
 
Approaching the IMF 
Prime Minister Imran Khan in his press conference in Lahore during the weekend began by 
defending his selection of Chief Minister Punjab Usman Buzdar, unfortunately reflecting a focus 
that is baffling, and only later moving on to his administration’s options in dealing with the 
economic crisis prevailing in the country – a crisis indicated by historically high unsustainable 
budget and trade deficits, official foreign exchange reserves as of end-September of 8 billion 
dollars, less than two months of imports (though the priority allocation of these reserves would 
be to pay off the interest and/or principal as and when due on foreign loans procured by the 
PML-N administration) while growth is slowing down (large-scale manufacturing growth 
plummeted to 1 percent in July this year), with negative repercussions on employment 
opportunities.  
 
Be that as it may, the Prime Minister was fully cognizant of the seriousness of the dwindling 
foreign exchange reserves on our economic viability and remarked that his administration had 
considered seeking support from friendly countries to shore up our reserves. And perhaps for the 
first time since assuming power he strongly hinted at the possibility of the country seeking 
International Monetary Fund (IMF) assistance to address our precarious foreign exchange 
reserve position. A day later, finance minister Asad Umar announced that the government has 
decided to approach the IMF to deal with a slew of economic challenges.  
 
The PTI government’s ‘Plan A’ has been to seek assistance from friendly countries that may 
include foreign direct investment, oil at deferred payment and to park billions of dollars with the 
SBP to tide the country over the existing foreign exchange crunch; however these options appear 
to have been sought and if not outrightly rejected by Saudi Arabia at least not fully endorsed. 
Additionally, given that the government has slowed down progress on China Pakistan Economic 
Corridor projects considerably and given the state of the country’s indebtedness, China may 
hesitate to provide the required 10 to 12 billion dollar injection in one go (the amount required as 
acknowledged by the Federal Finance Minister Asad Umar in the current fiscal year with only 9 
months remaining) on easy terms and for a longer period.  
 
‘Plan A’ also consists of the incumbent administration’s perception that it would not only be able 
to mobilize the Pakistani diaspora to remit more than at present, a perception based on Imran 
Khan’s success in generating massive donations from this source to fund the Shaukat Khanum 
hospital in three cities, but also to proactively engage with other countries where Pakistanis hold 
billions of dollars of assets with the objective of bringing back “transferred wealth.” The 
government has engaged with the UK foreign secretary and the Prime Minister no doubt raised 
this issue with the UAE during his recent visit to the emirates. Three related lacunae require 
further consideration: (i) Pakistanis wealth stashed abroad, estimated in excess of 200 billion 
dollars in Dubai and Switzerland alone, is not all in liquid assets but in immoveable assets whose 
sale, followed by remitting the amount to Pakistan, would, in all probability, take more than nine 
months; (ii) not all these assets can be sourced to corruption and nor are they illegally held 
abroad; and (iii) the UAE’s as well as Switzerland’s laws are designed to attract wealth from 
abroad and they are unlikely to want to remit the amount as it would have serious repercussions 



on the state of their economy. It maybe recalled that the US and Europe with considerable 
leverage, compared to Pakistan had threatened the levy of punitive penalties on Swiss banks 
located in these countries before a deal was struck.  
 
Shahzad Akbar, Special Assistant to the Prime Minister on Accountability, is on record as having 
stated that he expects to bring back illegal wealth held abroad within a matter of months. This 
may be wishful thinking and perhaps the Prime Minister is coming to this conclusion as he did 
allude to the IMF programme. Although finance minister has said that talks with the IMF will 
start immediately, a Fund programme would not only be limited to our remaining less than 6 
billion dollar quota (after the 6.6 billion dollar Extended Fund Facility availed by the PML-N 
government from September 2013-2016) but be delayed - from drafting the programme itself 
(that would require negotiations with the government that may be challenging as it would require 
a major revisit of the supplementary budget) to getting IMF Board’s approval which may be 
delayed especially if the US and other countries want additional conditionalities (for example, 
not allowing Pakistan to clear its short-term debt to and/or pay for imports from China). The loan 
from the IMF would be a three-year affair and before committing to this programme, the Fund 
would like to satisfy itself with what arrangement the government has made to finance the 
balance amount needed to plug the gaping hole. This would require negotiations with our other 
traditional sources of funding that would be much more forthcoming if we are under a fund 
programme. In other words, the IMF package would take a number of months before it is 
approved and disbursed – time that clearly the country does not have given the dwindling foreign 
exchange reserves and the heavy demand on their use.  
 
To conclude, the country’s economy was left in a state of crisis by the PML-N administration, 
however, clearly the PTI, after forming the government, considered it had the capacity to deal 
with the issues. Again it is not PTI’s fault that the time for action is limited to the current year 
but it is the incumbent government’s fault that for the past one and a half months there has been 
no visible progress in presenting a plan that has the capacity to deal with the crisis and along the 
way change market perceptions from negative to positive.  
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