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Counting platform pennies (trillions and trillions of them) 
By Warren Lovely

We’re in the thick of Canada’s 44th general federal election campaign, as the vote itself (on September 20th) is now barely 10 days away. As we 
write this, we’re in between two pivotal leaders’ debates, where associated verbal fireworks, well-placed barbs and witty rejoinders could end 
up swaying some political fence-sitters. Just ahead of this week’s debates, and as previously promised, Erin O’Toole’s Conservatives presented 
a costed fiscal plan, putting dollars and cents on the assorted commitments made thus far. So let’s compare the Conservative fiscal plan with 
the costed platform and related budgetary trajectory presented by Justin Trudeau’s Liberals last week (and initially covered here). 

Glancing quickly at the budget deficits telegraphed by both the Conservatives and Liberals (Chart 1, for instance), you might not spot a material 
difference in what the two parties are offering. Both see a sizeable residual shortfall this year, reflecting ongoing pandemic programing and 
the first tranche of new initiatives. Both anticipate that outsized red ink will give way to notably smaller deficits starting in 2022-23. Both likewise 
envision trimming the deficit each and every year. And both imply the federal government’s deficit would be around 1% of GDP by 2025-26—
the end of a standard four-year term (assuming the next parliament were to last that long). But the similarities end there. 

On the face of it, the Conservative plan appears less costly, the five-year total of net new spending coming to nearly C$54 billion (after 
controlling for reallocations from Budget 2021 and incremental interest charges). As a reminder, the Liberal plan had previously outlined some 
C$95 billion in new investments/prudence over the same five years (including marginal interest), only partially offset by roughly C$25 billion in 
new taxes. The net cost of the Liberal platform is thus ~C$70 billion. So if you’re counting pennies, be patient, as Erin and Justin have so far 
promised new investments worth between 5 to 7 trillion pennies on the campaign trail. 

On balance, the Trudeau plan would add an extra C$16 billion to the federal debt over five years vs. what the Conservatives are pledging. To 
be clear, that’s just the marginal red ink one party vs. the other. Even the Conservatives acknowledge that federal debt would likely jump C$320 
billion by 2025-26 if elected (Chart 2). We note that the Conservatives have taken some liberties with the Liberal plan, grossing up spending 
above and beyond what’s detailed in the official Liberal platform, a hypothetical exercise designed to show an even larger potential fiscal gap 
between the two parties. For the purposes of this note, however, we’re taking each party’s platform at face value. 

While less costly, the Conservative plan is more front-loaded. Of the C$51 billion in net new spending, almost 60% is booked into year one (2021-
22), while more than 85% gets accounted for by the end of year two (Chart 3). This is consistent with the Conservative pledge to (a) bolster a 
still-vulnerable economy but (b) wind down extraordinary pandemic supports in a timely fashion. Such an approach would mean a larger deficit 
in the here and now but could theoretically result in less of a structural shortfall over the medium and longer term. 

Chart 4 identifies the five most expensive pledges contained in the Conservative platform. A caution: When looking at the Conservatives, 
Liberals or any other party for that matter, there are important policy planks that may not carry a large direct fiscal price tag. In other words, 
keying on the fiscal cost of initiatives is but one way to assess party platforms. Of note, the Conservative plan reallocates some funding 
committed in Budget 2021, most notably related to the Liberal $10/day child care plan. Not surprisingly, both the Liberals and the Conservatives 
promise to deliver jobs and growth, although specific elements of their economic and tax policies differ in important respects. Fair to say that 
one particular element of the Liberal plan—a surtax on the largest banks and insurers and a so-called temporary “Canada Recovery Dividend”—
has already sparked much discussion in the business community. For their part, Conservatives see their plan spinning off as much as 1.5% in 
marginal employment and real GDP next year, gains driven via enhanced R&D, a job surge plan, incremental workers benefits, accelerated 
investment, regulatory reform and renewed mojo in the energy sector. 

We heard one rating agency recently dismiss differences between the two parties. But we’re not so sure. Some less-than-subtle differences in 
preferred policy posture and governing style are being flagged in this race, with likely important implications for the national economy and 
public sector finances. Once more, we’d encourage readers, and certainly all eligible Canadian voters, to explore each party’s plan in detail. 

Chart 1: Political variations in Canada’s fiscal path 
GoC budget balance: Budget 2021, PBO baseline & LIB/CON election plans 

 
Source: NBF, GoC, PBO, Liberal Party of Canada, Conservative Party of Canada | Note: 
Refer to official platform costing for details: Liberal here, Conservative here

Chart 2: Federal debt expanding notably regardless 
Five-year cumulative GoC budget deficit: 2021-22 to 2025-26 

 
Source: NBF, GoC, PBO, Liberal Party of Canada, Conservative Party of Canada | Note: 
Cumulative deficit closely approximates increase in federal debt over five-year period 
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https://www.nbc.ca/content/dam/bnc/en/rates-and-analysis/economic-analysis/market_view_210902.pdf
https://liberal.ca/wp-content/uploads/sites/292/2021/09/Forward-For-Everyone-Financial-and-Costing-Plan.pdf
https://cpc-new-www-files.s3.us-west-2.amazonaws.com/wp-content/uploads/2021/09/08163147/4a29f9be58288c4-1.pdf?X-Amz-Content-Sha256=UNSIGNED-PAYLOAD&X-Amz-Algorithm=AWS4-HMAC-SHA256&X-Amz-Credential=AKIAQLIP2UUH2A2C2I7Q%2F20210909%2Fus-west-2%2Fs3%2Faws4_request&X-Amz-Date=20210909T123535Z&X-Amz-SignedHeaders=host&X-Amz-Expires=900&X-Amz-Signature=06bafa9d165149e8938021d001f1ea92e167f013cbc8ae74993f505312bd193b
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Chart 3: CON promises… less costly, more front-loaded 
Net fiscal cost of Liberal & Conservative platform commitments by year 

 
Source: NBF, Liberal Party of Canada, Conservative Party of Canada | Note: Net of new 
taxes/reallocations, inclusive of marginal public debt charges 

Chart 4: A look at key Conservative commitments 
5-year cost of Conservative spending pledges: 2021-22 to 2025-26 

 
Source: NBF, Conservative Party of Canada | Note: Single largest reallocation from 
Budget 2021 relates to child care (C$26.7bln reallocated starting in 2022-23) 
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General 

This Report was prepared by National Bank Financial, Inc. (NBF), (a Canadian investment dealer, member of IIROC), an indirect wholly owned subsidiary of 
National Bank of Canada. National Bank of Canada is a public company listed on the Toronto Stock Exchange.   

The particulars contained herein were obtained from sources which we believe to be reliable but are not guaranteed by us and may be incomplete and may 
be subject to change without notice.  The information is current as of the date of this document.   Neither the author nor NBF assumes any obligation to update 
the information or advise on further developments relating to the topics or securities discussed. The opinions expressed are based upon the author(s) analysis 
and interpretation of these particulars and are not to be construed as a solicitation or offer to buy or sell the securities mentioned herein, and nothing in this 
Report constitutes a representation that any investment strategy or recommendation contained herein is suitable or appropriate to a recipient’s individual 
circumstances.  In all cases, investors should conduct their own investigation and analysis of such information before taking or omitting to take any action in 
relation to securities or markets that are analyzed in this Report. The Report alone is not intended to form the basis for an investment decision, or to replace any 
due diligence or analytical work required by you in making an investment decision. 

This Report is for distribution only under such circumstances as may be permitted by applicable law. This Report is not directed at you if NBF or any affiliate 
distributing this Report is prohibited or restricted by any legislation or regulation in any jurisdiction from making it available to you. You should satisfy yourself 
before reading it that NBF is permitted to provide this Report to you under relevant legislation and regulations.  

National Bank of Canada Financial Markets is a trade name used by National Bank Financial and National Bank of Canada Financial Inc.  

Canadian Residents 

NBF or its affiliates may engage in any trading strategies described herein for their own account or on a discretionary basis on behalf of certain clients and as market 
conditions change, may amend or change investment strategy including full and complete divestment. The trading interests of NBF and its affiliates may also be 
contrary to any opinions expressed in this Report. 

NBF or its affiliates often act as financial advisor, agent or underwriter for certain issuers mentioned herein and may receive remuneration for its services.  As well 
NBF and its affiliates and/or their officers, directors, representatives, associates, may have a position in the securities mentioned herein and may make purchases 
and/or sales of these securities from time to time in the open market or otherwise.  NBF and its affiliates may make a market in securities mentioned in this 
Report.  This Report may not be independent of the proprietary interests of NBF and its affiliates. 

This Report is not considered a research product under Canadian law and regulation, and consequently is not governed by Canadian rules applicable to the 
publication and distribution of research Reports, including relevant restrictions or disclosures required to be included in research Reports.   

mailto:alexandra.ducharme@nbc.ca
mailto:angelo.katsoras@nbc.ca
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UK Residents 

This Report is a marketing document. This Report has not been prepared in accordance with EU legal requirements designed to promote the independence of 
investment research and it is not subject to any prohibition on dealing ahead of the dissemination of investment research. In respect of the distribution of this 
Report to UK residents, NBF has approved the contents (including, where necessary, for the purposes of Section 21(1) of the Financial Services and Markets Act 
2000). This Report is for information purposes only and does not constitute a personal recommendation, or investment, legal or tax advice.  NBF and/or its 
parent and/or any companies within or affiliates of the National Bank of Canada group and/or any of their directors, officers and employees may have or may 
have had interests or long or short positions in, and may at any time make purchases and/or sales as principal or agent, or may act or may have acted as 
market maker in the relevant investments or related investments discussed in this Report, or may act or have acted as investment and/or commercial banker 
with respect hereto. The value of investments, and the income derived from them, can go down as well as up and you may not get back the amount 
invested.  Past performance is not a guide to future performance.  If an investment is denominated in a foreign currency, rates of exchange may have an adverse 
effect on the value of the investment.  Investments which are illiquid may be difficult to sell or realise; it may also be difficult to obtain reliable information about 
their value or the extent of the risks to which they are exposed.  Certain transactions, including those involving futures, swaps, and other derivatives, give rise to 
substantial risk and are not suitable for all investors. The investments contained in this Report are not available to retail customers and this Report is not for 
distribution to retail clients (within the meaning of the rules of the Financial Conduct Authority).  Persons who are retail clients should not act or rely upon the 
information in this Report. This Report does not constitute or form part of any offer for sale or subscription of or solicitation of any offer to buy or subscribe for 
the securities described herein nor shall it or any part of it form the basis of or be relied on in connection with any contract or commitment whatsoever.  

This information is only for distribution to Eligible Counterparties and Professional Clients in the United Kingdom within the meaning of the rules of the Financial 
Conduct Authority. NBF is authorised and regulated by the Financial Conduct Authority and has its registered office at 70 St. Mary Axe, London, EC3A 8BE.  

NBF is not authorised by the Prudential Regulation Authority and the Financial Conduct Authority to accept deposits in the United Kingdom. 

U.S. Residents 

With respect to the distribution of this report in the United States of America, National Bank of Canada Financial Inc. (“NBCFI”) which is regulated by the Financial 
Industry Regulatory Authority (FINRA) and a member of the Securities Investor Protection Corporation (SIPC), an affiliate of NBF, accepts responsibility for its 
contents, subject to any terms set out above. To make further inquiry related to this report, or to effect any transaction, United States residents should contact 
their NBCFI registered representative.  

This report is not a research report and is intended for Major U.S. Institutional Investors only.   

This report is not subject to U.S. independence and disclosure standards applicable to research reports. 

HK Residents 

With respect to the distribution of this report in Hong Kong by NBC Financial Markets Asia Limited (“NBCFMA”)which is licensed by the Securities and Futures 
Commission (“SFC”) to conduct Type 1 (dealing in securities) and Type 3 (leveraged foreign exchange trading) regulated activities, the contents of this report 
are solely for informational purposes. It has not been approved by, reviewed by, verified by or filed with any regulator in Hong Kong. Nothing herein is a 
recommendation, advice, offer or solicitation to buy or sell a product or service, nor an official confirmation of any transaction. None of the products issuers, 
NBCFMA or its affiliates or other persons or entities named herein are obliged to notify you of changes to any information and none of the foregoing assume 
any loss suffered by you in reliance of such information.  

The content of this report may contain information about investment products which are not authorized by SFC for offering to the public in Hong Kong and such 
information will only be available to, those persons who are Professional Investors (as defined in the Securities and Futures Ordinance of Hong Kong (“SFO”)).  If 
you are in any doubt as to your status you should consult a financial adviser or contact us. This material is not meant to be marketing materials and is not 
intended for public distribution. Please note that neither this material nor the product referred to is authorized for sale by SFC. Please refer to product prospectus 
for full details.  

There may be conflicts of interest relating to NBCFMA or its affiliates’ businesses. These activities and interests include potential multiple advisory, transactional 
and financial and other interests in securities and instruments that may be purchased or sold by NBCFMA or its affiliates, or in other investment vehicles which 
are managed by NBCFMA or its affiliates that may purchase or sell such securities and instruments.  

No other entity within the National Bank of Canada group, including National Bank of Canada and National Bank Financial Inc, is licensed or registered with the 
SFC. Accordingly, such entities and their employees are not permitted and do not intend to: (i) carry on a business in any regulated activity in Hong Kong; (ii) 
hold themselves out as carrying on a business in any regulated activity in Hong Kong; or (iii) actively market their services to the Hong Kong public. 

Copyright 

This Report may not be reproduced in whole or in part, or further distributed or published or referred to in any manner whatsoever, nor may the information, 
opinions or conclusions contained in it be referred to without in each case the prior express written consent of NBF. 
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