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Is it Commerce Minister’s domain? 
Page NO.20 ColNo.01 
Caretaker federal minister for commerce Misbahur Rehman defended the incumbent cabinet's decision to 
raise petroleum prices and allow the rupee to depreciate while visiting the Lahore Chamber of Commerce 
and Industry over the weekend. He is quoted as having stated that "we were facing global pressure to let 
the rupee weaken coupled with an increase in crude oil prices so we had to take action." 
 
This rationale is inaccurate on two major counts. First, global prices of oil and products are on the rise, 
however, the end of the month recommendation made by Oil and Gas Regulatory Authority (Ogra) to the 
government to adjust domestic prices effective the first of each month consist of: (i) the variation in the 
international price of oil, plus (ii) the taxes on these products that were applicable in the previous month 
which project a specific amount of revenue collection. If during a rise in the international price of oil and 
products an administration focuses on keeping the revenue projection unchanged then it would notify the 
price recommended by Ogra. At times when the budget deficit is rising to unsustainable levels, as at 
present, with senior Ministry of Finance officials telling Business Recorder that if the deficit for 2017-
18 is contained at 7.5 percent of Gross Domestic Product then it would be an achievement, the focus on 
limiting the deficit should take precedence as it is a highly inflationary policy, over an attempt to appease 
public hue and cry over a rise in oil prices. 
 
Caretakers as opposed to an elected government are naturally less susceptible to public pressure in 
determining the price of oil and products; however, the present set of caretakers has shown its inability to 
take critical decisions. Thus oil prices were raised effective 12 June, instead of 1 June given that the 
Abbasi-led administration unfairly passed on this politically challenging decision to the caretakers who, in 
turn, passed on only 50 percent of what was recommended by Ogra on 31 May. On the last day of June, 
the caretakers passed on the recommended Ogra prices to be effective 1 July but a few days later 
reduced the prices due to a public hue and cry. These decisions will not only have serious implications on 
the budget deficit which may well be closer to 8 percent instead of the optimistic 7.5 percent of GDP but 
also seriously compromise the next government's capacity to negotiate conditions with the International 
Monetary Fund (IMF) given that there is little option but to go on another IMF programme with the existing 
18 billion dollar current account deficit. 
 
Misbahur Rehman maintained that the country was facing global pressure to weaken the currency. This 
pressure more realistically can be sourced to multilateral lending institutions, particularly the IMF, that has 
been consistently arguing in reports uploaded on its website that Pakistan must allow the rupee to settle 
at its market value. The Caretaker Finance Minister had provided a much more economically sound 
argument when she stated that eroding foreign exchange reserves could no longer sustain market 
intervention by the State Bank of Pakistan. 
 
It is unfortunate that Misbahur Rehman took it on himself to respond to queries that he was neither 
qualified to answer nor indeed were they his domain of responsibility. This practice of a federal minister to 
respond to all queries relating to the business of government, especially those that do not come under his 
domain, has been in evidence in past administrations as well. This practice must indeed stop and should 
be limited to either the relevant minister or the spokesperson for the cabinet notably the Minister of 
Information. 
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