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AS the government is accused of having effected an about-turn in the matter of

allowing non-filers of tax returns to purchase property and new automobiles, it is

worthwhile to remember that the more important part of the story is that they have

done the right thing.

The new finance act passed by the National Assembly will certainly need to be

supplemented further in the months to come since it is clearly inadequate to the

purpose.

But one positive signal that has come out of it thus far is the willingness of the finance

team to not roll back an important reform measure designed to promote

documentation of the economy and create a culture of filing tax returns.

It was assumed by everyone that the government team had previously acted at the

behest of property developers and auto assemblers.

But by keeping the restriction in place, the finance team has shown that even if that were

the case, they are still capable of acting independently.

The distinction between filers and non-filers of tax returns is new to our economic

culture. It has been in place for only a few years.

In the months and years to come, the government ought to build upon this distinction,

and progressively close off more and more doors for non-filers of tax returns.

This is an easy task in one sense: there is hardly any constituency that can speak publicly

against the measure.

Those whose business interests are adversely impacted by this measure are many, and

they are powerful in several ways.

But they have a very hard time making a case before the public, other than taking

circuitous routes such as what the auto industry did the day before the passage of the

finance act, when they argued that the measure would adversely impact their industry,

and could cause layoffs and slow down investment if sales dropped precipitously as a

result.

Such criticism is easily dismissed. It is nothing more than vested interests trying to pass

off their specific concerns as the larger interest of society, a common tactic but one that

is ineffective in this case.

Pakistan has a huge latent demand for automobiles, which is why hundreds of millions

of dollars worth of fresh investment are lining up to enter.
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The same is true for housing and the property market. If current players cannot play even

under conditions of a virtually captive market, then perhaps they should take up some

other business.

In times to come, as the government seeks to build upon this reform, and make the

conduct of day-to-day business even more difficult for non-filers, such specious

arguments are going to be heard again.

Let this episode be a learning experience that better prepares the finance team for such

challenges as they continue down this important journey to build a culture of tax

compliance.
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