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           21st June, 2019 

 
‘Qarz ki peetay thay mai…’ 
 

Qarz ki peetay thay mai, lakin samajhtay thay ke haan 
 

Rang laaway gee hamaari faqaa mastee aik din 
 
The following is translation, however crude: 
 
Always I had liquor on credit, though always thought as much 
 
This intoxicated adversity will bear some fruit - one day 
 
Prime Minister Imran Khan addressed the nation close to midnight on the day the budget was 
presented in the National Assembly, pledging to set up a high-powered investigative team under him 
(with representation from civilian and military intelligence agencies), to fix the responsibility and 
investigate the Rs 24 trillion debt incurred by the previous governments of PPP and PML-N during 
the last 10 years. "I shall make them answerable, I will investigate and I shall not spare them even if 
it is a threat to my life," warned the Prime Minister. Later, the prime minister appears to have 
changed his mind and named the Deputy Chairman National Accountability Bureau, Hussain 
Asghar, to head this body. 
 
Data of loans acquired and spent, notwithstanding the fact that money is fungible, would be readily 
available in the Ministry of Finance as well as the State Bank of Pakistan which is the repository of 
all foreign loans acquired by the government. Hence the investigative team must be staffed by some 
qualified forensic auditors as well as independent economists. Some have proposed a third-party 
audit by an international entity on the same lines as on the rental power projects whose assessment is 
not likely to be coloured by domestic political considerations. 
 
Loans acquired domestically as per the Economic Survey totalled 3.2 trillion in 2008, and rose to 7.6 
trillion rupees by 2012 (this was inexplicably cited as provisional in economic surveys 2012 and 
2013 reflecting Ishaq Dar's penchant for data manipulation to show poor performance of the PPP-led 
coalition government). Thus the PPP-led coalition government was responsible for a 138 percent rise 
in domestic debt, an amount largely attributed to the cessation of all concessional foreign funding 
after the administration opted not to implement the tax and power sector reforms agreed with the 
International Monetary Fund (IMF) leading to the 
 
suspension of the 2013 Stand-By Arrangement with two tranches remaining undisbursed. 
 
Comparing 2012 domestic debt (in all fairness to the PPP 2013 domestic borrowing must be laid at 
the doorstep of the PML-N as Dar borrowed in excess of 400 billion rupees to pay off the circular 
debt on the second last day of the fiscal year) with 2018's total domestic debt of 16.4 trillion rupees - 
a 116 percent rise. However, the increase in domestic debt was over and above the borrowing from 



Page 2 of 2 
 

the IMF which made Pakistan eligible for other concessional borrowing as well as incurring debt 
equity through issuance of Eurobonds/sukuk. 
 
However, in the outgoing year (March 2019) the total domestic debt had risen to 18.1 trillion rupees 
or in other words, the Pakistan Tehrik-i-Insaaf administration raised domestic debt by a whopping 10 
percent in just nine months. 
 
Pakistan's external debt and liabilities were 27.1 billion dollars in 2008 rising modestly to 29.2 
billion dollars by 2012 (provisional estimates). By 2018 total external and liabilities rose to 95 billion 
dollars - an increase of 225 percent. In this context, it is relevant to note that Pakistan's external 
indebtedness has further risen to 105.8 billion dollars by March 2019 - or a raise of 11 percent in this 
year alone. 
 
Where did this money go? No doubt Dar used the bulk of this amount to keep foreign exchange 
reserves artificially high (acknowledged by the then IMF mission leader in a press conference), and 
to keep the rupee value constant with the objective of understating the mark-up in budget documents. 
Counterpart funds for projects would have accounted for some of the external loans particularly 
under the China Pakistan Economic Corridor (which would be next to impossible to audit simply 
because contracts were not awarded according to the Public Procurement Rules as they generally are 
not where government-to-government transactions take place). 
 
However, in non-CPEC project specific loans, the Prime Minister may be able to decipher where the 
money was siphoned off, for example, in: (i) independent power projects including support for 
flawed projects, for example, the coal-powered Sahiwal project; (ii) roads projects allocated to 
National Highway Authority/FWO which were mostly delayed leading to a massive cost escalation; 
and (iii) other projects with both a foreign and local funding component. 
 
There is unfortunately no law that penalizes an administration for blatantly flawed policies and/or 
incompetence and the prerogative to prioritise say infrastructure over social sector or the other way 
round is supposed to rest with the administration. It would therefore be difficult to hold any 
individual accountable for engaging in flawed policies because mala fide intent would have to first 
be proved beyond a shadow of doubt. However, an unbiased investigation may affect a party's 
political capital though with literacy rates as low as they are accusations and counter accusations 
may leave the political map more or less unchanged. 
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