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Gentlemen!
It gives me great pleasure to be here with you this evening. I’m grateful to Mr. Abdul Qadir Memon, President PTBA, for inviting me to this annual gathering of top tax professionals of Pakistan. 
Gentlemen! 
Federal Tax Ombudsman is taxpayers’ Ombudsman. Taxpayers who believe they have been wrongly and unfairly treated by the officials of Federal Board of Revenue 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 by the Federal Board of Revenue. 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. I’m thankful to tax bars across Pakistan for their cooperation in making this happen. We cleared over 200 taxpayer complaints which were 1-4 year old, for the period from to 2005-08, by 31 December, 2009. Pending investigations pertaining to 2009 were finalized by 31 March, 2010. Presently, there are few complaints that are pending with the FTO Office for more than three months. According to available evidence such an exceptional performance matrix is without parallel not only in ombudsman offices in Pakistan, but also elsewhere. We were also able to settle 805 systemic complaints from exporters of Sialkot under a suo moto notice in March this year. The complaints had remained unattended for the past more than four years. Our intervention exceptionally led to refunds to hapless taxpayers to the tune of more than Rs. 1 billion during Jan-Jun of 2010, as against refunds involving a relatively paltry sum of Rs. 840 million over the past five years. Disturbingly, some of these refund cases were 5-15 year old. I believe without meaningful support of tax bars it won’t have been possible to achieve such milestones in the FTO’s history. Indeed it is a matter of pride that the FTO has been able to make a difference in the lives of so many taxpayers of Pakistan. 
Gentlemen! 

Let me now move on to the core subject that I wish to delve into this evening, i.e., good governance. Former United Nations Secretary-General, Kofi Annan, once said: “good governance is perhaps the single most important factor in eradicating poverty and promoting development”.  Good governance is not only a worthy goal per se but also a critical prerequisite for sustainable development and poverty reduction in the longer term. 
Governance has to do with the manner in which responsibility is discharged. Good governance is taken here to mean a condition whereby responsibility is discharged in an effective, fair, transparent, and accountable manner. The opposite is bad governance associated with maladministration in the discharge of responsibility, and ranges from perverse, arbitrary, unreasonable, unjust, biased, oppressive, or discriminatory decision-making at one end to neglect, inattention, delay, incompetence, inefficiency and ineptitude in the administration or discharge of duties and responsibilities at the other. 
Good governance entails the existence of efficient and accountable institutions—political, judicial, administrative, economic or corporate. It is entrenched in respect for the rule of law and the notion of “due process”. Good governance protects human rights, promotes development, and ensures that people are free to participate in, and be heard on, decisions that affect their lives. 

There are a number of essential prerequisites for Pakistan to move forward in its quest for sustainable governance. These include publicly demonstrated adherence to improved political, administrative, economic, and corporate structures, and zero tolerance for corruption, incompetence, favouritism and nepotism in running the state affairs. Good governance, in all its facets, has been demonstrated to be positively correlated with better growth rates. Recent empirical analysis suggests a significantly strong correlation between good governance and the levels of income, investment, human capital, economic liberalization, and distributive income growth in society. Some analysts have even argued that good governance, particularly its aspects of democratic consolidation, is a sine qua non for development. Consequently, the slogan for Pakistan in the twenty-first century should be “no to bad governance”.
Being integral to the National Integrity System of Pakistan, the FTO Office, through the use of a unique and innovative Independent Review Mechanism (IRM), will soon offer itself for stakeholders’ review of standards and quality of its services. The purpose of IRM will be to assess the performance of FTO Office over the ten years since its establishment, particularly in the context of international standards and good practices that underpin the concept and rationale of ombudsmanship, and how the institution has helped Pakistan’s good governance and sustainable development paradigm. This initiative will give taxpayers a stronger voice to comment on what we do, and how we should endeavour to improve our services. Being important segment of the community of stakeholders, the tax bars across the country will have the opportunity to give their critical appraisal of how they view our achievements, as also our weaknesses, and how we can fix those weaknesses. 
The idea of IRM has emanated from the considered view your present FTO holds that taxpayers, if treated well, hold the key and the capacity to extricate Pakistan from the trap of poverty and growing marginalization. Despite being one of the most richly endowed countries, Pakistan remains one of the poorest in the world. When I completed my PhD during the mid 1980s, the tax to GDP ratio of Pakistan was 13.8; last year it was 8.8. In other words, Pakistan is much worse off than it was two-and-a-half decades ago. Against a tax potential of over Rs. 4 trillion, we collect less than one-third annually, thanks to the oppressive and mal-administered tax system. 
Gentlemen! 
I believe that Pakistan’s lack-lustre economic performance can and must be fixed, sooner rather than later. “The better our tax agencies treat the taxpayers the more the tax revenue” was one of the major conclusions of my doctorate research. No wonder that similar correlation between tax maladministration and tax revenue was found to exist by a 2005 study of the World Bank, as also by a same year study by the Transparency International. 
Gentlemen!
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. 
Before I conclude I would like to assure Pakistan’s top tax professionals that as protector of taxpayers’ rights I’m determined to ensure that taxpayers are treated fairly, and with honour and dignity. 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 corruption 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. 
Gentlemen!
I look forward to welcoming your suggestions how further to improve the quality of Tax Ombudsman’s services, and thereby contribute for achieving the cherished goal of good governance. I once again thank PTBA for affording me the opportunity to interact with you this evening. I wish you all a great success in your professional development pursuits over the next couple of days, when eminent speakers share their knowledge and experience with you during the summer school that you have organised in beautiful and picturesque hills of Bhurban. 
I thank you all.
________________________
 

