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ICMA: In your opinion, what are the key reasons behind
the brain drain phenomenon in Pakistan? Is Pakistan
hitting the panic button?

Dr. Ishrat Husain: The term 'Brain Drain' is, in my opinion,
no longer valid in today's globalized world. A more accurate
terminology is 'Brain Circulation," where individuals from
one country gain experience by working in other countries
and, when the opportunities are ripe, come back to serve
their native homelands. This is a two-way street, and India is
an excellent example of this phenomenon since the late
1990s when itintegrated itself into the world economy.

The tendency to find jobs abroad is driven by both Push
and Pull factors. Countries such as Saudi Arabia require
foreign workers to achieve their Vision 2030 goals, which
include diversification of the economy towards non-oil
sectors, as the domestic labor force is inadequate for this
purpose. Japan and Korea, who had previously kept their
doors closed to foreigners, are now welcoming them to
boost their economies, as their own labor force is on a
decliningtrajectory.

For the past five years, Pakistan has been in the midst of
polycrisis whereby uncertainty about future prospects
has become deeply rooted, high inflation rates have
eroded the purchasing power of professionals, and young
Pakistanis do not see bright prospects for themselves.
This has accelerated the push factor, leading to rising rates
of emigration, not only among unskilled labor but also
skilled professionals.

ICMA: Is the economic downturn in Pakistan driving our
youth and graduates abroad, contributing to a brain drain,
ratherthanretaining talentathome?

Dr. Ishrat Husain: The middle-income class, which
constitutes the bulk of the youthful population, has been
significantly affected by escalating prices, rising
unemployment, and stagnantincomes due to the economic
growth slowdown. They are concerned about providing
proper education and nutritious food to their children, as
their current incomes cannot cover the school and tuition
fees charged by decent private schools, nor can they afford
to provide nutritious meals. Unlike the BISP, which provides
cash transfers to families living below the poverty line,
there is no social safety net available to them. However,
with a substantial increase in theirincomes earned abroad,
they can meet their aspirations. The international
experience they gain enables them to acquire skills and
competencies that will be valuable when conditions
improve in Pakistan, and they choose to return home.

Have you ever considered, for a moment, that if overseas
Pakistani workers had not remitted $31 billion last year, the
current account deficit would not have been $17.5 billion
but around $48.5 billion? How would we have financed
such a large gap? What would have been our Rupee-Dollar
parity rate, policy rate, and inflation rates? Our
unemployment rate would have been twice as high as it was
recorded. Had these workers stayed back in Pakistan, would
they have generated foreign exchange earnings amounting
to $31 billion? Just imagining that scenario is both scary and
mind-boggling. Those who repent the 'Brain Drain' and
argue in favor of retention should examine the
consequences of the alternative, i.e., no emigration.
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ICMA: How can Pakistan address the issue of brain drain
among finance and other professionals, and what specific
measures can be taken to retain and attract this talent
withinthe country?

Dr. Ishrat Husain: Given the demographic changes taking
place an aging population in the advanced countries and a
younger population in developing countries like Pakistan
we need to rethink our strategy towards emigration. With
60 percent of the population below the age of 30, we should
adopt a proactive 'all hands on deck' approach to equip our
youth with technical and vocational skills, professional
qualifications, and expertise and competencies likely to be
in high demand in advanced countries in the next decade.
Thisis a win-win situation.

In the meantime, we should work towards substituting
individuals going abroad with firms that add value. Pakistani
financial sector professionals in banking, accountancy,
audit, consultancy, and IT experts are in high demand in Gulf
countries. | have been advocating that, instead of offering
their services individually, they should collectively form
firms that can then compete for assignments in these
countries. Since these professions are skill and labor-
intensive, Pakistan would enjoy a comparative advantage
with lower compensation packages compared to
Westerners. These firms, with headquarters in Riyadh or
Dubai, can establish back offices in Pakistan, and staff can
rotate based on workload.

Simultaneously, we should increase the throughput by
developing a pipeline of quality professionals in
collaboration with universities. My efforts to have the ICAP
exempt some of the papers for students pursuing BS
Accounting and Finance degree courses have started to
yield results in producing well-rounded accountants and
auditors possessing both soft and hard skills. Rather than
taking pride in failing students, we should take pride in
assisting prospective candidates in meeting elevated
standards comparable to international accreditation.

ICMA: How can Pakistan attract its skilled diaspora back
and encourage their investment, particularly in key
industry sectors?

Dr. Ishrat Husain: Pakistan can only attract skilled workers
back when economic conditions in the country take a turn
for the better, appear promising rather than bleak,
confidence is restored, the future direction is clear, and the
incentive structure favors merit and competence over
connections and affiliations.

During the period from 2018 to 2022, a new set of rules for
the recruitment of Chief Executives of public sector
corporations through an open, merit-based competitive
process brought about a dozen Pakistani expatriates who
were serving in key positions in Singapore, Hong Kong, the
US, the UK, and other places. Unlike in the past, the
judiciary did not interfere in these appointments, as they
were satisfied that due process was followed. Such
practices should be institutionalized to ensure that
successive governments do not tamper with the process,
and transparency is maintained. If thereis a lurking fear that
an incoming government might remove these appointees
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and revert to the old practice of appointing their cronies,
then there is no way we can attract capable and competent
Pakistanis serving abroad.

ICMA: How does the declining income in oil-producing
countries, such as the GCC where many Pakistanis work,
impact Pakistani overseas employment?

Dr. Ishrat Husain: Thisis not a valid assumption. According
to The Economist, the Gulf States are expected to earn $3.5
trillion in the next five years in response to the
reengineering of global energy flows resulting from
Western sanctions, climate change, and the reshaping of
geopolitical alliances in the Middle East. Saudi Arabia and
the UAE aim to increase their output from 13 million barrels
to 16 million. Qatar is planning to expand its North Field
project at a cost of $30 billion over the next five years,
increasingitsannual LNG output from 77 million tonsto 126
million, and raising its current share of 33 percent of the
global LNG trade.

The sovereign funds of these countries, totaling $3 trillion,
are awash with liquidity and are seeking investment
opportunities both within the Gulf and in other Middle
Eastern countries, including Egypt and Pakistan. During a
recent trip to Saudi Arabia, | witnessed a construction boom
in major cities, including apartments, office buildings,
roads, bridges, highways, as well as educational and
healthcare institutions, at a pace and scale never seen
before, with Turkish contracting firms taking the lead. | see
no reason why Pakistani firms cannot form joint ventures
with Saudi firms to provide a range of services, including
feasibility studies, design, supervision, consultancy,
engineering, procurement, and end-to-end construction.

ICMA: What role can the government play in incentivizing
the return of skilled professionals to Pakistan?

Dr. Ishrat Husain: | personally believe that the government
should focus solely on the training and skill development of
our young men and women in response to the needs of host
countries. Annual targets should be established, distributed
by both professions and vocations, as well as job
classifications. We should adhere to the WTO classification
and utilize Mode 4 of GATS, i.e., the temporary movement
of natural persons from one member country to another
member country, and reflect it in exports of services under
the balance of payments. Regular monitoring should take
place, and remedial action should be taken in case of
deviations from the norm.
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