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  The Caretakers' over-arching objective is to hold fair and free elections, keep the government ship 
afloat and not take any major decisions - with or without consultations with the leadership of all three 
national political parties. Or such appears to be the position being taken by the Nasirul Mulk-led 
caretaker set-up, with many claiming it is a self imposed constraint. 
 
There is no doubt that there are extremely serious economic issues that require emergent measures 
today, issues that will simply exacerbate till the end of this month or however long it would take for the 
next elected government to be installed in Islamabad after the elections. These range from (i) runaway 
current account and budget deficits - the former rising by a whopping 43 percent to more than 16 billion 
dollars during the first eleven months of 2017-18 and the latter projected at over 8 percent of GDP by 
independent economists, though the heavily manipulated data gives a less critical state of affairs; (ii) 
poorly performing public sector entities that continue to be a drain on the exchequer estimated at over a 
trillion rupees; (iii) money laundering and capital flight estimated in excess of billions of dollars; (iv) 
eroding foreign exchange reserves (estimated at 9.78 billion dollars on 29 June 2018 - not enough to 
meet two months of imports with the normal requirement being three months of imports); (v) a massive 
rise in reliance on external borrowing during the five-year tenure of the PML-N administration from ever 
more expensive sources including from the foreign commercial banking sector as concessional funding 
dried up after the completion of the three year Extended Fund Facility by the International Monetary 
Fund (September 2013 to September 2016). The IMF stated in its report dated March 2018 titled the 
first post-programme monitoring report: "the authorities' success with contracting external borrowing 
(over $10 billion in FY 2016/17 and more than $6 billion so far in FY 2017/18) has been instrumental in 
softening the impact of the rising external imbalances on foreign exchange reserves. While the level of 
external debt (27.4 percent of GDP in FY 2016/17) has remained moderate, continued mobilization of 
external financing at favorable rates could become more challenging in the period ahead, against the 
background of rising international interest rates and increasing financing needs." 'Softening' indeed! The 
cost of this strategy will be paid by the next government if it takes politically challenging decisions which 
in turn would erode the disposable income of the general public in months if not weeks to come. 
 
The mandate of the caretakers as determined by the constitution bars them from taking any measures 
that are violative of the announced policies of the Abbasi administration in the budget 2018-19 including 
adjusting unrealistic revenue projections designed to strengthen the party's support base in the 
forthcoming elections as well as expenditure priorities that were overwhelmingly focused on the party's 
political considerations. The Abbasi-led administration announced a budget that was to be applicable 
from 1 July - one month after the party's tenure ended and therefore there was a need for the 
caretakers to inject some realism into revenue generating measures and expenditure priorities to non-
political projects for the month of July at least. Thus while there is no doubt that the caretakers are 
constrained by the shortness of their time in power however this constraint, had better sense prevailed, 
would have been partly overridden by the need to engage in fire fighting given the scale and extent of 
the issues facing the economy today. 
 
Notwithstanding the fact that the Caretaker Prime Minister has been briefed on all aspects/sectors, even 
those where the situation does not require emergent measures, yet he has reportedly disabled the 
caretaker Finance Minister from taking any short-term remedial measures. Reports also indicate that 
Nasirul Mulk refused to give the go ahead to his cabinet colleagues to either negotiate with the senior 
leadership of major political parties in order to begin reforms now so as to strengthen the position of the 
next government in negotiating a package with the IMF that would be less onerous for the general 
public or make any adjustment in economic policy that would begin to reverse some of these disturbing 
trends. The only exception has been the rupee value which is being determined by market forces and 



that too could be because the State Bank of Pakistan does not have the foreign exchange reserves to 
intervene in the market. 
 
Informed sources reveal that the caretaker finance minister has directed the Ministry staff and affiliated 
departments to begin simulations of various policy decisions in an effort to facilitate the next government 
in decision-making. This appears to be rather a futile exercise as enough simulations and well-
researched papers on most of what needs to be done are available though they have been gathering 
dust at relevant ministries/departments/entities/offices. A much more useful exercise would be to 
revamp the data collection entity, Pakistan Bureau of Statistics, with the objective of de-linking it from 
the political machinery though needless to add any recommendations in this regard would probably be 
thrown out of the window by the next government. 
 
The caretaker finance minister is caught between the devil and the deep blue sea - the deep blue sea 
being the genuine complaints that the next government would voice due to the failure of the caretakers 
to deal with the existing economic crisis, and the devil in the form of a Prime Minister who refuses to 
allow her to take any far reaching decision that are required to begin to deal with the situation. 
 
To conclude, Pakistan has unfortunately not had a qualified finance minister able and willing to put his 
job on the line other than Shaukat Tarin whose insistence on third party audit of rental power projects 
saved this country from making an ill-informed decision at best and one entailing large sums of bribes at 
worst. We need someone with a backbone and either the necessary qualifications or failing that the 
capacity to seek advice from those who do have the necessary qualifications and experience. And one 
would hope that the next finance minister, unlike his predecessors, qualified or unqualified, does not 
exhibit an arrogance when dealing with the stakeholders (public and specific 
industries/sectors/subsectors alike) and instead exhibits the capacity to stand up to the party leader in 
the event that his decisions are going to take their toll on the party's popularity. 
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