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                              3rd January, 2020 
 Editorial 
 
 
Revenue jitters 
THE visit that Adviser to the Prime Minister on Finance Hafeez Shaikh recently paid to the 
offices of the Federal Board of Revenue was clearly more than just a courtesy call. No press 
release was issued by the Finance Division or the FBR about the meeting, but those present 
spoke quite expansively about what happened — and what they had to say does not paint a 
pleasant picture. The Finance Division, which has to take ultimate ownership of the IMF 
programme and its successful implementation, is not happy with the pace of revenue 
collection, and also appears fed up with the absence of any vision for future reform of the 
FBR. In this respect, the timing of the visit is important to note. It came the day after the FBR 
announced its revenue collection figures for the first half of the ongoing fiscal year, and the 
shortfall has widened to Rs287bn. The visit also came a few days after the IMF board 
approved the first review of the ongoing Fund programme and the detailed review 
documents show that the Fund, despite acknowledging the fiscal adjustment and the fact 
that the primary deficit was above its target range, still pointed at the ‘quality’ of revenue 
collection and the role of quite a few one-off items in helping to meet the target. 
 
Meanwhile, the chairman FBR congratulated himself on social media when announcing the 
revenue figures, pointing out there is growth of 16pc in the quantum of collections 
compared to the same period last year. That may be true, but given high inflation and the 
growth rate, 16pc growth in revenue collection is to be expected even if there was no 
additional revenue effort. So there is not much here to boast about. Mr Shaikh is said to be 
unimpressed. And given the urgency of meeting the IMF targets, he views the shortfalls as a 
serious risk to the programme. If the shortfalls continue, the possibility of new revenue 
measures in the next few months cannot be ruled out. Something needs to change fast to 
pre-empt that possibility. Given the slow pace of growth, and shrinking imports, reliance on 
the traditional heads is not going to help. This is the time for innovative thinking, and better 
leadership at the governmental level. Left to their own devices, the bureaucrats of the FBR 
will be unable to develop any such vision. The government has to step forward with a 
stronger hand. 


