy unfold-
ing in Australia is climate change-based,” 
said Russell Crowe. “Australia is on fire,” 
tweeted teenage climate evangelist Greta 
Thunberg, decrying the lack of “political 
action [to combat] the climate crisis.”

“Australia is committing climate sui-
cide,” ran the headline in the New York 
Times.

I’m sorry, but I lived in Australia 
through the past two decades of escalat-
ing fire crises and it’s not climate change 
that has caused today’s disaster, but the 
criminal negligence of governments that 
have tried to buy green votes by locking 

up vast tracts of land as national parks, 
yet failed to spend the money needed 
to control ground fuel and maintain fire 
trails.

Instead, they bowed to an ideology that 
obstructs necessary hazard reduction 
and prevents landowners from clearing 
vegetation around their own properties, 
all in thrall to the god of “biodiversity.”

How’s that biodiversity now on inciner-
ated land sterilized of all life forms? I’ve 

interviewed local volunteer firefighters 
who bitterly recounted the bureaucratic 
obstruction they faced in performing pre-
scribed burns in the offseason to prevent 
uncontrollable summer conflagrations.

One of my guides was Australia’s 
foremost bushfire researcher, Dr. Phil 
Cheney, who has spent 30 years trying 
to convince authorities that if ground fuel 
is reduced in a scientific, systematic fash-
ion every year, fire intensity is reduced 
to a manageable level, no matter what 
the weather conditions. A quadrupling 
of ground fuel means a 13-fold increase 
in the heat generated by a fire. Hazard 
reduction won’t prevent fire but it will 
reduce its intensity so that it can be 
controlled.

So whether or not you believe the most 
dire predictions of climate alarmists 
makes no difference. We can’t dial down 
the Earth’s temperature any more than 
we can lock up every teenage arsonist.

The only practical way to prevent un-
manageable fires is to reduce the one 
variable we control: ground fuel.

Syria refugees crisis

O ver 5.6 million people 
have fled Syria since 
2011, seeking safety 
in Lebanon, Turkey, 
Jordan and beyond. 
Millions more are 
displaced inside Syria 

and, as war continues, hope is fading fast.
UNHCR works hard to help, leading 

a coordinated effort across the region. 
Together with our partners, NGOs and 
host governments, we offer a lifeline to 
those in need. Millions of Syrians have es-
caped across borders, fleeing the bombs 
and bullets that have devastated their 
homes. Turkey hosts the largest number 
of registered Syrian refugees – currently 
3.3 million.

The vast majority of Syrian refugees in 
the neighbouring countries live in urban 
areas, with around only 8 per cent ac-
commodated in refugee camps.

In Lebanon, life is a daily struggle for 
more than a million Syrian refugees, 
who have little or no financial resources. 
Around 70 per cent live below the pov-
erty line. There are no formal refugee 
camps and, as a result, Syrians are scat-
tered throughout more than 2,100 urban 
and rural communities and locations, 

often sharing small basic lodgings with 
other refugee families in overcrowded 
conditions.

“They gave us biscuits, cheese, dates, 
dry meat – all very nice... And they gave 
us mats, blankets and kitchenware.”

In Jordan, over 655,000 men, women 
and children are currently trapped in 
exile. Approximately 80 per cent of 
them live outside camps, while more 
than 139,000 have found sanctuary at 
the camps of Za’atari and Azraq. Many 
have arrived with limited means to cover 
even basic needs, and those who could at 
first rely on savings or support from host 
families are now increasingly in need of 

help. It is estimated that 93 per cent of 
refugees in Jordan live below the poverty 
line. Iraq has also seen a growing num-
ber of Syrians arriving, hosting more than 
246,000, while in Egypt UNHCR provides 
protection and assistance to more than 
126,000. But although life in exile can 
be difficult, for Syrians still at home it is 
even harder.

“We felt maybe it’s our turn to die. But 
we didn’t want to die. So we made up our 
minds to leave.”

What is UNHCR doing to help?
We provide life-saving humanitarian 

aid for Syrian refugees, helping the most 
vulnerable with cash for medicine and 
food, stoves and fuel for heating, insula-
tion for tents, thermal blankets and win-
ter clothing. For those who have been 
displaced but remain in Syria, we provide 
shelter kits and non-food items as well 
as protection services and psychosocial 
support. In early 2017, with Syria’s war 
heading into its seventh year and with 
no end to the fighting in sight, we joined 
forces with other United Nations humani-
tarian and development agencies to ap-
peal for US$8 billion in vital new funding 
to help millions of people in Syria and 
across the region.
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India takes 15 envoys to Kashmir but 
EU spurns ‘guided tour’

E U nations, except Norway, 
refused to take part 
in a rare diplomatic 
visit to disputed India-
administered Kashmir, 
where New Delhi’s lock-
down after annexation 

continues since August 5.
A convoy believed to be transferring 

foreign diplomats is seen in Srinagar on 
January 9, 2020.

The European Union refused to take 
part in a rare diplomatic visit to India-
administered Kashmir starting on 
Thursday because they will not be al-
lowed to meet detained local politicians, 
reports said.

India took the envoys from 15 coun-
tries, including the United States, to the 
disputed region – the first visit by New 
Delhi-based diplomats since the right-
wing Indian government stripped the re-
gion of its semi-autonomous status and 
imposed a harsh crackdown five months 
ago.

The security lockdown and communi-
cations blackout, still only partially lifted, 
has drawn international criticism includ-
ing in Brussels and Washington.

“EU envoys don’t want a guided tour of 
Kashmir. We want to meet people freely 
of our own choosing,” the NDTV news 
channel quoted one European diplomatic 
source as saying.

But diplomats who agreed to visit the 
region, in what has been slammed as 
“guided tour” by opponents, were driven 
by Indian authorities in a motorcade amid 

tight security from the airport to the mili-
tary headquarters in Srinagar, where they 
were briefed on the security situation, an 
army officer said.  He spoke on condition 
of anonymity as he was not authorised to 
speak to reporters.

They also held discussions with civil 
society members and some Kashmiri 
politicians, said Raveesh Kumar, India’s 
External Affairs Ministry spokesman. 
The objective of the visit organised by 
the Indian government was for the en-
voys to see first-hand “how things have 
progressed and how normalcy has been 
restored to a large extent” in Kashmir 
since August, Kumar told reporters in 
New Delhi.

India’s Hindu nationalist-led govern-
ment ended Muslim-majority Kashmir’s 
semi-autonomous status in August, key 
to Kashmir’s 1947 accession treaty with 
India.

The move was accompanied by a harsh 
crackdown, with New Delhi sending tens 
of thousands of additional troops to the 
500,000 already deployed there, imposing 
a sweeping curfew, arresting thousands 
and cutting virtually all communications.

Authorities have since eased several 
restrictions, lifting roadblocks and re-
storing landlines and cellphone services. 
Internet service is yet to be restored in the 
Kashmir valley.

They have encouraged students to re-
turn to school and businesses to reopen, 
but top political leaders, including those 
from pro-resistance groups, from the 
region, continue to be under arrest or 

detention.
Outside access to the region remains 

limited, with no foreign journalists al-
lowed to visit since the clampdown began.

Indian troops stand guard as a foreign 
delegation, including representatives of 
the United States but not the European 
Union, arrives in Srinagar on January 9, 
2020.

Indian troops stand guard as a foreign 
delegation, including representatives of 
the United States but not the European 

Union, arrives in Srinagar on January 9, 
2020.

In October, around 30 European law-
makers — many from far-right parties 
— visited but without the official bless-
ing of the EU and the Indian government 
insisted it was a “private” initiative.

Critics said that visit was the Indian gov-
ernment’s attempt to give the impression 
that life has returned to normal.

Diplomats representing the US, 
Bangladesh, Vietnam, Norway, the 

Maldives, South Korea, Morocco, Niger, 
Nigeria, Argentina, the Philippines, Fiji, 
Uzbekistan, Peru, and Togo comprised 
the delegation visiting on Thursday.

The offices, shops, and businesses were 
open in Srinagar on a cold winter day, but 
the diplomats did not stop to talk to peo-
ple as they moved to different venues of 
their meetings.

They were to fly to Jammu, the winter 
capital of India-administered Kashmir, 
later Thursday and return to the Indian 

capital on Friday after spending a day 
there.

Kumar said more such visits to Kashmir 
by New Delhi-based diplomats were likely 
in the near future.

Jairam Ramesh, a leader of the opposi-
tion Congress party, on Thursday, criti-
cised Prime Minister Narendra Modi’s 
government for not yet allowing Indian 
political leaders to visit the troubled 
region.

Modi said the audacious August 5 move 
was to end “a vicious cycle of terrorism, 
violence, separatism, and corruption” and 
make Kashmir a “paradise once more.”

But Kashmiris say the move was uni-
lateral and New Delhi’s ultimate plan 
is to change the demographics of the 
Muslim region by settling Hindu outsid-
ers. Pakistan says the “illegal annexation” 
of the portion of the disputed territory by 
India is “unacceptable.”

Kashmir has been the spark for two 
major wars and countless clashes be-
tween nuclear rivals Pakistan and India.

Anti-India sentiment runs deep in 
Kashmir’s mostly Muslim population 
and most people support the rebels’ cause 
against Indian rule.

Nearly 100,000 people have been killed 
in the uprising and the ensuing Indian 
military crackdown since 1989.

The Indian military has been accused of 
suppressing the Kashmiri uprising using 
brutal tactics, including the infamous pel-
let guns which have wounded or blinded 
many Kashmiris.

Malaysia-India Relations: Palm Oil ban amid Kashmir dispute

R eports of an effective 
ban are just the latest 
indicator of how an on-
going diplomatic row 
dating back to last year 
has complicated bilat-
eral ties.

Malaysian Prime Minister Mahathir 
Mohamad in a previous address to the 
UN General Assembly.

Reports surfaced that India had imposed 
what amounted to an effective ban on re-
fined palm oil targeting Malaysia follow-
ing an ongoing diplomatic row between 
the two countries set off by the Kashmir 
issue. The development has highlighted 
one of a series of complicating factors in 
relations between the two Asian states.

Strategically, the relationship between 
India and Malaysia has been on the uptick 
in recent years despite occasional differ-
ences that have surfaced on issues such as 
trade, with ties elevated to an enhanced 
strategic partnership in 2015 under 
Prime Minister Narendra Modi’s “Act 
East Policy” and the former Malaysian 
government under Prime Minister Najib 
Razak. But then the Pakatan Harapan gov-
ernment came to power in a shock elec-

tion in May 2018. As Malaysian foreign 
policy developed under returning pre-
mier Mahathir Mohamad there had been 
indications of differences emerging in as-
pects of Malaysia-India relations, includ-
ing increased engagement with Pakistan 
and the refusal to extradite controversial 
Islamic preacher Zakir Naik to India.

As I have noted before in The 
Diplomat Magazine, the biggest flare 
up in Malaysia-India ties came follow-
ing Mahathir’s remarks on the Kashmir 
issue in his remarks to the United Nations 
last September. In his address at the 74th 
session of the UN General Assembly on 
September 27, Mahathir suggested that 
New Delhi had “invaded and occupied” 
Jammu and Kashmir, a disputed Muslim-
majority region also claimed by Pakistan. 
India had made the controversial move 
of stripping its portion of the Kashmir 
Valley of statehood and autonomy in 
August. Despite initial indications of 
Indian discontent – including a state-
ment from the foreign ministry and sug-
gestions of economic restrictions – and 
comments from Malaysian officials that 
both sides were managing the issue, 
Mahathir himself had refused to retract 

his comments.
This week, we saw another indica-

tion of the continued significance of the 
Kashmir dispute in Malaysia-India rela-
tions. Following mulled restrictions that 
had surfaced earlier, India issued what 
amounted to an effective ban on imports 
of refined palm oil in a move intended to 
target Malaysia following the dispute.

India’s Ministry of Commerce and 
Industry issued a notification on 
Wednesday noting that the import of re-
fined palm oil had been amended from 
“free” to “restricted,” the clearest indica-
tion thus far from the Indian government 

of restrictions in this area. Reuters re-
ported that multiple anonymous sources 
had mentioned that the notification 
amounted to an effective ban on imports 
of refined palm oil in an effort by the Modi 
government to target Malaysia following 
Mahathir’s comments.

Enjoying this article? Click here to sub-
scribe for full access. Just $5 a month. 
How exactly this will affect the overall 
bilateral relationship remains to be seen. 
At the time of writing, we have yet to see 
an official high-level reaction from either 
government. And even thereafter, the 
specific economic impact and the wider 

consequences for ties will only become 
clear with time, more details, and reac-
tions from both sides.

But the development is not without 
significance if it concretizes as expected. 
Malaysia is the world’s second largest 
producer and exporter of palm oil after 
Indonesia, with the product accounting 
for just under 3 percent of Malaysia’s en-
tire GDP. India is Malaysia’s third-largest 
export destination for palm oil. An effec-
tive ban on refined palm oil is a big hit for 
Malaysia since it is the main supplier of 
refined palm oil to India. Meanwhile, India 
will retain the ability to continue import-
ing – and perhaps even importing more 
of – crude palm oil, which Indonesia is the 
leading exporter of.

While there may still be room for both 
countries to eventually manage this issue 
over time, the fact that no resolution has 
occurred up to this point does not bode 
well for ties. Malaysia had reportedly 
previously been considering a series of 
conciliatory moves — including raising 
imports of Indian products to ease trade 
tensions and appointing a special envoy 
to India to shore up economic relations 
— but the time may have passed for such 

measures now. More generally, Malaysia 
will find it difficult to back down entirely 
not just because of the morality of the 
Kashmir position Mahathir referred to, 
but also because the PH government 
has been focused on defending palm oil 
against Western resistance as a foreign 
policy issue.

The saving grace at this point might be 
that we have yet to see public indications 
of this spilling over and negatively affect-
ing other areas of bilateral relations in-
cluding culture or defense. Nonetheless, 
that tensions have gotten this far should 
be concerning for both countries. For 
Malaysia, it is a vivid demonstration that 
Mahathir’s moralistic rhetoric can have 
real costs for Malaysia’s economy. And for 
India, it is a reminder that its approach to 
Kashmir poses complications not only for 
its domestic politics or alignments with 
Western countries, but also for select 
Muslim-majority countries in Asia like 
Malaysia who are outspoken on these is-
sues. Without some adjustment on both 
sides, we could see more points of friction 
emerge in the coming months and years 
even if the logic of broader strategic col-
laboration remains clear.

Arranged visits can’t hide truth about IOK

I n occupied Kashmir, Tehreek-e-
Hurriyat Jammu and Kashmir 
has said that India cannot hide 
the truth about the territory by 
arranging guided visits of Delhi-
based envoys.

Tehreek-e-Hurriyat said this 
while commenting on a two-day visit by 
a 17-member delegation of Delhi-based 
envoys of different countries to the occu-
pied territory. The Hurriyat organization 
in a statement issued in Srinagar, today, 

said if the situation in occupied Kashmir 
is as normal as India claims, then New 
Delhi should allow envoys to meet com-
mon people, members of civil society, jour-
nalists, politicians and let them visit jails 
and detention centers. On reports about 
the formation of a so-called third front 
by certain political leaders in connivance 
with BJP, Tehreek-e-Hurriyat said that it 
would be betrayal of martyrs’ blood, and 
the people of Kashmir would not tolerate 
any such move.

Kashmir based political parties, 
Peoples Democratic Party and National 
Conference, in their statements issued in 
Srinagar termed the visit of envoys by the 
Indian government as an attempt to en-
dorse its claim of normalcy in the territory.

Meanwhile,  he grim situation on ground 
continues to prevail on the 158th day of 
military siege and lockdown, today, with 
consumers complaining of the growing 
shortage of daily commodities particularly 
in the Kashmir Valley and Muslim majority 

areas of Jammu region.
A Srinagar-based family whose teenage 

son was killed by Indian troops hours after 
India scrapped Kashmir’s special status on 
August 5, last year, had to move the High 
Court of the territory to prove that their 
son is dead. According to the family, the 
troops chased Osaib few miles away from 
his house, captured him and smashed his 
head with their gun butts before throwing 
him into Jhelum river. In the face of inter-
net shutdown and media gag, the authori-

ties refused to acknowledge his death. 
The Kashmir Council Europe arranged a 
camp in Brussels, the capital of Belgium, 
today, to sensitize the people of Europe 
about endless brutalities by Indian oc-
cupational forces in occupied Kashmir. 
The one-day camp was organized in 
front of EU’s External Action Service 
in Brussels. Brochures concerning the 
ongoing siege and other human rights 
violations in occupied Kashmir were 
distributed on the occasion. A ‘Free 

Kashmir’ poster was displaced during 
a protest in Delhi University against the 
violent attack on students of Jawaharlal 
Nehru University in the Indian capital. 
The students of St Stephens College 
of Delhi University boycotted their 
classes and took part in the massive 
protest to show their solidarity to the 
JNU students. As pictures of the protest 
surfaced, a student was seen holding a 
“Kashmir Aazad” poster. The students 
also chanted freedom slogans.

Indian police open fire to clear CAA protests

I ndian police fired live rounds 
on Wednesday to break up a 
protest by strikers taking part 
in nationwide action against 
government economic policies, 
officials said.

The strike, called by unions 
which claim 250 million members, dis-
rupted public transport, public-owned 
banks and some auto-industry factories 
across several states.

West Bengal was the worst hit, with 
police firing live rounds in the air to 
break up protesters who set fire to po-
lice vehicles and threw rocks at security 
forces in Malda district, north of the cap-
ital Kolkata, a senior police officer said.

They also fired tear gas and baton-
charged other protests in the eastern 
state, where many roads and railway 
lines were blocked. Police said more 
than 150 arrests were made.

Ten unions called the one-day strike 
to oppose what they called the “anti-
worker and anti-people policies” of 
right-wing Prime Minister Narendra 

Modi. They were demanding increased 
minimum wages and pensions, and a 
halt to the privatisation of state firms 
and natural resources.

Farmers and students joined some of 
the protests called by the unions - who 
said “millions” joined the strike - piling 
pressure on an administration already 

confronting nationwide opposition to a 
new nationality law that opponents say 
is anti-Muslim. The government had 
warned of “consequences” for anyone 

who stopped work, but could not head 
off the disruptions.

Apart from West Bengal, the eastern 
states of Bihar and Odisha, Maharashtra 
in the west, Haryana in the north and 
Kerala and Karnataka in the south were 
worst hit by the action.

Some workers at state oil and coal 
firms, as well as motorbike makers 
Honda and Bajaj Auto, also joined the 
strike. The government has been hit for 
weeks by the widespread protests since 
the nationality law passed on December 
11 that have left more than 25 people 
dead. Growing unrest in universities has 
added to social tensions.

“The attitude of the government is 
that of contempt towards labour,” said 
the Centre of Indian Trade Unions, one 
of the groups organising Wednesday’s 
strike.

Opposition parties backed the strikers, 
seizing on the government’s struggle to 
get out of a severe economic slowdown 
that has weakened its standing less than 
a year after it won a landslide second 

term in power.
The government statistics office fore-

cast Tuesday that annual growth would 
slow to 5.0 percent in 2020, the slowest 
pace in 11 years.

Last month the International Monetary 
Fund said the government needed to act 
quickly to boost the economy.

A mob attack on a New Delhi campus 
gives fresh impetus to nationwide pro-
tests against a controversial citizenship 
law.

Demonstrators shout slogans outside 
the Delhi Police Headquarters to pro-
test after clashes at Jawaharlal Nehru 
University (JNU) in New Delhi on Jan. 
5.

Students across India are demonstrat-
ing against an attack at New Delhi’s 
prestigious Jawaharlal Nehru University 
(JNU) on Sunday, when masked men 
wielding sticks and iron rods beat up 
teachers, students, and activists gath-
ered on campus. Protests have been held 
in the cities of Bengaluru, Chandigarh, 
Hyderabad, Kolkata, and Mumbai.
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Kate celebrates 38th 
birthday

LONDON

 Happy birthday to Kate Middleton! The 
Duchess turns 38 today and has been inun-
dated with birthday wishes from fans and fam-
ily from across the world. Over the past two 
decades, Kate met her future husband Prince 
William, married him, became a Duchess and 
welcomed three gorgeous little ones. She met 
Prince William when she was 19-years-old while 
the couple were both in college in St Andrews, 
Scotland. They had a tumultuous relationship 
during the early years before they announced 
their engagement in 2010.

By 2011, a decade after they met, they tied the 
knot in a gorgeous ceremony watched by 10s of 
millions of people around the globe. They en-
joyed marital bliss for two years before welcom-
ing their first little one, Prince George on 22 July 
2013. The couple welcomed their second child, 
Princess Charlotte in 2015 before baby number 
Prince Louis was born on 23 April 2018. And the 
rest, as they say, is history!

Hailey stands up for 
husband Justin

LOS ANGELES:

 After the “Sorry” singer revealed on Instagram 
that he was diagnosed with Lyme disease, many 
people began sending him rude and mean mes-
sages on social media. Hailey, however, decided 
to clap back at the trolls who were making fun of 
Justin. “For those who are trying to downplay the 
severity of Lyme disease. Please do your research 
and listen to the stories of people who have suf-
fered with it for years,” Hailey tweeted. “Making 
fun of and belittling a disease you don’t under-
stand is never the way, all it takes is educating 
yourself.” Justin wrote a lengthy post about his 
diagnosis, sharing that he would talk about his 
serious symptoms in his upcoming YouTube 
documentary series, Justin Bieber: Seasons. 
“While a lot of people kept saying Justin Bieber 
looks like sh*t, on meth etc. they failed to realize 
I’ve been recently diagnosed with Lyme disease, 
not only that but had a serious case of chronic 
mono which affected my, skin, brain function, 
energy, and overall health,” Bieber began, be-
fore confirming that people will find out more 
in his series.

Stewart dismisses 
Catwoman suggestions

 NEW YORK

 Kristen Stewart thinks it would have been 
“silly” for her to play Catwoman opposite Robert 
Pattinson as Batman. The 29-year-old actress’ 
fans had campaigned for her to land the role 
after her former boyfriend and ‘Twilight Saga’ co-
star was announced as the latest actor to portray 
the Caped Crusader and though the ‘Underwater’ 
star admitted she’d have had a “blast” as the 
character, she’s pleased the part went to Zoe 
Kravitz. She told ‘Entertainment Tonight’: “That 
would be silly. No not at all. “I mean, obviously 
that would [have been cool]. I’ve been watching 
‘Batman’ since I was a little kid, every iteration of 
that series. “That would’ve been a blast, but also 
I am, like, really good friends with Zoe.” Kristen 
is “so proud” that Robert has landed the role and 
can’t wait to see ‘The Batman’ when it’s released. 

China’s PPI down 0.3 
pct in 2019

BEIJING:

 China’s producer price index (PPI), 
which measures costs for goods at 
the factory gate, dropped 0.3 percent 
year on year in 2019, the National 
Bureau of Statistics said Thursday. 
It was down from a growth of 3.5 
percent recorded in 2018, accord-
ing to the bureau. In December, the 
PPI dropped 0.5 percent year on 
year, shrinking from the 1.4-percent 
decline in November.

Factory prices of capital goods 
decreased 1.2 percent year on year 
in December, shrinking from the 
2.5-percent declining in November. 
Seventeen of the 40 surveyed in-
dustries saw price hikes month 
on month, while 16 reported price 
drops and seven witnessed un-
changed prices.

Among major industries, prices 
for ferrous metal mining and 
dressing increased by 8.8 percent 
in December over one year ago, 
while non-ferrous metal mining 
and dressing saw producer prices 
rise 1.1 percent year on year. The 
producer prices for the oil and 
natural gas extraction industry 
ended a losing streak and edged 
up 5.8 percent year on year in 
December.

Meanwhile, the PPI for chemical 
materials and chemicals production 
posted shrinking decrease, down by 
5.4 percent year on year, while that 
for coal mining went down 3.6 per-
cent from a year ago, said NBS sen-
ior statistician Shen Yun. Thursday’s 
data also showed China’s consumer 
price index, a main gauge of infla-
tion, rose 2.9 percent year on year 
in 2019.

PCB Blasters beat PCB 
Dynamites by 25 runs

KARACHI

 All-rounder Aliya Riaz performance 
with the bat and ball has led PCB 
Blasters to a 25-run win over PCB 
Dynamites in the opening match of the 
National Triangular T20 Women’s Cricket 
Championship in National Stadium, 

Karachi.
Aliya scored 27 off 28 balls which in-

cluded two fours and a six. Later in the 
second innings, she took two price wick-
ets of Iram and Omaima Sohail which re-
warded her player of the match.

Earlier Dynamites captain Nahida Riaz 

put Blasters to bat first and they hand-
somely scored 144 for five in 20 over. 
Javeria Khan top-scored with a 32-ball 
42 including eight fours. Javeria was suP-
ported brilliantly by Ayesha Naseem (22) 
for the opening stand and put a 70-run 
stand. Nashra Sandhu and Kainat Imtiaz 
claimed a wicket each.

Dynamites in reply only managed to 
score 119 for the loss of seven wickets. 
Captain Nahida and Iram scored 35 re-
spectively. Nahida hit four fours in her 
41-ball innings while Nahida showed 
her aggressive nature hitting three fours 
and two sixes respectively. Left-arm spin-
ner Anum Amin picked up two wickets 
for 25. PCB Blasters will now face PCB 
Challengers tomorrow at the National 
Stadium.

Arabian Gulf Cup 
semis from today

DUBAI

 Al Jazira take on Shabab Al Ahli 
before Al Ain face Al Nasr in the 
Arabian Gulf Cup semi-finals on 
Friday. Arabian Gulf League lead-
ers Shabab travel to Abu Dhabi to 
play Jazira, who have struggled 

for consistency this season, with 
a spot in the final up for grabs. 
The match kicks of at 6.15pm. 
Following that, all eyes turn to 
Hazza Bin Zayed Stadium, where 
Al Ain are up against the impres-
sive Al Nasr at 8.30pm.

Air Chief awards cash prize British Junior Open Squash 
Championship winner 

  SOHAIL MAJEED BUTT
ISLAMABAD 

 Air Chief Marshal Mujahid 
Anwar Khan, Chief of the Air 
Staff, Pakistan Air Force met 
the    Pakistan Junior Squash 
Team, which participated 
in the recently concluded 
British Junior Open Squash 
Championship at Birmingham. 
Air Chief, who is also President 
Pakistan Squash Federation 

lauded their performance in 
this prestigious event and 
also awarded cash prizes 
among the players.  Hamza 
Khan, who won the Under 15 
title was awarded cash prize 
of  Rs 500,000 (Five Lac). 
Interacting with players, the 
Air Chief said that nation is 
proud of our young Squash 
player Hamza Khan, who 
brought laurels to the country 

by winning the championship 
after 8 years. He appreciated 
the hard work put in by the 
coaching staff for providing 
international standard train-
ing and coaching facilities to 
the young players. He also 
lauded the efforts of Pakistan 
Squash Federation in making 
concerted efforts for bringing 
back the lost glory in the game 
of Squash.

PSX shoots up to 42,000 mark
The Index traded in a range of 1197.92 points or 2.90 percent of previous close

KARACHI

Pakistan Stock Exchange on 
Thursday witnessed bullish trend 
as the KSE-100 Index closed today 
at 42,523.07 points as compared to 
41,357.56 points on the last working 
day with a positive change of 1032 
points. The Index traded in a range 
of 1197.92 points or 2.90 percent 
of previous close, showing an intra-
day high of 42,555.48 and a low of 
41,357.56.

Of the 92 traded companies in the 
KSE100 Index 83 closed up while 9 
closed down. Total volume traded for 
the index was 249.49 million shares. 
All Share Volume increased by 82.42 
million to 362.49 million Shares. Market 
Cap increased by Rs173.56 billion. Total 
companies traded were 381 compared 
to 353 from the previous session. Of the 
scrips traded 325 closed up, 44 closed 
down while 12 remained unchanged. 
Total trades increased by 4,748 to 
95,262. Value Traded increased by 2.07 
billion to Rs13.77 billion.

On Wednesday, the PSX witnessed 
bearish trend as the KSE-100 index fell 
by 546.91 points or 1.32 percent due 
to geo-political and regional security 
concerns. The benchmark KSE-100 

index of Pakistan Stock Exchange (PSX) 
closed at 41,357.56 points against 
41,904.47points showing a decline of 
546.91 points. Of the 92 traded com-
panies in the KSE100 Index 12 closed 
up 79 closed down, while 1 remained 
unchanged. Total volume traded for the 
index was 209.28 million shares.

All Share Volume increased by 73.18 
Million to 280.07 Million Shares. Market 
Cap decreased by Rs87.55 Billion. Total 
companies traded were 353 compared 
to 365 from the previous session. Of the 
scrips traded 42 closed up, 292 closed 
down while 19 remained unchanged.

Total trades increased by 8,163 to 
90,514. Value Traded increased by 2.51 
Billion to Rs11.69 Billion. On Monday, 
the PSX witnessed a bearish trend as 
the KSE-100 index fell by 1,027 points 
or 2.4 percent due to geo-political and 
regional security concerns. The bench-
mark KSE-100 index of Pakistan Stock 
Exchange (PSX) closed at 41,296.24 
points as against 42,323 points show-
ing a decline of 1027 points.

Analysts at Arif Habib Limited said 
geo-political and regional security con-
cerns took toll on market sentiment and 
investors resorted to selling. Of the 93 

traded companies in the KSE100 Index 
3 closed up while 90 closed down. Total 
volume traded for the index was 200.00 
million shares. Sector wise, the index 
was let down by Commercial Banks with 
186 points, Fertilizer with 155 points, 
Cement with 111 points, Oil & Gas 
Exploration Companies with 92 points 
and Power Generation & Distribution 
with 85 points. On Thursday, Year 2020 
had been strongly welcomed by the in-
vestors at the Pakistan Stock Exchange 
(PSX) as the benchmark KSE-100 share 
Index stormed past 42,000 level, and hit 
the record high of 42,480.76 points in 
around 16 months. The KSE-100 Index 
closed today at 42,480.76 points with an 
increase of 1080.76 points or 2.54 per-
cent amid positive sentiments among 
investors. Yesterday, the first day of 
2020, the KSE-100 Index accumulated 
massive gains of 664.92 points (1.63 
percent) and closed above the 41,000-
level at 41,400.

The index had opened at 40,735.08 
and did not look back, surging to 
intraday high by 809 points. It had 
maintained the rising momentum that 
started in August last year and after wip-
ing out all the red, provided a return of 
10pc.

RCCI organizes 3rd Pak US 
business summit

RAWALPINDI

 The Rawalpindi Chamber of Commerce and 
Industry (RCCI) in collaboration with Pakistan 
American business Forum (PBAF) organized 3rd 
edition of Pak US business summit at a local hotel 
in Islamabad. Minister for Parliamentary Affairs 
Azam Swati who was the chief guest on the occa-
sion, in his address said that the Pakistan desire 
to have strong trade relations based on mutual 
interest and mutual inter-dependency.

The government is committed to provide con-
ducive environment for business activities and 
informed that legislation and reforms are being 
introduce to resolve issues linked with traders. 
The trade volume is low between the two coun-
tries and expressed hope those in coming years 
this will increase. He invited overseas Pakistanis 
to invest in different sectors. Appreciating the 
RCCI’s efforts for organizing the event Azam 
Swati said that business community is the key 
stake holder.

US Ambassador Paul W. Jones while address-
ing the summit appreciated PBAF and RCCI for 

organizing the moot and added that his office 
and embassy staff, commercial counselor Nathan 
Seifert and trade and economic officer are ready to 
provide all kind of assistance and cooperation.  It’s 
a greatest opportunity to build our relations and 
US-Pak trade relations are reflecting positive fig-
ures, added that Pakistani exports to US has been 
increased 6% in 2019 as compare to the same 
period in 2018 and referred that in 2018 the two 
way trade stands at 6.6 billion dollars.

There is a big opportunity for Pakistan to avail 
GSP facility and numbers shows that relatively a 
small portion of $280 million under GSP which 
I would say Pakistan exporters to take full ad-
vantage of GSP facility as major countries in-
cluding India, Indonesia and Turkey lost GSP 
preferences. There is big market opportunity for 
traders mainly in sectors including food, animal 
products, footwear and vegetables, auto parts and 
table wear.

President RCCI Saboor Malik in his address said 
that the major purpose of the summit was to pro-
vide an opportunity to exchange the views and 

identify the hurdles in trade ties between the two 
business communities. The US has titled 2020 as 
Partners for Prosperity Year, which can only be 
materialized once we have an increase in people 
to people contact. 

Also, enhance cooperation with key organiza-
tions in both countries to ensure cohesive and 
coordinated strategies in promoting U.S. private 
sector interests in Pakistan, he added. We have 
many shared interests, including the Education, 
Human Rights, peace, security, and economic de-
velopment in Pakistan and in the region, he added.

He also informed that the RCCI is organizing 5th 
edition of International Rawal Expo in the first 
week of April 2020 and invited US companies 
and the embassy to take part in the exhibition. 
President Pakistan American Business Forum 
(PBAF) Riaz Hussain in his address highlighted 
the key objective of the forum with respect to 
Pakistan and US trade relations. Secretary PBAF 
Anwer Azam also addressed the summit and ap-
prised the participants on Business and Tax laws 
in US.

OPEN MARKET FOREX RATES

Currency Buying Selling

Australian Dollar 106.5 108

Bahrain Dinar 406 408

Canadian Dollar 117 118.5

China Yuan 22.1 22.25

Danish Krone 23 23.3

 Euro 172 174

Hong Kong Dollar 19.8 20.05

Indian Rupee 2.12 2.19

Japanese Yen 1.39 1.42

Kuwaiti Dinar 508.5 511

Malaysian Ringgit 37.45 37.8

NewZealand $ 103.45 104.15

Norwegians Krone 17.4 17.65

Omani Riyal 401.5 403.5

Qatari Riyal 42.35 42.7

 Saudi Riyal 40.85 41.3

Singapore Dollar 112.25 114.5

 Swedish Korona 16.7 16.95

Swiss Franc 158.4 159.3

 Thai Baht 5.05 5.15

U.A.E Dirham 41.85 42.25

 UK Pound Sterling 201 204

US Dollar 154.4 155.1
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Pakistan, Russia for ensuring regional peace

FM Qureshi, Lavrov discuss 
Middle East tension
Pakistan expresses concerns over escalating US-Iran tensions

  OUR CORRESPONDENT
ISLAMABAD

Pakistan and Russia on Thursday agreed for joint ef-
forts aimed at restoring peace in the region, that has 
witnessed rising tensions among the United States (US) 
and Iran after both sides hit military targets of each 
other in Iraq. Foreign Minister Shah Mehmood Qureshi 
telephoned his Russian counterpart Sergei Lavrov and 
discussed issues pertaining to soaring tensions in the 
Middle East and the overall situation in the region.

Qureshi said that an increase in tensions among the 
states could dent a severe blow to peace and stability in 
the region. “Both sides have to show restraint in order 
to overcome the current escalated situation,” he said. 
Pakistan’s foreign minister further conveyed that the 
country would not become a party to any conflict in the 
region. “We will never allow our soil to be used against 
any regional or neighbouring country,” he stressed.

Meanwhile, Foreign Office Spokesperson Aisha 
Farooqui said that Pakistan has expressed its concerns 
over the escalating hostile relations between United 
States and Iran after strikes in Iraq.

During a weekly briefing, the spokesperson said 
Pakistan is not in the favor of war and hoped that both 
countries would resolve the matter as early as possible 
for the sake of regional peace.

Pakistan enjoys cordial relations with all the countries 
including Iran and Afghanistan, she added. Talking on 
the grave situation in the occupied Kashmir, Aisha 
Farooqui said that Prime Minister (PM) Imran Khan 
has raised the conflict on all the international forums. 
The Indian lockdown in IoK has entered 158th day with 
locals facing shortage of food and medicines, she told. 
The FO spokesperson said Pakistan clearly rejects Indian 
propaganda, adding that opening of Kartarpur Corridor 
is the reflection of PM’s vision.

Federal Minister for Economic Affairs, Muhammad Hammad Azhar met with the delegation of Japan-Pakistan Business Corporation Committee 

headed by its Chairman Mr. Teruo Asada in Tokyo, Japan on Thursday. Photo: PID

Sea Guardians-2020 exercise         

CNS Zafar Abbasi visits 
Chinese ship

  OUR CORRESPONDENT
KARACHI

Chief of the Naval Staff Admiral Zafar 
Mahmood Abbasi visited Chinese ship in 
Karachi during the Sea Guardians-2020 
exercise. The Naval Chief met Deputy 
Commander of Southern Theatre 
Command, Vice Admiral Dong Jun and 
discussed various issues.

Talking to him, Admiral Zafar 
Mahmood Abbasi said the Sea 
Guardians-2020 is a manifestation of 
the long-term relationship and mutual 
trust of the two countries. He said the 
joint exercise will further strengthen 
the two countries  commitment to the 
region s peace and stability. Admiral 
Zafar Mahmood Abbasi praised the 
professional abilities and capabilities of 
Chinese Navy personnel.

Pakistan Navy is currently hosting 6th 
bilateral exercise ‘Sea Guardians-2020’ 
being conducted between Pakistan and 
PLA Navies in which Chinese Flotilla 
comprising naval platforms/ assets 
along with PLA (Navy) Marines Corps 
Detachment is participating. On the 
4th day of ongoing exercise, Chief of 
the Naval Staff Admiral Zafar Mahmood 
Abbasi visited PLA (Navy) Flag Ship 
YINCHUAN.

Upon his arrival onboard PLA (Navy) 
Ship YINCHUAN, the Naval Chief 
was warmly welcomed by Deputy 

Commander PLA Southern Theatre 
Command Vice Admiral Dong Jun. A 
smartly turned out contingent presented 
Guard of Honour to the Naval Chief and 
was given briefing onboard. Thereafter, 
Admiral Zafar Mahmood Abbasi had 
a meeting with Deputy Commander 
PLA Southern Theatre Command Vice 
Admiral Dong Jun where matters of mu-
tual interest came under discussion.

During meeting, the Naval Chief high-
lighted that exercise Sea Guardians is a 
manifestation of treasured friendship 
and mutual trust that exists between 
the two countries and the ongoing exer-
cise will carry forward our relationship 
to new heights of glory.  He further said 
that the exercise is aimed at not only 
countering maritime threats together 
but also solidifying the common resolve 
of both the navies of ensuring regional 
peace and security.

He further expressed his hope that 
regular conduct of such exercises would 
further enhance the cooperation and 
interoperability between the two na-
vies. Later, Chief of the Naval Staff also 
interacted with the PLA (Navy) ship’s 
crew and appreciated their profes-
sional competence and morale. Deputy 
Commander PLA Southern Theatre 
Command Vice Admiral Dong Jun 
thanked Naval Chief for his visit onboard 
PLA (Navy) Ship.

Chief of the Naval Staff Admiral Zafar Mahmood Abbasi being 

presented Guard of Honour onboard Chinese Navy Ship at Karachi 

during conduct of Exercise Sea Guardians 2020.

Rs 5.762b 
released for agri 
development 
projects

ISLAMABAD

The Ministry of Planning 
Development and Reforms has so 
fare given the authorization to release 
Rs 5.762 billion for various agricul-
ture sector development projects 
under its Public Sector Development 
Program (PSDP) for the financial year 
2019-20 as against the total alloca-
tion of Rs 12.047 billion.

Meanwhile, the authorities concerned 
had also given the authorization to 
release funds initiated under Prime 
Minister’s Agriculture Emergency 
Program to uplift of agriculture and 
livestock sectors in the country. 
According to the PSDP releases data of 
the Planning Commission of Pakistan, 
the authorities concerned had given 
the authorization of release of Rs 5.762 
billion for the overall developmental 
projects of Ministry of National Food 
Security and Research under its PSDP 
2019-20 as against the total allocation 
of Rs12.047 billion.

The authorities concerned had also 
given the authorization of release Rs 
2.750 billion for national program for 
improvement of water courses phase-
I, as against the total allocation of Rs 
5.500 billion in order to water con-
servation. Under current year’s devel-
opment agenda, authorization of the 
release of Rs 300 million for national 
oil seed enhancement program as 
the government had allocated Rs600 
million in its PSDP 2019-20.

An amount of Rs 200 million had 
also released for pilot project for de-
velopment of shrimp farming cluster 
in order to promote the aquaculture 
and shrimp farming in the country 
as an amount of Rs 400 million 
earmarked for the projects in current 
year’s development program.

Meanwhile, Rs 30 million was 
released for the Prime Minister 
Initiative for backyard poultry farm-
ing, Rs 80 million for save the calf and 
Rs100 million for promotion of trout 
cage farming in Northern Areas of the 
country as against their respective 
allocations.

Global Markets

Easing US-Iran tensions 
push stocks higher

SHANGHAI/DUBAI/TOKYO/NEW YORK

Global stocks extended a relief rally after 
the US and Iran appeared to step back 
from a deeper military conflict, and re-
gional markets followed suit. Futures on 
the S&P 500 Index rose 0.3 per cent and 
the STOXX Europe 600 Index rose 0.4 per 
cent. The broader MSCI Asia Pacific Index 
gained 1.3 per cent. Asia Pacific markets 
too traded up on Thursday after US 
President Donald Trump’s comments on 
the Iran conflict eased investor worries 
about further escalation of geopolitical 
risks in the Middle East.

“Financial markets endured a complete 
risk-off/risk-on cycle as expectations of 
sustained tensions in the Middle East 
waned,” said Edward Bell, a commodity 
analyst at Emirates NBD. However, vola-
tility is likely to persist in the short-term 
given that no party will be transparent as 
to whether there will be any further es-
calation of geopolitics in the Middle East, 
Bell added, but said that for now markets 
can resume looking to fundamentals for 
direction.

This comes a day after volatility and 
sell-off spiked on the back of Iran retali-
ation, but only to later turn calm on signs 
of deescalating tensions. The gyration on 
Wednesday was perhaps most evident 
in oil markets where benchmark futures 
moved nearly 10 per cent intraday from 
their highs to lows. Brent at one point 
was up to $71.75 a-barrel before push-
ing below $65.

“Even with the receding threat of US-
Iran conflict, a broad host of supply 
and demand factors, couple with some 
(Middle East, North Africa) geopolitical 
risk premium, means that Brent oil prices 
will now be in the $65-75 range,” analysts 
at Eurasia Group wrote in a note.

Iranian Foreign Minister Javad Zarif 
added to Supreme Leader Ali Khamenei’s 
statement, saying that they “do not seek 
escalation or war”. Iraq stated that Iran 
had notified it of the strike in advance, 
indicating that Iran intended to minimise 
casualties.

“Trump’s preference for a withdrawal 
from Iraq that secures US commercial 
interests, and the two sides’ re-estab-
lishment of deterrence, point to a con-
trolled confrontation,” said Firas Modad, 
Director of Middle East Country Risk at 
IHS Markit, while adding the recent de-
velopments point to a likely continuation 
of the current status quo of inconclusive 
confrontation between the two sides, fall-
ing short of an all-out war.

As sentiment improves, market par-
ticipants unwound safe-haven bets with 
broad relief sell-off in the bond universe, 
said Huani Zhu, an economist at Mizuho 
Bank. “Whilst both the US and Iran had 
their ‘proportionate retaliation’ for now, 
we believe that it is in neither side’s inter-
est to escalate further.” Gold prices gave 
up gains Thursday and spot gold was 
down 0.59 per cent at 1,546 points an 
ounce.

Dubai bourse’s main index DFM, which 
dropped as much as 1.6 per cent on 
Wednesday, clawed back its losses and 
ended up 1.4 per cent. Abu Dhabi’s ADX, 

which fell as much as 1.2 per cent a day 
before, closed up 1 per cent.

In Dubai, top gainers included market 
heavyweights Emaar Properties, which 
gained 1.2 per cent, while Emirates NBD 
shares jumped 1.6 per cent. The stocks, 
which largely indicate investor sentiment 
in the region, had briefly dropped yester-
day on US-Iran war escalation.

Emerging markets reacted in a simi-
lar pattern and took back most of its 
early declines. In India, the benchmark 
S&P BSE Sensex, which settled down 51 
points on Wednesday after falling twice 
as much earlier in the day, soared 800 
points largely recovering from the losses 
seen earlier in the week.

The Pakistan Stock Exchange (PSX) 
on Thursday bounced back, as the KE 
100-Index gained 838 points. Chinese 
mainland markets traded higher. The 
Shanghai composite added 0.91 per cent 
to 3,094 points, the Shenzhen composite 
was up 1.75 per cent to 1,800 and the 
Shenzhen component gained 1.79 per 
cent to 10,898.

No hopes’ for Kashmiris

Indian parties lambaste 
BJP’s foreign envoys tour

NEW DELHI

 India’s opposition parties and analysts 
on Thursday lambasted a two-day tour to 
occupied Kashmir for foreign envoys ar-
ranged by the ruling Bharatiya Janata Party 
(BJP), with a resident of the Himalayan val-
ley saying there were no hopes.

Being criticised as a repeat of last 
October’s tour arranged for the European 
Parliament’s right-leaning members, the 
new visit comprises 15 Delhi-based dip-
lomats who reached occupied Kashmir’s 
capital, Srinagar, and would be, according 
to Indian news agency , briefed by the 
Indian Army on the security situation.

The diplomats hail from “the United 
States, Maldives, Norway, Argentina, Niger, 
Togo, Vietnam, Bangladesh, South Korea, 
Peru, [and] Morocco”, the publication 
wrote. The Jammu & Kashmir National 
Conference (JKNC) slammed the move, 
saying if the conditions in the Muslim-
majority region were normal, “why are 
scores of people … under detention for 
almost 160 days and why have the people 
been denied access to the Internet for over 
5 months?”\

As per Times of India, the disappointed 
JKNC termed the tour as “short-lived prop-
aganda victories” that hid “true normalcy 
[which] will only be achieved when all 
detainees are released, communications 
and Internet restored and genuine political 
activity resumed”.

Calling out the hypocrisy wherein Indians 
were told that “peaceful dissent is the cor-
nerstone of democracy”, the party asked: 
“Are the people of Jammu and Kashmir 
expected to live without the fundamental 
rights accorded to other Indian citizens?”

Further, the Jammu and Kashmir Peoples 
Democratic Party (JKPDP) also criticised 
the decision, labelling it a “guided tour” 
for “handpicked individuals who toe the 
government line”. As per The Hindu, it fur-
ther added: “The government jails those 
who aided its democracy and strings up 
puppets who are ready to bargain at the 
cheapest price. The government should 
understand that those who really love 
Kashmiri soil are not for sale.”

Jairam Ramesh, a leader of one of the 
country’s biggest parties, Indian National 
Congress (INC), condemned the foreign 

diplomats’ tour, asking why New Delhi 
was not allowing Indian politicians into 
occupied Kashmir. “We demand that the 
government allows unfettered access 
to J&K to all politicians and not resort to 
guided tours for envoys,” he said, accord-
ing to NDTV.

Manish Tewari, another INC leader, 
said Prime Minister Narendra Modi’s 
government aimed “to demonstrate that 
everything is normal in Kashmir, which 
is far from reality”. Tewari asked why the 
Internet was suspended for more than 
five months, saying it was “paradoxical” to 
“right-wing EU members to visit Kashmir” 
but not Indian politicians.

“This visit is a farcical exercise aimed 
at distorting reality. The situation needs 
a political outreach and for the people of 
Kashmir need to be taken on board,” he 
told Al Jazeera.

The publication also quoted a 33-year-
old engineer from occupied Kashmir, who 
said such diplomats “eat good food, stay 
in luxury hotels and enjoy the joy rides in 
the lakes”.

He said: “They hardly question India 
on its oppression in Kashmir. So, we have 
no hopes that they will speak for us. Had 
India been a real democracy, it would have 
given access to international human rights 
groups and foreign journalists.”

Kashmir-based analyst Sidiq Wahid, 
Centre for Dialogue and Reconciliation’s 
Sushobha Barve, and former senior 
Kashmiri bureaucrat Wajahat Habibullah 
voiced similar concerns, saying India was 
attempting to legitimise its August 5, 2019, 
move when it revoked occupied Kashmir’s 
special status.

This visit is a farcical exercise 
aimed at distorting reality. The 
situation needs a political outreach 
and for the people of Kashmir need 
to be taken on board
INC leader, Manish Tewari


