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ZULFIQAR AHMAD

ISLAMABAD: Federal Minister for Finance Asad Umar on Wednesday categorically said that Pakistan
and China are the ‘sole strategic partners’ in multibillion dollars China-Pakistan Economic Corridor
(CPEC) project.

In his shortest ever winding up speech on the finance bill in the Senate, he said that Chinese foreign
minister during his recent visit to Pakistan had said that any country interested in making investment
in an individual project under the CPEC would be welcomed.

“After discussion with Chinese foreign minister, we took the initiative during Prime Minister Khan’s
visit to Saudi Arabia, as Saudis also showed interest to make investment in individual projects under
the CPEC,” he added.

Soon after the Prime Minister returned home, Information Minister Fawad Chaudhry had said that
Saudi Arabia would be the ‘third strategic’ partner of Pakistan in CPEC project. But a day ago,
Minister for Planning and Development Khusro Bakhtiar denied it in unequivocal terms, saying Saudi
Arabia is not the strategic partner.

Responding to questions by Raza Rabbani who drew the attention of the minister towards the issue,
the finance minister said that he fully endorsed the statement of the planning and development
minister about the confusion as he is the relevant minister.

About the mini-budget, he said that the previous government used to call CPEC a game-changer
but it didn’t bother to share the details of this project with Parliament for two years.

“The PTI government will not sign any secret agreement…we kept asking for the details about CPEC
project for about two-and-a-half years but no province was told anything about CPEC projects
except Punjab,” he added.

The recommendation made by the Upper House that non-filers should not be allowed to purchase
property, he added, was incorporated in the Finance Supplementary (Amendment) Bill 2018 with
some amendments.

As per the amendments, he said, expatriate Pakistani who send remittances through legal means
would be allowed to acquire property and vehicles in the country. He said that people purchasing
vehicles up to 200-CC would also be exempted from this restriction.

“Fine would be imposed if someone acquires property or vehicle despite being non-filer. I would
also like to clarify that an overseas Pakistani who stays in the country for 182 days, will also have to
file his tax returns,” he added.

“In order to facilitate the poor, the government has also brought down general sales tax (GST) and
regulatory duty from 30 to 10 percent, as our job is to give relief to the poor who is using wood,
LPG, etc. So we’ve decided to slash the duty and regulatory duty on import of LNG from 30 to 10
percent,” he added.

Umar said that that all the supplementary budgetary proposals would be effective from July 01,
2018, as financial year starts from July 01 and there could be no changes.

He said that women who have inherited properties and had no other source of income, have also
been exempted from taxes, as these people especially women had to face a lot of hardship after
inheriting properties after the death of their parents.

About giving relief to erstwhile Federally Administered Tribal Areas as well as well the Provincially
Administered Tribal Areas, he said there areas have been exempted from taxes, as it had already
been agreed with the integration of FATA with Khyber Pakhtunkhwa.
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To a question raised by Senator Hasil Bizenjo of National Party and Raza Rabbani of PPP about
government’s decision to invite Saudi Arabia for making investment in Reko Diq gold mine project
and building oil refinery in Gwadar in Balochistan province, he said that it is being done after taking
the province into confidence.

Both the senators declared it a direct clash with Article 172 of the Constitution, which bars the
Center from interfering in matters pertaining to provinces particularly after the 18th Amendment.

“We’ve already lost the case at London Court of International Arbitration (LCIA), which caused a
huge loss to the national kitty, so again when the Saudis asked us for a solution, we agreed to it,” he
added.

He dispelled the impression that Balochistan is not on board as the issue had already been discussed
in a meeting of Council of Common Interests (CCI), adding the government would not take any step
which is against the Constitution and provincial autonomy.

“It’s absolutely wrong that the federal government has nothing to do with matters related to
provinces. The center does have a role, but the province has the right to decide for such matters, so
we’re doing this after taking the province into confidence,” he maintained.

He continued, “Saudi Arabia wanted to help us out after we lost the case before LCIA. This was the
reason we discussed the issue in CCI, where the chief minister Balochistan was present and then we
proceeded with the project.” He also said that Balochistan ministers were also present at a meeting
with Saudi officials in Gwadar this week.

Umar said that the PTI government would not encroach upon the rights of the provinces no matter
what, adding the government wants to start working on national Finance Commission Award (NFC),
for which he had written to all four chief ministers to send names of their representatives, but they
are yet to respond.

“I want to appeal all the four chief ministers again to send names of their representatives so that we
can start work on NFC as soon as possible,” he added.
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