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In the National Assembly as well as in the Senate standing committee on finance there was
considerable criticism on one measure contained in the supplementary budget presented by the
Pakistan Tehreek-e-Insaf (PTI) government: non-filers would now be enabled to purchase property
in excess of 40 lakh rupees as well as purchase high-end automobiles. Finance Minister Asad Umar
conceded in the lower house of parliament that he would take account of the recommendations by
the opposition on this matter and make appropriate adjustments.

In the National Assembly, criticism of this aspect of the budget was limited to the opposition yet in
the Senate, it crossed party lines with PTI members joining the opposition in voicing concern.
However, during the meeting of the Senate standing committee on finance the Chairman of Federal
Board of Revenue (FBR) presented a more compelling defence: “we are trying to resolve the matter
in a way that the genuine tax evaders cannot escape and those who are not required to file returns
are protected, including pensioners, widows, overseas Pakistanis and those who have inherited
properties.” Committee members proposed that any implementation issues must be dealt with
through making appropriate changes in the existing laws rather than on reversing major tax reforms.

The finance minister further stated that the PTI government would proactively go after tax evaders,
unlike the PML-N administration during the past five years, to be achieved through using available
information by the FBR (through the use of technology). Of the 183 billion rupees additional
revenue envisaged in the supplementary budget 92 billion rupees would be from the use of
technology, so averred the Finance Minister. Umar was perhaps referring to claims made during the
PPP-led coalition government by National Database and Registration Authority (Nadra) that there
are 3.6 million potential taxpayers (out of which 1.3 million were old taxpayers registered but not
filing their returns). It was later revealed that the majority of these potential filers were legally
exempt from filing returns and included those whose income was sourced to agriculture, pensioners,
widows and those exclusively reliant on remittances.

In 2017, Nadra once again offered to share a list of 795,000 potential taxpayers not on the tax roll
and requested a specific percentage of tax collected from these cases as its share. The matter was
discussed in a National Tax Reform Commission meeting but there are no further reports as to
whether this offer was taken up or not, no doubt as the budget for 2017-18 had already been
announced and the Nawaz Sharif/Ishaq Dar team was replaced by the Abbasi/Ismail team. Asad
Umar’s contention that the failure to bring more non-filers into the tax net by the PML-N
administration was ‘deliberate’ may be unfair. Haroon Akhtar Khan, Special Assistant to the Prime
Minister on Revenue, undertook some major reforms in the tax system during the past two to three
years and Umar would be well advised to seek his input into the matter which may lead him to
conclude that generating 92 billion rupees by bringing some wealthy non-filers into the tax net may
be a challenge unlikely to be met within the remaining nine months of the year.

The finance minister also welcomed Shahbaz Sharif’s proposal for a ‘charter of economy’; however,
one would assume that this is limited to major macroeconomic targets, including the acceptable
budget deficit as a percentage of GDP, borrowing limits both from within and outside the country,
rate of inflation. The details as to how to achieve these objectives would vary from one political
party to the next which would be reflected not only in terms of different taxation measures but also
in terms of different expenditure sectoral priorities. To conclude, detailed policies would remain the
prerogative of the government and one would hope that it would begin the challenging task of
undertaking meaningful Pakistan-specific reforms with an in-built element of their implementability.
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