VISIT OF DR MUHAMMAD SHOAIB SUDDLE, HON'BLE FEDERAL TAX OMBUDSMAN, TO THE LAHORE CHAMBER OF COMMERCE AND INDUSTRY ON THE 19th OF MARCH 2011.


Responding to an invitation extended to him earlier, Dr Muhammad Shoaib Suddle, the Hon'ble  Federal Tax Ombudsman, visited the Lahore Chamber of Commerce and Industry on Saturday, the 19th March 2011 along with his Advisors based at the regional office of the Federal Tax Ombudsman, Lahore and was welcomed by the President and Members of the Executive Committee of the LCCI and the Chief Commissioners of the Deptt of Inland Revenue, Lahore and their Commissioners. 


In his welcome address, Mr Shahzad Ali Malik, President of the LCCI gave the perspective of the business community in Pakistan with regard to removing tax related irritants and promoting good governance. He said that the Hon'ble Federal Tax Ombudsman provided an enabling environment for the private sector to function as an engine of growth and also to attract foreign investors. He further observed that FBR remained a problem institution with cumbersome laws and archaic, burdensome procedures and the discretionary powers of the tax officials  needed to be curbed and subject to strict oversight.  He lauded the efforts of the Hon'ble Federal Tax Ombudsman in curbing maladministration and promoting transparency in the offices of the Federal Board of Revenue and made a pointed reference to the landmark ISAF container case report in which the Supreme Court of Pakistan had made a specific reference to the Hon'ble Ombudsman and the startling instances of systematic and massive evasion of duties and taxes unearthed in the report.


The Hon'ble Federal Tax Ombudsman then spoke to the gathering off LCCI members and senior FBR officers and explained the evolution of the Ombudsman institution as an Islamic entity first adapted in the western world by Sweden in 1713 and today by almost all countries. He highlighted the role of the Federal Tax Ombudsman in Pakistan since 2000 when the Federal Tax Ombudsman Ordinance was enacted and since his own appointment in June 2009. He said that till 1984 taxpayers grievances against federal tax officials were dealt with by the Wafaqi Mohtasib and a separate grievance redressal forum became available to taxpayers in 2000 when the Federal Tax Ombudsman Ordinance 2000 was enacted and the constitutional post of Federal Tax Ombudsman created. The Hon'ble Ombudsman explained that his office had a specific mandate to deal exclusively with cases involving maladministration by functionaries of the FBR which had wide ranging scope and included corruption, inefficiency, delay, actions that were contrary to law etc. The basic purpose of the office was to provide speedy and inexpensive justice to taxpayers through a forum set up to diagnose, investigate, redress and rectify taxpayers grievances. The accent was on resolution of complaints and he pointed out that some 1500 – 1600 complaints were filed annually and on average about 80% were decided in favor of taxpayers, most of them within the mandated 60 day period laid down in the statute. He emphasized that while he was the taxpayers Ombudsman he was certainly not the tax evaders Ombudsman. He thus had a rather delicate balancing act to perform with  bona fide taxpayers with grievances against the FBR seeking his intervention on one side and those who evaded taxes and yet had grievances against the FBR, on the other side. Needless to say, he was on the side of the bona fide taxpayers and had written to the Chairman FBR sometime back offering his unqualified support in augmenting its efforts to curb the menace of tax evasion. He said that the problem of tax evasion had been exacerbated over time and pointed out that when he was working on his PhD thesis in the 1980's, the tax to GDP ratio in Pakistan approached 14% but today it had come down to less than 9%. This erosion of the revenue resource base needed to be checked and improved to at least 30% 't2gdp.'  After all  the Scandinavian countries had achieved a 't2gdp:' of 50% plus with average t2gdp in many countries pitched at 30-35%. If we dealt with the issue of our chronically low 't2gdp:' aggressively and succeeded in raising it to an acceptable level, we would be able to generate some 800 billion rupees in additional revenues that were equivalent to some 9 billion dollars. This would remove any need for external assistance on which we have become so heavily dependent.


The Hon'ble Ombudsman explained that on assuming office in Jun 2009  his first priority was to bring about a change in the work ethic and to liquidate the significant backlog of complaints pending disposal. By the end of December 2009 all complaints pertaining to 2006 to 2008 were disposed of and by 31-3-2010, all complaints filed in 2009, leaving only complaints filed currently in 2010 remaining to be dealt with. In 2010 87% of the complaints filed were disposed of with an average disposal time of 67 days per complaint as against 117 days in 2009. He said that it was his firm determination to further reduce the disposal time to 60 days. He also pointed out that the steps taken to improve the working of the FTO's offices had yielded dividends and this was evident from the fact that while in 2009 Rs 94 million refunds were got released from the FBR to individual Complainant's, in 2010 this figure had increased to Rs 2 billion, that is, 21 times more than in 2009.


Besides accelerating the pace of disposal, the Federal Tax Ombudsman's office had also undertaken a far reaching program of modernization and change in office work procedures to interact more effectively with the stakeholders, both taxpayers and FBR. Electronic filing of complaints through a dedicated web portal would soon become a reality and electronic connectivity with FBR would also be established on a full time basis thus making it easier for aggrieved taxpayers to file complaints and for FBR to respond to the complaints. 


For the first time since the inception of this office, in 2010 the power to take suo motu action as provided for in the FTO Ordinance was invoked and resultantly 196,000 complaints were disposed of without the need to file a single complaint and Rs 7 billion tax was got refunded.


The Hon'ble Ombudsman went on to say that he was there to reassure the tax paying public that he was working for them and would like to reach out and redress their grievances in the shortest time and in the most effective manner. He referred to the unique arrangements in place in Malaysia to redress taxpayer grievances against the revenue authorities through the so called, instant complaint resolution clinic whereby aggrieved taxpayers and revenue officials would meet periodically under a single roof and spend the whole day discussing the problems of the taxpayers and would endeavor to resolve those problems, as far as possible, by the end of the day. 


The Hon'ble Ombudsman exhorted the taxpayers to take the initiative and raise their voice to articulate their grievances as he could deal with grievances only if he was able to hear about them in the first place. He regretted the fact that a huge amount of tax revenue was stuck up in litigation before various appellate authorities, Rs 130 billion odd, and he said that in many cases the Deptt had filed appeals against the relief granted to taxpayers by appellate  fora  knowing full well that many of those appeals had no chance of success. He said that it would be far better for everyone if such appeals were withdrawn.


The Hon'ble Ombudsman further said that tax compliance was bound to improve dramatically if taxpayers were dealt with fairly and this increase in revenues was the only way we could ensure a secure future for the coming generations, a future free of the crushing burden of debt. He said that the ISAF container case scam had highlighted corruption as a systemic issue of the utmost significance and more systemic issues would be investigated by him in the future.


Dr Muhammad Shoaib Suddle ended his address with a firm commitment to do what it takes to bring about a qualitative change for the better in the treatment meted out to taxpayers by tax collectors. 


Mr Shahzad Ali Malik, President LCCI, appreciated the visionary zeal and commitment shown by the Hon'ble Federal Tax Ombudsman in dealing with the problem of maladministration. He said that he had been enlightened and reassured by the briefing given and was appreciative of the great strides made in accelerating the pace of disposal of complaints. 


An interaction with LCCI members followed. Members of the LCCI made suggestions to enlarge the tax base, improve compliance and augment tax revenues.


At the conclusion a vote of thanks was announced by Mr Shahzad Ali Malik,  President LCCI and souvenirs were presented to DR Muhammad Shoaib Suddle, the Hon'ble Federal Tax Ombudsman.
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