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Pakistan probably tops the global ranking of countries, if there was such a ranking, 
where the population is convinced that making scrambled eggs is more difficult 
compared with understanding the economy.  
 
And they are perhaps right. Apparently all that is needed to improve the economy is for 
Pakistan to strike oil, and that to the gigantic type of reserves. Maybe the Margalla Hills 
in Islamabad are really a huge big diamond underneath. Perhaps, the riverbed of Indus 
River is really red earth. Possibly, Quetta is on top of the biggest gold mine on Earth. 
Perchance, the sea starts coughing up platinum at Hawkes Bay.  
 
If all that does not happen, there is the second option. Our friends in China and Saudi 
Arabia are always reliably available and willing to lend us billions of dollars, and if they 
don’t, we can bring back dollars from secret bank accounts of Pakistanis abroad, and 
even if that does not work, there is always IMF. After all, today we are the most 
geopolitically important destination on this globe, where the battle for world supremacy 
is being fought; the contestants cannot afford an unstable Pakistan. And don’t fret, we 
are never supposed to or required to pay back all this debt; and lest not forget we are a 
nuclear power. So there!  
 
And finally, there is the Plan C; structural reforms, building democratic institutions, 
improving governance, adopting free markets in letter and spirit and freedom of press 
will ensure economic growth. Further since it is not the business of the government to 
be in business, so we sell everything, albeit some of us are not sure what we do after 
that. And yes let us not forget that consumer choice is more important than having the 
necessary dollar reserves to pay for imports. But do not worry infrastructure built under 
CPEC will ensure economic growth, even if we don’t know how much we will end up 
paying for it, which in any case should not worry us since we don’t have the money to 
pay the Chinese back anyway.  
 
In all earnestness, considering the passion with which these options are discussed on 
the idiot box by the great “economists” of our times, you can’t really blame the common 
Pakistani to fall for at least one of the above options, hook line and sinker. My favourite 
is the precious metal/mineral/oil theory, the easiest and the best solution. Albeit while 
such discussions on the economy are entertaining, on the other hand the unbridled 
critique of every step the government takes and every move the government makes can 
hardly be deemed positive, even patriotic.  
 



While it is very easy to pass judgement sitting on a cushy chair on prime time television, 
it is umpteen time more difficult to implement solutions for an apparently unsolvable 
economic labyrinth; there is a huge difference between a gladiator and a spectator in 
the Colosseum. Frankly, I would not want to be the Gladiator.  
 
To elaborate, something interesting from the internet: top jobs can make monkeys out of 
capable people simply because such jobs are difficult to do well. The Peter Principle 
works in real life, brilliant people are promoted until they become awful managers. While 
I believe that journalism is the most afflicted by the said principle with good reporters 
becoming boring anchors; that perhaps is not the case with Government managers. But 
today is not the day or the time to bury democracy, perhaps another day another time.  
 
Getting back to the three options, the precious mineral/metal/oil theory is my favourite, 
and hopefully it comes to pass; albeit that really is an uncertain option. The second 
option is perhaps more practical and a necessity for the near term, but will only result in 
a short respite; the problem is that we cannot keep borrowing endlessly and it does not 
matter who we borrow from because the eventual outcome will be the same. The third 
option at best is theoretic; we have been carrying out structural reforms for the last 
decade or more without getting anywhere. Steps are taken and then reversed and then 
we start all over again. Even for a moment if it was to be believed that we were to 
actually find and implement the right structural reforms, if they exist somewhere out 
there, my guess is that substantive gains from them could take at least three years.  
 
So if you are still reading we get to the three bits; perhaps more than three!  
 
There are rumours floating around that the Government is contemplating increasing 
tariffs on a few thousand goods; so they are finally getting to the first bit. Except do it 
right; across the board and 30%, than figure out whether to give targeted subsidies. Like 
in the case of gas, definitely increase the tariff, in fact double it, but only for the 
consumers who can afford to pay for it; perhaps area wise.  
 
And somebody really needs to focus on fast track resolution of property disputes, 
extremely necessary for economic growth.  
 
As regards how not to do tax, I am surprised by this obsession with number of 
taxpayers. In reality everyone is a taxpayer since approximately 80% of taxes collected 
by FBR are regressive indirect taxes; withholding taxes are indirect taxes. Before 
increasing taxes further which seems to be the easiest of solution albeit with unseen 
negative consequences, perhaps someone needs to carry out a global reconciliation to 
confirm that all taxes that should be collected are being collected; identify the leakages. 
Satellite imaging, heck possibly Google maps can track growth of crops, containers 
coming in and going on ports and stockpiling of commodities anywhere. The only 
immediate tax policy change needed is to swap the tax rates between importers and 
manufacturers.  
 
A rather aggressive tax regime where every business is deemed unscrupulous and 



pursued relentlessly by the government through its various arms definitely will do 
nothing to improve Pakistan’s ranking in the ease of doing business index. So if 
domestic investors are terrified about investing in Pakistan, who will, and how will the 
economy grow and how will jobs get created? This is a delicate situations and a 
hammer is the wrong solution.  
 
(The writer is a chartered accountant based in Islamabad. Email: [email protected])  


