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Distinguished Members of LTBA,
Ladies and Gentlemen!
I am delighted to be here with you this afternoon. I am grateful to Mr. Muhammad Ajmal Khan for inviting me to LTBA, the largest tax bar in Asia. 
The Office of Federal Tax Ombudsman (FTO), a quasi-judicial forum meant for providing inexpensive and expeditious redress to taxpayers against unfair and arbitrary treatment at the hands of revenue officials who collect federal taxes, including income tax, sales tax, customs duties and federal excise duty, was established on 11 August, 2000. In other words, the Office set up under Ordinance No. XXXV of 2000 has just recently completed its ten years of existence. The FTO Secretariat at the start consisted of a Secretariat (headquarters) office at Islamabad, with two Regional Offices at Karachi and Lahore. After taking oath as the third Federal Tax Ombudsman in June, 2009, I started the third Regional Office at Quetta in November, 2009, while the fourth Regional Office at Peshawar became operational in August, 2010. To facilitate both taxpayers and the tax bar, we plan to set up Facilitation Centers in all major commercial cities of Pakistan such as Hyderabad, Sukkur, Larkana, Multan, Faisalabad, Gujranwala, Sialkot and Abbottabad, over the next year or so. 
Ladies and Gentlemen!
The law mandates the FTO Office to diagnose, investigate, redress and rectify act(s) of procedural injustice done to a taxpayer through maladministration of a taxman. Since its establishment, the FTO Office has dealt with, on average, about 1400 taxpayers’ complaints a year. When I took over last year, there were hundreds of complaints pending from years 2005, 2006, 2007 and 2008. Let me say that with your cooperation it became possible to - exceptionally - liquidate this entire - up to four-year old - pendency by 31st December, 2009, when there was not a single complaint pertaining to pre-2009 pending investigation with us. 
Ladies and Gentlemen!
The current year (2010) has been exceptional in many ways in the ten-year existence of the Office of the Federal Tax Ombudsman in Pakistan. Over the past ten-and-a-half month period we received 1225 taxpayer complaints, of which 1032 complaints have already been disposed of. In other words, over 84% of complaints filed during the current year have already been decided. And almost 2 in 3 of these complaints have been decided within two-month of their institution. You will be glad to know that FTO’s proactive intervention has led to release of refunds aggregating to Rs 1.8 billion during Jan-Oct 2010, as compared to a total of Rs 840 million in the last five years (2005-09). The fact that hapless taxpayers have got ten times more of their stuck-up money in 2010 as compared to what they could get, on average, during each of the past five years is a testimony of the new heights the Office of the Tax Ombudsman has been able to achieve in the current year. 
More significantly, for the first time in the history of the decade-old Office of Federal Tax Ombudsman, as many as 113,957 several-year-old refund claims were got settled under two own motion notices by the FTO during the current year. This proactive step led to refunds involving over Rs 2.5 billion to tens of thousands of cash-starved taxpayers of Karachi. Similarly, taking suo motu notice, the FTO intervened with the FBR to get resolved 805 customs cases stuck up for want of procedural formalities for the last many years; and 400 sales tax cases pending decision since 2006. These old cases involving Rs. 1.16 billion of taxpayers’ money were informally brought to the notice of the FTO during his visit to the Sialkot Chamber of Commerce and Industry in April, 2010. While the customs cases were got settled within a month, the sales tax cases took about four months. 
Ladies and Gentlemen!
The Tax Ombudsman, unprecedentedly, got the taxpayers, in the nine-month period of the current year, a refund of Rs. 4.5 billion, which is more than twice the total amount of refund they were able to get during the nine-year period from 2000 to 2009. According to available evidence, such an exceptional performance matrix is without parallel not only in ombudsman offices in Pakistan, but probably elsewhere also. Let me also mention that over 3 in 4 complaints investigated by the FTO Office are redressed to the satisfaction of the aggrieved taxpayers. Indeed the taxpayers’ satisfaction with the Office of the Tax Ombudsman has never been higher, which would not have been possible without the exceedingly positive role played by the tax bar. Let me avail this opportunity to place on record my appreciation of your role in accomplishing the mandated role of the Tax Ombudsman. Your contribution is critical in building taxpayers’ confidence in the efficacy of the Office of FTO. 
Ladies and Gentlemen!
The extent to which the tax administration wastes its time, effort and resources, leading to the rising cost of doing business for the aggrieved taxpayers, can be gauged by an instance in which the FBR took 21 long years to decide a customs case. But for the intervention of the FTO, the matter would have lingered on endlessly. For the last over two decades, the Pakistan government has been trying to restructure and reform the tax administration. Unfortunately, the FTO forum has not been factored in these reform efforts. As maladministration virtually runs across the entire gamut of the tax system, like all other government departments, what is needed is a fundamental restructuring of the FBR. The FBR reform, particularly in relation to introducing far-reaching changes in pre-service and in-service training of its officials at all levels, and how to hold them effectively accountable, requires to be taken up on top priority basis, in view of the evidence-based inverse correlation existing world-wide between poorly administered tax departments and their tax collections. The fairer the treatment meted out to taxpayers at the hands of taxmen, the higher the tax revenues. The FBR urgently needs to set up a robust and credible complaint-handling unit within its organisation, and only after exhausting the internal grievance-redress mechanisms should a taxpayer feel the need of invoking the FTO forum. 
Ladies and Gentlemen!
Let me now share my future vision with you. Under the thematic “Making a Difference” approach, I have initiated major reform and restructuring of FTO Office, aiming at bringing about IT enablement for web-based online filing of complaints and e-correspondence, besides embarking upon a major dissemination and outreach programme. The objective is to create awareness and make the FTO Office’s complaint management system more accessible. The programme will enable the taxpayers to get maximum benefit of FTO’s taxpayer-friendly, inexpensive and speedy justice provisioning. There will be online connectivity with the FBR, the tax bars, as also many other stakeholders. Not only will this vision substantially enhance the efficiency of FTO Office, it will also strengthen the accountability of the FTO staff. To help disseminate relevant information to the taxpayers, a website (http://www.fto.gov.pk) was set up in 2009. The website is designed to eventually become a web portal offering a range of services including electronic complaint filing, long distance hearing of complaints through video conferencing, electronic tracking of progress in disposal of complaints, and setting up an electronic bulletin board to post notices regarding fixation of complaint cases and review applications for hearing. 
 The “Making a Difference” approach also includes a training component that envisages focussed modules for capacity-building of FTO staff. The purpose is to acquaint the officers and the rank and file with successful service delivery tools and good practices considered central to FTO’s key functions i.e. to efficiently and credibly diagnose, investigate, redress and rectify taxpayers’ complaints. The training component envisages identifying comparative methodologies for meeting capacity gaps and needs of the FTO Office. For the first time since the FTO’s inception, its senior officers have been sent to Malaysia, Thailand, Philippines and the USA to participate in international conferences and workshops, to improve their professional capabilities and familiarize them with international good practices. 
Ladies and Gentlemen!
Although presently a good deal of the work done at the FTO's Office involves disposal of individual taxpayer complaints, the “Making a Difference” approach aims to focus more on systemic issues that recurrently result in tax maladministration, to the detriment of taxpayers. No substantial improvement in the working of FBR will become a reality unless the many systemic problems confronting it are dealt with efficiently and effectively. These systemic issues include inadequate training, corruption, insensitivity to the taxpayers’ plight, lack of an efficient accounting of tax payments, especially payments made through deduction of tax at source, deficient record keeping, continued dependence on paper records under clerical control, a largely IT-averse workforce with officers unable or unwilling to use computers personally in their day to day work, and a penchant for unilateral decision-making without associating the taxpayer in the proceedings. Presently these systemic issues find comment in the orders passed by the FTO. However, in the near future we hope to deal with them in greater depth by launching broad-based investigations aimed at identifying their root causes and working out specific solutions for ensuring their non recurrence in future. 
Ladies and Gentlemen! 
The role of tax bar in instigating institutional change for the better in both FTO Office and FBR cannot be overemphasized. Due to their close association with taxpayers, the tax lawyers have a unique vantage point and are ideally placed to understand the internal dynamics of organizations dealing with tax-related matters. However, for a more positive interaction between them and the FTO Office, it is imperative that we have an institutional framework for more frequent and useful exchange of ideas concerning the taxpayers’ issues. In this context, the FTO Advisory Committee comprising persons of eminence in legal fraternity will soon be appointed to assist the FTO in the efficient discharge of his duties under the FTO Ordinance.
Ladies and Gentlemen!
I firmly believe in self-accountability. While talking of necessary restructuring of the FBR, it is imperative that the FTO’s own house be in order. I have already explained some of the steps being taken to augment the FTO Office's internal functioning. However, as it might be seen as an exercise in image building, I have already offered the Office of the FTO to be subjected to a third party independent audit by an organization of repute like the Transparency International.
Ladies and Gentlemen!
The work of the Tax Ombudsman is never ending. That is because we can never have perfection in the tax bureaucracy, and there are always bound to be black sheep in their midst. The aim of course should be to have as fewer of such undesirable elements as possible. It is in this context that I seek your assistance and support. Federal Tax Ombudsman is taxpayers’ Ombudsman. Taxpayers who believe they have been wrongly and unfairly treated by the tax officials come to the Tax Ombudsman for redress of their grievances. The objective of Tax Ombudsman’s job is to ensure that individual taxpayers, organizations and business entities affected by maladministration of tax functionaries have an avenue that provides fundamental fairness to the way tax is collected. Tax Ombudsman is there to provide transparency, integrity and efficiency to the process of enforceability of tax laws. As Tax Ombudsman, I’m mandated to turn that objective into a reality. The core values of Tax Ombudsman’s Office are independence, integrity, impartiality and objectivity. As these values are integral to good governance, let me assure you that I will do whatever it takes to build your trust in the Office of Tax Ombudsman. I believe this is the way forward as we seek to reverse the trend of lack of accountability, arbitrary exercise of powers, and perceived higher levels of high-handedness prevalent in our tax agencies. I believe this is the way forward to consolidate our nascent governance institutions, as also to effect sound and transparent economic development. 
 Before I conclude, let me say that I look forward to welcoming your suggestions how further to improve the quality of Tax Ombudsman’s services. I once again thank LTBA for affording me the opportunity to interact with you this afternoon. 
 Ladies and gentlemen, I thank you.
_______________________
 
