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          31st December, 2018 

 
 
Economic direction? 
ONE has to look harder and harder to discern the economic message and direction of the government. Initially, 
the rulers argued that strengthening institutions and aggressively pursuing corruption was the way to fix the 
economy. The crux of this vision was putting the right people in positions of authority in the state-owned 
enterprises and regulatory bodies. That took a hit when the appointments of the PIA and PTA chairmen were 
announced. Then we had the vision of shoring up our reserves, and we saw the IMF being approached and 
multiple visits to foreign capitals being undertaken in search of a billion here and a billion there to help plug the 
current account deficit. Along the way, we have heard of an export-led growth push as well as ramped-up import 
substitution industrialisation. Meanwhile, the prime minister enjoys dwelling at length on foreign investors’ 
interest in Pakistan and pointing out the ongoing work on special economic zones for the Chinese and a large 
commitment from Saudi Arabia to invest in Pakistan’s oil and gas sector. 
 
All this is fine except for the fact that we take one direction today and another tomorrow, depending on what 
happens to be foremost in the minds of the people one is talking to. The fact that export-led growth and import 
substitution industrialisation pull the policy framework in different directions does not come up. Nor do the 
apprehensions of domestic investors — and those foreign investors who already have stakes in Pakistan — 
concerning the terms being offered to the Chinese to invite them into the SEZs get much quarter. At the end, 
what we have is a haphazard pattern of economic firefighting, where whoever manages to get an audience with 
the prime minister is likely to walk out of the room with a bouquet of commitments on subsidies and incentives. 
One example is the gas price equalisation subsidy just released by the government for the so-called export-
oriented sectors. Another is the reduction of taxes on fuel prices, especially at a time when the government is 
struggling to control a growing fiscal deficit. As industry reels from gas shortages, absorbing the implications of 
the exchange rate depreciation and continuous interest rate hikes, we are now bracing for the announcement of 
yet another money bill. This ad hocism, and endless sugarcoating of the numbers, must end soon. 
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