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Fiscal fist bumping in Canada? (All depends on the comp) 

By Warren Lovely & Taylor Schleich (with a nod to U.S. fiscal monitoring by our Jocelyn Paquet)

As fully expected, the IMF’s fresh semi-annual outlook hands Canadian 
budget master’s yet another opportunity for budgetary back-patting and 
fiscal fist-bumping. Here, we take the opportunity to freshen up a 
selection of international comparison charts which highlight how 
Canada’s GENERAL GOVERNMENT sector stacks up vs. key peers. 
Note: If you’re unfamiliar with the ‘general government’ concept, it’s a 
broad public sector definition encompassing all levels of government 
(i.e., central, regional, local) plus social security (which in Canada’s 
case is CPP/QPP). In other words, there’s much more than the 
sovereign included here. That’s a non-trivial distinction, one we’ve been 
at pains to highlight many times previous, including here. 
Back to the IMF forecast… There’s been some slippage in Canada’s 
general government balance for 2024 (Chart 1). This isn’t the first time 
the IMF has marked Canada down and reflects an underperforming 
domestic economy (and some marginal commitments). Despite the 
softer tone to the overall balance for 2024, Canada is seen to possess 
an underlying budgetary edge vs. many key peers. At 1.0% of GDP, the 

general government structural deficit in Canada is much narrower (and 
thus less worrisome) than other G7 nations (Chart 2). We agree with 
IMF: Canada’s budgetary outperformance gap will have legs, extending 
as far as one can reasonably forecast (Chart 3). 
Run a smaller shortfall year after year and a serious wedge can form in 
relative debt burdens (Chart 4). Canada, with its smaller deficit is 
increasingly on the favourable end of debt comparisons, even if the 
nation’s edge on GROSS DEBT is nowhere near as large as NET DEBT 
metrics suggest. (Gross vs. net debt is a whole separate discussion.) 
To be sure, the U.S. sets the budgetary bar pretty low, as our colleague 
Jocelyn Paquet nicely illustrated in a fresh Hot Chart. Fiscal repair and 
debt containment are receiving precious little airtime during the ongoing 
U.S. presidential election campaign. Voters, it seems, have other things 
on their mind. Bond investors, to their credit, are increasingly aware of 
(and sensitive to) the rather perilous budgetary path the U.S. has opted 
to walk. If America is the comp, Canada looks the darling, supporting 
relative bond yields. Which we will illustrate in our next Market View.

Chart 1: IMF marks Canada’s fiscal balance down (again)… 
Evolution of IMF outlook for general government overall balance: 2024 & 2025 

 
Source: NBC, IMF (Apr-21 to Oct-24) | Note: Evolution in IMF fcst in post-pandemic period 

Chart 2: … but structural woes less acute vs. most peers 
General government structural balance: 2024 vs. pre-pandemic level (2019) 

 
Source: NBC, IMF (Oct-24) | Note: Results for 9 nations comprising the G20:Advanced group 
 

Chart 3: Canada’s sustained budgetary outperformance… 
General government structural balance: Canada, U.S. & G-7 average 

 
Source: NBC, IMF (Oct-24)

Chart 4: … to drive ever-larger wedge between debt burdens 
General government gross debt burden: Canada, U.S. & G-7 average 

 
Source: NBC, IMF (Oct-24)
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Chart 5a: General government balance sheet 101 > Canada’s edge doesn’t look that significant in GROSS DEBT terms… 
General government gross debt-to-GDP ratio: 2024 

 
 
Chart 5b: … but few nations have a relatively larger stockpile of FINANCIAL ASSETS in broad general gov’t sector… 
General government financial assets-to-GDP ratio: 2024 

 
 

Chart 5c: … which is why Canada’s general government NET DEBT edge looks so impressive (as the feds constantly remind us) 
General government net debt-to-GDP ratio: 2024 

 
Source: NBC, IMF (Fiscal Monitor Oct-24) | Notes to 5a-5c: The above 3 charts rank/order gross debt, financial assets and net debt relative to GDP for a collection of advanced nations that each 
account for no less than 0.1% of global GDP; as per earlier cautions, these data/calculations relate to the general government sector, which in Canada’s case would include federal, provincial 
and local governments plus social security (CPP/QPP); the IMF has adopted/followed StatCan methodology, which includes valuing assets at market value instead of book value; nations 
comprising the G20:Advanced group are shaded blue, except for Canada which is shaded red 

251

137
121

112 106 102

63
53 49

0

50

100

150

200

250

300

JPN ITA USA FRA CAN BEL ESP GBR PRT FIN AUT ISR DEU SVK KOR AUS NZL NLD CZE NOR IRL SWE CHE DNK TWN

%

95 92

29
22 20 17

10 10 8

0

25

50

75

100

125

150

175

200

NOR JPN CAN FIN KOR DNK NZL SWE USA CHE AUS AUT DEU ESP BEL CZE ITA GBR FRA NLD IRL SVK PRT ISR TWN

%

156

127
104 99 92

46
30 24 14

-150

-100

-50

0

50

100

150

200

JPN ITA FRA USA GBR BEL PRT ESP ISR AUT SVK DEU FIN NLD IRL CZE AUS TWN KOR NZL CAN SWE CHE DNK NOR

%

There is no shortage of GROSS DEBT in Canada’s general 
government sector. This captures liabilities at the federal, 

provincial and local levels of government, alongside a modest 
degree of debt taken on the social security system 

(CPP/QPP). So if you favour gross debt, Canada’s edge vs. 
some G7 peers isn’t all that significant. However… 

… for many years, Canada’s general government sector has 
been accumulating a significant amount of FINANCIAL 

ASSETS. These assets take a few different forms and they’re 
not necessarily evenly distributed. Setting aside fed/provi/muni 

governments, the inclusion of social security is key for 
Canada, since an already deep pool of financial assets 

continues to build/grow at CPP/QPP. So… 

… from a fiscal accounting perspective, if you subtract FINANCIAL ASSETS from GROSS DEBT you will 
arrive at NET DEBT. Make no mistake, it’s here, on NET DEBT, where Canada’s edge vs. G7 peers appears 

most striking. The federal government doesn’t miss an opportunity to highlight this, although the current 
administration in Ottawa can’t really take credit for this notional ‘advantage’. Nor is it theirs to fully deploy.  

184202_dc43221e-d979-4a49-92cb-a1f7e6942794.pdf
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Subscribe to our publications: NBC.EconomicsStrategy@nbc.ca – To contact us: 514-879-2529 

General 
This Report was prepared by National Bank Financial, Inc. (NBF), (a Canadian investment dealer, member of CIRO), 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.  

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. 

EU Residents 
With respect to the distribution of this report in the member states of the European Union ("EU") and the European Economic Area ("EEA") by NBC Paris, the contents of this report are for 
information purposes only and do not constitute investment advice, investment research, financial analysis or other forms of general recommendation relating to transactions in financial 
instruments within the meaning of Directive 2014/65/EU of the European Parliament and of the Council of 15 May 2014 ("MiFID 2"). This report is intended only for professional investors and 
eligible counterparties within the meaning of MiFID 2 and its contents have not been reviewed or approved by any EU/EEA authority. NBC Paris is an investment firm authorised by the French 
Prudential Control and Resolution Authority (“ACPR”) to provide investment services in France and has passported its investment services throughout the EU/EEA under the freedom to provide 
services and has its registered office at 8 avenue Percier, 75008 Paris, France. 

NBF is not authorised to provide investment services in the EU/EEA.  

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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