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Introduction

FOREWORD
This edition of the Report on the European Economy by the European
Economic Advisory Group at CESifo (EEAG), the ninth in the series, dissects
the most salient aspects of the financial crisis that swept the world and, in particular, explores what needs to be done to nurture the incipient recovery. While
the resolute action taken by the leaders of the affected countries has prevented
the patient from dying, a number of chronic ailments still need to be addressed,
posing new challenges for economists and policymakers. This is no time for
complacency.
We contribute to the discussion by including an extensive analysis on public debt
and suggesting measures to rebuild trust in financial markets – pivotal topics in
the coming years. Countries all around the world will have to start reducing
indebtedness after the sharp increase in public debt resulting from the massive
stimulus packages, but the crucial issues will be choosing the right moment to
reinstate fiscal virtue, together with devising an effective financial market regulation framework. Equally important will be the enduring problem of global
imbalances induced by the United States’ long-lasting trade balance and current
account deficits. We propose ways for overcoming those issues. The chapter providing a macroeconomic outlook for 2010 also shows in retrospect the uniqueness of last year’s economic crisis. We are neither too pessimistic, nor do we predict a flourishing world economy for 2010: the consequences of the expiring fiscal packages and an increase in unemployment will slow down growth. Another
chapter of the Report, in turn, gives insights about the role of trust in financial
markets and the future of financial regulation. Our country chapter this year is
devoted to the whole eurozone, highlighting – eight years after its introduction –
the success and weaknesses of the euro in promoting stability during the crisis.
Thanks to its non-partisan nature, the EEAG can offer fresh, unconventional
views based on sound economic reasoning for policymakers, business leaders and
academics.
The EEAG, which is collectively responsible for each chapter of this report, consists of a team of eight economists from seven European countries. This year, the
Group is chaired by Gilles Saint-Paul (University of Toulouse) and includes
Giancarlo Corsetti (European University Institute, Florence), Michael Devereux
(University of Oxford), Luigi Guiso (European University Institute, Florence),
John Hassler (Stockholm University), Jan-Egbert Sturm (KOF Swiss Economic
Institute, ETH Zurich, vice-chairman), Xavier Vives (IESE Business School) and
myself. The members of the Group participate on a personal basis and do not
represent the views of the organisations they are affiliated with.
As always, the report benefited greatly from the support of the Ifo Institute,
which provided the European economic forecast, as well as from help provided
by the Center for Economic Studies of the Economics Faculty of the University of Munich. I wish to thank the members of the group for investing their
time in a challenging project and I gratefully acknowledge valuable assistance
provided by Maximilian von Ehrlich and Darko Jus (research assistants),
Steffen Henzel, Nikolay Hristov, Oliver Hülsewig, Johannes Mayr, Georg
Paula and Timo Wollmershäuser (economic forecast), Paul Kremmel (editing),
Christoph Zeiner (statistics and graphics) and Elisabeth Will (typesetting and
layout). Moreover, I wish to thank Swiss Re for hosting our spring meeting.
Hans-Werner Sinn
President, CESifo Group
Professor of Economics and Public Finance,
Ludwig Maximilians University, Munich
Munich, 20 February 2010
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that the euro has shielded member countries from
severe balance of payment crises. On the other hand,
the euro area faces tough challenges at its periphery
as candidate countries face looming balance of payment crises, while developments in Greece suggest
that the credibility premium of membership is conditional on sound economic policies.

The magnitude of the crisis caught Western
economies off guard, where, despite the large global
imbalances that were accruing, a buoyant macroeconomic context prevailed. In the United States, the
boom was sustained by an asset bubble and a very low
savings rate, which led to the accumulation of trade
deficits financed by China and raw materials suppliers. Europe was experiencing a moderate recovery
from a period of low growth and was in the middle of
painful attempts to reform its welfare state and its
rigid labour markets, to address its endangered public
finances and its disappointing long-term growth performance. The crisis has put these adjustments on
hold as all governments have implemented massive
fiscal and monetary stimulus packages. As a result the
world economy may emerge from the crisis with the
same unresolved imbalances and structural problems
that prevailed before the crisis, aggravated by the massive accumulation of government debt in response to
the crisis.

Chapter 1: Macroeconomic outlook
After the deep economic recession during the winter
of 2008/2009 triggered by a US-led financial crisis,
many countries went through a stabilisation period
and now seem to have entered a recovery phase.
Global monetary and fiscal policies have prevented an
even worse outcome and have helped bring about the
current recovery. This has been reinforced by a positive inventory cycle.
However, we expect a number of factors to dampen
the recovery in the developed world. First, the restructuring process within the banking sector is far from
complete. Credit constraints may grow tighter during
the recovery as an increased demand for funds may
come up against banks’ reluctance to extend loans.
Second, capacity utilisation is low, and investment will
not pick up until this margin of slack has been
reduced. Third, the labour market situation will not
only remain tense, but will slightly deteriorate further
– dampening private consumption. Finally, fiscal policy stimulus cannot be prolonged in face of a quickly
deteriorating fiscal balance.

This year’s EEAG Report addresses the challenges for
the developed world to exit the crisis without compromising its long-term prospects.
In addition to the traditional chapter discussing the
immediate macroeconomic outlook, we document
the adverse effects the crisis had on trust in financial
markets. This factor will help determine whether the
world economy can be rebuilt on a more stable foundation; indeed we document that the crisis has had
substantial adverse consequences on the level of
trust, which leaves us in doubt as to whether the
financial sector will be able to resume its activity at
the pre-crisis level. Chapter 3 discusses the consequences of the large deficits of major developed
countries for the sustainability of public finances in
the long run. Chapter 4 discusses the impact of the
crisis on the long-term sustainability of the US economy in terms of government accounts and the external balance. The crisis has worsened the problems
already existing in both areas. Chapter 5 discusses
the impact of the crisis on the euro area. We argue

Economic conditions will be more favourable in
emerging economies, which we expect to become the
growth engines for the world economy.
After having experienced a decline unprecedented
since World War II –– by minus 2.3 percent last year –
we expect world GDP to increase by 2.3 in 2010.
Hence, world economic growth will stay below potential. Inflation will accelerate somewhat but also stay
well below its long-term average.
In the United States the deepest recession since World
War II has come to an end. GDP in 2009 ended up

3
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2.6 percent lower than in 2008. Private consumption
overall fell by 0.6 percent in 2009, whereas the private
saving rate has been steadily increasing. The
strongest negative growth contribution last year came
from investment. The domestic problems led to a
sharp fall in the demand for foreign goods and services over the year. The decline in exports, on the
other hand, was clearly less pronounced. Consequently, the US trade balance was able to improve
substantially, thus contributing to a reduction in
global imbalances. After approximately three years,
real-estate prices stopped falling in mid-2009. To a
large extent, this development can be traced back to
the massive subsidies and tax reliefs granted by the
US government. Only when state support runs out,
however, will it be possible to judge whether the realestate market recovery is sustainable.

This can be attributed especially to government policy, which succeeded – with a massive stimulus programme – in strengthening its economy without relying on outside impulses. The programme is scheduled to expire by the middle of this year and will not
be fully offset thereafter by impulses from the rest of
the world. From a structural perspective, economic
policy is increasingly putting a burden on the
Chinese economy by aggravating unbalanced economic developments. In recent years gross capital
formation has accounted for 40 percent of GDP,
against only 35 percent from private consumption.
In a typical developed country, these figures are
around 20 percent and 65 percent, respectively. With
its clear focus on investment activity in large, often
state-controlled, enterprises, the stimulus package
will raise the share of investment further. In the
medium term, many of these investments may prove
to be misdirected and unprofitable, and may lead to
overcapacities in some sectors.

Although the recession has ended, the US economy
still has to remedy its structural problems. US consumers have been living beyond their means for too
long. To allow for a way back to sustainable growth,
US consumers are in a process of curtailing their consumption. This process has already set in but needs to
continue during our forecasting horizon. Furthermore, although the worse seems to be over for the
banking industry, a continuation of write-offs is highly likely and government intervention in the banking
and real estate sectors will consequently remain high.
On top of that, fiscal sustainability is an issue that will
stay on the agenda for years to come.

With the sole exception of Poland, all European Union
member countries went through a deep recession last
year. A comparison of the peak in the first quarter of
2008 with the trough in the second quarter of 2009
reveals that the European Union – and with it the
euro area – contracted by 5.1 percent over a period of
five quarters. The three Baltic States – Estonia, Latvia
and Lithuania – were especially hard hit by the economic crisis and saw their GDP drop by approximately 20 percent.
Although the decline in private consumption and
investment continued, the European Union started
to recover during the second half of 2009. Of the
western and southern European member countries,
only Cyprus, Greece, Spain and the United Kingdom were still in recession in the third quarter of last
year. Similar to the US’s, the European recovery is
fragile. Although the prospects of firms have
improved, problems within the banking sector
remain. This is likely to lead to a more restrictive
credit supply which, together with continued underutilisation of production factors, will prevent a
strong recovery of investment. Furthermore, worsening labour market conditions, small wage increases and somewhat higher inflation will lead to a
reduction in real disposable income, thereby reducing consumption growth. Finally, we also expect fiscal stimulus to be transitory, as in the US. Hence,
according to our forecasts, after having sunk by
4.0 percent last year, GDP growth will rise to 1.0 percent this year.

After having been hit the hardest amongst the large
economies in the world during winter 2008/2009, the
economic recovery in Japan set in already in the second quarter of last year. The most important drivers
for the mild recovery were foreign trade and private
consumption. However, this will not prevent the
annual growth rate for 2009 from falling to – 5.3 percent. Japan will continue its recovery in the short run,
but its medium term prospects are rather bleak.
Exports will remain the main driver of growth this
and next year. The Japanese export economy benefits
from its geographical proximity to Asian emerging
markets, which are experiencing a surge in domestic
demand.
Over the summer China was able to recover to nearly pre-crisis growth levels. To a large extent this was
caused by a strong increase in investment activity initiated by huge fiscal and monetary stimulus programmes of the government. The short-term economic prospects for China remain quite positive.
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Mainly as a consequence of the drop in oil prices,
inflation rates in the European Union fell until summer last year. The increase in prices will accelerate
somewhat on the whole, but – given low capacity utilisation rates and stable inflation expectations – remain
restrained. The increase in consumer prices will be
1.2 percent in the European Union in 2009 (after
0.7 percent in 2008). In the euro area, the inflation
rate will equal 0.9 percent in 2010 (after 0.3 percent
last year). The increased indebtedness of European
governments, caused by large fiscal stimulus programmes, together with slowly rising interest rates will
raise the debt burden. Government interest expenses
are certain to rise in the years to come and crowd out
other types of government spending. This is already a
good reason for governments to prepare and communicate exit and consolidation strategies to return to
sound and sustainable public finances again. More
importantly, such strategies are needed to strengthen
overall macroeconomic stability and to guarantee that
any future crisis can again be relieved by appropriate
fiscal policy measures.

exchanges. When trust is missing, financing disappears and economic activity suddenly stops. This is
what happened in October 2008 and the subsequent
months. The data show that the percentage of people
that reported having full trust in banks, brokers,
mutual funds or the stock market, which was as high
as 40 percent in the late 1970s and around 30 percent
just before the crisis hit, dropped to 5 percent and has
not recovered since. Similarly, we find that for the first
time since the data on trust exist, self-reported trust in
banks and bankers has fallen below the trust people
have in other, randomly selected, people.
This marked fall in trust was largely provoked by the
revelation of the opportunistic behaviour that the
unfolding of the crisis brought to light, of which the
Bernard Madoff fraud is emblematic, and has contributed to casting a dark light on the whole financial industry. Indeed, we show that in states where
the number of victims of the Madoff fraud was
higher, the level of trust towards banks, bankers,
brokers and mutual funds has fallen more than in
states with a lower concentration of Madoff victims.
The destruction of trust inherited from the crisis has
important implications for the future of financial
markets, including the demand for financial products and investors’ portfolio choices. Most likely it
will result in:

To summarise, our assessment of the macroeconomic
outlook is that while policy has been successful in preventing a new great depression and a deflationary spiral, the recovery remains fragile and future growth
prospects are clouded by structural problems. Many
of these structural problems were present before the
crisis, but some new structural problems may have
been spawned by the crisis itself, especially in the
financial sector. Chapter 2 of this report discusses one
of them, namely the collapse of trust.

• A drop in investments in risky assets. Such assets
lend themselves more easily to opportunistic
behaviour than simpler securities. Thus, portfolios
will likely be twisted markedly towards safer securities and away from stocks.
• A drop in the demand for complex financial instruments with ambiguous returns. These are assets
that are more exposed to the risk of fraud and consequently more easily placed among high-trust
investors. When trust dwindles the demand for
these instruments declines and investors revert to
“familiar” instruments
• Less diversified portfolios and a greater share of
domestic assets, the latter being perceived as more
familiar and trustworthy. On the other hand,
investors will entertain relations with multiple
intermediaries in order to diversify the risk of
opportunistic behaviour by reducing exposure to
each one of them. Both effects are costly: the first
because one loses the benefits of diversification,
the second because of the cost of setting and maintaining multiple relations.
• Less reliance on and delegation to intermediaries.
Our evidence shows that a fundamental ingredient

Chapter 2: A trust-driven financial crisis
A key ingredient in understanding the financial crisis
is a dramatic drop in trust towards financial intermediaries, bankers and financial markets. While many
conventional factors have contributed to the emergence and propagation of the financial crisis, they
alone cannot fully explain the sudden collapse in economic activity that took place after October 2008.
We argue that starting in summer 2008 something
very important was destroyed: the trust that intermediaries have in each other and that investors have in
the financial industry. Trust – the belief a person has
that a counterpart in a transaction will not take
advantage of him – while normally ignored in standard economic analysis, is crucial in many transactions and certainly in those involving financial

5
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in the intensity of financial delegation is the level
of investors’ trust. Since delegation is all the more
necessary the more one invests in sophisticated
securities, also through this channel there should
be a move towards simpler portfolios.
• Finally, since an insurance contract is itself a
financial contract and as such is prone to the
opportunistic behaviour of the insurance company, the fall in trust should also affect the demand
for insurance.

Because these initiatives are both specifically aimed at
protecting investors from abuses they may actually
contribute to rebuilding trust. But there are also reasons to believe that by themselves these interventions
may have limited impact.
The alternative strategy to rebuild trust relies on the
idea that losing investors’ trust is very costly for the
financial industry. If it is costly, intermediaries could
be expected to have strong incentives to take actions
to re-build their reputation and re-gain the trust of
their customers. Unfortunately there are no easy
recipes on how A may convince B to reconsider his
opinion about the trustworthiness of A. The chapter
examines three possible mechanisms.

To sum up, the fall in trust towards all segments of the
financial industry will give rise to a generalised flight
from financial trades, particularly those that are
severely exposed to opportunistic behaviour.

• A rating system that even the most (financially)
illiterate investor can understand. It consists of rating intermediaries on their ability to offer trustworthy services and to limit incentives to exploit
conflicts of interest at the expense of the investor.
The rating system, offered in an easily understandable metric (e.g., a number from 0 to 10), would
allow all investors to distinguish intermediaries on
the basis of their integrity, thus reducing the scope
for opportunistic behaviour. It would de facto provide intermediaries with incentives to raise their
trustworthiness by transferring punishment power
to the investors.
• A trust-based compensation scheme. A second,
more direct mechanism to rebuild trust is to provide incentives to build it. If the compensation of
the investor’s manager depends on the level of trust
investors have in their asset manager, the latter
have strong incentives to behave in a trustworthy
manner and this, perhaps slowly, will raise the
investors’ trust and their willingness to invest.
• Promoting investors’ financial education. A third
strategy is to take actions that promote the financial education of the investors – for instance by
lobbying the government to have financial education taught at (public) school, making financial
education material, certified by third parties, available to investors, and other such measures. An
intermediary that promotes financial education
signals its intention to be willing to deal with experienced and sophisticated investors, with enough
nous not to fall victim of financial abuses and distorted advice. This should contribute to improving
investors’ trust.

Insofar as it results in a shift towards safer assets, it
will push up the equity premium and make equity
financing more expensive. This may have consequences for fast-growing and innovative firms that
depend more heavily on this type of financing.
Similarly, if the increased mistrust results in a preference for instruments with shorter maturity, it will
raise the cost of long-term financing, hampering
projects with high yields but longer maturities.
Because of this it is important to understand how
trust in financial markets and intermediaries can be
rebuilt. The chapter examines two avenues: The first
relies on enhanced regulation; the second on a reaction by the industry.
The regulatory approach, so far the only one that has
been followed to rebuild trust, is to raise the strength
of financial regulation. This approach has been the
subject of several of the recent G20 meetings and of
the proposals that are being discussed at the Financial
Stability Board. Many of the proposals that are under
scrutiny go beyond the purpose of rebuilding trust
and will most likely affect the perceived solvency of
the intermediaries, to lower the chance of future crisis. But these measures are likely to have little impact
on trust.
From the viewpoint of the regulation of investors’
relations with financial intermediaries, the most relevant proposal that can help recover trust is the creation of the consumer protection agency proposed by
the Obama administration. The agency would oversee
consumer financial products, which have been regulated in the past but whose oversight was exposed as
lax. One may also mention the creation in the US of a
Financial Fraud Enforcement task force to combat
financial crimes.

EEAG Report 2010

Needless to say, investment in financial education
pays off in the very long run; however the returns to
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the intermediary in terms of increased trustworthiness may be more immediate if the intermediary’s
commitment to transfer power to the investor through
this channel is credible. Credibility would be
enhanced if the sponsoring of financial education
programmes is part of a broader policy aimed at limiting intermediaries’ incentives to deceive investors,
such as the trust-based compensation scheme and the
bank fairness index.

And in April 2009, the G20 stated: “We are undertaking an unprecedented and concerted fiscal expansion,
which will save or create millions of jobs which would
otherwise have been destroyed.”
And there have certainly been large increases in public deficits throughout the EU – and elsewhere – leading to considerable rises in the stock of outstanding
public debt as a percentage of GDP. In 2009, the total
deficit in the EU was around 6-7 percent of GDP, and
it is expected to rise further in 2010. There has been a
corresponding increase in outstanding debt, rising to
around 72 percent of GDP in 2009, with further
increases certain in 2010 and beyond.

All the above measures endeavour, from different
angles, to limit the scope for intermediaries’ opportunist behaviour. In each case, the policy is not
imposed; adhering to it is left to the discretion of the
intermediary. However, we argue, there is no automatic mechanism that guarantees that intermediaries will
agree to adopt these policies voluntarily. Rather, if
dishonest behaviour is dominant among intermediaries, even the honest ones may be unwilling to adopt
these measures on their own and help the economy
move to a better outcome where competition drives
out dishonest behaviour. We also argue that regulation by itself, without the involvement of the intermediaries, may fail to restore trust. However, regulatory
agencies may play a very important role in coordinating the selection of the “honest” equilibrium. For
instance, using moral suasion to persuade even a
small but important number of intermediaries to
“play the honest game” may be enough to trigger a
response of the same type by the dishonest ones and
move the whole industry equilibrium.

However, there are wide variations across countries,
both in the size of the deficits in 2009 and 2010, and
in the level of outstanding debt. For example, the UK,
Ireland and Latvia have particularly high deficits,
though in all three cases their outstanding debt is relatively moderate as a proportion of GDP. Italy,
Greece and Belgium have much higher outstanding
debt, because all three have had high deficits for several years.
These high deficits have generally not reflected discretionary changes by EU governments. While most
governments introduced a discretionary fiscal stimulus in 2008 and 2009, these were small relative to the
overall deficits. The form of these discretionary
changes (and even their sign) has varied considerably
between countries.

The next chapter discusses long-run issues associated
with the substantial increase in public debt that is currently taking place in most developed countries.

There is some empirical evidence that a fiscal stimulus
has a positive effect on output, although there are
many problems in measuring the effect, so that the
size of the fiscal multiplier is not known with any certainty. In any case, there is little reason to suppose
that effects estimated on historic data are likely to be
valid in the midst of a recession. This is particularly
the case when interest rates are effectively at zero, and
the economy is shaken by an ongoing financial and
economic crisis, when there may be very large multipliers for government spending. Indeed, recent theoretical and empirical work suggests that spending
expansions and tax cuts supporting current demand
may be quite valuable under such circumstances.

Chapter 3: From Fiscal Rescue to Global Debt
In just over a year, the world has moved from a consensus that the financial and economic crisis necessitated a large and co-ordinated fiscal stimulus to serious concerns about the size of the public debt.
There was certainly a consensus at the end of 2008
that a fiscal stimulus package was needed. The IMF
argued that the “optimal fiscal package should be
timely, large, lasting, diversified, contingent, collective
and sustainable”. The European Council of the EU
agreed a “European Economic Recovery Programme”
(EERP) in December 2008, which called for a discretionary fiscal stimulus of at least 1.5 percent of GDP.

The scope for reducing deficits depends crucially on
the rate of economic growth achieved over the next
few years, and the degree to which real public spending can be curtailed. For example, a simple calculation
suggests that if spending is kept constant in real terms
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throughout the EU, then economic growth of around
2 percent would see the aggregate EU deficit reduced
to zero by around 2017, with outstanding debt reaching a peak of around 100 percent of GDP. Of course,
some countries would need a higher growth rate to
achieve fiscal balance within this period.

est rates (as well as attenuating concerns about debt
sustainability).
A final point concerns coordination. The attempts to
stimulate the economy benefited from coordination
efforts. For an individual country, a stimulus to
spending might be largely reflected in increased
imports, creating demand for goods and services produced elsewhere. A coordinated policy reduces this
risk. In principle, the same argument also applies
(with a different sign) to fiscal adjustment. If all countries implemented a contractionary fiscal adjustment
simultaneously and independently, without internalising negative output spillovers abroad, this would be
likely to hamper the economic recovery. This adverse
effect would be reduced if such policies were introduced in a coordinated way, possibly leading to more
gradualism.

There are costs to maintaining high debt levels,
though these should not be blown out of proportion.
Especially at low interest rates, the cost of servicing
debt is of the order of 3 percent of GDP, though
again there is considerable variation across member
states. Two factors could increase this cost in the short
to medium term. First, interest rates are likely to rise.
Second, public debt appears increasingly risky to the
market, which implies that higher risk premia could
be charged.
Although these risk premia are currently not large
for most countries, they may grow in the near future,
reflecting doubts about debt sustainability – recent
developments in Greece suggest such a possibility is
not so remote. Governments must therefore define
credible strategies to reduce deficits over the medium term.

However, coordinated gradualism should not interfere with the adoption of measures necessary to preserve stability. The worst-hit countries or the countries with the most fragile public finances should
adjust upfront and most deeply, to prevent the spreading of concerns about fiscal sustainability. If gradualism in the name of coordination feeds doubts about
debt consolidation, then no coordination is a much
better option.

A key concern with designing such strategies is that
anticipation of future tax rises and/or spending cuts
may hamper the economy immediately, as individuals
perceive their lifetime income to be lower, and firms
anticipate a contraction in demand. This need not be
the case. On the contrary, there are ways to design
debt consolidation strategies that actually support
current stimuli.

Among all developed countries, the country subjected
to the largest imbalances not only in terms of public
finances but also in terms of its external position is
the United States. Chapter 4 discusses the issues associated with US adjustment.

One way of reconciling the need for a credible
deficit-reduction strategy with the need to avoid
harming a fragile economy is to announce rises in
taxes on spending – such as VAT – to take effect
from some future period, say in one year’s time. This
would induce individuals to bring spending forward,
which would provide a temporary stimulus to the
economy.

Chapter 4: US adjustment needs
Given the size of US fiscal and external deficits, a central question is whether the US economy is on a sustainable path and to what extent the answer to this
question has changed during the recent macro-financial crises.
We first note that a current account deficit does not
necessarily have to be reversed in order to guarantee sustainability. In principle, the same is true for a
fiscal deficit. This depends on how large the economy’s growth rate is relative to the interest rate on its
debt. If the growth rate is larger than the interest
rate, the size of the debt relative to GDP shrinks by
more than the increase in debt due to additional
interest.

Another way consists of announcing well-designed
measures bringing government spending on goods
and services below trend, to be implemented sufficiently far in the future as to avoid the risk of
exposing the economy to additional deflationary
pressures when policy interest rates are still close to
zero. Provided that they are not implemented too
early, future spending cuts are beneficial to the
recovery, as they contain the rise in long-term inter-
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Before the financial crisis, the forecast for the coming
decade implied clear improvement in the US fiscal
balance. The projections of the Congressional Budget
Office made just before the crisis implied deficits
would move into surpluses and debt to GDP ratios
would fall from 2013. However, the longer run forecasts were already much less rosy before the crisis.
Due to aging and increased costs in health care, the
federal governments spending on Medicare, Medicaid
and Social Security were forecasted to grow at an
accelerating speed, implying a glaring and alarming
inconsistency between government outlays and the
electorates’ willingness to pay.

stantially larger than its yearly GDP. Furthermore,
it has for decades earned a higher return on its
assets than it pays on its liabilities. This return privilege allows the US to run a trade balance deficit of
about 4 percent of GDP without increasing its net
foreign debt.
If the return privilege remains, debt build-up is not
going to force the US into large adjustments and dollar depreciation. In this respect, the current account
deficit is not a big worry. But we do not know why the
US enjoys such a return privilege. It seems reasonable
that part of it could be explained by a superior financial sector in the US. If so, the financial crisis may
well eliminate part of this superiority, which could
lead to lower returns and a lower ability of US citizens to generate income by taking on foreign risk. If
the return privilege were to vanish, quite dramatic and
fast structural adjustments would need to be undertaken, which would have a large impact on the world
economy and the value of the dollar.

The CBO forecasts changed dramatically during the
macro-financial crisis of 2009. In August 2009, the
forecast was that the US government debt would
increase very rapidly. The increasing trend in the debt
as a share of GDP during the 1980s is back and perhaps even stronger than before.
Half way into 2009, the forecast had changed to an
unprecedented deficit of 11.2 percent. This is almost
twice as large as the previous record deficit of 6.0 percent in 1983. Furthermore, the CBO forecast implies
that the deficits in 2010 and 2011 will also be above
the previous record.

The final chapter discusses the implications of the crisis for the performance of the euro area.

Chapter 5: Implications of the crisis for the euro area
The current crisis has led many analysts to re-assess
the role of the euro. At face value, the euro area has
done relatively well in avoiding the massive financial
crisis of Anglo-Saxon countries. Does the crisis
prove the virtues of the euro, or can it be a source of
tensions that strain the viability of the monetary
union?

Furthermore, while GDP growth is projected to
rebound substantially in 2012, the budget deficit is
not expected to go back to the previous track. Rather
than turning back to black by the middle of the
decade, the forecast now points at deficits in the order
of 3 percent of GDP for the whole period. Part of this
can be explained by the debt build-up, implying higher interest costs. It is, however, alarming that also
when removing the interest payments, the budget is
2 percent of GDP weaker than before the crisis.

We acknowledge that membership of the euro area
has helped to eliminate the possibility of a “twin crisis”, i.e. a joint banking and balance of payment crisis, in the member countries. Such crises may occur
when the liabilities of financial institutions are
denominated in foreign currency. During such a crisis,
expectations of a sudden drop in the exchange rate
reduce the solvency of those institutions, which makes
it more likely that a run may occur. To the extent that
these crises are self-fulfilling rather than driven by
fundamentals, the euro is unambiguously beneficial.
It reduces their likelihood because member countries
borrow in euros and even if they were to borrow in
foreign currency, it is unlikely that a debt overhang in
a particular country could trigger a sharp depreciation of the euro, as that country only accounts for a
small part of the entire euro area economy.

Before the crisis, important indicators pointed
towards an unsustainable fiscal situation in the long
run, i.e. for the period after the current decade. In the
medium run, however, there was no direct danger.
After the crisis, also the situation in the shorter run is
now alarming.
Regarding the foreign balance we note that there is
a substantial discrepancy between different ways of
measuring the current account. In particular the
returns, including capital gains on the very large
stock of foreign gross assets, are underestimated in
some official calculations of the current account.
The US has foreign gross assets with a value sub-
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Summary
On the other hand, the crisis brings about some scenarios that may be problematic. One such scenario is
a rapid, excessive appreciation of the euro reflecting a
flight out of US assets. Another is a balance-of-payments crisis in Central and Eastern European countries. Despite the fact that these countries are not
members of the monetary union, they are expected to
join some day, and financial and macroeconomic
fragility there affects the euro area. While we consider
the first scenario unlikely, although by no means
impossible (given our assessment of future US adjustment needs), the second one may leave policymakers
in the euro area with tough choices. These may
include a bail-out of some Eastern countries that may
weaken the euro area, an early entry of Eastern applicants at inadequate parities and under bad macroeconomic conditions, or a balance-of-payments crisis in
the East that may delay entry.
Finally, we document a number of asymmetries and
imbalances between the core members of the monetary union, in particular with respect to inflation differentials and net foreign asset positions. It is unclear
whether the crisis exacerbates or dampens those
asymmetries. But the evolution of spreads in government yields during the crisis suggests that the credibility of the euro area is not absolute. It is plausible
that the asymmetries, while not accentuated by the
crisis, undermine the credibility of the currency zone,
which itself becomes more of an issue in times of crisis. That is, a shrinking economic activity may make
imbalances such as low competitiveness, high trade
deficits or high public debt more problematic, which
increases the likelihood of an exit from the euro area
or of a default on public debt. The rise of the spreads
during the crisis suggests that over a ten-year horizon
and for a peripheral country, markets do not consider
those possibilities as rare events.
One case in point is Greece: in December 2009, its
sovereign debt was downgraded to BBB. The spreads
shot up again as debt has grown well beyond 100
percent of GDP, while low competitiveness due to
past cumulated inflation differentials makes it difficult to exit the recession. Possible scenarios include
outright default, exiting the euro area, or a bail-out
from core euro countries. None of those scenarios is
favourable for the euro. A bail-out can be especially
problematic if it fails to prevent contagion to other,
much larger economies with a public debt overhang,
such as Belgium or Italy, for which a bail-out would
be too costly.
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The European economy will only temporarily experience somewhat higher growth. Although business
prospects of firms have improved, problems within
the banking sector remain. This will lead to a more
restrictive credit supply which, together with continued underutilisation of production factors, will suppress especially investments. Worsening labour market conditions, small wage increases and somewhat
higher inflation will lead to a reduction in real disposable income, thereby reducing consumption
growth. Overall growth will remain subdued at least
this year.

THE EUROPEAN ECONOMY
1. T h e c u r re n t s i t u a t i o n a n d t h e m a c roeconomic
outlook
After a deep economic recession during the winter of
2008/2009, which was triggered by a US-led financial
crisis, many countries went through a stabilisation
period and now seem to have entered a recovery phase.
Global monetary and fiscal policies have prevented a
worse outcome and lie at the roots of the current
recovery. Furthermore, the search for liquidity during
the crisis has created an inventory cycle which will also
drive growth for the time being.1 However, the restructuring process within the banking sector is far from
being completed and the too low national saving rate
in the US has not reached structurally sustainable levels yet. Consequently, the fading out of fiscal and
monetary stimulus measures this year will likely leave
the world economy struggling to achieve growth in the
years to come. Relatively sound economic conditions
allow emerging countries to witness a revival of their
economies. Their domestic economies will remain the
growth engines for the world economy.

1.1 T h e c u r ren t s ituatio n
1.1.1 The global economy
The world economy seems to have overcome its
worst recession since the World War II. World trade
and industrial production having collapsed during
winter 2008/2009, both have started to pick up again
more recently (see Figure 1.1). Besides massive fiscal
stimulus packages and expansionary monetary policy, this process is supported by a still comparatively
low oil price and a turnaround in the worldwide
inventory cycle.

Although the roots of the crisis lie in the US, of the
larger economic regions, Japan and the European
Union suffered the most. This can partly be explained by the much more pronounced economic policy reacF i g u re 1.1
tions of US officials and partly
by the sharp correction in global
imbalances. The US trade account improved substantially,
exporting part of its problems to
the rest of the world. On the
other hand, Japan and Europe
saw a clear deterioration of their
external balance and thereby
acted – together with many
emerging markets – as shock
absorbers for the world.

According to the Ifo World Economic Survey, the
world economic climate indicator rose in the fourth

1

When discussing the cyclical situation in
the European Union in Section 1.3.6, we
clarify what is meant by the inventory
cycle.
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quarter of last year (see Figure 1.2). This was its third consecutive increase. The two underlying components of the Ifo economic climate indicator, i.e. the
current assessment and the
expectations for the next six
months, tend to move in a clockwise manner over the business
cycle (see Figure 1.3). As of late,
the increase of the overall indicator not only resulted from more
favourable expectations for the
next six months, but increasingly
also from less negative appraisals
of the present economic situation. Nevertheless, the current
economic situation is still assessed as worse than it was after
the attack on the World Trade
Center in 2001.

F i g u re 1.2

F i g u re 1.3

The improvement of the current
economic situation took place in
all major regions in the world.
Especially the assessments in
Asia are noteworthy. Not only
did that region recover first, but it
also has seen the largest improvement in this sentiment indicator
since the onset of the crisis. In
Western Europe and North
America, the assessment of the
current economic situation only
improved slightly and remained
at historically unfavourable levels
in the fourth quarter of 2009 (see
Figure 1.4).

F i g u re 1.4

After having fluctuated steadily
around 2 percent since the mid1990s, inflation in the advanced
countries strongly picked up to
well above 4 percent in summer
2008 before subsequently dropping to – 1.3 percent in July last
year. Besides the economic upswing up until mid-2008 and the
economic crisis afterwards, mainly oil and other raw material price
have caused these strong fluctuations in inflation rates (see Figure 1.5). Whereas the oil price

EEAG Report 2010

12

Chapter 1
in the third quarter. With the program running out at the end of
August, car sales broke down
again. The uplift in private consumption in the third quarter can
only partly compensate for its
loss throughout the year; private
consumption overall fell by
– 0.6 percent in 2009.

F i g u re 1.5

The private saving rate has been
steadily increasing from 1.2 percent of disposable income in the
first quarter of 2008 to up to
5.4 percent in the second quarter
of 2009, before it subsequently
fell somewhat to 4.5 percent in
the third quarter.
peaked at around 130 US dollars per barrel in summer 2008, it fell to about 40 US dollars in winter
2008/2009. This winter it is fluctuating around 75 US
dollars again.

This pattern is also apparent in the falling credits
granted to households, in particular in the area of
credit cards. Despite these developments, the share
of consumption in GDP rose substantially in 2009.
Whereas the consumption share hovered around
62 percent in the 1960s and 1970s, moved up to
67 percent in the 1990s, and increased to about
70 percent in the 2000s, it has even surpassed 71 percent in the third quarter of 2009 and thereby
reached its highest level at least since World War II
(see Figure 1.6).

1.1.2 United States
In the US the deepest recession since the World War
II has come to an end in the third quarter of 2009.
With an annualised increase in GDP of 2.2 percent in
the third and even 5.7 percent in the fourth quater the
overall economic dynamism was as high as last seen
two years ago. Nevertheless, due to the sharp decline
during the winter of 2008/2009, GDP in 2009 ended
up 2.4 percent lower than in 2008 (see Table A.1).

The strongest negative growth contribution last year
came from investment (see Figure 1.7). Gross fixed
capital formation plummeted by around 18 percent;
when including the sharp drop in inventories, the

In particular, a strong increase in private consumption
was responsible for the positive
development in the third quarter
F i g u re 1.6
of last year. Private consumption
expanded by 2.8 percent. Its contribution to overall growth was
2 percentage points – the biggest
among all demand side components (see Figure 1.6). The increase in private consumption
was largely driven by the sharp
rise in public transfer payments
as part of the government stimulus packages. In particular, the
“Cash for Clunkers” program,
which ran in summer, temporarily led to a substantial increase in
car sales and thereby can explain
around half of the GDP increase
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F i g u re 1.7
resulting gross capital formation even fell by close to 24 percent. Quite different from 2008,
this decline in investment was
more or less similar across its
different components. Whereas
in 2007 and in 2008 only residential investment put a burden
on total investment, investment
in non-residential structures
and equipment and software
took a similar blow last year as
did residential investment. The
turn in the inventory cycle
allowed total investment growth
to turn positive again in particular during the fourth quarter
of last year. Investment in
equipment and software, which
accounts for more than half of total investments, no
longer shrunk, but still remained weak. In particular, the extremely low capacity utilisation rate in
industry is responsibly for this. Although capacity
utilisation reached its trough in June last year with
68.3 percent, it remains, with 71.3 percent in November, at a historically low level (its long-run average equals 81.1 percent). For basically the same reason, non-residential construction investment is still
reporting substantial negative growth (an annualised – 15.4 percent in the fourth quarter). The only
component of gross fixed capital formation that
appears to have bounced back is residential investment. After 14 quarters of strong negative growth, it
contributed for the first time positively to US
growth again and rose with an annualised 18.9 percent in the third quarter.

The domestic problems led to a
sharp fall in the demand for foreign goods and services over the
year. The fall in exports on the
other hand was clearly less pronounced. Consequently, the US
trade balance was able to improve substantially last year; its
contribution to GDP growth
was approximately one percentage point. In that sense, the US
economy was able to partly export its domestic crisis to the
rest of the world and in that
way contributed towards reducing global imbalances. As com-
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pared to the pre-crisis period (2007QI–2008QI), it
was able to improve its trade balance by around 2.5
percentage points (see Figure 1.8). On the absorbing end of this shock stood, amongst others, Japan
and the euro area. Looking at exports and imports
individually, after having fallen for respectively 4
and 7 quarters in a row, both made a sharp turnaround in the third quarter of last year.
Due to the economic crisis, the unemployment rate
in the US has doubled from 5 percent in spring 2008
up to 10 percent in autumn last year, the highest rate
since 1983 (see Figure 1.9). The business cycle recovery so far has hardly led to a relief on the labour
market. The number of employees continued to decrease up until the end of last year, albeit at a slower pace.

F i g u re 1.8
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continuously. Nevertheless, as a
result of increasing its massive
intervention programs to lower
long-term lending rates, in particular for mortgages, its balance
sheet is still expanding further.
Furthermore, whereas the Federal Reserve in October of last
year stopped purchasing US government bonds, it still continues
to buy bonds of state-owned
mortgage suppliers and mortgage-backed securities during the
first quarter of this year.

F i g u re 1.9

Supported by the extensive measures of the Federal Reserve,
mortgage interest rates have
clearly fallen since the end of 2008. Accordingly, since
the second quarter of 2009, banks have started to register an increase in the number of mortgage loan
applications. Nevertheless, on account of the high
unemployment rate and the rising loan failure rates,
banks remain reluctant to grant these requests. In
spite of improved conditions on the interbank market, the climax in loan failures has not yet been
reached. This will put further strains on the capital
base of the banking system.

After eight months of negative inflation, the price
level started to increase again in November relative to
the year before. The inflation development was determined above all by the recovery of energy and raw
material prices. Nevertheless, the increase in the core
index for personal consumption expenditure – which
is the preferred inflation measure of the Federal
Reserve – remained in October last year, with 1.4 percent, at a low level.
After approximately three years, real-estate prices
stopped falling in mid-2009. Since its peak in spring
2006, house prices fell by more than 30 percent. Since
summer last year, some moderate price increases have
been observed. To a large extent, this development
can be traced back to the massive subsidies and tax
reliefs of the US government. During the fiscal year
2009, the fiscal support to the real-estate market, for
instance the First-Time Home Buyer Credit, added up
to about 300 billion US dollars. Only when state support runs out, however, will it be possible to judge
whether the recovery on the real-estate market will
remain sustainable. A continuation of the drop in
real-estate prices would lead to additional write-offs
on mortgage-backed securities and again endanger
the stability of the banking system.

1.1.3 Japan, China, India and other Asian countries

Since early summer, the interbank market increasingly shows signs of relaxation. The risk premia banks
have to pay to get unsecured money, as measured by
the difference between the 3-month LIBOR Eurodollar rate and the Federal Reserve’s Fed Fund rate, at
the end of last year reached a pre-crisis level of
10 basis points again. Consequently, the Federal Reserve has started drawing back its liquidity support

After having been hit the hardest amongst the large
economies in the world during winter 2008/2009, the
economic recovery in Japan set in already in the second quarter of last year. Nevertheless, with modest
annualised growth rates of 2.7 and 1.3 percent in the
second and third quarters, respectively, only part of
the more than 10 percent annualised drop during the
winter could be made up for. The most important dri-

The US government budget registered a record deficit
in 2009. At the end of the fiscal year in September the
budget deficit amounted to 1.4 trillion US dollars or
9.9 percent of GDP (as compared to 3.2 percent in fiscal 2008) and thereby reached its highest level since
1945. The increase is just as much due to a decline in
revenues as to an increase in expenses. On the expenditure side, especially spending to rescue banks
(TARP) and the financial support for the state-owned
mortgage suppliers stand out. The stimulus package
(ARRA), which was decided in February last year, is
a burden to both the expenditure as well as the revenue side.
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vers for the mild recovery were foreign trade and private consumption. Favoured by the strong increase of
exports, the growth contribution of net exports to
GDP growth mounted to 6.1 percentage points in the
second quarter and to 3.0 percentage points in the
third quarter. Private consumption increased by an
annualised 4.8 and 3.8 percent in respectively the second and third quarter. On the other hand, investments continued to fall at double-digit rates throughout the year.

ing hardly any room for manoeuvre, the Japanese central bank has introduced a number of additional measures to stabilise the financial markets and to improve
the supply of credit to the economy. These include
buying up government and firm bonds as well as
stocks.
To counteract the economic crisis, the Japanese government has introduced several economic stimulus
packages with a total volume of approximately 5 percent of GDP. The associated additional spending
together with the cyclical reduction in revenues has
caused the budget deficit to increase to 8 percent of
GDP in 2009.

The favourable developments since the second quarter of last year have likely continued throughout the
rest of last year. Although no quarterly national
accounts statistics for the fourth quarter of last year
are available at the time of writing, other economic
data point in this direction. Here especially the
results of the Tankan business tendency survey,
according to which the business and profit situation
of Japanese manufacturers have further improved,
are to be mentioned. However, also at current levels,
the indicators are still at historically low levels. This
matches the positive developments in industrial production, which has meanwhile risen seven months in
a row, but remains well below its long-run average.
The recovery is not only felt by industry, but is also
reflected by indexes on developments in the service
sector and in the economy as a whole, which have
improved strongly. In addition, consumer sentiment
surveys send out similar signals. Nevertheless, to a
large extent, these positive developments are based
upon government stimulus measures to promote in
particular purchases of durable consumption goods.
Hence, Japan is likely to show a further increase in
GDP in the fourth quarter of 2009. This can, however, not prevent the annual growth rate for 2009 from
falling to – 5.3 percent.

Over the summer China was able to return to nearly
pre-crisis growth levels. GDP grew by an annualised
7.9 and 8.9 percent in the second and third quarter of
last year, respectively. A comparison of the first three
quarters with those of 2008 reveals an impressive
growth rate of 7.7 percent. Therefore, it appears likely that the self-assigned goal to achieve an annual
growth rate of about 8 percent in 2009 will nearly be
reached. We assume that it will amount to 7.8 percent
in 2009. To a large extent this performance is caused
by a strong increase in investment activity initiated by
huge fiscal and monetary stimulus programs of the
government. Besides stimulating private consumption, the government stimulus programs above all
concentrated on investments in public infrastructure,
with a special focus on transport infrastructure, the
health sector and the underdeveloped western part of
the country.
The quick stimulus measures that fuelled imports of
commodities together with a hesitant stabilisation of
the world economy caused the trade surplus of China
to shrink during the first part of last year. During the
second half of last year also the revival of exports,
due to improved economic conditions around the
world as well as the weakness of the renminbi against
most currencies as a result of the weakness of the dollar, the trade surplus has recovered and contributed
positively to economic growth. Although the Chinese
authorities allowed for a steady nominal appreciation
of the renminbi between July 2005 and July 2008, it
has since returned to close to a fixed exchange rate
vis-à-vis the US dollar.

The unemployment rate at the beginning of last year
still was still at about 4 percent, but it subsequently
rose sharply into the summer, reaching a peak of
5.7 percent in July due to the economic crisis. Ever
since, it has shown signs of a gradual decline again
reaching 5.1 percent in October last year. However,
according to survey results, firms are still planning
to cut back employment. Furthermore, part of this
positive development is caused by an increase in government subsidised employment. The unemployment rate is likely to be much higher without these
measures.

After the favourable developments in the second and
third quarter of 2009, the outlook for the fourth quarter also remains positive. As compared to the year
before, industrial production increased by 16.1 per-

As the uncollateralised overnight call rate in Japan
hover around 0.1 percent since the end of 2008, leav-
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cent in October which once again was substantially
stronger than in September in which its growth rate
amounted to 13.9 percent. In addition, the positive
outlook is underpinned by different survey results on
the business situation in manufacturing. Furthermore, retail trade also managed to report increasing
growth rates during the second half of last year. This
was partly due to government support, i.e. increased
subsidies on consumer goods. The positive picture is
completed by exports statistics, which show that total
exports in October lay only just 13.8 percent below its
level a year before and thereby recovered clearly from
its nadir reached in summer last year.

economies started a swift recovery. Before, this
region was also struck by the global recession. As
most of these economies are export-oriented, they
were especially hard hit by the massive reduction in
world trade.
A comparison of the economic developments in these
countries shows the close link between the recession
and the fall in world trade. Those countries which are
hit the hardest, i.e. Taiwan and the two trade centres,
Hong Kong and Singapore, are also the most open
economies in this region. The recessions in some of
the bigger countries, most notably Indonesia, were
somewhat milder.2

India experienced a strong increase of economic activity in the second and third quarter of last year. After
during winter 2008/2009 GDP only expanded by
about 4.4 percent as compared to the year before,
year-over-year growth was able to increase to 6.0 and
6.7 percent in respectively the second and third quarter of last year. Early indicators suggest that especially in the last quarter of 2009 production will expand
strongly. Overall the annual GDP growth rate for
2009 is expected to be 6.1 percent.

However, the fall-out in industrial production and
foreign trade only lasted for a short time. Production
reached its trough already at the beginning of last
year and thereby earlier than elsewhere in the world.
Since then, economic activity regained pre-crisis levels
in many countries, with the strong momentum of the
high-tech industries and terminating inventory adjustments as the key drivers. The strong recovery was also
supported by expansionary monetary and fiscal policy as implemented worldwide. The fact that economic
policy in Asia was more effective, quicker and
stronger than elsewhere can, on the one hand, be explained by a banking system that was largely spared
from the financial crisis that hit the US and Europe.
On the other hand, the substantial current account
surpluses built up in the past lessened the impact of
reduced capital flows as compared to other emerging
countries.

While the important agricultural sector for the Indian
economy could – on account of the late start of the
monsoon rains – not contribute as much as expected
to the economic recovery, this was more than compensated for by the developments in the manufacturing and above all the services sector. Industrial production increased by 8.3 percent in the third quarter
as compared to the year before; the services sector
even showed an increase of 9.3 percent. These economic developments have likely continued during the
last months of last year. Business sentiment indicators
for the aggregate economy and the manufacturing sector show an unbroken upward trend. Also the clear
increase of retail- and wholesale prices confirm a continuation of these dynamics.

1.1.4 The rest of the world
After the economic crisis during the winter of
2008/2009, the Latin America countries of Argentina,
Brazil, Chile, Colombia, Mexico and Venezuela managed to stabilise their economies relatively early. They
benefited from the recovery in raw material prices that
started in the beginning of 2009. The region managed
to get over the financial crisis better than other
regions. After a dramatic increase in risk premia on
most government bonds during the winter, they have
quickly fallen again. Presently they are moving again
around levels that prevailed before the start of the crisis. More or less the same holds for the exchange rates
of most currencies: they depreciated sharply during
the winter. However, since then they have basically
recovered again. Latin America managed to escape a

The relatively stable economic development of India
explains itself, on the one hand, by the fact that its
economy is less open than many other emerging
economies. On the other hand, services play an
important role for Indian exports. Trade in services
show less of a cyclical pattern than those in industrial
goods.
The other East Asian countries of Indonesia, Malaysia, the Philippines, Singapore, South Korea, Taiwan
and Thailand benefited from the favourable business
cycle developments in China. In spring 2009 these
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more severe impact of the worldwide trust crisis by
not having high current account deficits and therefore
by not being very dependent upon large net capital
inflows. On top of that, the financial sectors in these
countries are less connected to those centres that were
at the core of the financial crisis. Furthermore, by historical standards the macroeconomic fundamentals
appear in general quite healthy and the public
finances in order.

Nevertheless, the economic environment has visibly
improved. With the recovery of raw material prices, the
withdrawal of foreign capital decreased, and the
rouble, which had lost up to 40 percent of its value to
the US dollar, appreciated clearly again. Against this
background and in view of falling inflation rates, the
central bank has loosened its monetary policy stance
gradually since the beginning of last year. However,
firm credit rates are still high and the supply of credit
by the banks remains restrictive. The government has
counteracted by granting interest subsidies and state
guarantees. However, the approval process of authorities runs slowly, and the beneficiaries are primarily big
enterprises in strategically important sectors.

Nevertheless, the individual countries developed
quite heterogeneously. Mexico is having difficulties
overcoming a recession that has lasted for more than
a year. Its economy is heavily dependent upon developments in the US. In particular, industry in the
northern part of the country is closely intertwined
with the US market. Furthermore, the decline of
transfer payments of migrants has led to income
losses in Mexico. Also the impact of swine flu, the
fall in oil revenues and the hard-hit car industry
should not be ignored. The position of Brazil, the
second largest economy in the region, is more
favourable. The export sector is more diversified on
a regional level; China has become the most important trading partner even before the US. Furthermore, international trade plays a less important role
in Brazil as compared to Mexico. Although Brazil
was also hit by a sharp recession in the winter of
2008/2009, it has already been on an expansion
course again since spring last year based on its
robust domestic demand. All together, GDP in 2009
is expected to turn out 2.2 percent lower than in 2008
in Latin America as a whole.
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1.1.5 The European economy
After a drop of 5.1 percent from its peak in the first
quarter of 2008, GDP in the European Union started
to recover during the second half of 2009. Real economic growth reached an annualised 1.0 percent in
the third quarter as compared to the second quarter
of last year. Nevertheless, private consumption continued to fall and also overall gross fixed capital formation remained on the decline, albeit at a slower
pace (see Figure 1.10). Hence, besides government
consumption, foreign trade and changes in inventories were able to contribute positively to economic
growth (see Figure 1.11).

The global economic and financial crisis hit Russia
full force. The global drop in the demand for raw
materials and the associated fall in raw material prices
led to a massive decline in export revenues. In addition, domestic factors, including problems in the
financial industry and the bursting of a speculative
bubble in the real-estate market, contributed to a
sharp fall in investments.

Due to the unwinding real estate prices, for instance in
Ireland, Spain and the United Kingdom, residential
investment has been falling sharply since the second
quarter of 2008 and has now reached levels last seen
in 2002. After a substantial drop in 2008, other construction investments, however, roughly stabilised last
year. Since the third quarter, investment in machinery
and transport equipment also seems to have stopped
falling further and is showing first signs of recovery.
Especially, transport equipment has benefited substantially from several stimulus programs of governments throughout Europe.

Rising unemployment and falling real incomes dampened private consumption. Although the Russian
economy started to stabilise by the summer of last
year, a clear recovery as in other emerging markets
does not appear to have set in. Industrial production
has freed itself from its low in May last year, but has
not regained pre-crisis growth levels. Also growth in
retail trade has been low throughout 2009. Real gross
domestic product shrank by 8.0 percent in 2009 compared to 2008.

Both exports and imports plummeted during the winter of 2008/2009. Since the third quarter of last year,
both started to pick up again. The trade balance worsened over the course of the year as the fall in exports
surpassed those in imports. Hence, net trade contributed negatively to GDP growth. If one views the
net demand shock around the world in terms of
changes in the trade balance, then it becomes apparent which countries have had a “shock-producing”
effect on the rest of the world. Within the euro area,
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these include above all Spain,
Malta and Ireland. By contrast,
in Finland, Germany, Belgium
and the Netherlands imports
have fallen less sharply than exports (see Figure 1.12). This
group of countries helped alleviate or absorb the shock within
the euro area. This was possible
inter alia because these countries
did not have to correct a realestate bubble. With the exception
of Slovenia, all East European
member countries of the European Union have seen clear improvements in their external balances during the crisis. Especially
those countries which kept the
exchange rate vis-à-vis the euro
stable, i.e. Bulgaria, Estonia,
Latvia and Lithuania were also
those that experienced the strongest improvement in their external
balance. To do this, however, they
had to stick to a relatively restrictive monetary policy stance
thereby suppressing their domestic economies. As discussed in
Chapter 5, this is especially true
for Latvia which, on the verge of
a balance of payments crisis, has
no alternative other than abandoning its peg.

F i g u re 1.10

Mainly as a consequence of the
drop in oil prices, inflation rates
in the European Union fell until
summer last year (see Figure 1.13). In the euro area even
the price level – as measured by
the harmonised index of consumer prices (HICP) – fell slightly between June and October.
Although in the last months of
the year, inflation picked up
again somewhat, core inflation
has not yet stopped falling. In
November the latter remained at
1.0 percent.

F i g u re 1.11

With the sole exception of Poland, all countries went through a
deep recession last year, and the
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second quarter of 2009 reveals
that the European Union – and
with it the euro area – contracted
by 5.1 percent over a period of
five quarters. Especially the three
Baltic States – Estonia, Latvia
and Lithuania – were hit hard by
the economic crisis and saw their
GDP dropping by approximately
20 percent. Whereas Lithuania
came out of recession in the third
quarter of last year, the situation
has not yet improved markedly in
the other two Baltic States. These
economies have already been
shrinking for six quarters in a
row. The only other central and
eastern European member country having such a prolonged recession phase is Hungary.

F i g u re 1.12

Of the western and southern European member countries, only Cyprus, Greece, Spain and the United
Kingdom were still in recession in
the third quarter of last year. All
other countries returned to positive
growth. For instance, in Austria,
Belgium, Germany, Italy and
Portugal the turnaround was relatively strong (with annualised
quarterly growth rates above 2 percent), whereas Finland, France,
Ireland, Malta and the Netherlands were nevertheless able to
report annualised growth rates
between 1.0 and 1.7 percent.

F i g u re 1.13

In Germany, the economy stabilised in spring last year. In the
second quarter, real GDP expanded by an annualised 1.8 percent, in the third quarter this
was even 2.9 percent. On account of the drop during the
preceding winter semester of
nearly 6 percent, overall economic activity – and in particular that in the export-oriented
industries – remained, however,
all in all, at a low level. Capacity
utilisation in manufacturing is still approximately 10
percentage points below its long-run average.

regional differences within the European Union were
substantial (see Figure 1.14). A comparison of the
peak in the first quarter of 2008 with the trough in the
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and the depletion of credits on
working hour accounts. In addition, while full-time employment has sunk, part-time employment has increased. In the
course of 2009, the average
number of working hours sank
by 2.2 percent after already having been reduced by a similar
order of magnitude in 2008. At
the same time – due to a fall in
labour productivity – unit labour costs rose sharply (see
Table 1.1). The unemployment
rate increased somewhat during
the first half of 2009. Since July,
it seems to have stabilised at
7.6 percent, leading to an average unemployment rate of 7.5 percent in 2009.

F i g u re 1.14

Decisive for the German economic recovery was first
of all the improved state of the world economy.
German exports, which were especially hard hit by the
worldwide drop in confidence and international trade
due to Germany’s specialisation towards investment
goods and durable consumption goods, were able to
grow in the second half of 2009. In many of Germany’s trading partner countries, expansionary fiscal
and monetary policies became effective and inventories were built up again. Secondly, domestic investment – stimulated by fiscal packages directed towards
public construction – started to recover. Furthermore,
inventory developments gave a strong positive
impulse to growth as well. However, private consumption, which was boosted by numerous expansionary
stimulus measures during the first half of 2009,
declined sharply. As the government subsidies for
scrapping older cars stopped, especially car sales
dropped. The overall increase in domestic demand
was associated with a decline in the external balance.
Although exports strongly increased, imports went up
even more during the second half of 2009 as a consequence of the inventory impulse. As compared to the
first half of last year, GDP managed to increase at a
rate of 1.2 percent during the second half. However,
and as a consequence of the strong decline during the
winter of 2008/2009, GDP still fell by 5.0 percent in
2009 as compared to 2008.

Whereas most European economies left the recession
behind them in the third quarter of last year, quarterly GDP growth in the United Kingdom was still negative. Nevertheless, also here the signs are improving.
During the second half of 2009, private consumption
and gross fixed capital formation stopped falling and
exports started to pick up. Private consumption,
which during the first half of last year sank by an
annualised 4.8 percent was able to stabilise basically
thanks to the UK version of the “Cash for Clunkers”
program. However, the increased car purchases led to
a quicker increase of imports as compared to exports,
which in turn prevented GDP from growing during
the second half of last year. Government spending
continued to contribute positively to economic
growth, albeit at a slower pace.
The economy of France expanded with restraint during the second half of last year. GDP rose by an annualised 1.1 percent in the third quarter, after having
increased by the same amount the quarter before.
Private consumption stagnated and investments kept
falling at a higher pace. Although the decline in nonresidential investment started to slow down, residential investment continued its descent in an unbroken
manner. However, the external balance improved
somewhat as exports grew more than imports. In
addition, the increase in GDP during the second half
of last year was promoted by a further increase in
government spending.

Although the economic crisis has become apparent
in the labour market as well, its consequences have,
however, remained remarkably moderate. Job losses
were above all registered in the manufacturing sector. Important for the moderate decline in employment were the strong expansion of short-time work

During the second half of last year, the Italian economy revived unexpectedly strongly. GDP rose in the
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Source: OECD Economic Outlook 83 and 84 databases.

Germany
1.5
– 1.1
0.2
– 2.1
1.1
– 4.8
0.4
4.3
– 3.1
1.4
1.4
– 0.5
France
3.0
1.2
0.5
0.2
0.7
– 1.2
2.2
2.5
1.3
– 1.8
– 3.8
1.8
Italy
2.2
– 0.5
– 0.1
– 2.9
– 0.3
– 4.0
3.2
5.2
2.9
10.1
– 4.7
– 7.7
Spain
3.8
3.1
0.5
2.8
0.7
2.9
4.0
1.4
3.4
0.6
– 1.7
– 1.5
Netherlands
3.1
2.5
1.1
2.8
1.0
– 3.4
2.0
6.3
1.0
3.0
– 0.5
4.0
Belgium
3.5
0.0
1.4
– 1.3
0.6
– 2.6
3.0
3.0
1.4
1.5
– 2.3
– 0.9
Austria
3.1
2.6
1.1
1.9
1.2
– 3.8
2.1
5.9
– 1.0
1.8
– 1.6
– 0.3
Greece
4.1
5.1
0.9
3.3
2.2
0.1
3.1
4.9
2.4
0.3
– 2.7
– 2.4
Finland
3.7
2.5
1.5
1.5
1.4
– 4.4
2.4
6.7
– 3.2
7.3
0.3
– 12.0
Ireland
3.9
– 2.7
2.7
1.2
0.4
0.1
3.6
– 2.9
0.1
– 5.1
– 0.3
11.9
Portugal
2.9
3.5
0.2
2.9
0.6
– 0.4
2.5
3.7
– 0.6
– 1.2
– 0.3
– 1.5
Slovak Republic
8.8
3.4
6.5
4.0
5.9
– 3.6
2.1
4.6
7.8
5.9
4.1
– 6.0
Luxembourg
3.0
0.2
– 1.9
1.5
– 0.2
– 4.4
3.5
5.6
6.0
12.7
2.5
1.3
Euro area
2.4
0.8
0.2
– 0.2
0.6
– 2.4
2.1
3.8
0.7
4.4
na
na
United Kingdom
3.5
0.5
0.6
– 0.7
1.2
– 2.6
2.3
3.9
– 1.8
– 9.5
– 2.9
1.8
Sweden
2.6
1.2
0.0
– 1.0
0.7
– 2.4
2.4
4.1
0.1
– 0.8
– 1.1
0.6
Denmark
3.9
4.4
1.2
4.9
– 0.6
– 1.7
4.5
5.5
3.6
1.5
– 1.8
4.2
Poland
4,2
5.2
1.3
1.8
2.1
1.1
4.1
4.1
0.8
– 18.3
2.0
5.8
Czech Republic
6.7
1.5
4.7
– 1.6
3.2
– 2.7
3.0
3.8
4.5
– 2.1
4.5
0.4
Hungary
5.8
5.9
1.2
3.5
2.2
– 2.6
4.5
6.3
1.0
– 5.1
5.2
4.6
United States
3.5
– 0.8
0.7
– 2.1
1.1
1.3
2.6
– 1.1
– 4.5
9.7
0.6
2.6
Japan
– 0.2
– 2.7
0.6
– 2.7
1.1
– 3.6
– 0.2
1.3
– 5.0
8.5
– 0.2
– 15.8
a)
Compensation per employee in the private sector. – b) Compensation per employee deflated by GDP Deflator. – c) Total Economy. – d) Manufacturing sector. – e) Competitiveness– weighted relative
unit labour costs in dollar terms. – f) Ratio between export volumes and export markets for total goods and services. A positive number indicates gains in market shares and a negative number indicates
a loss in market shares
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third quarter by an annualised 2.4 percent after it had
shrunk by an annualised 1.9 percent in the second
quarter. The development in industrial production
confirms that the Italian economy has surpassed its
trough. Besides an improvement in the external balance also increases in private and public consumption
contributed to this turnaround. Investments, on the
other hand, kept on falling throughout the year. In
spite of the improved situation after summer, GDP
will shrink on account of the very weak first half of
the year and the severe drop in private investments by
4.8 percent in 2009.

The East European member countries of the
European Union were hit hard by the world economic crisis. Over the year, real GDP of the new member
countries that are not part of the euro area fell by
3.5 percent (see Table A.2). Although a quick recovery is not in sight, stabilisation tendencies can be
observed here as well. For instance, industrial production did not sunk further – or even increased slightly
in some countries – during the third quarter of 2009.
With respect to investment the rate of decrease is
falling. Firm expectations have improved since the
beginning of last year in nearly all of these countries,
and also consumer confidence has brightened somewhat despite the rise in unemployment. As imports
fell more strongly than exports throughout the region,
the current account deficits have been reduced quite
clearly. After several years of deficits, the Baltic States
even registered a current account surplus in 2009.
Inflation has strongly decreased in all countries, but is
– with 5.6 percent last year – still relatively high in
Romania.

Nevertheless, Italy continues to face structural factors
which reduce its international competitiveness.
Labour productivity declined faster as compared to
other euro area member countries. Consequently, unit
labour costs rose markedly, reducing the competitiveness of many Italian firms even further.
From the second quarter of 2008 onwards, economic
activity in Spain has been falling – albeit since the first
quarter of 2009 at a reduced pace. The positive
impulses set by public consumption and the external
balance could still not outweigh the reduction in
investments. Private consumption stabilised during
the second half of the year.

1 . 2 F i s c a l a n d m o n e t a r y p o l i c y i n E u rope
1.2.1 Fiscal policy
The economic crisis induced governments all over the
world to pursue expansionary fiscal policies. While
government expenditures rose as a result of the massive economic stimulus packages, government revenues fell on account of the sharp recession, the tax
breaks as well as the reduction in employment.
Consequently, the public finance situation in the
member countries of the European Union has deteriorated sharply. The deficit to GDP ratio has consequently increased from – 2.3 percent in 2008 to
– 6.9 percent last year (see Table 1.2).

As measured by labour market developments, Spain
numbers amongst those European countries in
which the economic crisis has been most painful.
This is caused in particular by the breakdown of its
real-estate market. The bursting of the real-estate
bubble induced above all two negative effects on the
Spanish economy. On the one hand, households and
firms are confronted with a negative wealth effect
which dampens their consumption and investment
demand and at the same time limits their access to
loans. On the other hand, it led to massive lay-offs in
the construction sector. Consequently, unemployment increased from 9 percent in early 2008 to close
to 20 percent at the end of last year. This rise in
unemployment was furthermore aggravated by
rigidities in the labour market. Due to the indexation
of many wages, the increased inflation in 2008 has
led to upward adjustments of nominal wages, outpacing those in many neighbouring countries.
However, nominal wages turned out to be too rigid
to be substantially lowered during the crisis. To circumvent a substantial gap between real wage and
labour productivity growth, firms were forced to
reduce employment more than otherwise would have
been the case.

The current year will be a challenging and decisive
year for euro area policy-makers and the euro area
economy. Looking back on 2009, solid groundwork
was put in place to go forward. The European
Economic Recovery Plan (EERP), launched in
December 2008, helped cushion the collapse of economic activity. Without the EERP, the contraction of
euro area GDP would have been deeper. Designed for
a two-year period, it will continue to provide valuable
support this year.
Part of the government responses to the crisis are
automatic, in the sense that without direct government action revenues fall relative to GDP, e.g. due to
the progressive tax system, and expenditures rise, e.g.
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Tablee 1.22
Publicc finances

Germany
France
Italy
Spain
Netherlands
Belgium
Austria
Greece
Ireland
Finland
Portugal
Slovakia
Slovenia
Luxembourg
Cyprus
Malta
Euroo A reaa
United Kingdom
Sweden
Denmark
Poland
Czech Republic
Hungary
Romania
Lithuania
Bulgaria
Latvia
Estonia
EU277
a)

Gross debta)
2007
2008
65.0
65.9
63.8
67.4
103.5
105.8
36.1
39.7
45.5
58.2
84.2
89.8
59.5
62.6
95.6
99.2
25.1
44.1
35.2
34.1
63.6
66.3
29.3
27.7
23.3
22.5
6.6
13.5
58.3
48.4
62.0
63.8

2009
73.1
76.1
114.6
54.3
59.8
97.2
69.1
112.6
65.8
41.3
77.4
34.6
35.1
15.0
53.2
68.5

2001–2006
– 3.2
– 2.9
– 3.4
0.2
– 1.2
– 0.4
– 1.6
– 5.1
1.2
3.5
– 3.9
– 4.4
– 2.4
1.5
– 3.5
– 5.3

68.99

66.00

69.33

78.22

– 2.44

– 0.66

– 2.00

40.0
51.2
42.2
44.6
28.9
58.8
19.8
20.4
42.8
13.4
5.0

44.2
40.5
26.8
45.0
29.0
65.9
12.6
16.9
18.2
9.0
3.8

52.0
38.0
33.5
47.2
30.0
72.9
13.6
15.6
14.1
19.5
4.6

68.6
42.1
33.7
51.7
36.5
79.1
21.8
29.9
15.1
33.2
7.4

– 2.4
0.9
2.4
– 5.0
– 4.7
– 7.3
– 1.9
– 1.5
1.0
– 1.3
1.2

– 2.7
3.8
4.5
– 1.9
– 0.7
– 5.0
– 2.5
– 1.0
0.1
– 0.3
2.6

– 5.0
2.5
3.4
– 3.6
– 2.1
– 3.8
– 5.5
– 3.2
1.8
– 4.1
– 2.7

61.55

58.77

61.55

73.00

– 2.33

– 0.88

– 2.33

2001–2006
64.0
62.3
105.8
47.6
50.8
97.0
65.0
99.6
30.1
42.2
58.7
40.1
27.3
6.4
66.4
66.3

2009
– 3.4
– 8.3
– 5.3
– 11.2
– 4.7
– 5.9
– 4.3
– 12.7
– 12.5
– 2.8
– 8.0
– 6.3
– 6.3
– 2.2
– 3.5
– 4.5
–
6.44
– 12.1
– 2.1
– 2.0
– 6.4
– 6.6
– 4.1
– 7.8
– 9.8
– 0.8
– 9.0
– 3.0
–
6.99

As a percentage of gross domestic product; definitions according to the Maastricht Treaty.

cludes these – is likely to be a better measure than the
change in the fiscal balance per se.

due to increased unemployment and welfare benefits.
The severity of the economic crisis and especially the
near meltdown of the financial system in autumn
2008 created a situation in which most governments
agreed that it would not be sufficient to rely solely on
these so-called automatic stabilisers. However, as the
output smoothing capacity of automatic stabilisers
varies substantially across countries (see Girouard
and André, 2005) – many measures came in the form
of guarantees and the actual size of many individual
programs are hard to determine – it is quite challenging to come up with comparable estimates of the fiscal impulses given by the public sector during the crisis across countries. A relatively straightforward summary measure, however, is the change in the primary
deficit of the general government throughout the crisis. It includes both discretionary measures taken by
the general government as well as the automatic stabilisers. Furthermore, as it is generally believed that
changes in interest payments by the government do
not have a strong impact on the economy and are not
intended as such, the primary balance – which ex-
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Fiscal balancea)
2007
2008
0.2
0.0
– 2.7
– 3.4
– 1.5
– 2.7
1.9
– 4.1
0.2
0.7
– 0.2
– 1.2
– 0.6
– 0.4
– 3.7
– 7.7
0.3
– 7.2
5.2
4.5
– 2.6
– 2.7
– 1.9
– 2.3
0.0
– 1.8
3.7
2.5
3.4
0.9
– 2.2
– 4.7

Compared to their share of pre-crisis GDP (i.e. in
2007), the primary deficit in both the euro area and
the European Union increased by 4.4 percentage
points in 2009, after already having increased by,
respectively, 1.3 and 1.5 percentage points in 2008 (see
Figure 1.15). The differences across countries and the
two crisis years are substantial. Whereas the governments in Spain and Ireland already stimulated their
economies in 2008, those in Finland and the United
Kingdom became more active in 2009. In Italy and
Germany government actions were – relative to the
rest of Europe – more conservative.
Structural deficits – that part of the deficit which cannot be attributed to automatic stabilisers, i.e. the business cycle – also increased substantially around the
world. This indicates that to a considerable extent the
increase in deficits was induced by discretionary policy. Compared to the US and Japan, its increase in the
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from 2011 onwards and to suppress it below 3 percent of GDP
by 2013. Given the weakness of
the European economy, it is to
be expected that the deficit-toGDP ratio will reach 7 percent
this year (see Table A.3).

F i g u re 1.15

The increased indebtness of European governments together
with slowly rising interest rates
will raise the debt burden. Government interest expenses are
bound to rise in the years to come
and crowd out other types of
government spending. This is
already a good reason for governments to prepare and communicate exit and consolidation strategies to return to
sound and sustainable public finances again. More
importantly, such strategies are needed to strengthen
overall macroeconomic stability and to guarantee that
any future crisis can again be relieved by appropriate
fiscal policy measures.

euro area was slightly less dramatic last year. Also for
2010, the increase in the structural deficit in the euro
area is expected to be less than in the US and Japan
(see Figure 1.16).
The public finance situation will worsen in the years
to come. Last year, only Finland and Luxembourg,
as members of the European Monetary Union
(EMU), managed to keep their deficits below 3 percent of GDP. However, it is to be expected that all
EMU member countries will breach this deficit criteria this year. As a consequence the European
Commission has opened new deficit procedures
against many countries, including Austria, Germany
and Italy, while deficit procedures are already running against France, Greece, Ireland, Malta and
Spain. Its purpose is to start reducing budget deficits

After several years of consolidation, public finances
in Germany ran into difficulties in 2009. Whereas the
fiscal balance had improved from an average of
– 3.2 percent during 2001–2006 to + 0.2 percent in
2007, it is calculated to be – 3.4 percent last year.
Mainly due to lower tax receipts, government revenues sank by 2.0 percent in 2009. In addition to the
economic crisis, the reduction in tax receipts was also
partly caused by the tax revision for firms in 2008.
Government expenditures increased by 4.8 percent in
2009. The reasons for this substantial increase are manifold.
First, the deterioration of the
labour market has led to higher
expenditures on unemployment
benefits and short-time work.
Second, due to new arrangements with hospital and general
practitioners, health expenses
went up. Third, personnel expenses of the state expanded
after substantial wage hikes.
Fourth, transfer payments increased substantially, also due to
the old-car scrappage program,
which has cost the German government approximately 5 billion
euros. Finally, triggered by the

F i g u re 1.16
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economic stimulus packages, public investment
increased by 7.5 percent.

Induced by the deficit procedure initiated by the
European Commission, the Spanish government
decided to begin with the necessary consolidation of
its finances already in 2010. In September last year,
Spain presented a package of tax increases which will
amount to 1.1 percent of its GDP. It contains the cancelation of various tax breaks, the increase of the
value added tax by two percentage points to 18 percent, as well as a rise in capital income taxes. In spite
of these restrictive measures, the economic situation
will not allow the deficit-to-GDP ratio to fall substantially anytime soon.

The financial situation of the German government is
expected to deteriorate further also this year – albeit
at a lesser pace. The burden falls on both the income
side – as a result of an income tax reform and cyclical reductions in tax revenues – as well as the expenditure side – caused by increased transfers and public
investments.
Fiscal policy will start to have a dampening effect on
economic development in the United Kingdom. The
immense increase of the deficit-to-GDP ratio to
12.1 percent last year will force the government to
curtail expenditures and raise taxes. Already at the
start of this year the temporary reduction of the
value added tax from 17.5 percent to 15 percent has
ended. This will restrain private consumption at least
temporarily.

1.2.2 Monetary conditions and financial markets
Monetary conditions
After September 2008, monetary policy in the western world was first of all directed towards securing
the refinancing of private banks. After the bankruptcy of Lehman Brothers, trust in especially the
banking system was devastated and only cutting
interest rates would not have been sufficient to prevent a meltdown of the financial system as we know
it. Hence, a series of unconventional measures were
undertaken which basically implied that central
banks turned into the main providers of liquidity on
interbank markets.

The public finance situation in France has worsened
noticeably not only as a result of the massive economic stimulus measures but also on account of the
cyclically reduced tax revenues and social security
contributions. Furthermore, the cost to support
banks has taken its toll. The public deficit rose to
8.3 percent of GDP last year. Although the European
Commission has already initiated a deficit procedure
for France, concrete consolidation measures have not
been decided. The fiscal budgets only indicate a moderate reduction of deficits with the goal of fulfilling
the deficit criterion of the European Stability and
Growth Pact again by 2013 at the earliest.

Whereas the Federal Reserve and the Bank of
England cut their key policy rates from 2.0 and
5.0 percent to 0.25 and 0.5 percent, respectively, since
October 2008, the ECB reduced it from 4.25 percent
to 1.0 percent in May 2009 (see Figure 1.17). More
importantly, all three introduced non-standard measures to combat the crisis. For instance, the ECB
embarked on a policy of fully accommodating banks’
liquidity and extended the range of open market operations to include euro operations with maturities of
one month, six months and one year, as well as operations providing US dollar and Swiss franc liquidity.
In addition, the ECB has started purchasing eurodenominated covered bonds in July last year – a program which is targeted to buy up to 60 billion euros by
June 2010.

On account of an already high debt-to-GDP ratio
exceeding 100 percent before the crisis, the Italian
government did not have much room to manoeuvre.
Accordingly it limited itself to a small economic
stimulus package in 2009. Even so, its deficit rose to
5.3 percent of GDP last year. In the absence of clear
consolidation plans by the Italian government, the
European Commission decided in November last
year to open a deficit procedure against Italy. The
public deficit should be reduced to less than 3 percent of GDP by 2012 at the latest. The required reforms will dampen the economic recovery in the
years to come.

As a consequence, the average maturity of these credits to the banking system increased further and the
share of the once “main” refinancing operations with
a maturity of one week only reached 8 percent in
November of last year. This caused the overnight
interbank rate to be, on average, only 0.4 percent and
hence substantially below the interest rates to be paid

The tense economic situation and the large-scale stimulus programs initiated by the government have worsened the fiscal position of Spain dramatically. A
deficit of 11.2 percent of GDP resulted in 2009.
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to the ECB for its open market
operations. Also the 3-month unsecured interbank rate (Euribor)
decreased substantially throughout the year and reached an average of 0.7 percent during the last
two months of 2009. Furthermore, these unconventional measures were successful in steadily
bringing back the risk premium
in the interbank markets for unsecured money to close to pre-crisis levels (see Figure 1.18).

F i g u re 1.17

The unconventional measures
have not only caused central
banks’ balance sheet to blow up
since the start of the crisis, but
the narrowly defined concepts of
money, which are under close
control by the central banks,
have also been expanded substantially. In the euro area, the
narrowest concept of money, i.e.
currency in circulation, went up
by closed to 14 percent since
September 2008 (see Figure 1.19). Similarly, the monetary aggregate M1 grew by over
15 percent over the same period.
A look, however, at broader concepts of money, which stress the
role of the banking sector in the
money creation process, gives a
completely different picture.
Since October 2008 there has
practically been no movement in
the most commonly used money
supply measure, M3. In a yearon-year comparison, M3 shrank
by 0.6 percent in December last
year. Hence, although the ECB
has provided the banking sector
with ample liquidity to circumvent further problems within
that sector, this additional liquidity has not been fully passed
on to the private economy but
merely prevented M3 from
falling. This is not only observed
in the euro area and can explain
why central banks all over the
world have changed their focus

F i g u re 1.18

F i g u re 1.19
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slowly away from rescuing the
banking sector towards securing
credit supply to non-financial
corporations and households
over time.

F i g u re 1.20

The lowering of interest rates by
the ECB has also been reflected
in falling lending rates for the
non-financial sector. Until November last year the decline of
the 3-month interbank rate, as
measure of the refinancing costs
of banks, since its peak in
October 2008 equalled 440 basis
points. For large loans, i.e. those
above 1 million euros, with a
maturity up to one year more
than 80 percent of this was transmitted to the firms
(see Figure 1.20). On the other hand, the interest rates
on long-term loans and especially those below 1 million euros remained relatively stable – only a third of
the reduced refinancing costs were transmitted. To a
large extent this reflects that the present expansionary
monetary policy stance is not expected to last forever.
Obviously, however, this is also raising the profitability of credit business of banks, at least in the short
term.

banks are reluctant to supply new credits to healthy
firms coming up with solid business plans. It still
appears to be the case that – due to the loss in confidence and a general decline in demand for goods
and services – the demand for credit has simply fallen. This is also reflected by the results of the business tendency surveys published by the European
Commission. While the percentage of firms reporting that financial constraints are limiting their production possibilities has somewhat increased from
3.3 and 4.0 percent in the second quarter of 2008 to
4.9 and 4.4 percent at the end of last year, respectively, the percentage of firms in the manufacturing
and construction sectors reporting that the lack of
demand was causing them problems increased by
32.6 and 17.3 percentage points during the same
period, respectively (see Figure 1.22).

Despite these interest rate developments, credit volumes to the non-financial sector have not been able to
pick up (see Figure 1.21). Whereas credit to households started stagnating in mid-2008, corporate credits have been falling since early 2009. The annual
growth rate of the latter was – 2.7 percent in December last year. From May 2009
onwards household loans to
F i g u re 1.21
finance house purchases are picking up again slightly. Mortgage
loans were 1.7 percent higher last
December as compared to the
year before.
This indicates that it continues
to be more difficult to acquire
bank credits than it was before
the crisis started. However, in
both the US and the euro area,
it has so far been difficult to
find clear evidence in favour of
an already existing credit
crunch, in the sense that due to
own balance sheet problems
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banks’ willingness to supply credits is indeed strongly hampered.
That would restrain a swift recovery and therefore it is certainly
something to worry about in the
time to come. A sudden introduction of increased capital requirements for banks, which is certainly needed in the medium term to
avoid similar banking crises in
the future, could further hinder
the credit supply by banks.

F i g u re 1.22

In Germany it appears that especially larger firms are already
confronted with rather restrictive
behaviour of banks (see Box 1.1).
Not only have interest rates on
large new loans been falling less than in other euro
area countries, also a unique business tendency survey
in which firms are directly asked about the willingness
of banks to supply them with credit suggests that

However, demand is slowly starting to pick up again
and firms might soon be willing to invest in the future
again. Consequently, the still prevailing problems
within the banking sector might soon reveal that the

Box
x 1. 1
Iss theree a creditt crunch
h i n G erm any?
Since the outbreak of the financial crisis and in particular since the bankruptcy of Lehman Brothers, the share of firms in the
German manufacturing sector that have indicated a restrictive willingness of banks to lend steadily increased from
15 percent to about 45 percent (see Figure 1.23). These results of the so-called credit constraint indicator are based on
approximately 2,300 responses to a monthly survey conducted by the Ifo Institute for Economic Research. The firms are
asked to provide information on banks’ credit supply conditions by responding to the following question: “How would you
assess the current willingness of banks to extend credit to businesses”? The answers to choose from are “accommodating”,
“normal” and “restrictive”. While in regular times large firms typically have better access to credit, one of the
characteristics of the current financial crisis is that in particular these firms, at least in Germany, are more credit constrained
than small and medium-sized firms.
A tightening of the banks’ credit supply conditions in an economic downturn is nothing unusual, however. In order to
identify a credit crunch, which is commonly defined “as a significant leftward shift in the supply curve for loans”
(Bernanke and Lown, 1991), we need to adjust the survey responses for the regular determinants of the supply curve, in
particular “the safe real interest rate and the quality of potential borrowers” (ibid.). Using a conditional fixed-effects logistic
model where the dependent variable is a binary choice variable, which measures the firms’ perception of the banks’ credit
conditions, Düwel et al. (2010) estimate a credit crunch indicator in a two-step procedure.
In a first step they regress the response to the credit question on a set of both firm-specific and macroeconomic variables.
The firm-specific variables, which are also taken from the monthly Ifo survey, are used as proxies for the quality of a firm.
They measure the firms’ current state of business and its current volume of orders in hand. The macroeconomic variables
measure the overall economic activity and the banks’ refinancing costs. In a second step, they replace the macroeconomic
variables by T-1 time dummies, where T is the number of surveys between June 2003 (when the credit question was first
asked) and November 2009. The idea is that the time dummies capture both types of variations of banks’ lending practices
over time: the macro factors (overall economic activity and banks’ refinancing costs) and some remaining factors, which are
qualified as bank-specific determinants of credit supply. Finally, a credit crunch indicator is generated which takes that part
of the (leftward) shifts in the credit supply curve that are neither explained by firm-specific nor macroeconomic factors and,
hence, are likely to be caused by bank-specific factors. Technically, the credit crunch indicator is calculated as the
difference between the predicted probabilities of a restrictive credit supply policy for high-quality firms (i.e. for firms which
assess their current business situation as “good” and their volume of orders as “relatively high”) of the second and the first
step of the regression.
At the end of 2008 and early 2009 government intervention, like the massive public sector equity support to banks, was
initially able to reduce the probability of a restrictive access to credit for high-quality firms in Germany. However, the
credit crunch indicator has been steadily rising since. It changed from negative to positive mid-2009 and reached a value of
+4 percentage points by the end of the year. In a historical perspective this is still to be considered low. However, across
firm size substantial differences emerge. Given the massive deterioration of the firms’ quality during the recession and the
evolution of the macroeconomic determinants of credit supply, the situation for small and medium-sized firms turns out to
be “normal”. On the other hand, the restrictive stance of the banks’ lending practices has reached unprecedented levels and
is as such perceived to be high by large firms.
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maintained above all relationships with these larger firms, can
explain why these firms face such
problems. Roughly half of the
decline in credit to the manufacturing sector during the third
quarter of last year can be explained by the pullback of foreign banks.

F i g u re 1.23

Although nominal interest rates
continued to fall last year, this
does not automatically imply that
the overall monetary conditions
have improved. Not only credit
supply behaviour of banks matter in that respect, also inflation
and exchange rate developments
are important to determine the
monetary conditions in the euro
area. Whereas inflation rates fell,
limiting the reduction in real
interest rates, the euro continued
to appreciate in real effective
terms. All in all, monetary conditions as measured by the weighted average of the real short-term
interest rate and the real effective
exchange rate remained relatively
constant and still slightly above
its long-run average throughout
last year (see Figure 1.24).
especially the bigger firms have increasingly had problems acquiring new loans. The reduction in business
activity of major foreign banks from Germany, which

The ECB will leave its main refinancing rate at its low
level this year. However, the ECB has already
announced that it will move successively away from its policy of
providing unlimited liquidity and
repurchasing arrangements with
longer maturities. Therefore,
money market interest will start
rising and thereby approach the
main refinancing rate of 1 percent during the year. Given the
large output gap and the extremely modest inflation developments,
the ECB will not start increasing
its own interest rates at least until
the end of 2010.

F i g u re 1.24

Also the Bank of England will
stick to its accommodative monetary policy stance. Not only inter-
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est rates are low, also the British
pound has depreciated substantially against the euro since the
start of the crisis and has not
recovered from it since. The Bank
of England left its bank rate at
0.5 percent and once more increased the size of its program to
buy government bonds by 25 billion UK pounds to 200 billion
UK pounds in November last
year.

F i g u re 1.26

Bonds, stocks and foreign
exchange markets
At the peak of the economic crisis the flight to quality lowered
government bond yields of the US, Japan and large
European economies substantially. Throughout the
first half of last year, as confidence picked up again,
this process was at least initially reversed. Only in
China did government bond yields continue to fall
almost consistently since early 2009. Comparing the
yield level at the end of 2009 with one year before
reveals a decrease of close to 70 basis points for
China, whereas during the same period in the US
yields increased by almost 120 basis points. In Japan
and in the euro area, levels have not changed much
(see Figure 1.25).

decline in risk premia. Yields on corporate bonds of
the highest quality (AAA) and a maturity of two
years have in the euro area decreased by approximately 100 basis points since early 2009; those with BBB
ratings saw a decline of about 250 basis points in
yields.
With respect to government bonds, the only exception
of the above-described pattern is Greece. The spread
between its government bonds and the synthetic (i.e.
its weighted average) government bond for the euro
area reveals that since the end of summer the default
risk of the Greek government has risen sharply again.
In January this year, its government bond yield was
almost 245 and 275 basis points above those for the
euro area and Germany, respectively (see Figure 1.26).
With a fiscal deficit of 12.7 percent – the highest in the
European Union – and a debt level of well above
110 percent of its GDP last year
(with the prospect of reaching the
highest level within the European
Union here as well), financial
markets do not consider public
finances in Greece to be sustainable anymore.3

The surge towards safe assets caused higher risk premia on corporate bonds and government bonds of
smaller economies during the crisis months. The
reversal has occurred since spring last year. The yields
on corporate bonds have fallen due in particular to a

F i g u re 1.25

Another positive influence on the
financial conditions for especially
larger firms has been the increase
in stock market prices in early
spring last year. Also due to the
low interest rate environment, by
the end of last year, the Euro
3 See Chapter 5 for more discussion on
this issue.
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Comparing the peak and trough
reveals that during the crisis a
drop of 55 percent occurred.
Similar figures hold for basically
all major stock market indexes
around the world. After having
experienced a drop of 50 percent
during the crisis, they have all
gained about 40 percent by the
end of last year, thereby reducing
the fall to approximately 30 percent. Furthermore, overall volatility in stock markets – as for
example measured by the implied
volatility on the S&P 100 and
which has become known as the
financial “fear factor” – has
decreased substantially.4

F i g u re 1.27

F i g u re 1.28

Not only were bond and stock
markets in turmoil during the crisis, but also exchange rates were
quite volatile during that period.
Whereas the euro sharply depreciated against the US dollar during the crisis, it regained much of
its strength again during the
course of last year (see Figure 1.28). The historically strong
euro is reducing international
competitiveness of its member
countries and shifting at least
part of the burden of the economic crisis on to euro area.

F i g u re 1.29

Also within Europe exchange rates
moved quite a bit during the year.
The depreciation of the currencies
of EU member countries against
the euro has helped cushion the
crisis in those economies. The currencies which had clearly given
way during the crisis, i.e. the Czech
crown, Hungarian forint, Polish
zloty, Romanian leu, and the UK
pound, partly made up for their
losses during spring and summer
last year (see Figure 1.29). Still all
of them remain at values below
those observed shortly before the
crisis. On the one hand, this will

STOXX 50 improved by 47 percent since its trough in
March and has reduced its gap to its highest level
reached in June 2007 to 35 percent (see Figure 1.27).
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many firms have improved, however, after often having reached historical lows. The huge fiscal stimulus
measures and expansionary monetary policy stance
have prevented an even worse outcome. Industrial
production has started its recovery after its sharp fall
and also the normalisation of world trade is underway. The latter is also due to the improved trade
finance possibilities which were severely constrained
during the crisis.

benefit their competitiveness. On the other hand, for
the eastern European countries, whose debt is largely
denominated in euros, it also implies a higher foreign
debt burden.
1.3 T h e m a c roeconomic outlook
1.3.1 The global economy
In the course of 2009, most countries in the world
moved out of recession or at least witnessed a stabilisation of their economies. Coming from mostly historical lows, expectations of the Ifo World Economic
Survey have skyrocketed in all major regions of the
world economy and even reached a historical high in
Asia (see Figure 1.30). Given the tremendous fall –
which can only be partly reflected in these kinds of
surveys due to the bounded nature of the answering
categories – many participating experts have realised
that their economies have hit rock-bottom and that
factually anything else than an improvement of the
situation is becoming more and more unrealistic.
Furthermore, it is likely that they have also updated
their beliefs about what could be the worst state of the
world. Hence, given the relative nature of these survey
questions and the changed focal point, one has to be
careful not to draw too strong conclusions from them
in the present situation. Nevertheless, it is safe to say
that experts around the world increasingly tend to
agree that the economic recovery will continue in the
months to come.

However, the world economic recovery will only temporarily turn out to be stronger than in autumn last
year. Structural problems, which suppress economic
growth, continue to be large. For instance, credit
supply of banks will remain restrictive. A credit
crunch in the light of the increased demand for
external funds is becoming more likely. However, the
strong under utilisation of production capacities will
continue and thereby keep the demand for net investments comparatively low. Furthermore, the labour
market situation will not only remain depressed, but
will slightly deteriorate further, dampening private
consumption.
Furthermore, uncertainties, mistrust and panicstricken reactions all around the world during the
peak of the crisis have triggered a general de-leveraging process throughout the economy and have led
to a surge in liquidity demand.5 To generate liquidity, many firms were forced to reduce inventories substantially. Stabilisation also implies that this process
of reducing inventories has been stopped and for the
time-being even reversed. Such inventory cycles,
however, are generally not long-lived and the currently observed positive impulses are bound to end
anytime soon.

Although not all problems have been solved, the
uncertainty concerning future business cycle developments has diminished – although remaining high in an
historical perspective – and the sales prospects of

Finally, policy impulses, i.e. additional policy measures, which so
far have not only stabilised but
also revived the world economy,
will become weaker during our
forecasting horizon. Especially
fiscal policy stimulus will fade
and even turn negative. The fiscal
balance situation in most countries has worsened dramatically
and will continue to do so in the
years to come. If they have not
already done so, governments
must inevitably develop strategies

F i g u re 1.30

5

Chapter 2 discusses in more detail the
role trust plays in financial markets.
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to reduce fiscal deficits and subsequently implement them. This
will retard the recovery process
further. Hence, the world economy will start lose momentum
during 2010.

F i g u re 1.32

After an unprecedented drop
since World War II of minus
2.3 percent last year, we expect
world GDP to increase by
2.5 percent in 2010. Hence, world
economic growth will stay below
its long-run average.6 Combined
with a usual increase in labour
supply and further technological
progress, this will not prevent
unemployment rates from continuing to rise. Inflation will accelerate somewhat, but
also stay well below its long-run average.

sumers have been living beyond their means for too
long. To allow for a way back to sustainable growth,
US consumers are in a process of curtailing their consumption. This process has already set in but needs to
continue during our forecasting horizon. However, it
should ultimately not be compensated for by an
increase in public deficits – as presently is the case.7
Furthermore, although the worse seems to be over for
the banking industry, a continuation of write-offs – as
predicted by the IMF (2009) – is highly likely and government interference in the banking and real estate
sectors will consequently remain high. On top of that
– and as discussed in more detail in Chapter 3 – fiscal
sustainability is a new issue that will stay on the agenda for the years to come.

Despite the economic crisis in Japan, the only region
that still managed to contribute to economic growth
positively last year was Asia (see Figure 1.31). Its
growth contribution this year will reach almost precrisis levels again. The two regions that remain wellbelow their potential are North America and Europe.
Of the four major regions in the world, it is evident
that none of them will reach pre-crisis levels again this
year (see Figure 1.32).
1.3.2 United States
Although the recession has ended, the US economy
still has to conquer its structural problems. US con-

The fiscal stimulus package will unfold its biggest
influence on the deficit in fiscal 2010 when about
400 billion US dollars of the
estimated 787 billion US dollars
becomes effective. On top of
that, rising social expenses, particularly in areas related to the
labour market and the health
sector, will hardly result in a lowering of the budget deficit in fiscal 2010 despite the reduction in
expenses related to banking sector. Therefore, the debt-to-GDP
ratio will surpass 90 percent this
year. This will further limit the

F i g u re 1.31

6 This figure is based on market prices. If
instead purchasing-power-parity adjusted
weights were used – and therefore emerging markets would receive higher weights
– our growth forecasts would be 3.2 percent in 2010 (see Figure 1.2).
7 See Chapter 4 on this.
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room for manoeuvre of the US government in the
years to come.

construction investments and investments in equipment and software. Credit constraints and subdued
domestic developments will prevent fixed capital formation from taking a lead in the US recovery.

Many banks are still not willing to add mortgage
loans onto their own balance sheets. Consequently,
approximately 95 percent of all new mortgage loans
are currently issued and securitised by the government
supported enterprises, Fannie Mae, Freddie Mac and
Ginnie Mae. These mortgage-backed securities are
mainly bought by the Federal Reserve. Hence, terminating this kind of monetary assistance – as scheduled
for the first quarter this year – will put a substantial
burden on the mortgage market. Besides increases in
mortgage interest rates and a further rationing of
mortgage supply, it is quite possible that this will trigger further reductions in real estate prices. Also to
alleviate this, the Federal Reserve will continue its
zero-interest rate policy throughout this year.

Although both exports and imports will continue to
grow, the weak dollar and the constraints on domestic
demand will allow net exports to contribute positively to economic growth. Consequently, the current
account deficit will continue to be reduced – albeit at
a slower pace than last year.
Driven by extensive monetary and fiscal policy as well
as cyclically-determined inventory investments, overall production will still noticeably expand during this
winter half-year. However, as the impact of these supportive elements will weaken and the heavy burdens
on private consumption will remain, GDP growth will
lose its momentum. After a decline of 2.6 percent last
year, GDP will expand by 1.9 percent this year. The
unemployment rate will reach an average of 9.5 percent this year.

Although monthly data on private consumption give
a relatively upbeat impression of the fourth quarter of
last year, consumer sentiment surveys, on the other
hand, indicate that consumer confidence remains low.
In particular, the persistently tense labour market situation is responsible for this. The sharp rise in unemployment is increasingly restraining income developments of households. The increase in nominal wages
has already slowed down noticeably and real wages
will be under pressure more and more especially now
that the negative base effect on inflation caused by the
drop in energy prices last year has ended. Due to
falling interest and dividend income, real disposable
income – the most important determinant of private
consumption – already fell during the third quarter of
last year.

After the recession and the fall in energy prices caused
inflation in the US to even turn negative last year,
consumer prices will start to increase again at very
moderate rates. For this year, we expect annual inflation to equal 1.6 percent.
1.3.3 Japan, China, India and other Asian countries
Although Japan will continue its recovery in the
short run, the medium-term expectations are quite
bleak. Whereas both private consumption and
exports allowed for relatively positive developments
during the last three quarters of 2009, it is to be
expected that only the latter will remain the main
driver of growth this year. The Japanese export
economy benefits from its geographical proximity to
Asian emerging markets, which are experiencing a
surge in domestic demand.

Reducing the indebtedness of households will increasingly restrain consumption. Saving rates have already
increased from approximately 1 percent in early 2008
to around 4.5 percent at the end of last year. This
process is likely to continue as is also shown by
reduced lending to households, in particular with
respect to credit card loans. Consumer loans have
already sunk nine months in a row up until October
last year. With the expiration of state support in the
course of 2010, private consumption will hardly
expand anymore.

Especially the slack in private consumption will suppress the domestic economy. As most of the consumption-oriented stimulus packages are expected to
be phased out in the first half of 2010, a setback in
consumption growth is likely. With the prolonged
duration of the under-utilisation of production
capacities, both employment and wages are expected
to decrease. Furthermore, the persistent deflation will
attenuate private demand. Although exports will
remain the main pillar for economic growth based on
the surge in demand from China, the strong yen –

Investment will stop declining. Although the situation
on the real-estate market remains fragile, residential
construction already stopped falling during the second half of last year. More stable business conditions
will induce the same with respect to non-residential
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reaching a 14-year peak against the US dollar at the
end of November last year – will nevertheless restrain
the export-dependent Japanese economy.

last year, it will stay below 3 percent this year.
Furthermore, according to official statistics, the
unemployment rate in urban regions remains low.
Also from the exchange rate side no negative impulses are to be expected. In spite of criticism from
abroad, the Chinese government appears to be
retaining its policy of keeping a fixed exchange rate
to the US dollar, thereby continuing to subsidise its
export-oriented economy via a strongly undervalued
renminbi.

The Japanese authorities take these risks seriously
and have – contrary to other governments in the
Asian region – initiated new measures to stimulate
the economy. At the beginning of December last
year, the Japanese government launched an additional stimulus package of 7.2 trillion yen (54 billion
euros) directed towards domestic demand to prevent
the menacing drop in consumption. The Bank of
Japan has announced intentions to stick to its lowinterest rate policy for the time being and has once
again provided liquidity of more than 10 trillion yen
(76 billion euros) to the banking sector to boost
credit supply.

In principle, the room to manoeuvre for the Chinese
government remains large. The success of the stimulus
packages have induced larger than expected government revenues. Thus, the fiscal deficit reached only
around 3 percent of GDP last year and the public
debt remains modest. Nevertheless, economic policy
is increasingly putting a burden on the Chinese economy by aggravating unbalanced economic developments. Already during the past years gross capital formation, at a share of more than 40 percent, was
extremely high – even larger than the share of private
consumption (about 35 percent).8 As a clear focus of
the economic stimulus package is to support investment activity of large, often state-controlled, enterprises, their weight will even increase further. In the
medium term, many of these investments may prove
to be misdirected, unprofitable and may lead to overcapacities in some sectors. Furthermore, the strong
increase in credit growth has induced a boom in both
stock and real-estate markets which might turn out to
be bubbles.

Consequently, these measures will further increase
public deficit and debt as a percentage of GDP this
year. The latter will surely surpass 200 percent this
year. Although the public finance situation is unlikely
to be sustainable in the long run, the situation in
Japan is – in an international comparison – quite
unique. Although the public sector has been dissaving
for decades, the savings rate of the private sector more
than compensates for this. Japan for years has already
been a net creditor to the rest of the world. Hence, it
has at least thus far been relatively easy for the
Japanese government to finance its debt domestically
at low cost – the 10-year government bond yield hovers at around 1.3 percent presently. Approximately
90 percent of Japanese government debt is owned by
Japanese individuals.

Also India has to a large extent been able to remain
close to its long-run growth path throughout the crisis. The outlook for this year remains favourable and
its growth rate is bound to remain robust. We expect
an increase of GDP by about 6.8 percent.

In 2010, the positive impulses from the world economy, and in particular from China, will prevail over
the domestic problems. All in all, economic growth
will amount to 1.0 percent (after – 5.3 percent last
year).

In light of this, both government and central bank
have announced that they will terminate their stimulus measures. At the end of last year, the government
announced that it would reduce its funds to support
the economy this year. This was not only triggered by
the improved economic situation, but also by the estimated large budget deficits of 7 percent of GDP both
last and this year. Also at the end of last year, the
central bank of India announced its aspiration to
raise interest rate in the first quarter in 2010 again.
Among the central banks in Asia, it thereby takes the
lead. Higher inflation forecasts have probably been

The short-term economic prospects for China remain
quite positive. This can especially be traced back to
government policy which succeeded – with a massive
stimulus program – in strengthening its economy
without relying on outside impulses. The program is
scheduled to run out by the middle of this year and
will not be fully compensated for by impulses from the
rest of the world. As a consequence, GDP growth will
equal 8.5 percent this year.
This optimistic view is not clouded by an increase in
inflation. After having been partly negative during
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decisive for this decision. Due to low precipitation
already in October last year, food prices have surged.
The inflation rate is likely to increase to beyond 5 percent this year.
In the remaining emerging economies of Asia, i.e.
Indonesia, Malaysia, the Philippines, Singapore, South
Korea, Taiwan and Thailand, the recovery will continue. Although domestic demand will also pick up, the
region will mainly benefit from economic developments in China. Hence, the current account surplus of
the region will – after having been reduced last year –
increase again. GDP of these East Asian countries
will grow by a moderate 3.5 percent this year.

sions fell back relative to wages in recent years, they
are scheduled to increase substantially this year. As
a downside of these measures, the public finance
situation has already worsened substantially last
year –the budget deficit rose to 7 percent of GDP in
the first half of 2009 as compared to a surplus of a
similar magnitude the year before. It is bound to
deteriorate further, albeit at a slower pace. Parts of
the deficit are and will be financed by withdrawals
from the stabilisation fund that is fed by raw material proceeds. Its size, however, is shrinking quickly.
Whereas it amounted to 16.2 percent of GDP on
average in 2008, it was only 12.7 percent in August 2009.

1.3.4 The rest of the world

1.3.5 Assumptions, risks and uncertainties

The present recovery of the global economy and its
subsequent slow-down will also affect Latin America
and Russia.

This forecast rests on the technical assumption that
oil price will move around 75 US dollars per barrel
and the euro exchange rate stabilises at around
1.45 US dollars. World trade is expected to increase
by 5.0 percent this year, after having dropped by
11.0 percent in 2009.

For the Latin American countries of Argentina,
Brazil, Chile, Colombia, Mexico and Venezuela,
sound economic conditions assure that its recovery
can continue to be largely driven by domestic factors. Consequently, the current account deficit which
has emerged during the crisis – and reflects the
buffering function of this region for the world economy during the crisis – will remain negative throughout our forecasting period. GDP having shrunk by
2.2 percent last year, the region will expand by
3.1 percent in 2010.

Although the banking crisis appears to be under control and the world economy is slowly recovering,
uncertainty about economic prospects remains high.
Whereas the maximum spread between forecasts of
(approximately 25) different institutes in the US, as
measured by its 95 percent confidence interval, has
been around 70 basis points for the years 2005 until
2007, it increased to approximately a 100 and
150 basis points for 2008 and 2009, respectively. For
2010 the largest amount of uncertainty amongst professional forecasters was registered in early 2009; the
spread even reached 185 basis points (see Figure 1.33). In the latest data we have seen a reduction to
96 basis points, which is historically still large. For the
euro area a similar picture emerges, albeit its peak
with respect to the forecast disagreement for 2010 was
in August 2009.

Not all countries in this region will recover at the
same speed. Whereas growth will remain comparatively strong in Brazil as a result of the robust domestic demand, it will be much weaker in Mexico. The latter continues to suffer from its proximity to and thereby dependence on the US economy. Some of the
countries benefit from the recent increase in raw material prices.
Economic activity in Russia will only increase gradually. GDP growth is expected to rise by only 1.5 percent this year, after having fallen by 8.0 percent in
2009. Especially the recovery of investment will be
slow. The worldwide increase in demand for raw material – and in particular from China, the second most
important trading partner of Russia – will, on the
other hand, be supportive.

In our forecast the economies of industrialised
countries and especially the US will only recover
slowly. However, several leading indicators have
improved substantially in recent months. In our
view, besides the technical problems with many of
these survey-based indicators mentioned in Section,
this is largely due to the extraordinarily expansionary economic policies carried out by government
and monetary authorities around the world. Its
stimulus impact could be much stronger if the multipliers are bigger than we expect. In that case, the

Private consumption will be stimulated by expansionary fiscal policy. For instance, whereas pen-
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capital ratios of banks continue to
erode as a consequence of further
massive write-offs. According to
calculations of the IMF (2009), still
pending write-offs continue to
jeopardise financial market stability. The fragility of financial markets became apparent at the end of
last year as seen by the reaction of
stock markets to financial difficulties in Dubai and Greece. An intensification of the banking crisis as a
result of other shocks could send
financial markets into a downward
spiral. This would undoubtedly
have negative consequence on the
world economic climate.

F i g u re 1.33

Another risk for the world economy lies in the challenge for policymakers to reverse their expansionary course appropriately. Phasing
out expansionary policy should
ideally occur when the economy –
in particular private domestic demand – has stabilized and is able to
revive gradually without further fiscal or monetary impulses. However,
if governments decide to cut back
their stimulus measures too early,
many economies would fall back
into recession. This holds both for
monetary policy as well as fiscal
policy. The latter could be tempted
to limit the massive expansion of
budget deficits by introducing consolidation measures
too quickly. Indeed, also waiting too long before
reducing stimulus measures contains considerable
risks; it could easily cause a drop in confidence in the
sustainability of monetary and fiscal policy. Should
central banks maintain their expansionary course
much longer, this could lead to an increase in inflation
expectations. Also the likelihood that a new bubble
emerges somewhere in financial markets would be
high as a result of a persistent increase in liquidity.
Already now it cannot be ruled out that the recovery
on financial markets is unsustainable.

private economies would not only stabilise but also
go into a sustainable and self-supporting upswing.
Furthermore, our US scenario is based upon the idea
that private consumption will have to remain subdued
until structural problems of the US economy are
overcome. If, on the other hand, US consumers do
not increase their saving rates by as much as we
assume, the US economy might perform – from a
business cycle perspective – better than expected. By
bringing our US forecast closer to what is currently
the consensus, this would also uplift our forecast for
the rest of the world.

For fiscal policy, high public deficits could also result
in a credibility problem by which the room to
manoeuvre would be seriously limited. In case governments do not succeed in communicating their consolidation efforts credibly, this would seriously reduce

However, there is also the risk that the world economy
will slip into recession again especially if the credit
supply by banks should be restricted more and longer
than expected. This would above all happen when
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trust and lead to an increase of
the capital market interest rates.
This would, in turn, increase the
interest burden of public finance.

F i g u re 1.34

1.3.6 The European economy
The cyclical situation
The deep economic recession has
moved from a stabilisation phase
mid-2009 into a moderate recovery. Coming from historical lows,
consumer and producer confidence are on the mend and pointing upward. The recovery is likely to continue in the coming
quarters. It is still doubtful
though whether it will turn into a
self-supporting upswing. Several
restraining factors remain. Credit
supply is bound to become more
restrictive also because the past
recession will for the time being
continue to create additional
write-offs. Capacity utilisation
rates will – after their severe drop
during the crisis – only slowly
move away from their historically
low levels. Consequently, the situation on the labour market will
continue to deteriorate. Hence, as
soon as stimulus measures and
impulses from the inventory cycle
wear off, the European Union is
likely to fall back to a phase of
low growth. After having sunk by
4.0 percent last year, GDP will
rise to 1.0 percent this year (see
Figure 1.34).

F i g u re 1.35

Of the demand components, only
gross fixed capital formation will
continue to contribute negatively
to economic growth this year (see
Figure 1.35). Investments will
first continue to fall, but during
the course of the year increase
moderately. A combination of
low profits, tougher financing
conditions and low growth prospects will continue to put a burden on firms’ willingness to in-
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vest. Although machinery and
equipment investment is likely to
pick up somewhat during the
year, the large fall in 2009 will
prevent annual rates from turning positive. Despite the first
signs of stabilisation on housing
markets, residential investment
continues to shrink, albeit at a
slower pace. Also non-residential
construction will continue to
report negative growth. Stimulated by fiscal measures, only infrastructure investment will show
moderate growth this year.

F i g u re 1.36

A relatively strong impulse will
come from investment in inventories. Whereas during the crisis the speed at which
inventories were emptied out was extraordinary (to
increase firm liquidity), it was also clear that this
process was not sustainable. In the meantime inventories are still falling, albeit at a slower pace. Already the
reduction in the rate of decline is creating a positive
impulse for economic growth. The decline in inventories is bound to turn into an increase. Therefore, the
positive impulses will remain during the first half of
this year. Once inventories have been restored, their
cyclical influence is likely to diminish again.

Employment, sectoral output and inflation
On account of its lagging characteristics with respect
to the business cycle, the labour market situation will
further deteriorate in Europe. After having declined
by a – considering the depth of the crisis – moderate
1.9 percent last year, the number of employees will
continue to decrease by another 1.4 percent this year
(see Figure 1.36). As a near mirror-image, the unemployment rate will continue to rise reaching an average
of 10.3 and 9.9 percent in the euro area and the
European Union, respectively (see Figure 1.37).

The largest demand component, i.e. private consumption, will deliver only a small positive contribution to economic growth in the European Union. It
will expand only moderately as a result of the precarious situation on the labour market and the
reduced real wage growth. Lower nominal wage
growth together with moderately
increased inflation rates will
F i g u re 1.37
suppress developments in real
disposable income.

Developments of individual sectors throughout the
crisis have been quite different. Their prospects also
vary substantially. Fiscal stimulus packages almost
always have – for political reasons – a focus on domestic markets. Although the economic crisis mainly

Stronger growth in emerging
markets together with moderate
developments within the European Union will allow net exports to contribute positively
again to overall growth, thereby
increasing the prevailing trade
account surplus again after its
shrinkage last year. Both exports and imports will grow,
albeit the latter at a somewhat
slower pace.
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evolved within the export-oriented manufacturing and the
domestic-oriented construction
sectors, to a large extent only the
latter could benefit from supportive government actions. As
the turn-around in international
trade seems to have been accomplished, this is, however, less
clear for construction investment in Europe. Nevertheless,
fiscal stimulus measures are
bound to fade out, not least
because of the sharply deteriorated public finance situation in
many countries. This suggests
that there will be a relative shift
of economic problems away
from the export-oriented sectors
towards the domestic economy
and in particular the construction sector.

F i g u re 1.38

This is further supported by
consumer behaviour. Whereas
in some European countries
consumption was able to act as
a buffer during the crisis, labour
market and income developments are likely to suppress
that. As a consequence, and
given that emerging markets are
continuing to develop, exportoriented sectors are likely to
regain some of their growth,
whereas those that focus more
on the US and EU consumers
will suffer the aftermath of the
economic crisis.
cycle forces are gaining strength, the impact of economic stimulus measures will gradually fade.
Furthermore, credit constraints will increase and
labour market conditions deteriorate. The German
economy remains weak and a self-supporting upswing
is not obvious.

The increase in prices will all together accelerate
somewhat, but – given low capacity utilisation rates
and stable inflation expectations – remain restrained.
The increase in consumer prices will be 1.2 percent in
the European Union in 2010 (after 0.8 percent last
year). In the euro area, the inflation rate will equal
0.9 percent in 2010 (after 0.3 percent last year).

Given world economic developments, German exports will only grow moderately. Together with weak
domestic developments, imports will show a similar
profile and the external balance will only marginally
contribute to economic growth. Machinery and
equipment investments will only rise a little as capacity utilisation rates are still low and financial con-

Differences in output growth within Europe
Economic developments in Germany remain subdued
in a historical perspective – albeit above the EU average (see Figure 1.38). Although endogenous business
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straints increase. At the end of this year, the removal
of degressive depreciation schemes might lead to a
short and temporary uplift in investment activity.
For the time being, infrastructure investments will
continue to benefit from the fiscal stimulus measures. However, construction of commercial buildings will show negative growth this year. At the
beginning of this year, disposable income and hence
private consumption have received an impulse as
child benefits and tax exemption for dependent children have been increased. However, this will only
temporarily increase dynamics. Furthermore, car
sales will drop further as the car scrappage scheme
has ended. The savings rate remains high in view of
labour market uncertainty and stagnant economic
developments. Real GDP will increase by 1.6 percent
this year.

labour market situation has continuously deteriorated. Furthermore, capacity utilisation rates remain at
historically low levels after having fallen deeply at the
beginning of last year. The initial increase of GDP
might level out in the course of the year as a result of
the phasing out of economic stimulus measures.
Overall GDP will rise by 1.6 in 2010.
The Italian economy will continue to suffer from its
low degree of competitiveness and therefore only
marginally benefit from the recovery of world
demand. Although the manufacturing industry has so
far carried out a number of substantial restructuring
measures which have led to a relative improvement in
particular with respect to product quality, within the
scope of this restructuring many firms depend on
credit supply and therefore currently face two problems: A more restrictive credit supply by banks and at
the same time the weakness of domestic and foreign
demand. This year, production will recover only slowly. GDP in Italy will increase by 0.5 percent. The
strongest positive impulses will come from private
consumption. In addition, tax breaks on machinery
and equipment investments are scheduled until the
end of June. This will temporarily reduce the fall in
investment. The slow recovery of the world economy
will strengthen Italian exports.

Leading indicators in the United Kingdom give a positive but still restrained picture with respect to the
recovery of private consumption and investment.
Consumer confidence and the business climate have
improved during the last months. However, they
remain below their long-term averages. In spite of
expansionary monetary policy, credit supply of banks
remains restrictive largely because banks’ balance
sheet problems have still not been fully solved. This
puts a burden on the recovery of residential and nonresidential investments and purchases of durable consumption goods. Another restraint on private consumption is the high unemployment rate, which averaged 7.8 percent last year. Because labour productivity has fallen sharply, the unemployment rate is bound
to increase further. It is estimated to reach 9.2 percent
this year, on average. On the other hand, real-estate
markets appear to have stabilised on account of better loan conditions and a somewhat positive wealth
effect. All together the British economy will only
slowly recover. Improved export possibilities due to
the weak pound and the recovery of the world economy will allow the United Kingdom to enter into a stabilisation phase in which GDP will grow by 1.0 percent this year. The inflation rate will remain near its
target value of 2 percent.

The sharp decline in house prices and construction
activity, the resulting substantial rise in unemployment, its weak international competitiveness and the
scheduled restraint in fiscal policy will altogether
constrain economic development in Spain during
our forecasting horizon. The high unemployment
rate, reaching 20 percent on average this year, will
decrease wage income and thereby dampen private
consumption. Furthermore, the risk of unemployment will encourage precautionary savings. The
large number of unsold houses remains a considerable burden on the construction sector. Hence, a
continuation of the recession is to be expected. Real
GDP will decrease by 0.5 percent this year (after a
3.7 percent decline in 2009).
The consequences of the worldwide economic recession will retard economic recovery in the central and
eastern European region more than in other regions in
the world. Although, with the help of international
financial institutions, a breakdown of financial and
economic systems has been prevented, the necessary
adaptations to the new situation are still on the agenda. A return to credit-based growth financed by foreigners seems unlikely in the years to come. Domestic

For the economic development in France, the
increase of government consumption will be decisive
during the first part of the year. Hence, the French
economy will initially be able to revive itself,
although business cycle prospects remain mixed.
Industrial production has risen recently and also
leading indicators have once more improved largely
on account of positive expectations. However, the
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demand will remain weak in view of rising unemployment rates, reduced tax receipts, and the pressure to
consolidate public finances. Altogether, GDP of the
region will only grow by 1 percent this year. Caused
by persistent, although weak, consumption growth,
the two largest central and eastern European Union
member countries, the Czech Republic and Poland,
will be able to outperform the others and grow faster
than the EU average. Especially the recessions in the
three Baltic States, Estonia, Latvia and Lithuania,
will remain deep.
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Appendix 1:
F o re c a s t i n g t a b l e s

Tablee A.1
1
GD P gr owt h,, inflatio n an d u nem plo ym entt inn v ariouss co u ntries
Share of
total GDP
in%
34.0
25.1
0.9
0.8

GDP growth

CPI inflation
in %
2008
2009
2010
3.5
0.8
1.2
3.3
0.3
0.9
2.4
– 0.5
0.5
3.8
2.4
1.7

Unemployment rated)

2008
2009
2010
2008
2009
2010
0.8 – 4.0
1.0
7.0
9.0
9.9
EU27
0.6 – 4.0
1.0
7.6
9.4
10.3
Euro Area
1.8 – 2.0
1.1
3.5
3.8
4.4
Switzerland
2.1 – 1.4
2.0
2.5
3.5
3.7
Norway
Western and Central
Europe
35.8
0.9 – 3.9
1.0
3.5
0.8
1.2
6.9
8.8
9.7
26.7
0.4 – 2.4
2.4
3.8
– 0.4
1.6
5.8
9.2
9.5
US
9.1
– 0.7 – 5.3
1.0
1.4
– 1.3
– 0.4
4.0
5.3
5.8
Japan
2.8
0.4 – 2.4
2.2
2.4
0.3
1.6
6.1
8.3
8.7
Canada
Industrialised
countries total
74.4
0.5 – 3.5
1.6
3.3
0.1
1.2
6.1
8.4
9.1
Newly industrialised
countries
3.1
5.6 – 8.0
1.5
·
Russia
·
·
·
·
·
China and Hongkong
8.4
8.7
7.8
8.5
·
·
·
·
·
·
2.2
7.3
6.1
6.8
·
India
·
·
·
·
·
5.0
3.0 – 1.5
3.5
·
East Indiaa)
·
·
·
·
·
6.9
3.7 – 2.2
3.1
·
Latin Americab)
·
·
·
·
·
Newly industrialised
countries total
25.6
5.8
1.2
5.1
·
·
·
·
·
·
100.0
1.8 – 2.3
2.5
·
Totalc)
·
·
·
·
·
–
– – 11.0
5.0
·
World trade, volume
·
·
·
·
·
a)
Weighted average of Indonesia. Korea, Malaysia, Philippines, Singapore, Taiwan and Thailand. Weighted with the
2006 GDP levels in US dollars. – b) Weighted average of Argentina, Brasil, Chile, Columbia, Mexico, Peru,
Venezuela. Weighted with the 2006 GDP levels in US dollars. – c) Sum of the listed groups of countries. Weighted
with the 2008 GDP levels in US dollars.. – d) Standardised unemployment rate.
Source: EU; OECD; IMF; National Statistical Offices; 2009 and 2010: forecasts by the EEAG.
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Tabl e A.22
GDP
P growth,, infla tionn a nd
d un em plo ym entt inn E uro pe an
n co untri e s
Unemployment rateb)
GDP growth
Inflationa)
Share of
in %
total GDP
in%
2008
2009
2010
2008
2009
2010
2008
2009
2010
Germany
20.0
1.3
– 5.0
1.6
2.8
0.2
0.6
7.3
7.5
7.9
France
15.6
0.4
– 2.3
1.6
3.2
0.1
0.8
7.9
9.6
10.2
Italy
12.6
– 1.0
– 4.8
0.5
3.5
0.8
1.1
6.8
7.7
8.8
Spain
8.7
0.9
– 3.7
– 0.5
4.1
– 0.3
0.9
11.4
18.5
20.0
Netherlands
4.8
2.0
– 4.0
1.3
2.2
1.0
1.2
2.8
3.5
5.0
Belgium
2.8
1.0
– 3.1
1.1
4.5
0.0
1.1
7.0
8.0
9.1
Austria
2.3
2.0
– 3.3
1.4
3.2
0.4
1.0
3.9
4.6
5.7
Greece
1.9
2.0
– 1.0
– 0.4
4.2
1.3
1.5
7.7
9.6
11.0
Finland
1.5
1.0
– 6.5
0.7
3.9
1.6
1.4
6.4
8.3
9.5
Ireland
1.5
– 3.0
– 7.0
– 0.7
3.1
– 1.7
– 0.3
6.0
12.0
13.6
Portugal
1.3
0.0
– 3.3
0.6
2.6
– 0.9
1.2
7.8
9.7
10.6
Slovakia
1.3
6.2
– 5.0
1.5
3.9
0.9
1.9
9.5
11.6
12.3
Slovenia
0.3
3.5
– 7.0
1.3
5.6
0.9
1.7
4.4
5.9
6.8
Luxembourg
0.3
0.0
– 3.5
1.4
4.1
0.0
1.6
4.9
6.3
7.6
Cyprus
0.1
3.6
– 0.7
1.5
4.4
0.2
2.3
3.6
5.4
6.1
Malta
0.0
2.1
– 2.0
1.6
4.7
1.9
2.0
6.0
7.2
9.0
Euro
o are a c )
74.2
0.6
– 4. 0
1.0
3 .3
0.3
0.9
7.6
9.4
10.3
United Kingdom
14.6
0.5
– 4.6
1.0
3.7
2.1
1.6
5.6
7.8
9.2
Sweden
2.6
– 0.2
– 4.6
1.4
3.4
1.9
2.0
6.3
8.4
9.1
Denmark
1.9
– 0.9
– 4.4
1.0
3.6
1.1
1.5
3.4
5.9
6.4
EU
U 19 c )
93.3
0.6
– 4. 1
1.0
3 .3
0.6
1.0
7.1
9.0
10.0
Poland
2.9
5.0
1.3
2.2
4.2
4.0
2.5
7.1
8.2
8.5
Czech Republic
1.2
2.5
– 4.3
1.5
6.3
0.6
1.6
4.4
6.5
7.2
Romania
1.1
7.3
– 7.3
0.7
7.9
5.6
3.3
5.8
7.0
8.1
Hungary
0.8
0.6
– 6.6
– 0.5
6.1
4.0
3.8
7.8
9.8
10.6
Lithuania
0.3
2.8
– 16.0
– 4.2
11.1
4.2
2.0
5.9
14.5
17.0
Bulgaria
0.3
6.0
– 5.3
– 0.1
12.0
2.5
2.7
5.6
7.0
8.1
Latvia
0.1
– 4.6
– 18.0
– 4.5
15.3
3.3
4.2
7.5
18.1
20.0
Estonia
0.1
– 3.6
– 13.5
– 3.0
10.6
0.2
1.2
5.6
14.5
16.5
EU
U 8
6.7
4.1
– 3. 5
0.9
6.3
3.5
2.6
6.5
8.6
9.4
EU
U 27 c )
100. 0
0.8
– 4. 0
1.0
3.5
0.8
1.2
7.0
9.0
9.9
a)
Harmonised consumer price index (HCPI). – b) Standardised unemployment rate. – c) Sum of the listed countries.
Source: EUROSTAT; OECD; IMF; 2008, 2009, 2010: forecasts by the EEAG.

Tablee A.3
3
Key
y for ecastt figuress forr th e eur o ar ea

Real gross domestic product
Private consumption
Government consumption
Gross fixed capital
formation
Net exportsa)
Consumer pricesb)

2007
2008
2009
2010
Percentage change over previous year
2.7
0.6
– 4.0
1.0
1.5
0.4
– 1.0
0.4
2.3
2.0
2.4
1.7

4.7
– 0.5
– 10.0
– 1.5
0.4
0.0
– 1.0
0.4
2.1
3.3
0.3
0.9
Percentage of nominal gross domestic product
Government fiscal balance
– 0.6
– 2.0
– 6.4
– 7.0
Percentage of labour force
Unemployment ratec)
7.5
7.6
9.4
10.3
a)
Contributions to changes in real GDP (percentage of real GDP in previous
year). – b) Harmonised consumer price index (HCPI). – c) Standardised unemployment rate.
Source: Eurostat; 2009, 2010 and 2010: forecasts by the EEAG.

45

EEAG Report 2010

Chapter 1
Appendix 2:
I f o Wo r l d E c o n o m i c S u r v e y ( W E S )

since economic changes are revealed earlier than by
traditional business statistics. The individual replies
are combined for each country without weighting.
The “grading” procedure consists in giving a grade of
9 to positive replies (+), a grade of 5 to indifferent
replies (=) and a grade of 1 to negative (–) replies.
Grades within the range of 5 to 9 indicate that positive answers prevail or that a majority expects trends
to increase, whereas grades within the range of 1 to 5
reveal predominantly negative replies or expectations
of decreasing trends. The survey results are published
as aggregated data. The aggregation procedure is
based on country classifications. Within each country
group or region, the country results are weighted
according to the share of the specific country’s
exports and imports in total world trade.

The Ifo World Economic Survey (WES) assesses
worldwide economic trends by polling transnational
as well as national organisations worldwide about current economic developments in the respective country.
This allows for a rapid, up-to-date assessment of the
economic situation prevailing around the world. In
2009, 1,026 economic experts in 88 countries were
polled. WES is conducted in co-operation with the
International Chamber of Commerce (ICC) in Paris.
The survey questionnaire focuses on qualitative information: on assessment of a country’s general economic situation and expectations regarding important
economic indicators. It has proved to be a useful tool,

IFO WORLD ECONOMIC SURVEY (WES)
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A TRUST-DRIVEN FINANCIAL
CRISIS. IMPLICATIONS FOR THE

activity suddenly stops. This is what happened in
October 2008 and the subsequent months.

FUTURE OF FINANCIAL MARKETS

This chapter documents the unprecedented drop in
trust in financial markets and financial intermediaries, both in the US and in Europe, that has taken
place since the emergence of the crisis. It will be
argued that the collapse in trust played a crucial role
in the crisis as it led those who distrusted to run on
their banks. This role is distinct from that played by
the drop in confidence about the solvency of financial
institutions and their ability to repay their obligations
– the other factor that freezed up financial markets
and led investors to run on banks. The collapse in
trust was in fact provoked by the revelation of the
opportunistic behaviours that the unfolding of the crisis brought to light, of which the Bernard Madoff
fraud is emblematic, and has contributed to shed a
dark light on the whole financial industry.

Introduction
There are many important dimensions of the, hopefully overcome, financial crisis that have appeared in
the vast debate that it has originated: its unprecedented size at least in the post World War II period; the
fact that, contrary to many other financial crises (but
similar to the 1929 collapse) it originated and had its
epicenter in the US; its nature, the ingredients and
proximate causes that triggered it: too much financial
deregulation?; too relaxed monetary policy?; too
much concentration of power in the hands of the
banks following the impetuous wave of mergers during the late 1990s that amplified moral hazard and
risk taking? All these factors are likely to have played
a very important role in triggering the crisis but with
them alone it would be hard to explain the sudden collapse in economic activity that took place after
October 2008, at least within the framework of a standard macroeconomic model: though the economy was
slowing down, in summer 2008, there was no relevant
shock to productivity to justify the observed subsequent drop in economic activity; interest rates were
low and demand relatively sustained. We argue that
one important factor that can explain the extremely
rapid deterioration in economic activity was the collapse in trust. Starting in summer 2008 something
very important was destroyed: first the trust that
intermediaries have in each other and then the trust
that investors have in the financial industry. Trust –
the belief a person has that his counterpart in a transaction will not take advantage of him – is normally
ignored in standard economic models, perhaps on the
presumption that external bodies, such as the police
and courts, can enforce any promise and thus effectively protect contracting parties from each other
abuses. But this is rarely the case: because legal protection is often imperfect and costly it leaves many
open gaps which are typically filled in by trust. Thus,
without trust, financing disappears and economic

The destruction of trust inherited from the crisis has
important implications for the future of financial
markets, including the demand for financial products
and investors’ portfolio choices, their reliance on
financial intermediaries when making financial decisions and the demand for regulation. It will be argued
that unless remedies are adopted to rebuild trust,
these consequences will most likely be long lasting as
self-construction of trust evolves slowly. Accordingly,
the chapter discusses possible policies to rebuild trust
some involving non-imposed changes in behaviour in
the financial industry, others involving specific regulatory interventions.

The disappearance of trust
Measuring trust
To monitor the evolution of trust during this financial
crisis, Northwestern University and the University of
Chicago conducted a telephone survey on a representative sample of about 1,000 American households,
known as the Financial Trust Index Survey (FTIS).
The first survey was launched in December 2008,
three months after the collapse of Lehman Brothers;
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three other surveys were fielded
Figure 2.1
subsequently at a quarterly frequency. In this study we will be
drawing from the FTIS and complement the evidence with data
from other countries when available.1 In the FTIS one adult
respondent in each household
was randomly contacted and
asked whether they were in
charge of household finances,
either alone or together with a
spouse. Only individuals who
claimed such responsibility are
included in the survey. A first set
of questions asked how much the
respondent trusts certain types of
people or institutions with a focus on financial institutions such as the stock market, banks and bankers,
brokers, pensions funds. Answers were provided on a
scale ranging from 1 to 5, where 1 means “I do not
trust at all” and 5 means “I trust completely”. Since
the survey was started after the crisis we lack a level of
trust in financial intermediaries and markets before
the crisis to compare with and to document how trust
in these different institutions has evolved as a consequence of the crisis. To deal with this issue we combine the trust responses from the FTIS with comparable data from the General Social Survey (GSS), which
for many years has been asking people whether they
have a great deal of confidence in banks and financial
institutions.2 Since the GSS question embraces both
banks and financial institutions, to make the FTIS
answers as comparable as possible to the GSS we pool
together the answers people provide to trust in banks,
in brokers, in mutual funds and the stock market and
compute the fraction of people that trust these institutions completely. We then append these figures to
the GSS series that refer to the pre-crisis years. Figure
2.1 documents the dramatic drop in trust vis-à-vis
banks and financial markets in the latest part of 2008
and the beginning of 2009. Though the index shows
swings that reflect the business cycles, since 1975 the
fraction of people that trust banks and financial markets has never been as low as during the 2008–2009
crisis. Only 5 percent report having full trust in banks,
brokers, mutual funds or the stock market while the

figure had been as high as 40 percent in the late 1970s
and was around 30 percent just before the crisis.3
As an alternative way to highlight the drop in trust
towards financial markets and intermediaries, we
compute from the GSS the average trust that people
have in banks and financial markets relative to the
trust they have in other people in general (what is
known as generalized trust) over the years prior to the
crisis covered by the GSS (1977–2007). This figure is
around 1.5 meaning that Americans used to trust
banks and financial markets 50 percent more than
they trust a generic member of the US population.
This conforms with intuition and common sense:
after all we rely on banks and other financial institutions as custodians of our savings and not on a random member of the population.
Since the FTIS also asks people how much they trust
a generic American (that is it measures generalised
trust in unknown people), we compute relative trust in
banks, bankers, brokers, mutual funds and the stock
market respectively for the three waves of the FTIS
and report it in Table 2.1. Interestingly, after the crisis
people trust banks as much as they trust a random citizen, and trust mutual funds and the stock market
much less than they trust a random individual. This is
in sharp contrast with the higher trust they had in
banks and financial markets relatively to unknown
people before the crisis, suggesting that even if trust
fell in general, it is trust in finance that has collapsed.
Furthermore, the table shows that investors distin-

1

The first questionnaire for the FTIS was designed by Luigi Guiso,
Paola Sapienza and Luigi Zingales. Detailed information on the survey is available at http://www.financialtrustindex.org/.
2 The wording of the question asked is “I am going to name some
institutions in this country. As far the people running these institutions (banks and financial institution in this case) are concerned,
would you say you have a great deal of confidence, only some confidence or hardly any confidence in them?”
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Notice that the GSS question refers to how much trust people have
in those running financial institutions rather than to the institution
itself. Thus it perhaps matches better with trust in bankers and brokers in the FTIS. If we replace trust in bankers and brokers in
Figure 2.1, the drop in trust would be even more pronounced.
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Tabl e 2. 1
Relati vee tr ustt le velss ov err ti mee

Tabl e 2. 2
Chan g ess inn trustt ov err ti mee i n th e US
S

A. Banks
Wave I
Wave II
Wave III
Decreased a lot
24
25
15
Decreased a little
31
28
26
No change
40
41
50
Increased a little
4
4
7
Increased a lot
1
2
2
. B. Stock Market
Wave I
Wave II
Wave III
Decreased a lot
46
36
28
Decreased a little
22
23
21
No change
29
36
41
Increased a little
2
4
8
Increased a lot
1
2
1
C. The government
Wave I
Wave II Wave III
Dec 08
March 09 June 09
Decreased a lot
32
29
25
Decreased a little
23
15
15
No change
35
27
33
Increased a little
7
18
17
Increased a lot
3
12
10
The table shows people’s responses on how much their
trust towards the specified entity has changes over the
three months before the interviews in the FTIS.
Source: Elaborations on data from the FTIS.

Wave I
Wave II Wave III
Banks
0.99
0.94
1.00
Bankers
0.88
0.84
0.92
Brokers
0.71
0.69
0.72
Mutual funds
0.86
0.87
0.88
Stock market
0.70
0.71
0.71
Government
0.77
0.78
0.83
Large corporations
0.71
0.67
0.73
The Fed
0.77
0.78
0.84
The table shows the level of trust towards the specified
entity relatively to the level of trust towards people on
general.
Source: Elaborations on the FTIS.

guish between trust in financial institutions and trust
in the people that manage those institutions. In fact
trust in bankers is much lower, relatively to trust in
people in general, than is trust in banks.
Why is trust in bankers much lower than trust in
banks? One reason is that bankers are considered to
be worse and less reliable than the average person
compared to the institution they work for, as they may
damage people more than the institution. Alternatively, the incentive structure within banks is believed
to lessen the trustworthiness of bankers making the
banks more reliable than the bankers. At any rate,
what this suggests is that the fall in trust during the
crisis does not simply reflect the fear aroused in
autumn 2008 that banks could become insolvent: if
that was all the measure of trust we were picking, we
would see the opposite pattern with trust in banks
falling more than trust in bankers, which does not
seem to be the case from Table 2.1.

trust changes were asked). Trust in banks and the
stock market has fallen either a lot or a bit in all three
waves, though at a slowing pace in the last survey. On
the other hand, very few report that their trust
towards these financial institutions has improved
either a lot or a bit. The change in trust towards the
government instead follows a different pattern: it falls
sharply in the first quarter after the collapse of
Lehman Brothers, but starting in March 2009 opinions become more polarized: some people continue to
lose confidence in the government while others raise
their trust significantly – an heterogeneous reaction
reflecting differences in opinions about the benefits of
the policies adopted to contrast the crisis. Though the
crisis originated in the US, the drop in trust is not limited to the US, but because the crisis was universal
also the loss in confidence is likely to have spread out
to all countries involved. Unfortunately, there is no
worldwide survey to document it. The available evidence for specific countries, however, points in that
direction.

There are two other points to notice. First, not only
do people trust other individuals more than they trust
bankers and financial institutions (Table 2.1), but
investors trust other people more than they trust the
government or the Fed! Second, there is very little
change in trust in financial markets over the whole
period between the end of 2008 and autumn 2009,
suggesting there is persistence in the fall of trust.
As another way to look at the changes in trust, the
FTIS has elicited self-assessed changes by asking people how much their level of trust changed in the three
months after the interview. What emerges is that a
number of people, while still confiding in other people, dramatically lost confidence in financial institutions following the collapse of Lehman Brothers. This
is shown in Table 2.2 for banks, the stock market and
also the government (the three institutions for which

Guiso, Sapienza and Zingales (2009) conducted a
phone survey similar to the FTIS on a sample of customers of a large Italian bank (UniCredit) which
was launched in June 2009. As in the US, also in this
survey trust in financial markets has decreased substantially. When asked how their trust changed since
the emergence of the crisis, 46 percent report they
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have lowered their trust towards banks in general
either by a lot or substantially, 47 percent have lowered their trust in bankers and 52 percent that their
trust in the stock. These patterns are qualitatively
very similar to the ones in the US, confirming that
the drop in trust is very likely universal. Similar in
sign but more contained in magnitude are the
changes in trust towards banks reported in a survey
of Austrian investors available before and after the
crisis (Knell and Stix, 2009).

ual than towards a bank or a banker, that is towards
those institutions and people that should deserve to
be trusted the most in light of the role they play as the
custodians of our savings.

What do the trust measures measure?
What do our measures of trust reflect? All financial
crises are characterized by a significant change in
investors’ beliefs and a loss of confidence. This
financial crisis is no exception as confidence has
dropped perhaps even more than in other crises. But
there are two notions of confidence that matter: the
first concerns the rise of pessimistic expectations
about banks’ ability to repay and to keep their commitments, i.e. the probability that a generic bank
goes bankrupt. These beliefs obviously became more
pessimistic during the crisis particularly after
Lehman Brothers collapsed. But there is a second
notion of confidence, which is the one we focus on
here, that has to do with the emergence of diffused
beliefs that financial intermediaries and the various
players present in the financial market – brokers,
bankers, financial advisor etc. – are less reliable than
people thought them to be and so deserve less trust
because it has become more likely that they act
opportunistically and deceive investors.4 The first
notion pertains to the probability that an investor
may lose part or all of his investment because, due to
the crisis, the intrinsic riskiness of investment has
increased. The second notion concerns the risk
involved in any financial contract because the
investor delegates the bank/broker to manage his
funds and the latter can manipulate the management
to his own advantage, for example by charging commissions that are difficult to verify, hiding relevant
information, shifting unwanted risks to the customers etc. This second type of risk is a social risk as
it arises from the actions adopted by the counterpart
in the exchange. Thus while the first type of risk concerns the solvency of the intermediary the second
reflects the perceived trustworthiness of the financial
intermediaries and their managers. The financial crisis has affected both but the trust measures shown in
Figure 2.1 and Tables 2.1 and 2.2, though perhaps
correlated with intrinsic risk, reflect the greater perceptions of an increased social risk that has deterio-

One interesting feature of the UniCredit survey on
Italian investors is that it has a panel component,
since people in the sample were interviewed also in
2007 when the financial crisis was not yet in sight.
Since some questions were asked in both surveys it is
possible to compare how they evolved over the crisis.
In particular, participants in the survey were asked
how much trust they have towards their own bank or
financial advisor and answers, as before, are provided
on a 1 (no trust) to 5 (full trust) scale. Not surprisingly, the level of trust towards one’s own bank is higher
than trust towards banks in general – a feature consistent with the idea that trust is a key feature in selecting the bank or financial advisor and that, as these
people report, not all banks are equally reliable. Yet,
compared to the year 2007, 34 percent of these
investors have revised their trust levels towards their
banks/advisor downwards. This clearly provides a
lower bound of the actual fraction of those who lost
trust in their banks/advisor since it was only possible
to re-interview customers that stayed with the
bank/advisor, not those who left because they lost
confidence.
In sum, data from both sides of the Atlantic show that
during the financial crisis there has been a dramatic
drop in trust towards all segments of the financial system though the fall was stronger for some of them,
particularly those segments involved in trading less
familiar and ambiguous instruments such as mutual
funds and stocks. The drop is considerable but more
contained for banks. Besides the level of trust in
financial markets and institutions, trust towards people in general has also fallen, implying that mistrust in
finance has spilled over and generated mistrust in general. This feature can help explain the sudden drop in
economic activity following the Lehman collapse: the
fall in trust freezed up not only financial exchanges
but, due to the cited spill over, stopped also any other
types of exchange that require trust. Remarkably, the
fall in trust was so strong that after the crisis people
show more trust towards a generic unknown individ-
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4 Of course the two notions are interwinned and may not be independent of each other. If a bank solvency is at risk, managers may
be more tempted to make profits by deceiving investors in order to
avoid bankruptcy. On the other hand, dishonest behaviour when discovered may result in a loss of reputational capital that may force a
bank into a solvency crisis as customers run away.
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for the effect that it may have had on investors’ trust
towards financial markets and intermediaries: the
fact that Bernard Madoff was an insider to the
industry! An important professional market player
and former Chairman of the NASDAQ Stock
Exchange that had been running his Ponzi scheme
for almost 20 years! It should not then be surprising
that if such an insider and professional player can
trick even quite expert investors (not only individuals but also institutions invested in Madoff ’s fund),
non-professional investors will legitimately tend to
think that other players in the financial industry
play similar games, perhaps not as extreme as a
Ponzi scheme and perhaps on a smaller scale.

rated the relation between investors and financial intermediaries. Here we focus on this notion of confidence and show evidence that is consistent with the
decrease in our measures of trust, reflecting a greater
social risk.5

Why did trust fall?
Trust is the belief that an opponent in a relationship
behaves accordingly to what he promised and does
not take advantage of the person he is trading with. In
other words it is the probability that person A trading
with B attaches to the possibility that B will behave
opportunistically and take advantage of him. Trust is
thus A’s probability that B will not “cheat”. Obviously, when the business partner deviates from the
promised behaviour, trust attitudes are revised downwards. The financial crisis, among other things,
brought to light diffused opportunistic behaviour and
some serious frauds. Following the collapse of
Lehman Brothers many felt “cheated”. People had
been advised to invest in Lehman securities because
they were remarkably safe; in fact up until a few
months before the collapse, Lehman securities were
highly rated by S&P.

Trust and cheating: proving the link
To examine this link we rely on the second wave of
the European Social Survey that was conducted in
2004, well before the crisis, and that reports infor-

Cheating in financial markets

80

One of the effects of the financial crisis has been
that of revealing the existence of pervasive opportunistic behaviour in the financial industry and to
have brought to light several cases of outright financial frauds that without the crisis investors would
probably have discovered much later if at all. The
Madoff fraud is the one that has received the greatest attention from the media
and that will likely remain
Figure 2.2a
lodged in the minds of investors
for many years to come. Many
have focused on the unprecePooled sample
dented size of this fraud – half
of a percentage point of GDP –
often ignoring a much more
important feature of this fraud

But the crisis has uncovered many other cases were
the intermediary failed to act in the investor’s best
interest: for instance, the holding by many investors in
many countries of poorly diversified portfolios often
recommended by their financial advisor, has exposed
them to excessive risks that have resulted in effective
losses during the crisis. The latter has made those risks
manifest, leading investors to hold those who recommended the investments responsible for the losses. In
all these cases it is very likely that investors have
revised downwards their trust towards intermediaries
and financial markets.

20

15.59
7.2
3.132

1.411

0

5 Notice that while adequate government
interventions including monetary and fiscal policies such as the ones adopted during the crisis can successfully reduce intrinsic risk and stabilize assets prices, it is harder to rebuild the personalized trust that has
been lost. This is because we learn about a
person’s trustworthiness by exchanging
with him. But incentives to exchange are
low when there is no trust, which slows
learning and thus the revision of trust attitudes even when the effective trustworthiness of the partner in a transaction has
increased. Thus, it is reasonable to expect
that the fall in trust towards financial intermediaries will be long lasting.
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ingly, in all cases there is a spike at “never”, so that
the vast majority of respondents report not having
been cheated. However, there is a non-negligible
fraction of people in all countries, varying between
9 and 32 percent, that report having been deceived
one or more times by an intermediary. Though there
could be problems with this measure (the exact
meaning of a bank/insurance company having failed
to offer the best deal may be subject to interpretation; true frauds may go unobserved for a long time,
as in the Madoff case, and so the measure could be
biased downward; but this could be balanced by the
tendency to self attribute successes and to hold others responsible for failures, etc.), it is instructive to

mation for a sample of individuals in each of the
then 26 countries of the European Union on
whether they were deceived over the recent past by a
bank or insurance company, in the sense that they
failed to offer them the best deal. Participants in the
survey were asked: “How often, if ever, has this thing
happened to you in the last five years? A bank or
insurance company failed to offer you the best deal
you were entitled to.” The respondent could answer
in one of 5 ways – never, once, twice, 3 or 4 times or,
finally, 5 times or more – which we code with the
numbers 0 to 4. Figure 2.2a+b show the histogram of
the answers for the pooled datasets (panel A) and for
each country in the sample (panel B). Not surprisFigure 2.2b
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see how it correlates with the
trust these people have towards
banks and insurance companies.
The survey in fact also reports
information on how much people trust banks and insurance
companies, which can be correlated with their past experience
of financial fraud. This correlation is shown in Figure 2.3 which
clearly documents that those
who were cheated more often in
the past 5 years tend today to
trust intermediaries less than
those who were cheated less
often or not cheated at all.

Figure 2.3

Figure 2.4a

The geographical spread of Madoff´s victims
US victims concentration

Figure 2.4b

The geographical spread of Madoff´s victims
Europe victims concentration

59

Hence one expects that similar
effects have been at work during
the financial crisis as its unfolding
revealed the frauds to which investors were exposed. To test for
this effect we rely on the Financial
Trust Index Survey and merge the
data with the number of Madoff
victims in the area (either the zip
code district or the state) were the
investor lives and check how it
correlates with the level of trust of
these investors. The idea is that
in areas where the number of
Madoff victims is larger (for a
given population), Madoff ’s
fraud, and more generally financial frauds, are more salient, either
because chances of knowing directly or indirectly (through word
of mouth) one of the victims are
higher or because, in places with
lots of victims, the local press
devotes a lot more attention and
coverage, which adds to that
devoted by the national press.
Hence, in these states the drop in
trust following Madoff scandal
should be more marked. Figure 2.4a shows how spread out are
the Madoff victims and where
they were located in the US.
Figure 2.4b documents that the
victims of this fraud were present
also across Europe so that if it had
any effect on trust it also under-
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and actually may have behaved honestly. Indeed, when
the fraud comes to be known by many it tends to
spread the suspicion to the whole financial industry
leading, to a shared fall in trust, as happened during
the crisis. In other words, the emergence of Madoff’s
fraud undermined the confidence in the whole financial
industry. Interpreting this popular sentiment Paul
Krugman in a New York Times column (December
2008) asked: “How different is what Wall Street did
from the Madoff affair? Well Madoff simply skipped a
few steps, simply stealing his clients’ money rather than
collecting big fees while exposing investors to risks they
did not understand” (NYT, December 2008). Obviously, those who have been damaged the most are the intermediaries or brokers that have always done their job
honestly. Quint Tatro, president, founder and manager
of Tatro Capital, an investment management company,
in a sorrowful letter wrote in January 2009: “A funny
thing happened recently: Many new individuals simply
have a hard time believing a traditional investment
manager from Kentucky didn’t ‘get killed’ along with
everyone else. I have now heard that at least 2 people,
when my firm was recommended to them, responded
by asking whether we were ‘legit.’ One advisor, who
held half of a mutual client’s investment and will no
longer be holding that half, went so far as to request the
Schwab statements from the client verifying my performance. I suspect the client didn’t amuse the advisor
with this degrading request, but who knows. While
most of my frustration can be pushed back onto Wall
Street … I entirely believe that Bernard Madoff is
directly correlated with this
new rise in scepticism. So
now, in addition to battling
loss of confidence
Effect of Madoff victims on trust on bankers
Mr. Market on a daily basis, I
have to deal with charges of
untrustworthiness.”

mined that of European investors. Because of data
availability we focus on the effect on the trust of US
investors. Figure 2.5 shows in four different panels the
correlation between the average level of trust investors
living in a state have towards banks, bankers, brokers
and the stock market, respectively, and the density of
Madoff victims in the state where they live. The figure
shows clearly that trust towards banks, bankers and
brokers is lower where the number of Madoff victims
is larger, while the salience of this fraud seems to have
little effect on the trust towards the stocks market,
which is consistent with the fact that Madoff was a
fund manager. There are three points to notice. First,
these correlations show that a financial fraud not only
affects the trust of the direct victims of the fraud but it
also affects the trust of those who, even if they have not
directly suffered from the scandal, have come to know
about it, either because the information was publicised
through the press or because they met a victim. This is
more likely when the fraud is sizable and information
about it reached many investors, as it was the case during the financial crisis with the Madoff case first, followed by the Sir Allen Stanford fraud and many other
minor but diffused examples of deception and financial
abuses that, because the topic was on demand, captured the attention of the press. Second, not only the
trust towards those who committed the fraud falls – a
specific banks or banker – but the drop in trust spills
over to many other agents that are not directly
involved, such as banks, bankers or brokers that may
have no direct link with those who committed the fraud
Figure 2.5
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The figure shows the relation between the n. of Nadoff´s victim by State and the average value of trust
in banks, bankers, brokers and the stock market in the US after the October 2008 crisis.
Effects: 1 sd in lncase lowers trust in banks by 1/3 of trust in banks standard deviation.
Effects: 1 sd in lncase lowers trust in bankers by 1/3 of trust in bankers standard deviation.
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Third, the correlations shown
in Figure 2.5 only show the
differential effect on the level
of trust of the Madoff’s fraud
due to the fact that investors
in different states were differentially informed about it, for
example, because in states
with more victims local newspapers devoted more space
and for more time to it. This
proves that the Madoff fraud
has lowered trust in financial
intermediaries, but it is likely
to understate the effect since it
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impact on the working of financial markets in the
coming years. But before illustrating these margins, it
is worth noticing that the decline in trust played a very
important role already during the crisis as those who
lost their trust towards their bank were also the first
to withdraw cash from their deposits during the days
following the collapse of Lehman Brothers.

is unable to identify the drop in the average level trust
of American investors after the discovery of Madoff’s
fraud: the latter could be first order.
Finally, to further strengthen the link between the fall in
trust and the perceptions of opportunistic behaviour in
financial markets brought to light by the crisis, we
examine the following question asked in the FTIS: “Do
you feel you have been cheated or misled by a bank in
the last year?” Respondents could answers “yes” or
“no”. In unreported regressions we find that those who
have been cheated or misled by a bank over the year
prior to the crisis report a lower level of trust towards
banks and bankers. Furthermore, not only these people
lost confidence in the intermediary that cheated them
(banks in this case) but also in other intermediaries and
markets such as brokers, mutual funds and the stock
market though by a somewhat smaller amount – a more
direct way of supporting Quint Tatro’s closing statement in the previous citation and showing its generality. Thus misbehaviour by one intermediary triggers a
loss of trust in the whole industry. In addition this
spillover effect extends to trust in large corporations6
and even to trust towards other people in general,
though the effect is much smaller. Insofar as trust
towards these entities also matters for transactions and
trade, the loss of trust provoked by the crisis has affected the economy not only because investors have become
more cautious in making their money available to the
financial industry but also because they have become
more reluctant to trade in general. This has acted as an
amplifier of the effect of the financial crisis on the economy. Finally it is interesting to note that these effects
were obtained after controlling for a variety of characteristics, in particular for an index of how angry
investors were because of the crisis, reassuring that the
effect of the experience of deception on people’s trust does not
Figure 2.6
reflect some other variable that
also may impinge on their trust.

In ongoing research, Guiso, Sapienza and Zingales
(2009) argue that differences in levels of trust across
individuals can explain who starts a run on the bank
in a period of financial distress. Using data from the
Trust Fi-nancial Index Survey they show that those
investors that lost trust in banks and the financial system where the first to withdraw cash from their
accounts at the peak of the crisis – that is they started
a bank run. Figure 2.6 documents this finding showing the correlation between the fraction of people that
run on the bank and the level of trust of the investors:
people that lost trust in their bank were more than
four times more likely to run on the bank than those
who retained full trust, contributing to the spread of
the panic. Guiso, Sapienza and Zingales (2009) report
similar evidence for a sample of investors of a large
Italian bank. The interesting feature is that in this case
they can look at the correlation between the decision
to run and the level of trust well before the crisis.
Those who used to trust less were also more likely to
take out their deposits, consistent with the idea that
lack of trust makes a bank fragile and more exposed
to runs.
For the future, the drop in trust is likely to have pervasive effects on investors’ reliance on financial markets
across various dimensions – one of the most important legacies of the financial crisis. In particular the

How will the fall in trust affect
financial transactions?
The fall in trust is likely to affect
investors’ decisions on various
margins that may have a strong
6

Notice that also trust in the Fed drops; to
some extent this may look surprising, since
in principle the Fed’s response to the crisis in
terms of liquidity provision was “right”. But
people seem to think otherwise. One interpretation is that they held the Fed responsible for not having done enough prior to the
crisis to prevent banks’ misbehaviour.
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fall in trust is likely to affect people’s willingness to enter into any
type of financial contract. This
should not be surprising since any
financial transaction involves an
exchange of money today against
a promise of returning (more)
money tomorrow. But the willingness to believe the promise and
thus enter the transaction crucially hinges on how much trust one
has in the person that issues the
promise. Below we examine some
of the effects in greater detail.

Trust and investment in risky
assets

Tabl e 2. 3
Chan g e inn willi ng nesss too i nv estt inn t hee stoc k mar kett
afterr t hee fi na nci all crisiss
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%
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7
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7
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stayed the same
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50
40
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Less likely to
invest in stock and
[EU: share, US:
stock funds]
39
44
54
46
41
46
Answers to the question: “Compared with two years ago how has your attitude
to investing on the stock market changed, if at all?”
Source: September 2009 Financial Times/Harris Poll, Base: All EU adults in five
countries and US adults with savings/investments.

because the probabilities of the returns are intrinsically uncertain (e.g. because they have a short history on
which to estimate these probabilities) are more
exposed to the risk of frauds and consequently are
more easily placed among high-trust investors. When
trust falls and becomes scarce one should see a decline
in the demand for these instruments and an increase in
the demand for simpler and more familiar securities.
One of the consequences is that investors will revert to
instruments issued by national agents, perceived as
more “familiar” which become attractive as generalised trust vanishes. More generally, one of the consequences of the crisis will be to shorten the distance
between the investor and the issuer of the financial
instrument, thus reducing portfolio diversification and
amplifying a home bias. There is anecdotal evidence
consistent with this idea. In some countries, in spite of
the crisis, some banks – typically smaller, unsophisticated banks that in the past were not involved in the
placement with their customers of structured securities and derivatives – have experienced a significant
growth in deposits notwithstanding the crisis; on the
other hand, large, sophisticated banks that used to
place complex securities have lost deposit market
shares. One explanation is that investors revert back to
the “familiar” for fear of being cheated by an intermediary that deals with unfamiliar securities.

There is evidence that the level of trust affects investors’
willingness to invest in stocks and, more generally, in
risky assets. Stocks and risky assets lend themselves
more easily to opportunistic behaviour than simpler
securities. For instance Guiso et al. (2008) find that
high-trust people are less likely to hold stocks in their
portfolio and conditional on holding, they invest lower
shares in stocks. Since this finding is obtained using
variation in trust in a sample of Dutch investors, it cannot be due to trust reflecting differences in the quality
or effectiveness of legal enforcement (which is held constant) but rather the subjectively perceived probability
that people have of being cheated by the counterpart in
a trade. This finding, which the same authors show
holds in a sample of Italian investors, is consistent with
the results of a recent Financial Times/Harris Poll that
interviewed a sample of investors in the US and various European countries. It shows that in most countries people today have a lower propensity to invest in
stocks (Table 2.3). For instance, in Germany 41 percent
report that today they are less ready to invest in stocks
than before the crisis, and the percentages are similar in
other countries. Sapienza and Zingales (2008), using
the FTIS, find that those who plan to decrease their
stock investments after the crisis are those who have
less trust in financial markets and in particular the
stock market. Thus, as a consequence of the fall in
trust, portfolios will likely be twisted markedly towards
safer securities and away from stocks.

Trust and diversification across stocks and banks
One implication of the diminished trust is that
investors will form less diversified portfolios
because they will focus more on domestic assets.
Guiso et al. (2008) show that this property is more
general and that investors that invest in stocks tend

Trust and investment in ambiguous securities
Financial instruments that are more ambiguous either
because of the complex nature of the contract or
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their own without any involvement of the intermediary. All the
others relied on the intermediary
to a smaller or greater extent,
with 20 percent that delegated
either all decisions or a substantial part to the intermediary. The
last two columns of Table 2.4
show the average level of trust
and the fraction of investors that
trusted the intermediary a lot. It
is clear that a fundamental ingredient in the intensity of financial
delegation is the level of investors’ trust. Among those who rely
only on themselves when making
financial decisions 39.7 percent
trust the intermediary either substantially or a lot;
among those who let the bank choose for them, the
share of those who trust a lot is 93 percent. Thus, the
fall in trust should result in a marked decrease in delegated investment. Since delegation is all the more
necessary the more one invests in sophisticated securities, also through this channel there should be a move
towards simpler portfolios. These portfolios, however,
need not be necessarily better ones in the sense of providing a higher return per unit of risk. Guiso and
Jappelli (2006) in fact find that investors who trust
more and delegate more are better diversified and are
able to attain more efficient portfolios.

Figure 2.7

to hold a more diversified stock portfolio when they
trust more. On the other hand, diminished trust
towards intermediaries leads an investor to entertain multiple relations to diversify the risk of
opportunistic behaviours by reducing exposure to
each one of them. We document this effect in
Figure 2.7, which shows that in a sample of Italian
investors, those who trust more (on a scale between
1 and 5 where 1 stands for very low trust and 5 for
very high trust) there is a strong negative correlation between the level of trust and the number of
bank relations an investor has. Both effects are
costly: the first because one loses the benefits of
diversification, the second because of the cost of
setting and maintaining multiple relations.

Trust and the demand for insurance
Trust, demand for advice and delegation

Though most of the literature has focused on the
effects of trust on investors portfolios, the fall in trust
involves all operators in the financial industry as shown
in Table 2.1, including insurance companies. In fact,
since an insurance contract is itself a financial contract
and as such is prone to the opportunistic behaviour of

Besides selling financial products, financial intermediaries offer investors advice and information on how to
allocate their financial wealth. Investors’ willingness
to heed this advice depends on the trust they have in
the intermediary as much as their
decision to lend their savings to
the intermediary. One of the conTabl e 2. 4
sequences of the fall in trust is a
Trustt an d d el eg atio n off fi na nci all d e cisionss
lower investors’ propensity to
% share of
Average those trusting
delegate financial decisions to the
level of
a lot or
%
intermediary and to use his
trust
Mode of making financial decisions
responses
substantially
advice. Table 2.4 shows the distriI decide entirely on my own
12.0
2.98
39.7
I ask the bank to review my choice
30.4
3.92
82.4
bution of the extent of delegaI listen to my bank/advisor proposals but the
tion of financial decisions in a
final word is always mine
37.7
3.88
78.3
UniCredit sample of Italian
By and large I follow my bank/advisor
16.3
4.19
86.4
I let my bank/advisor decide everything
3.7
4.49
93.3
investors before the crisis. Only
Source:
UniCredit
Italian
Investors
Survey,
2007
wave.
12 percent chose to decide on
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Box
x 2 .1
1
Prop osalss b y th e Fi na nci all S ta bility
y B oar d (FSB)) t o i mpro vee finan ci all re gul atio n
The predecessor of the Financial Stability Board (FSB) was the Financial Stability Forum (FSF), which was established by the G7
Finance Ministers and Central Bank Governors in 1997. The main idea was to create an institutional body that promotes cooperation among national and international supervisory boards as well as international financial institutions to achieve more stability in
the financial system. Additionally it included representatives of the International Monetary Fund (IMF), the World Bank, the
Bank for International Settlements (BIS) and the OECD.
In November 2008 with the financial crisis in full swing, the G20 proposed extending the membership of the FSF by all those G20
countries that were not participating so far, and – at the same time – to broaden its mandate. This proposal was implemented at the
G20 Summit in April 2009 by founding the FSB, with Mario Draghi, Governor of the Banca d'Italia, being the first chairperson.
The mission of the FSB is to enhance stability by implementing strong regulatory and supervisory measures.
Already in April 2008 a report was produced which highlighted the main sources of the crisis and put forward concrete actions for
strengthening the financial system. A second report was published in April 2009 – with its major focus lying on reducing procyclicality and improving cross-border crisis management. Both reports constituted the basis for the Washington and London declarations of the G20. Since then, the FSB is in charge of monitoring and co-ordinating the implementation of the action plan.
The main cornerstone of the FSB proposals is a less leveraged financial system in which all institutions have significantly higher
capital and liquidity reserves. However, in total there are nine building blocks that are addressed by the FSB:
1. Strengthening the global capital framework
A revised capital framework by the Basel Committee on Banking Supervision will become operative once the economic crisis is
overcome. Accordingly, minimum capital requirements will increase in their level and quality, and will be required to behave
countercyclically so that capital is accumulated during good times and may be used to overcome bad times. This step also includes the specification of a harmonised definition of capital in order to facilitate the comparability of institutions in different
countries.
2. Making global liquidity more robust
The financial crisis has shown that insufficient liquidity may have severe consequences even for banks that had a sound capital
basis. This problem is addressed by the Basel Committee by introducing a liquidity coverage ratio, thus creating a harmonised
framework that in particular is supposed to reduce cross-border liquidity shortages.
3. Reducing the moral hazard posed by systemically important institutions
A major source of instability was created by moral hazard due to “too big (or too complex) to fail”. Strengthening capital and
liquidity are steps in the right direction; however, further measures will be needed to overcome this problem. Until the end of
2010 measures to reduce systemic risk will be developed which – according to the FSB – may include actions to reduce the complexity of group structures, specific additional capital requirements and promotion of stand-alone subsidiaries.
4. Strengthening accounting standards
In order to meet the objectives of convergence, transparency, and the mitigation of procyclicality, standard setters are required to
agree upon a single set of high quality global accounting standards. However, the International Accounting Standards Board
(IASB) and the US Financial Accounting Standards Board (FASB) are considering different accounting approaches that may lead
to significant differences in banks’ total assets. The FSB strongly encourages the IASB and FASB to cooperate with supervisors,
regulators and other constituents in order to converge and improve their accounting standards with respect to the required amount
of credit information, and the simplification of accounting principles for financial instruments.
5. Improving compensation practices
In order to improve the effectiveness of compensation policies, the FSB Principles for Sound Compensation Practices outline
private and official sector action. The principles need to be applied to significant financial institutions and systemically relevant
firms, and have to be implemented in all major financial centres in a fast and coordinated way. Constant and independent supervision ensures that all necessary improvements are made.
6. Expanding oversight of the financial system
It is necessary that not only the banking sector but the broader financial sector is subjected to appropriate oversight and regulation.
Such a broad framework of regulation should particularly take hedge funds and rating agencies into account.
7. Strengthening the robustness of the OTC derivatives market
The risk in the market for over-the-counter (OTC) derivatives has to be reduced. Therefore, international standards need to be
established that take full account of counterparty risks, the benefits of centrally cleared contracts and collateralisation. The regulation should ensure that equivalent standards are met outside the banking sector.
8. Re-launching securitisation on a sound basis
The revival of securitisation markets is crucial for the provision of credit to the real economy, whereas the official sector is required to provide a framework that ensures discipline in the securitisation market. In 2010, the main goals for supervisors and
regulators are the establishment of rules for banks’ management and disclosures, and the alignment of incentives of issuers with
investors. If necessary, measures may be adjusted in order to reduce complexity and enhance transparency.
9. Adherence to international standards
In order to strengthen adherence to international regulatory and prudential standards, the FSB framework intends to facilitate the
provision of comprehensive and updated compliance information and to identify non-cooperative jurisdictions. An important
means for achieving these goals is the system of peer reviews among FSB members to assess the implementation of international
financial standards and to discuss additional steps.
Source: http://www.financialstabilityboard.org.
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the insurance company, the fall in
trust should also affect the demand for insurance. Guiso et al.
(2008) find that, in the sample of
Dutch investors they examined,
individuals that trust less are less
likely to purchase insurance. In an
interesting paper that relies on a
field experiment in Indian villages,
Cole et al. (2009) show that overcoming mistrust can result in a
significant increase in peasants’
adoption of insurance contracts
and Guiso and Schivardi (2009)
find that in a sample of small
businesses a critical factor limiting
entrepreneurs willingness to insure their firm is mistrust towards
insurance companies. To sum up,
given the importance of trust in
all financial contracts, the fall in
trust towards all segments of the
financial industry will give rise to
a generalised flight from financial
trades and particularly deal from
those trades that are severely
exposed to opportunistic behaviour.

Figure 2.8a

Figure 2.8b

Rebuilding trust in finance
As illustrated, the fall in trust is
likely to have pervasive effects on
people’s willingness to enter into
financial contracts and can thus
hamper the process of financial
development. Insofar as it results
in a shift towards safer assets, it
will push up the equity premium
and make equity financing more
expensive. This may have consequences for fast growing and
innovative firms that depend
more heavily on this type of
financing. Similarly, if the increased mistrust results in a preference for instruments with
shorter maturity, it will raise the
cost of long-term financing, hampering projects with
high-yields but longer maturities. Because of this it is
important to understand how one can rebuild trust in
financial markets and intermediaries. Here we will examine some avenues.

The regulatory approach
One approach, so far the only one that has been followed to raise trust, is to enhance the intensity of
financial regulation. This approach, shared by many
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governments particularly in Europe, has been the subject of several of the recent G20 meetings and of the
proposals for intervention that are being discussed at
the Financial Stability Board (see Box 2.1).

would be capable of increasing the trustworthiness of
the intermediaries and because of this the trust of the
investors is still to be proved. The evidence so far from
cross country correlations is that countries with
stronger regulation have lower average levels of trust,
not higher! (See Aghion et al. (2010); Pinotti (2008);
Carlin et al. (2009).)

Needless to say, many of the regulatory proposals
that are under scrutiny go beyond the purpose of
rebuilding trust. Rather, they are justified by regulatory failures that have become manifest during the
financial crisis. In fact, the set of proposals under discussion is ample and heterogeneous and ranges from
more stringent capital requirements to the establishment of new authorities for macro-prudential supervision, the breaking up of banks into smaller units to
deal with too-big-to-fail issues, to policies aimed at
lessening the impact of bank failures and the associated contagion risks through regulatory constraints
on connectedness. Many of these policies, assuming
they will be finally adopted, will most likely affect the
perceived solvency of the intermediaries and may
result in a lower likelihood of future crises. Some
policies – such as the limitations that the Financial
Stability Board proposed for implementation in
September 2009 on the structure of compensation of
top managers at financial institutions – may help to
assuage investors anger for the losses suffered during
the crisis and their indignation at the high level of
compensation for top executives in the financial
industry, thought to be responsible for their losses.
But these measures are likely to have little impact on
the trust investors have in financial intermediaries
and markets. Rather, it is the drop in trust that
increases the demand for regulation and builds consensus around it. In fact, those who mistrust banks
and financial intermediaries tend to favour tighter
regulations. To show this link we rely on a set of
questions that have been asked in the FTIS on
whether the respondent is supportive or not of
tighter regulation of US financial intermediaries and
large corporations and whether he agrees on setting
caps on the compensation of top managers in financial corporations. Figure 2.8 shows the correlation
between the intensity of trust towards financial intermediaries (Panel A) and bankers (Panel B) and the
support for regulation measured by the fraction of
people that agrees with the policy. The fraction of
those supporting a more stringent regulation is higher among those whose trust has fallen during the crisis than among those who continue to trust banks
and financial markets.

From the viewpoint of individual investors and of
the regulation of their relation with financial intermediaries, the closest proposal that can help rebuild
trust is the creation of a consumer protection
agency, as proposed by the Obama administration.
The agency would oversee consumer financial products which have been regulated in the past but
whose oversight was exposed as lax. Another initiative that has been taken very recently is the creation
in the US of a Financial Fraud Enforcement task
force to combat financial crimes.7 Interestingly, as
made clear by Attorney General Eric Holder, the
task force is intentionally created to address the fall
in trust induced by the scandals that have been
brought about by the financial crisis. He notes: “We
face unprecedented challenges in responding to the
financial crisis that has gripped our economy for
the past year. Mortgage, securities, and corporate
fraud schemes have eroded the public’s confidence
in the nation’s financial markets and have led to a
growing sentiment that Wall Street does not play by
the same rules as Main Street. Unscrupulous executives, Ponzi scheme operators, and common criminals alike have targeted the pocketbooks and
retirement accounts of middle class Americans, and
in many cases, devastated entire families’ futures.
We will not allow these actions to go unpunished,
which is why President Obama has established this
Financial Fraud Enforcement Task Force to investigate and prosecute fraud and financial crime …
This Task Force’s mission is not just to hold
accountable those who helped bring about the last
financial meltdown, but to prevent another meltdown from happening.”
Because these initiatives are both specifically targeted to protecting investors from abuses they may
actually contribute to rebuilding trust. But there are
also reasons to believe that by themselves, these
interventions may have limited impact. Concerning
the consumer protection agency and more generally
regulatory interventions, because they are imposed
from outside the industry perceives the costs of the

But causality here most likely runs from the fall in
trust to the demand for regulation. The latter, in turn,

EEAG Report 2010

7

66

See http://www.justice.gov/ag/speeches/2009/ag-speech-091117.html.

Chapter 2
regulations but not the benefits; hence financial
intermediaries will tend to circumvent their application, with greater success the weaker the actual
enforcement is. Since investors anticipate this, they
may not revise their trust priorities significantly.
Furthermore, sometimes financial regulation, even
when designed to protect investors, may be bothersome for them as well. Because of this and in order
to limit the burden, they will be willing to tolerate
intermediaries’ misapplications of these rules. A
good example is the recent set of norms imposed by
the EU’s Markets in Financial Instruments Directive
(MiFID) to classify investors according to their ability to make financial decisions and their capacity to
bear financial risk. To achieve this classification
banks can obtain information from their customers,
for example, by asking them to fill in specific questionnaires. But because the latter are costly to submit, banks have all the incentives to minimise the
effort and propose minimal questionnaires, possibly
based on investors’ self-classification (so as to avoid
any responsibility for misclassifications); since filling
in these forms is bothersome for investors too, they
care little about the quality of the information that
banks collect and will instead join them in minimising the effort put in collecting the MiFID data. But
this contributes to the failure of MiFID objective:
limiting banks opportunistic behaviour by forcing
them to segment their clientele and restrain products
that can be sold to unsophisticated and risk adverse
investors. Anticipating this, people’s trust in banks is
likely to change little.

playing partners manipulated to resemble themselves
they trusted them more than when the face of an
unknown person was shown. Guiso and Schivardi
report evidence that is consistent with De Bruine’s
(2002) findings. In a survey of a sample of small businessmen interviewees (280 overall) were asked to
report, at the end of the face-to-face interview, their
judgment about the trustworthiness of businessman
that they interviewed on a scale between 0 and 10
(0 = totally untrustworthy, 10 = fully trustworthy).
Interviewees also reported their opinion (again on a
scale between 0 and 10) on how much affinity they
felt to the businessman (0 = no affinity, 10 = complete affinity). The data show two interesting facts:
first, the more a person feels affinity the more he
trusts; second, while at low levels of affinity the level
of trust towards the businessman is highly variable, at
high levels of affinity one trusts fairly reliably. It is
reasonable to assume that one tends to trust people
that are not much different from oneself. This tendency to trust those who are similar is also true when
similarity is measured along various dimensions,
including cultural and genetic distance among people
(Guiso et al. 2009). Thus, one possible strategy to
raise trust is to improve the match between investors
and the manager of the relation at the intermediary,
for instance assigning a manager of the same gender
and geographical origin to the investor.8 While this
may help in raising the average trust that investors
have towards their bank/broker, it is unclear that it
helps raising the trust of those who lost it. To raise
the latter one needs to set up mechanisms that signal
in a credible way that the intermediary has become
more trustworthy because, thanks to the mechanism,
there are weaker incentives to adopt predatory
actions towards the investors. Below we will discuss
some possible mechanisms.

An industry-based strategy
Losing investors’ trust is very costly for the financial
industry. Since this is the case one would expect that
intermediaries have strong incentives to take actions
to re-build their reputation and re-gain the trust of
their customers. Today one of the big questions that
any financial operator is confronted with is how to
rebuild the trust of their investors.

A rating system that even the most (financially)
illiterate investor can understand
One possibility is to adopt a rating system aimed at
reducing the scope for exploiting conflicts of interests
that often arise in universal banks that manage the
savings of the investors. The strategy followed so far
by the regulators to control conflicts of interests is to

Unfortunately there are no easy recipes on how A
may convince B to re-consider his opinion about the
trustworthiness of A. The recent literature on trust
has shown evidence that B would trust A more if A is
“similar” to B in some dimension. In a well-known
trust game experiment, De Bruine (2002) reports the
effects of a manipulation of facial resemblance on
players’ willingness to trust the opponent. She finds
that when subjects were shown faces of ostensible

8

Of course if matching according to similarity is an effective way to
raise trust, markets should be doing it already. If they already do,
then this is not a relevant policy. If they do not it may be because this
type of matching entails costs that exceed the benefits, in which case
and the proposal would have little practical value. But it may also be
that they do not match according to similarity because they ignore
its potential benefits. We cannot rule out this possibility; after all,
research showing the trust effects of similarity is quite new.
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impose tighter disclosure requirements on the intermediaries. Yet this strategy has proved to be faulty or
insufficient. The main problem with disclosure is that
it takes for granted that investors are able to understand what is disclosed and its implications in terms
of incentives of the intermediary. However, the available evidence on poor levels of financial literacy and
knowledge of the majority of the investors in almost
all countries (see e.g. Lusardi and Mitchell (2009),
Guiso and Jappelli (2008) Jappelli (2009)), even those
with high levels of achieved education, casts serious
doubts on the validity of the assumption. Relying on
the loss of reputation as a deterrent for intermediaries misbehaviour, and thus as a mechanism to raise
trust in financial intermediaries, requires not only
that information about potential conflicts is made
available but also that the investor has the ability to
elaborate this information. For this to be the case one
has to make the disclosed information understandable to the least experienced and financially knowledgeable investor – i.e. to the typical customer of a
bank. One way of doing this is to rely on a third party
to rate banks on the basis of their trustworthiness
and fairness when dealing with their customers and
when managing their portfolios and providing financial advice. This “bank-fairness index” may be
reported on a scale between 0 and 10, with higher values meaning a more reliable intermediary – a metric
that any investor can understand. The “bank-fairness
index” is similar to the rating system adopted for
issuers of specific securities and its role would be
analogous to that of standard rating: making available to the investors synthetic information that aggregates the judgment of an expert observer (and based
on a multitude of data) on the quality of the issuers,
subject to periodic revisions. In contrast to standard
rating, the “bank-fairness index” is aimed at measuring a bank’s ability and reliability in its role as delegated portfolio manager and in general as provider of
financial advice that un-experienced investors use in
their financial decisions. Banks with an internal
organisation that discourages the exploitation of
conflicts of interest or that distributes easily understandable information to its customers, that allocate
qualified personnel to financial consulting services,
etc. would obtain a high rating, attracting more customers and this would provide enough incentives for
them to adopt actions that discourage the exploitation of conflicts of interests. These banks would be
compensated for the extra costs they incur with
increased trust from their customers. Reliance on a
rating system – which is a voluntary choice of a bank
– is credible precisely because it entails some costs to
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the bank. Needless to say there could be many implementation problems, including the fact that finding
independent and uncorrupted rating agencies may, as
the crisis has shown, not be a trivial issue. But the
biggest problem, in our view, is initialising the
process. If the exploitation of conflicts of interests
and misbehaviour more generally is a diffused practice in the industry, then even a honest intermediary
(but still sensitive to short-run profitability) may find
it difficult to subject its bank to the “bank fairness
index” and give up a source of profit, as this may
concede an advantage to its competitors. To put it
differently, an outcome where low trustworthiness is
pervasive may be stable. It may be unwise to play
honestly when everyone else is cheating; if an intermediary does not cheat while all the others do, it
misses the upside. If it cheats when all the others do,
there is no downside as “cheating” becomes the predominant rule of behaviour and one cannot punish
the whole industry when all follow the same practice.
Today it is perhaps easier to circumvent this problem
given the greater value that rebuilding reputation has
for any intermediary. Furthermore, since the incentive to behave in the same way as the others do naturally implies that the financial industry can either settle on a bad equilibrium in which all cheat or instead
in a good equilibrium where all play honestly, one
can think of a role for regulation/supervision that
encourages intermediaries to coordinate on a different, no-cheating equilibrium.

A trust-based compensation scheme
A second, more direct mechanism to raise trust is to
provide incentives to build it. If the compensation of
the investor’s manager depends on the level of trust
investors have in their asset manager, the latter have
strong incentives to behave in a trustworthy manner
and this, perhaps slowly, will raise the investors’ trust
and his willingness to invest. As trust increases, the
investor will also tend to concentrate more assets
with a single manager, thus avoiding costly duplications of relationships. A mechanism of this sort
could be implemented for instance by relying on the
information that intermediaries have to collect from
the investors to comply with the EU’s Markets in
Financial Instruments Directive (MiFID). The information in this directive is presently essentially perceived as a burden and unutilised. One could insert
specific questions that the investors can report
anonymously on how much they trust the intermediary, the portfolio manager and in general the person
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they deal with when making financial decisions.
Manager pay could then respond to the level of trust
(or its change) of the pool of customers he is responsible for. One benefit of the trust-based compensation scheme is that it naturally leads the bank manager to adopt a long horizon. Since building trust
takes time and is accumulated only slowly, if only
because those with low levels of trust do not experiment (or experiment less) and thus do not learn (or
learn slowly), they cannot learn immediately the
increased trustworthiness of the bank manager.
Furthermore, since trust is slow to accumulate but
fast to vanish, once a reputation of trustworthiness
is obtained it becomes costly to dispel it, strengthening the incentives to behave in a trustworthy manner.
Obviously, this too, like all incentive schemes, can be
distorting. In particular, if one encourages building
trust one provides incentives not only to create but
also to extort trust especially if this is a less costly
activity than creating trust by behaving in a trustworthy manner. One way to limit this possibility is to
integrate an investor’s opinions with those of some
internal auditing committee at certain frequencies.
Another is to rely on the legitimate interest of the
other managers for having their colleagues behave
honestly, particularly those that are located in close
proximity. The reason for this is that if manager A
cheats his investors, also the trust of the investors of
manager B will be affected, as the Quint Tatro tale in
the introduction illustrates. Thus, one could rely on
an internal reporting system that allows and actually encourages managers to reports cases of abuses
and manipulation of investors’ trust.

Promoting investors’ financial education
A third type of strategy is to take actions that promote the financial education of the investors – for
instance transparently lobbying with the government
for having financial education taught at schools,
making financial education material certified by
third parties available to investors etc., since people
with lower levels of financial education and financial
experience are more likely to be victims of financial
deception by intermediaries. The main reason is that
unsophisticated investors are more vulnerable to
deception because they are more dependent on the
intermediary advice for their financial choices.
Second, they are also more subject to interpretation
problems when investments result in negative returns
and are thus more likely to think that they have been
cheated. Consistent with this view, Butler et al.
(2009) find that the probability a person being deceived by a bank or insurance company is much
higher for people with low levels of education.
Furthermore, this probability is higher also for people that – holding constant their level of education –
live with parents with low education. This feature
has an important implication: since the family is an
important channel through which reliable financial
education is obtained, raising the level of financial
education has important spillovers through the family and informal (but reliable) network channels. An
intermediary that promotes financial education signals its intention to be willing to deal with experienced and sophisticated investors, with enough ability not to fall victims to financial abuses and distorted advice. Because of this the investors’ trust should
increase. Needless to say investment in financial education pays off in the very long run; however the
return to the intermediary in terms of increased
trustworthiness may be more immediate if the intermediary’s commitment to transfer power to the
investor through this channel is credible. Credibility
would be enhanced if the sponsoring of financial
education programmes is part of a broader policy
aimed at limiting intermediaries’ incentives to
deceive investors, such as the trust-based compensation scheme and the bank fairness index.

To strengthen the scheme even further, also the compensation of the top management of the bank, in particular its CEO (and maybe also the board of directors) could be linked to the trust index of the bank
customers.
To sum up, the adoption of a “trust-based compensation scheme” is a practical way to induce a financial
organisation and its workers to limit the incentives to
deceive poorly informed investors and to treat them
fairly by always acting in their best interest. Since this
commitment is translated into a compensation
scheme, it should be credible and thus able to modify
investors’ beliefs. In other words, trust is the investors’ belief that those who manage their savings
and provide them with financial advice are trustworthy. For intermediaries hoping to increase investors’
trust, the only way is to invest in increasing their
trustworthiness.

Conclusions
The dramatic drop in trust following the revelation
of information of pervasive cheating in financial
markets is likely to have a very strong negative
impact on investors’ willingness to bear risk and

69

EEAG Report 2010

Chapter 2
thus on the cost of risk capital. Insofar as trust levels were exceedingly optimistic, their downward
revision should be partially welcome as it may help
punish dishonest financiers and help restore market
discipline.
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However, since trust has fallen across the board, its
decline also affects the honest intermediaries, limiting the flow of capital to industry in general. We
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trust. The measures proposed all try, from different
angles, to limit the scope for intermediaries’ opportunist behaviour – that is to raise their trustworthiness – and because of this, increase trust. In each
case, the policy is not imposed; adhering to it is
instead to the discretion of the intermediary.
However, as we have argued, there is no automatic
mechanism that guarantees that intermediaries will
all agree to voluntarily adopt these policies. Rather,
if dishonest behaviour is dominant among intermediaries, even the honest ones may on their own be
unwilling to adopt these measures and help the
economy move to a better outcome where competition drives out dishonest behaviour. We have also
argued that regulation by itself, without the involvement of the intermediaries, may fail to restore trust;
however regulatory agencies may play a very important role in coordinating the selection of the honest
equilibrium. For instance, using “moral suasion” to
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dishonest ones and influence the whole industry
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Chapter 3

FROM FISCAL RESCUE TO

with the overall changes to fiscal positions? What
are the existing and projected levels of public debt
relative to GDP?
• Was the consensus correct? Did we need a fiscal
stimulus? Can we identify the effects?
• There is now significant concern about debt-toGDP ratios. Are they too high? How and when
should they be reduced?

GLOBAL DEBT
1. Introduction
A broad consensus seemed to have been reached since
the onset of the financial and economic crisis that
governments needed to undertake collective action to
provide a fiscal stimulus to prevent a deep and longlasting recession.

2. What has happened to fiscal deficits during the
crisis?

For example, a much-cited note by the IMF at the
end of 2008 argued that the “optimal fiscal package
should be timely, large, lasting, diversified, contingent, collective and sustainable”.1

In 2009 every EU member-state government had a
budget deficit. In almost all cases, these deficits are
expected to rise in 2010. These deficits varied considerably between countries, and the reasons for the size
of the deficit also varied. Most countries introduced
some discretionary fiscal stimulus in response to the
financial and economic crisis, by cutting taxes or
increasing spending. These discretionary measures
were small relative to the size of the deficits.

The European Council of the EU agreed a “European
Economic Recovery Programme” (EERP) in December 2008, which called for a discretionary fiscal
stimulus of at least 1.5 percent of GDP. This was regarded as “a crucial contribution to tackling the global economic crisis in which all countries with sufficient fiscal space need to play a role in filling shortterm demand gaps”.2

In this section we present some evidence on the pattern of the deficits both over time (since 2004, and up
to 2010 using European Commission forecasts), and
across countries. We also describe the extent to which
these deficits were generated by discretionary measures, and the extent to which they were due to reductions in tax revenues or rises in expenditure.

At its meeting in April 2009, the G20 stated: “We are
undertaking an unprecedented and concerted fiscal
expansion, which will save or create millions of jobs
which would otherwise have been destroyed, and that
will, by the end of next year, amount to $5 trillion,
raise output by 4 percent, and accelerate the transition
to a green economy. We are committed to deliver the
scale of sustained fiscal effort necessary to restore
growth.” As recently as September 2009, the G20 stated: “We will continue to implement decisively our necessary financial support measures and expansionary
monetary and fiscal policies, consistent with price stability and long-term fiscal sustainability, until recovery is secured.”

A starting point is the measurement of government
debt. Measuring government indebtedness is difficult, since in principle it should include the extent
of future liabilities due to pension provisions and
other factors. There are also difficult issues with
respect to interventions in the banking sector. For
example, if a government guarantees a loan, then
typically that is not recorded as an increase in government debt, even though the government has a
contingent liability. Box 3.1 describes how such
financial sector interventions are typically recorded
in national accounts. The figures shown in this
chapter are taken from Eurostat and the European
Commission, which are based on a consistent
approach across the EU.

The issues addressed in this chapter are:
• What has happened so far? What discretionary
stimulus has taken place? How does this compare
1
2

IMF (2008).
European Commission (2009a).
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Bo x 3. 1
Measurin g th e im pactt on
n governm entt debtt off financi all sectorr inter ventionss
EU governments have made significant interventions into the financial sector since the beginning of the financial crisis.
The classification of the costs of these interventions, and their effect on various measures of government debt, are
generally estimated in accordance to the European System of Accounts 1995.1
Several accounting issues arise with respect to financial sector interventions. One is whether the intervention represents an
institution becoming part of the public sector, and hence its debt becoming a public sector liability.
A second issue is which aspects of the financial accounts of an institution are relevant for measuring public sector debt.
The most commonly-used measure of public sector debt is known as public sector net debt. This includes the financial
liabilities of financial companies which have moved into public ownership. However, only current financial assets are
netted out against these liabilities. Because other financial assets are not included, the measure does not give a realistic
indication of the increase in the overall net indebtedness of the public sector. An alternative measure, general government
gross debt, does net off all financial assets, and can therefore give very different indications of debt.
For example, it is estimated that, for the UK, the total increase in public sector net debt as a result of financial sector
interventions is approximately £1.1 trillion to £1.6 trillion, which could raise the debt-to-GDP ratio in the UK by more
than 100 percent. (Only a small part of this increase is included in the figures shown here; by far the largest part of this
reflects the public ownership of Royal Bank of Scotland, Lloyds TSB and HBOS). But the increase in general government
gross debt is estimated at only around £77 billion. While this is still, of course, a large amount, it gives a very different
picture of the extent of the financial sector interventions.
Finally, government debt guarantees – including those in place before the crisis, and those introduced during the crisis –
are typically not included in the figures for debt, even though they represent a contingent liability on the government.
Table 3.6 on page 76 gives an indication of the extent of the public sector interventions in the banking sector during the
crisis.
1

See Eurostat (1995). The European Committee on Monetary, Financial and Balance of Payments Statistics (CMFB) reviewed financial
interventions and reported its opinion on their appropriate accounting treatment in March 2009. These were reviewed in detail by Kellaway (2009).

Table 3.1 shows the public sector
balances of each member state
since 2004; 2009 and 2010 are
projections made by the European Commission. It is clear that
deficits rose sharply in 2009. In
2007, the EU as a whole had a
deficit of only 0.8 percent of
GDP. That rose to 2.3 percent in
2008, and then jumped to 6 percent in 2009, and to 7.3 percent
in 2010.
Romania is the only country
that reduced its deficit between
2008 and 2009, but then it had a
relatively high deficit of 5.4 percent of GDP even in 2008.
Some countries have seen a
notable worsening of the fiscal
position. Ireland jumped from a
small surplus in 2007 to a deficit of 12 percent of GDP in
2009. Likewise, Latvia went
from a small deficit in 2007 to a
deficit of 11 percent of GDP in
2009. The UK also moved in a
similar way.
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Tabl e 3. 1
Budg ett bal an cess off EU
U m e mb err stat es,, 2 00 4–2 01 0
perc e ntt GDP
200 4
200 5
200 6
200 7
200 8 200 9
201 0
Austria
– 4.5
– 1.7
– 1.7
– 0.7
– 0.5
– 4.2
– 5.3
Belgium
– 0.4
– 2.8
0.2
– 0.3
– 1.2
– 4.5
– 6.1
Bulgaria
1.6
1.9
3.0
0.1
1.5
– 0.5
– 0.3
Cyprus
– 4.1
– 2.4
– 1.2
3.4
0.9
– 1.9
– 2.6
Czech Rep.
– 2.9
– 3.6
– 2.6
– 0.6
– 1.4
– 4.3
– 4.9
Denmark
1.9
5.0
5.0
4.5
3.6
– 1.5
– 3.9
Estonia
1.7
1.5
2.9
2.7
– 3.0
– 3.0
– 3.9
Finland
2.2
2.6
3.9
5.2
4.1
– 0.8
– 2.9
France
– 3.6
– 3.0
– 2.3
– 2.7
– 3.4
– 6.6
– 7.0
Germany
– 3.8
– 3.3
– 1.5
– 0.2
– 0.1
– 3.9
– 5.9
Greece
– 7.4
– 5.2
– 3.1
– 3.9
– 5.0
– 5.1
– 5.7
Hungary
– 6.4
– 7.8
– 9.3
– 4.9
– 3.4
– 3.4
– 3.9
Ireland
1.4
1.7
3.0
0.2
– 7.1 – 12.0 – 15.6
Italy
– 3.6
– 4.4
– 3.3
– 1.5
– 2.7
– 4.5
– 4.8
Latvia
– 1.0
– 0.4
– 0.5
– 0.4
– 4.0 – 11.1 – 13.6
Lithuania
– 1.5
– 0.5
– 0.4
– 1.0
– 3.2
– 5.4
– 8.0
Luxembourg
– 1.1
0.1
1.4
3.6
2.6
– 1.5
– 2.8
Malta
– 4.7
– 2.9
– 2.6
– 2.2
– 4.7
– 3.6
– 3.2
Netherlands
– 1.8
– 0.3
0.6
0.3
1.0
– 3.4
– 6.1
Poland
– 5.7
– 4.3
– 3.9
– 1.9
– 3.9
– 6.6
– 7.3
Portugal
– 3.4
– 6.1
– 3.9
– 2.6
– 2.7
– 6.5
– 6.7
Romania
– 1.2
– 1.2
– 2.2
– 2.5
– 5.4
– 5.1
– 5.6
Slovakia
– 2.4
– 2.8
– 3.5
– 1.9
– 2.2
– 4.7
– 5.4
Slovenia
– 2.2
– 1.4
– 1.3
0.5
– 0.9
– 5.5
– 6.5
Spain
– 0.4
1.0
2.0
2.2
– 3.8
– 8.6
– 9.8
Sweden
0.6
2.0
2.4
3.8
2.5
– 2.6
– 3.9
UK
– 3.3
– 3.3
– 2.6
– 2.6
– 5.4 – 11.5 – 13.8
EU27
– 2.9
– 2.5
– 1.4
– 0.8
– 2.3
– 6.0
– 7.3
Source: 2004–2008, Eurostat; Forecasts 2009–2010 European Commission (2009a).
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A small number of countries
have had substantial deficits for a
number of years: notably Greece,
Hungary, Italy, Malta, Poland,
Portugal and to a lesser extent,
the UK. There are significant differences across counties in 2009,
ranging from Bulgaria with a
deficit of only 0.5 percent of
GDP, to Ireland with a deficit of
12 percent of GDP.
These deficits were only partly
due to discretionary responses
to the economic and financial
crisis. This is shown in Table 3.2
which indicates the size of the
discretionary fiscal stimulus in
each country in 2009 and in
2010 (taking into account those
measures already announced).
These are measured relative to
the position in 2008, recording
all discretionary changes in
these two years.

Tabl e 3. 2
Fiscall sti mul uss m e asuress i n 2 00 9/10
0
perc e ntt GDP
P
200 9
201 0
Total
Expenditure
Revenue
Total
Austria
1.8
0.4
1.4
1.8
Belgium
0.4
0.2
0.2
0.4
Bulgaria
0.0
0.0
0.0
0.0
Cyprus
0.1
0.1
0.0
0.0
Czech Republic
1.0
0.5
0.5
0.5
Denmark
0.4
0.3
0.1
0.8
Estonia
0.2
0.2
0.0
0.3
Finland
1.7
0.6
1.1
1.7
France
1.0
0.7
0.3
0.1
Germany
1.4
0.6
0.8
1.9
Greece
0.0
0.0
0.0
0.0
Hungary
0.0
0.0
0.0
0.0
Ireland
0.5
0.3
0.2
0.5
Italy
0.0
0.2
– 0.2
0.0
Latvia
0.0
0.0
0.0
0.0
Lithuania
0.0
0.0
0.0
0.0
Luxembourg
1.2
0.1
1.2
1.4
Malta
1.6
1.3
0.3
1.6
Netherlands
0.9
0.4
0.5
1.0
Poland
1.0
0.3
0.7
1.5
Portugal
0.9
0.9
0.0
0.1
Romania
0.0
0.0
0.0
0.0
Slovakia
0.1
0.1
0.0
0.0
Slovenia
0.6
0.5
0.1
0.5
Spain
2.3
1.0
1.3
0.6
Sweden
1.4
0.6
0.8
1.6
UK
1.4
0.4
1.0
0.0
EU27
1.1
0.5
0.6
0.7
Figures for 2010 represent changes with respect to 2008, i.e. include permanent
measures taking effect in 2009 plus the net effect of measures taking effect in
2010.
Source: European Commission (2009a).

Almost all EU governments introduced a fiscal stimulus in
2009, though some maintained
a neutral position. The largest
discretionary changes were in
Spain, with a stimulus of
2.3 percent of GDP, made up of an increase in
spending of 1 percent and a reduction in taxes of
1.3 percent. On average, though, the EU as a whole
introduced a discretionary stimulus of only 1.1 percent of GDP. Note though that evidence presented
in Chapter 1 suggests that changes in structural
deficits – that part of the deficit that is not automatic – were larger than implied by the discretionary responses listed in this chapter.

nia and Slovakia both have revenues of 32.2 percent
of GDP, and expenditures of 38.5 percent and
38.3 percent respectively.
Across the whole of the EU, revenues have been very
consistent as a proportion of GDP, at just over 44 percent in each of the 7 years shown. Revenues in 2009
and 2010 are lower than in the preceding years, but
only fractionally. There is more variation over time for
individual countries, although in most countries revenues typically only changed in 2009 by less than one
percent of GDP.

Tables 3.3 and 3.4 split up the deficits in each country
by considering the size of tax revenues (Table 3.3) and
public spending (Table 3.4) as a proportion of GDP.
Of course, there is considerable variation between
countries. Not surprisingly, the Scandinavian countries have the highest revenues: in 2009, Sweden has
revenues of 53 percent of GDP, Denmark 52.8 percent, and Finland 52 percent. Their expenditures are
similarly high: 56.6 percent for Sweden, 55 percent for
Denmark and 52.8 percent for Finland. Some of the
newer members states are at the other extreme: Roma-

The substantial rises in deficits therefore appear to be
mainly driven by increases in spending as a proportion of GDP, rather than reductions in taxation as a
proportion of GDP. Some countries – typically those
with large increases in their deficits – have seen substantial rises in spending as a proportion of GDP. But
note that GDP fell in many countries in 2009. The rise
in the spending ratio may therefore not represent only
a real increase in spending but also a reduction in
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Tabl e 3. 3
Rev en uess off EU
U m em b err states,, 20 04 –2 010
0
perc e ntt GDP
P
200 4
200 5
200 6
200 7
200 8
200 9
201 0
Austria
49.5
48.2
47.7
48.0
48.2
47.0
47.3
Belgium
49.1
49.4
48.7
48.1
48.4
48.5
48.2
Bulgaria
41.3
41.2
39.5
41.5
39.0
40.8
40.9
Cyprus
38.7
41.2
42.2
46.4
44.9
44.1
44.1
Czech Rep.
42.2
41.4
41.2
42.0
40.9
40.7
41.1
Denmark
56.4
57.8
56.6
55.4
55.4
52.8
53.4
Estonia
35.7
35.5
37.1
38.2
37.9
38.2
38.4
Finland
52.3
52.9
52.6
52.5
52.5
52.0
51.3
France
49.6
50.4
50.4
49.6
49.3
49.4
49.9
Germany
43.3
43.5
43.8
44.0
43.8
43.5
42.3
Greece
38.0
38.1
39.1
40.1
39.9
40.8
40.0
Hungary
42.6
42.3
42.7
44.8
46.5
46.1
46.4
Ireland
35.1
35.4
37.0
35.9
33.8
33.7
33.9
Italy
44.2
43.8
45.4
46.4
46.0
46.5
46.5
Latvia
34.7
35.2
37.7
35.5
35.5
34.1
34.7
Lithuania
31.8
32.8
33.1
33.9
34.0
34.8
36.0
Luxembourg
41.4
41.6
39.9
40.8
43.3
44.0
42.9
Malta
40.8
41.8
41.2
40.4
40.6
41.1
41.2
Netherlands
44.3
44.5
46.2
45.6
46.4
46.1
45.6
Poland
36.9
39.1
39.9
40.2
39.2
40.2
40.3
Portugal
43.1
41.6
42.3
43.1
43.2
42.6
42.4
Romania
32.3
32.3
33.1
34.0
33.1
32.2
32.5
Slovakia
35.3
35.4
33.5
32.5
32.7
32.2
32.1
Slovenia
43.6
43.8
43.3
42.9
42.7
41.7
41.6
Spain
38.5
39.4
40.5
41.0
36.6
36.4
36.9
Sweden
56.1
57.2
56.5
56.3
55.7
53.0
52.7
UK
39.6
40.8
41.6
41.4
42.3
41.4
41.6
EU27
44.0
44.4
44.9
44.9
44.5
44.3
44.1
Source: 2004–2008, Eurostat; Forecasts 2009–2010 European Commission (2009a).

Tabl e 3. 4
Gover nm entt Ex pe ndit uress off EU
U m em berr st ates,, 20 04 –2 010
0
perc e ntt GDP
P
200 4 200 5
200 6
200 7
200 8 200 9
201 0
Austria
54.0
49.9
49.4
48.7
48.7
51.6
52.1
Belgium
49.5
52.2
48.5
48.3
49.9
48.5
48.2
Bulgaria
39.7
39.3
36.5
41.5
37.4
39.5
39.3
Cyprus
42.8
43.6
43.4
42.9
44.0
44.0
45.0
Czech Rep.
45.1
45.0
43.8
42.6
42.4
45.9
47.6
Denmark
54.6
52.8
51.6
51.0
51.7
55.0
57.0
Estonia
34.1
34.0
34.2
35.5
40.9
45.0
47.3
Finland
50.1
50.3
48.7
47.3
48.4
52.8
54.3
France
53.2
53.4
52.7
52.3
52.7
55.6
56.4
Germany
47.1
46.8
45.3
44.2
43.9
48.2
49.0
Greece
45.4
43.3
42.2
44.0
44.9
45.3
45.2
Hungary
48.9
50.1
51.9
49.7
49.8
50.8
52.0
Ireland
33.7
33.7
34.0
35.7
41.0
45.8
49.1
Italy
47.7
48.2
48.7
47.9
48.7
51.2
51.1
Latvia
35.8
35.6
38.2
35.9
39.5
46.8
49.8
Lithuania
33.3
33.3
33.6
34.9
37.2
39.5
42.7
Luxembourg
42.5
41.6
38.6
37.2
40.7
44.2
45.7
Malta
45.5
44.7
43.7
42.6
45.3
44.4
44.8
Netherlands
46.1
44.8
45.6
45.3
45.5
48.3
50.2
Poland
42.6
43.4
43.8
42.1
43.1
46.1
46.8
Portugal
46.5
47.6
46.3
45.8
45.9
48.9
48.7
Romania
33.5
33.5
35.3
36.6
38.5
38.5
38.9
Slovakia
37.6
38.2
36.9
34.4
34.9
38.3
39.4
Slovenia
45.8
45.3
44.6
42.4
43.6
47.7
48.6
Spain
38.9
38.4
38.5
38.8
40.5
45.2
47.1
Sweden
55.6
55.2
54.1
52.5
53.1
56.6
57.3
UK
42.9
44.1
44.2
44.0
47.7
50.5
52.4
EU27
46.9
46.9
46.3
45.7
46.8
50.1
51.1
Source: 2004–2008, Eurostat; Forecasts 2009–2010 European Commission (2009a)

EEAG Report 2010

74

GDP. By contrast, falling national income tends to reduce tax revenues automatically: so it is likely
that revenues as a proportion of
GDP would remain relatively
constant in a downturn.
This analysis of revenues and
expenditures helps to identify
the automatic stabilisers of the
economic downturn. However,
other factors may also be relevant. In some cases, such as the
UK, 2007 spending plans intended spending to rise sharply,
financed by higher revenues.
Moving into the recession,
spending plans were not reduced, but revenues were much
lower than expected, leading to
the very high deficit.
Where do these deficits leave the
level of outstanding debt as a
proportion of GDP for EU countries? For the EU as a whole, the
measured debt-to-GDP ratio has
increased from 58.7 percent in
2007 to 72.6 percent in 2009, and
it is projected to rise again to
79.4 percent in 2010. This figure
is likely to continue to rise even
after 2010.
Of course, there is again considerable variation across countries: from Estonia with debt of
under 7 percent of GDP to Italy
with a ratio of 113 percent.
There is some evidence that
countries with a lower debt ratio
before the crisis have responded
with a greater overall fiscal stimulus. For example, Ireland’s
ratio shot up from 25 percent in
2007 to 61 percent in 2009, and
the UK from 44 percent to
68 percent. But there is little evidence that this was a discretionary response, whereby countries that were more able to provide a fiscal stimulus did so.
Instead, the underlying reasons
appear more to do with the

Chapter 3
3.1 Macroeconomic models
Tabl e 3. 5
Debt-to-GDP
P r atioss off EU
U m e mb err stat es,, 2 004 –2 01 0
perc e ntt

3.1.1 Theory

200 4
200 5
200 6
200 7
200 8
200 9
201 0
Austria
64.8
63.7
62.0
59.4
62.5
70.4
75.2
Belgium
94.4
92.2
87.9
84.0
89.6
95.7 100.9
Bulgaria
37.9
29.2
22.7
18.2
14.1
16.0
17.3
Cyprus
70.2
69.1
64.6
59.4
49.1
47.5
47.9
Czech Rep.
30.4
29.8
29.6
28.9
29.8
33.7
37.9
Denmark
43.8
37.1
31.3
26.8
33.3
32.5
33.7
Estonia
5.0
4.5
4.3
3.5
4.8
6.8
7.8
Finland
44.2
41.4
39.2
35.1
33.4
39.7
45.7
France
64.9
66.4
63.7
63.8
68.0
79.7
86.0
Germany
65.6
67.8
67.6
65.1
65.9
73.4
78.7
Greece
98.6
98.8
95.9
94.8
97.6 103.4
108.0
Hungary
59.4
61.7
65.6
65.8
73.0
80.8
82.3
Ireland
29.7
27.5
24.9
25.0
43.2
61.2
79.7
Italy
103.8
105.8
106.5
103.5
105.8
113.0
116.1
Latvia
14.9
12.4
10.7
9.0
19.5
34.1
50.1
Lithuania
19.4
18.4
18.0
17.0
15.6
22.6
31.9
Luxembourg
6.3
6.1
6.7
6.9
14.7
16.0
16.4
Malta
72.2
69.8
63.7
62.1
64.1
67.0
68.9
Netherlands
52.4
51.8
47.4
45.6
58.2
57.0
63.1
Poland
45.7
47.1
47.7
44.9
47.1
53.6
59.7
Portugal
58.3
63.6
64.7
63.5
66.4
75.4
81.5
Romania
18.7
15.8
12.4
12.7
13.6
18.2
22.7
Slovakia
41.4
34.2
30.4
29.4
27.6
32.2
36.3
Slovenia
27.8
27.0
26.7
23.4
22.8
29.3
34.9
Spain
46.2
43.0
39.6
36.2
39.5
50.8
62.3
Sweden
51.2
51.0
45.9
40.5
38.0
44.0
47.2
UK
40.6
42.3
43.4
44.2
52.0
68.4
81.7
EU27
62.2
62.7
61.3
58.7
61.5
72.6
79.4
Source: 2004–2008, Eurostat; Forecasts 2009–2010 European Commission (2009a).

Theoretical macroeconomic models have explored a variety of
channels through which a fiscal
stimulus can affect the economy.
There are of course fundamental
differences across paradigms as
regards the effectiveness of fiscal
policy. Neoclassical models emphasize that fiscal measures are
either irrelevant (Ricardian equivalence prevents tax cuts from
boosting private demand) or
counterproductive (public spending crowds out private spending).
Keynesian models emphasise that
fiscal policy can actually crowd-in
private expenditure, especially
when economic resources are
underutilised in a recession. An
important lesson from these contrasting theoretical analyses, however, is that the macroeconomic
response to fiscal expansion can
vary widely, depending on the
degree of slack in the economy,
the monetary policy response, as
well as the relevance of market distortions, ranging
from credit constraints and other financial imperfections to nominal rigidities.

planned spending prior to the crisis and the degree
to which the economies were affected by the financial crisis.
We discuss the implications of these deficits and their
effects on the debt ratio in Section 4 below.

It is useful to start our analysis with a brief reconsideration of the standard neoclassical model with flexible prices and well-functioning labour and goods
markets, see e.g. Baxter and King (1993). A specific
reason to do so is that this model clarifies the important difference between wealth and substitution
effects from fiscal measures, which are often blurred
together in the popular account of the way fiscal policy works. In the classical exercise proposed by the literature, a temporary increase in government spending
is eventually matched by an increase in lump-sum taxation which has the same present value (the timing of
taxes does not matter, as Ricardian equivalence holds
in this case). The increase in spending raises output
somewhat, but unambiguously lowers consumption.
The fall in consumption occurs for two reasons. First,
as agents anticipate rationally the time path of future
spending, they also feel that their net-of-tax wealth
has fallen by the full increase in the tax burden. Under

3. Is fiscal stimulus effective? Evidence from the
literature
Most economists and policymakers have agreed that
the adverse economic effects of the current crisis
could not have been contained without a strong fiscal stimulus. Nonetheless, there are also sceptics who
denounced the large fiscal expansions from 2008 as a
waste of resources that could actually jeopardise the
recovery because of their lasting negative impact on
government finances. Not surprisingly, the longstanding debate on the fiscal transmission mechanism, and especially on the size of the fiscal multiplier, is raging once again. In this section, we briefly
reconsider the theoretical and empirical arguments
in this debate.
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Tabl e 3. 6
Publi c in terv ent ionss i n th e ba nkin g se ctorr
perc e ntt GDP
Capital injections
Total
Effective
approved
capital
measures
injections
Austria
5.5
1.7
Belgium
5.3
6.1
Bulgaria
0
0
Cyprus
0
0
Czech Republic
0
0
Denmark
6.1
2.4
Estonia
0
0
Finland
0
0
France
1.2
1.2
Germany
4.4
2
Greece
2
1.5
Hungary
1.1
0.1
Ireland
6.6
6.5
Italy
1.3
0.1
Latvia
1.4
0.9
Lithuania
0
0
Luxembourg
6.9
7.9
Malta
0
0
Netherlands
6.4
6.8
Poland
0
0
Portugal
2.4
0
Romania
0
0
Slovakia
0
0
Slovenia
0
0.4
Spain
0
0
Sweden
1.6
0.2
UK
3.5
2.6
EU27
2.7
1.7
Source: European Commission (2009b)
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Guarantees on bank
liabilities
Total
approved
Guarantees
measures
granted
25.7
6.8
70.8
16.3
0
0
0
0
0
0
253
2.5
0
0
27.7
0
16.6
5.5
18.6
7.2
6.1
1.2
5.9
0
164.7
164.7
NA
0
25.7
2.8
0
0
12.4
NA
0
0
34.3
7.7
0
0
10
3.3
0
0
0
0
32.8
6.3
18.6
2.1
48.5
11
21.7
11.3
20.5
7.8

Relief on impaired asset and
liquidity and bank support
Total
approved
Effective
measures
interventions
7.1
2
8.1
8.1
0
0
0
0
0
0
0.3
0.3
0
0
0
0
0.2
0.2
1.4
1.4
3.3
1.8
0
2.6
0
0
0
0
10.9
4.7
0
0
0.9
0.9
0
0
11.4
5.5
0
0
0
0
0
0
0
0
0
0
2.8
1.8
12.6
0
16.4
14.7
2.1
1.4

Guarantees
on deposits
( 000, or
percent of
GDP)
100 percent
100
50
100
50
100 percent
50
50
70
100 percent
100
100 percent
100
c. 103
50
100
10
100
100
50
100
50
100 percent
100 percent
100
50
50

standard assumptions, agents react to the negative
wealth shocks by reducing consumption and leisure.
The reduction in leisure in turn implies an increase in
labour supply, which increases output and lowers the
real wage. The second effect works through intertemporal substitution of future for present consumption.
If the increase in spending is temporary, interest rates
(long and short) rise on impact, reflecting the relative
scarcity of current output due to the additional demand by the government. In response to real interest
rate movements, households postpone their spending
plans. Similarly, real wages may temporarily rise in the
short run, creating an incentive to work more on
impact.3

spending. If the increase in public expenditure is permanent and immediately implemented, it is the wealth
shock associated with the higher tax burden that constitutes the lion’s share. Otherwise, most of the adjustment in consumption and leisure is driven by
intertemporal substitution. To clarify this point, suppose that, over the long run, the growth rate is zero
and the real interest rate is 3 percent. All else equal, a
temporary increase in spending as high as, say, 10 percentage points of GDP for one year would generate
tax liabilities reducing households’ permanent income
by a mere 0.3 percentage points of GDP4 – quite a
small amount, relative to the size of the upfront
spending expansion.

The relative weight of these two effects, wealth and
intertemporal substitution of consumption, depends
crucially on the evolution over time of the change in

The distinction between wealth and substitution
effects is a key element in assessing the effectiveness
of fiscal stabilisation policy. By its very nature, fiscal

3 While consumption is typically crowded out by government spending, investment can respond in different ways, depending on the specification of the model and especially on the persistence of the shock
to public spending. There are also a number of extensions of the
neoclassical model which could also accommodate a positive effect
of the rise in government spending on consumption.

4

This result is obtained by calculating the constant flow of real
taxes, which is equal, in present discounted term, to the increase in
net debt financing the spending expansion. In the example in the
text, the increase in debt is 10 percentage points of GDP.
Hence 10=Σ(1+r)t x=x(1+r)/h implies that the additional tax payment (x=.3/1.03) must be approximately equal to 0.3 per period.
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stimulus is temporary. The wealth shock associated
with changes in the tax burden will affect households’ consumption decisions in a limited way. The
focus should instead be placed on “intertemporal
substitution”.

higher if a short-run expansion in spending is eventually offset, at least in part, by a decline in spending below trend, rather than exclusively by a rise in
taxes. This is because the reversal in government
spending generates expectations of a decline in
short-term interest rates in the future, which has an
immediate effect on long-term rates. With sticky
prices (and a relatively accommodative monetary
stance), it is possible that this effect may dominate
the upward pressure on long-term rates resulting
from the additional government spending. It may
well be possible that consumption would be crowded in, rather than crowded out, on impact (see also
Chapter 1 in the 2009 EEAG Report).

As stressed by the Keynesian literature, an important
argument in favour of fiscal stabilisation is provided by
models allowing for financial frictions. A fiscal stimulus is likely to be effective, for instance, when some
households are credit-constrained, so that their spending decisions become sensitive to disposable income, as
opposed to permanent income. If current income
increases due to either a government expansion which
raises economic activity and therefore wage payments,
or a cut in taxes, these households are likely to spend
more. Depending on the proportion of credit-constrained households in the economy, the positive
response of their demand may drive up overall consumption. Similar results may be predicted by models
where firms (entrepreneurs) are credit constrained,
although the transmission mechanism is different, see
e.g. Villaverde (2010) for a recent discussion.

Note that monetary and fiscal interactions in both the
short and the long run work mostly through the
intertemporal substitution channel already discussed
early on in this chapter, in particular through their
influence on the path of the long-term rates relevant
for private demand decisions.
A new generation of models building on Eggertsson
and Woodford (2004) suggest that the fiscal expansions may be extremely valuable in deep recessions
in which monetary policy is constrained in setting
interest rates by the zero lower bound. In this case,
absent fiscal policy, deflationary pressures from
large recessionary shock may give rise to a deflationary spiral: with the interest rate at zero, insufficient demand causes firms to cut prices; to the
extent that pricing decisions are staggered, falling
prices generate expectations of lasting deflation; for
a given nominal interest rate, these translate into
higher real rates; and higher real rates further weaken demand, reinforcing the fall in output. A fiscal
expansion can however stop this adverse mechanism, by raising demand and therefore contrasting
the pressure towards lowering prices – a case discussed by Christiano et al. (2009), Corsetti et al.
(2010), Erceg and Lindé (2010) and Eggertsson
(2009) among others. These contributions are of
particular interest in the current situation, not only
because they explicitly address issues in fiscal stabilisation when interest rates are already effectively at
zero, but also because they provide theoretical
instances of very large multipliers for government
spending (although not necessarily for tax cuts).5

Models with nominal rigidities call attention to an
additional important element, that is, the interactions
among monetary and fiscal policy. In both the traditional and the new Keynesian models, the effect of a
fiscal stimulus is largely determined by the stance of
the central bank. The fiscal multiplier is indeed determined by the targeting rule (interest or exchange rate)
pursued by monetary authorities. For example, in the
classical Mundell-Fleming model, fiscal policy is
more effective if the country adopts a fixed exchange
rate regime, so that the domestic policy rate is
anchored to the foreign interest rate by the uncovered
interest parity condition. Similarly, in the new
Keynesian model, if the central bank could (and
would be willing to) target a constant interest rate in
real terms, under standard assumption this monetary
stance would completely determine the evolution of
consumption: any variation in government spending
would exclusively be reflected in changes in output
(Woodford 2010). The general point here is that some
degree of monetary accommodation in the short run
raises the macroeconomic impact of an increase in
government spending.
However, as consumers and firms are forward looking, the impact of fiscal stimulus also depends on
(private expectations about) how fiscal consolidation will take place in the future. Corsetti et al.
(2009a), for instance, show that fiscal multipliers are

5 Eggetsson (2009) emphasises that, when monetary policy is stuck at
the zero lower bound, fiscal policies should aim directly at stimulating aggregate demand. These policies include temporary increases in
government spending and tax cuts, such as an investment tax credit
or a cut in sales taxes (by virtue of their direct effect on aggregate
demand rather than aggregate supply). Tax cuts that lower marginal
costs may instead exacerbate the risk of a deflationary spiral.
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Yet, they mostly rely on restrictive assumptions
regarding the origin of the shocks underlying the
global slowdown.

The different approaches briefly summarized in the
Box have been used on aggregate data in a number of
countries to identify the sign and size of the multiplier effect, and the effect on other variables, such as
consumption, employment, interest rates and exchange rates.

As discussed in last year’s EEAG Report, a leading
explanation of the unexpected and strong drop in
demand during the last months of 2008 and throughout 2009 attributes the recession to a rise in perceived
uncertainty (see Chapter 2 of the 2009 EEAG Report). Such an interpretation raises the issue of how
fiscal policy could stabilise inefficient and large fluctuations in economic activity in the face of rising
uncertainty. This issue defines an important chapter
in the economics of fiscal stabilisation, largely yet to
be written.

Tables 3.7 and 3.9 summarise some of the estimates in
the literature of the fiscal multiplier.6 The estimates
shown in these tables are – where it is possible to identify – the cumulative peak effect on GDP of an exogenous shock to government spending (Table 3.7) or
taxation (Table 3.9). The cumulative peak effect can
occur immediately, or several quarters after the initial
shock.
We will not discuss all of these papers. However, it is
worth exploring some of the results in a little more
detail. For example, in one well-known paper,
Blanchard and Perotti (2002) present results from two
models, which vary according to whether a deterministic or stochastic trend is added to the model. The
results shown in Tables 3.7 and 3.9 are for the latter
case. Looking at point estimates, output rises by 0.9
following a unit increase government spending. This
effect occurs in the first quarter, and thereafter
declines. By contrast, with a deterministic trend, the
peak effect reaches 1.29, but occurs only after
15 quarters. Since government spending is itself a
component of GDP, these two estimates generate different predictions for the sign of effect on the other
elements of GDP: negative under the stochastic trend,
and positive for the deterministic trend, although
both are close to zero.

It is indeed plausible that during a financial turmoil,
when expectations are down, the role of fiscal policy
is to inject “optimism” in private markets, helping
people to re-gain confidence. Concretely, the government could commit to insure people against some
very bad outcomes: to the extent that the crisis is driven by self-validating expectations, such a commitment can in principle coordinate expectations away
from those outcomes. An advantage of this approach
to fiscal policy is that the premise of the stabilisation
strategy would be fully consistent with the leading
diagnosis of what causes the crisis.
The design of fiscal stabilisation coherent with this
view is however quite complex. Some of the trade-offs
are already debated heavily, by and large contrasting
the interests of Wall Street with the interest of Main
Street. Moreover, there is a budget constraint on the
stimulus: in light of the uncertainty surrounding their
effects, actions must be such that they do not put fiscal sustainability in peril. We will return to these
issues below.

Blanchard and Perotti develop their model further, in
an attempt to identify the effects on the different components of GDP. Their results are shown in Table 3.8.
For both models, they find a positive effect on private
consumption, although the size of this effect is quite
different between the two models. This is inconsistent
with the basic neoclassical model, which would predict a reduction in consumption. They also find negative impacts on investment, exports and imports. Note
that the peak effect on GDP is not equal to the sum of
the peak individual components of GDP. This is
because the peak effects occur at different times. For
example, the peak effect on GDP overall with the
deterministic trend is in quarter 15. But in that quarter, the cumulative effect on each of the components
is not at its maximum.

3.1.2 Time series and panel analysis
Empirical work has generated a wide variety of estimates of fiscal multipliers – that is, of the effect on
output of a fiscal stimulus. Certainly, we would expect
the multiplier to depend on the type of fiscal stimulus.
But the range of estimates generated in the literature
probably owes more to the difficulty of identifying the
effects, the variety of techniques used and the possibility that the multiplier may vary over time and
across countries. The Box gives an indication of the
different approaches used to identify the effects of an
exogenous discretionary shock to government spending or taxation.
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x 3. 2
Estimatin g thee fiscall m ultiplierr
A variety of techniques have been used to estimate the effects of discretionary fiscal policy on the economy, including the
effects on output, consumption, employment and other factors.
The starting point for most models is a Vector Autoregression (VAR) model. This is of the form

X t = A(L)X t1 + U t
where Xt represents a vector of variables (typically, output, government spending and taxation, although more recent
approaches include variables such as the stock of debt, exchange rates and interest rates), A(L) is a distributed lag
function, and U t is a vector of error terms. The key issue in using a VAR model is to identify the effects of an exogenous
change to either government spending or to tax revenue. Four approaches have been used.
A recursive approach to estimating the effect of a shock to one variable (Sims, 1980) is to assume an ordering of the
variables such that one variable – typically government spending – does not react contemporaneously to other variables.
The second – typically tax revenue – responds contemporaneously only to the first, government spending. The third –
typically output – responds contemporaneously to both, and so on for more variables.
A structural approach (SVAR in Tables 3.7 and 3.9) is used by Blanchard and Perotti (2002), based on a particular
structure of the residuals from the estimated relationship. External is used to identify the contemporaneous effects of
output on taxation and government spending. These generate instruments which can be used to estimate the
contemporaneous effect of taxation and government spending on output. Essentially, the idea is that there are decision and
implementation lags which prevent new government spending decisions in a quarter (year) from responding to
contemporaneous economic circumstances. Hence, innovations to spending not systematically explained by the evolution
of the business cycle (contemporaneous and lagged output gaps), the own dynamics of spending (lagged spending), and
the state of the public finance (debt) can be treated as unexpected (structural) shocks to fiscal policy, whose effect on the
economy gives information about fiscal transmission. A potential problem in this approach is that the variation in public
spending defining these fiscal shocks may actually be the subject of a political debate prior to implementation. Hence they
are to some extent anticipated by the private sector, and thus they cannot necessarily be treated as unexpected. As a partial
solution to this problem Beetsma et al. (2006) use annual instead of quarterly observations.
A “narrative” approach aims to exploit some clearly exogenous shocks to one of the variables in the system. For example,
Ramey and Shapiro (1998) identify changes to government expenditure in several episodes of military build-up in the
USA. These episodes are exploited by introducing dummy variables into the VAR. The response of the system to these
dummy variables provides a direct estimate of the multiplier.
A clear advantage of a narrative approach is that anticipation effects can be accommodated in the estimation by tracing the
timing in which the political discussion about policies with clear fiscal implications (such as going to a war) begins. An
important open issue however is that the approach is more effective, the larger the variation in spending or tax changes to
be proxied by the dummies. Recent papers have encompassed both of these latter approaches: see Perotti (2007), Ramey
(2008). Perotti (2007) provides a useful comparison of these techniques.
A fourth approach is a sign restriction approach, proposed by Uhlig (2005), and used by Mountford and Uhlig (2009) and
Pappa (2009a). This involves imposing sign restrictions on the impulse responses of some variables.
A useful critical discussion of identification has recently been provided by Barro and Redlick (2009), who emphasize the
problem of reverse causation (output growth explaining more spending) in the macro literature. In their approach, the best
identification strategy consists of focusing on episodes of large variations in defence spending (for the US: World War II
and the Korean War).

How large is the government spending multiplier?

tion crucially hinges on financial development, trade

Returning to Table 3.7, there is clearly considerable

openness, the state of public finances, the exchange

variation in estimates of the impact of a shock to gov-

rate regime and, last but not least, the health of the

ernment spending on overall GDP. Most, though not

financial sector, see e.g. Perotti (1999), Giavazzi and

all, of the estimates are positive (with a few in excess

Pagano (1990), Giavazzi, Jappelli, and Pagano (2000),

of 1). However, it is worth stressing that confidence

Ilzetzki, Mendoza, and Vegh (2009), and Corsetti,

intervals are quite large: in most cases the point esti-

Meier and Mueller (2009b). Linear estimations aver-

mates are not significantly different from zero.

aging out multipliers across economic conditions
(which can vary over time) may hide large and signif-

From a theoretical perspective, this overall conclusion

icant differences. For this reason, the fiscal transmis-

should not come as a surprise. Theory has long

sion mechanism should be systematically analysed

emphasized that the effectiveness of fiscal stabiliza-

conditional on different economic environments.
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Tabl e 3. 7
Estimat ess off t hee effe ctss off a g ov ern me ntt sp en din g in cre asee sh o ck
Stud y
Ramey and Shapiro (1998)
Fatas and Mihov (2001)
Blanchard and Perotti (2002)

Perotti (2005)

Heppe-Falk et al. (2006)
Ravn (2007)
Giordano et al. (2007)
Favero and Giavazzi (2007)
Gali et al. (2007)
Caldara and Kamps (2008)

Beetsma et al. (2006)
De Castro and De Cos (2008)
Ramey (2008)

Pappa (2009b)

Bilbiie et al. (2008)
Mountford and Uhlig (2009)

Dataa

Perio d

Tec hni qu e

USA
USA
USA
Australia
Australia
Canada
Canada
Germany
Germany
UK
UK
USA
USA
Germany
Australia, Canada,
UK, USA
Italy
USA
USA
USA
USA
USA
USA
USA
EU14
Spain
USA
Canada
EU
Japan
UK
USA
USA
USA
USA

1947–96
1960–96
1960–97
1960–79
1980–01
1960–79
1980–01
1960–74
1975–89
1960–79
1980–01
1960–79
1980–01
1974–04

Narrative
Recursive
SVAR
SVAR
SVAR
SVAR
SVAR
SVAR
SVAR
SVAR
SVAR
SVAR
SVAR
SVAR
SVAR

Multipl ierr forr
outp utt
approx 1
0.3
0.9
– 0.1
0.21
0.59
– 0.28
0.41
0.4
0.48
– 0.20
1.13
0.31
0.62
0.52

1960–79
1980–06
1980–06
1954–03
1955–06
1955–06
1955–06
1955–06
1970–04

SVAR
SVAR
SVAR
SVAR
Recursive
SVAR
Sign restriction
Narrative
Recursive
SVAR
Narrative
Sign restriction
Sign restriction
Sign restriction
Sign restriction
Sign restriction
Recursive
Recursive
Sign restriction

0.06
0.13
0.02
0.78
1
1
approx 0.5
0
1.2
1.31
approx 1
0.18
0.16
0.13
0.13
0.74
1.71
0.94
0.44

1947–03
1970–07
1991–07
1970–07
1970–07
1970–07
1957–79
1983–04
1955–00

fiscal transmission: output and consumption multipliers are small and positive; trade balance turns into a
deficit; the exchange rate experiences a short-lived real
appreciation, followed by a weakening. But these
average linear responses are not necessarily confirmed
when the estimation is conditional on specific economic features/environments. In
accord with standard theory, the
study finds that spending policies
Tabl e 3. 8
are more effective in relatively
Effectss off go ver nm entt spe ndi ng
g sh oc k o n co mp on entss off GD P,,
from
m Bl an ch ard
d an d P erottii ( 200 2))
closed economies (“openness
Deterministic trend
Stochastic trend
matters”) and under a peg (“the
estimates
estimates
exchange rate regime matters”);
Peak effect
Quarter
Peak effect
Quarter
and less effective or even counterGovernment spending
1.14
4
1.00
1
Consumption
1.26
14
0.46
2
productive in economies with
Investment
– 1.00
5
– 0.98
9
high public debt (“the state of
Exports
– 0.80
9
– 0.37
13
public finances matters”).
Imports
– 0.49
9
– 0.08
9

Specifically, focusing on OECD countries, Corsetti et
al. (2009b) contrast average linear estimates of the
government spending multiplier, with estimates
explicitly allowing for “non-linearities”. In their
analysis, the estimated linear effect of a government
spending shock is in line with the VAR literature on

GDP
P
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1.39
9

15
5

0.95
5

80

1

Most strikingly, multipliers are
significantly larger during years
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The extent to which multipliers change over time is
also examined in other papers. For example, Perotti
(2005) finds that multipliers are not constant over
time or across countries (see Tables 3.7 and 3.9). In
particular, this paper presents some evidence that the
size of the multiplier has declined over time. A number of possibilities for differences over time are discussed by Perotti, including countries becoming more
open and introducing flexible exchange rate regimes.
These explanations are consistent with the results in
Corsetti et al. (2009b). However, it should be kept in
mind that the export/GDP ratio is small in many
countries, and also that the evidence of crowding out
of net exports by fiscal shock is controversial.

with financial and banking crises, identified using the
information in Reinhart and Rogoff (2008). Indeed,
during such episodes the point estimate for the output
multiplier is a multiple of the other estimates. While,
given the reduced number of observations featuring a
crisis (Spain, Japan, Finland and Norway), confidence intervals are large, these results appear to corroborate the argument that fiscal support to economic activity has been key to stabilising output during
the current crisis.
Table 3.9 summarises estimates of the multiplier
arising from a change in taxation. Beginning with
Blanchard and Perotti (2002) again, they find that
GDP falls by 0.7 in response to unit increase in taxes.
However, there is a large variation in estimates from
other papers. The sign of the effect on output is not
agreed, and neither is the size. One well-known
recent approach is that of Romer and Romer (2010),
who identify various exogenous shocks to taxes in
the US, and trace out their effects in a single equation model of output. They find a very high effect of
taxation.

Another possibility is the gradual relaxation of credit
constraints over time. Since credit-constrained individuals are more likely to change their consumption
in response to a change in the real income, relaxing
these constraints is likely to reduce any positive effect
on consumption of a positive fiscal shock.
However, while credit constraints may have been progressively relaxed with the process of deregulation
and market liberalisation, their incidence can still be
expected to fluctuate along business cycle movements. This observation raises a fundamental problem of using the estimates in Tables 3.7 and 3.9 to
identify the effects of a fiscal stimulus during the
recession, as the extent of credit constraints is itself
affected by the recession. As the financial crisis in
2008–09 generally reduced the supply of credit, more

These results are challenged by Favero and
Giavazzi (2009). They point out various restrictions in the Romer and Romer approach – for
example, that only tax shocks are incorporated into
the model. Relaxing these restrictions, they find
much lower estimates: before 1980 the estimate
never exceeds 1, and after 1980 it is not significantly different from zero.

Tabl e 3. 9
Estimat ess off t hee effe ctss off a t ax
x i ncr eas e sho ck
Stud y
Blanchard and Perotti (2002)

Perotti (2005)

Favero and Giavazzi (2007)
Caldara and Kamps (2008)
Romer and Romer (2009)
Mertens and Ravn (2009)
Mountford and Uhlig (2009)

Dataa

Perio d

Tec hni qu e

USA
Australia
Australia
Canada
Canada
Germany
Germany
UK
UK
USA
USA
USA
USA
USA
USA
USA
USA
USA

1960–97
1960–79
1980–01
1960–79
1980–01
1960–74
1975–89
1960–79
1980–01
1960–79
1980–01
1980–06
1955–06
1955–06
1955–06

SVAR
SVAR
SVAR
SVAR
SVAR
SVAR
SVAR
SVAR
SVAR
SVAR
SVAR
SVAR
Recursive
SVAR
Sign restriction
Narrative
Narrative
Sign restriction

1947–06
1955–06

81

Multipl ierr forr
outp utt
– 0.69
0.46
0.36
0.03
– 0.30
0.22
– 0.02
– 0.10
0.23
– 0.69
0.43
0.02
0
0
– 0.8
– 3.0
– 2.17
– 0.2
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individuals are likely to have moved into a position of
being denied credit. That in turn would make a tax
cut, for example, more effective in expanding consumption and hence GDP.7 Once again, the estimates
by Corsetti et al. (2009b) regarding the effect of
spending expansions in crisis periods appear to support this notion.

mentioned above in regards to spending policy: the
estimated parameters may vary according to economic conditions, and so be an unreliable guide to the
multiplier in any other period or country.
3.2 Microeconomic factors
The discussion of the macroeconomic evidence
implies that the strength of the fiscal multiplier, and
its effects on economic welfare, depends on the particular measures used and the underlying state of the
economy. Table 3.10 summarises the fiscal stimulus
measures adopted by EU member states in 2009

This is an example of a more general problem with
empirical analysis based on VAR models, already
7

Auerbach and Feenberg (2000) discuss the automatic stabilising
properties of the US income tax with reference to the proportion of
consumers who are credit-constrained.

Tabl e 3. 10
0
Fiscall sti mul uss m e asuress i n th e EU,, 200 9
Country
Rev en uee
Personal income taxes, including
social contributions, capital gains
tax and dividends taxes

Corporate income tax and other
business taxes

VAT and other indirect taxes

Other taxes
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Nett stim uluss
Percent of GDP

Belgium
Bulgaria
Czech Republic
Denmark
Germany
Spain
Cyprus
Lithuania
Malta
Netherlands
Poland
Portugal
Slovenia
Finland
Sweden
UK
Czech Republic
Denmark
Germany
France
Cyprus
Netherlands
Poland
Portugal
Slovenia
UK
Belgium
Spain
Portugal
UK

0.3
0.2
0.5
0.3
0.6
0.5
0.5
0.6
0.2
0.3
0.6
0.2
0.6
0.9
0.7
0.3
0.2
0.1
0.1
0.2
0.2
0.2
0.2
0.1
0.4
0.1
0.1
0.6
0.2
0.5

Spain
France
Cyprus
Portugal

0.4
0.1
0.1
0.1
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Country

Nett c ontr acti on
n
Percent of GDP

Estonia
Ireland
Latvia
Luxembourg
Romania
Slovakia

0.3
0.8
1.0
0.9
0.8
0.2

Ireland
Greece
Italy
Lithuania
Luxembourg
Hungary
Sweden

0.4
0.2
0.4
0.4
0.3
0.1
0.2

Bulgaria
Ireland
Greece
Cyprus
Latvia
Lithuania
Malta
Netherlands
Poland
Romania
Slovenia
Slovakia
Finland
Bulgaria
Estonia
Ireland
Greece
Italy
Luxembourg
Poland
Romania

0.3
0.4
0.2
0.2
0.7
0.7
0.3
0.1
0.2
0.1
0.9
0.2
0.1
0.8
1.1
0.7
0.5
0.1
0.3
0.2
0.1
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continued: Table 3.10
Exp en dituree
Public investment, support for
business, infrastructure and research

Social expenditure

Housing, labour market, education
expenditure

Other spending

0.1
0.4
0.3
0.4
1.0
1.3
0.7
0.1
0.9
0.9
0.6
1.0
0.3
0.1
0.3
0.3
0.4
0.1
0.3
0.2
0.2
0.1
0.2
2.1
1.4
0.6
0.2
0.1
0.5
0.2
0.1
0.1
0.8
0.3
0.1
0.1
0.8
0.1
0.1
0.1
0.4
0.2
0.2
0.1
0.1

Bulgaria
Czech Republic
Denmark
Germany
Spain
Cyprus
Luxembourg
Hungary
Malta
Poland
Portugal
Romania
Slovenia
Slovakia
Finland
Sweden
UK
Belgium
Bulgaria
Czech Republic
Greece
France
Italy
Latvia
Lithuania
Luxembourg
Portugal
Romania
Slovakia
UK
Belgium
Germany
Estonia
Greece
France
Malta
Slovenia
Finland
Sweden
Belgium
Germany
Greece
Cyprus
Slovenia
Finland

Ireland
France
Netherlands

1.2
0.2
0.1

Ireland
Hungary
Poland

0.7
0.6
0.2

Lithuania
Netherlands

0.7
0.4

Czech Republic
Ireland
Italy
Lithuania
Hungary
Malta
Poland

0.6
0.1
0.3
1.4
0.5
1.2
0.7

Source: European Commission (2009a)

(more details are shown in the Appendix), which is

increasing its lifetime wealth. So, such a measure
would tend to generate some additional spending,
but also additional saving. In the context of the
increased uncertainty generated in a recession, it
would be plausible to believe that much of the
increased wealth would initially be saved.8

taken from European Commission (2009a).
It is easy to see how different measures with the same
fiscal cost could have different impacts on aggregate
demand. For example, a credit-constrained household would generally like to increase its consump-

To see how various measures may have different
effects, compare three forms of fiscal stimulus, say: (a)
an increase in social security benefits for the less welloff, who are more likely to be credit-constrained; (b) a

tion, but is unable to do so because of the lack of
opportunity for borrowing. A tax cut aimed at such
households would be immediately translated into an
increase in consumption, boosting aggregate demand. The effect of the same tax cut on a household

8 Some evidence on households’ response to tax rebates after the
start of the crisis is provided by Parker, Souleles, Johnson and
McClelland (2009), who study the impact of the 90 billion dollar tax
rebates in 2008 on consumer spending in the US. This study finds
the response to be largest for lower-income households and homeowners.

that could already borrow as much as it wanted to
would be much smaller. Broadly, we would expect
such a household to hardly regard the tax cut as
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reduction in the general VAT rate; and (c) a reduction
in the income tax rate. Neither (b) nor (c) need to be
targeted towards groups that are more likely to spend
the additional income. It is therefore likely that there
would be a greater effect on aggregate demand per
euro of a fiscal stimulus from (a).

The apparent preference for measures targeted at personal consumption may not be surprising if it was
believed that firms would be reluctant to undertake
significant investment in the midst of a recession:
investment is generally more volatile than consumption, and is perhaps less likely to respond to any form
of fiscal stimulus. Nevertheless, investment clearly has
longer term benefits in creating conditions for greater
output in the future.

As Table 3.10 indicates (and the Appendix sets out
in more detail), many countries did enact increases
in social expenditure, which are more likely to lead
to increases in aggregate demand. Unlike most of
the other categories in the Table, only three countries actually reduced social expenditure. By contrast, few countries sought to stimulate their
economies by reducing the VAT rate – and many
sought to offset the costs of a stimulus elsewhere by
increasing the rate. Where the VAT rate was cut, it
was sometimes a temporary measure: the UK, for
example, introduced a lower rate for one year only.
The fact that the VAT rate was due to rise again
may have provided a greater stimulus to higher
spending, as we discuss below. However, many
countries also reduced income taxes and other taxes
on individuals.

Public spending measures were more heavily targeted
towards such activity. Many countries increased public investment or provided additional support for
infrastructure spending and research.
Overall, though, the Table suggests that there has
been no firm consensus amongst EU governments on
the appropriate fiscal response to the financial and
economic crisis. In each of the categories in the Table,
some countries created a positive discretionary stimulus while others created a negative one. This to some
extent may reflect differing conditions between countries. But it also suggests that there has been considerable uncertainty about the appropriate types of fiscal
policy required to best combat the crisis.

Similar considerations apply to business investment.
Here measures designed to create additional incentives to invest, such as a more generous definition of
taxable profit through increasing depreciation
allowances, may have had some effect for firms that
are not credit-constrained. Of course, even these
firms may be unwilling to respond to such incentives,
given the uncertainty surrounding the returns to
investment.

4. When and how should deficits be reduced?
In some parts of the EU at least, the political debate
has moved swiftly on from the need for a fiscal stimulus to a recognition that fiscal deficits have grown substantially and need to be reduced. This raises two
related questions. First, how quickly should deficits
be reduced? Second, how can they be reduced?

Such measures are unlikely to have any impact on the
investment of firms which cannot raise finance. By
contrast, for such firms, measures which encourage
lending by banks would have a greater impact on
investment. Alternatively, a simple cut in the tax rate
may achieve this, by allowing firms to retain a higher
proportion of pre-tax profit. However, this would
only be true for firms that were profitable entering the
recession. For firms making a taxable loss, a reduction
in the tax rate may represent a cost, as the value of
any tax rebate would be lower.

4.1 The costs of maintaining high fiscal deficits
A first point to note is related to the analysis above.
The larger part of the fiscal deficits currently facing
EU governments does not result from discretionary
policy in response to the financial and economic crisis. It is due to partly to an automatic response, and
partly to structural factors which would have created
larger deficits in any event. The automatic responses
result from lower growth, which is translated into
lower than expected tax receipts and higher than
expected costs of social transfers.

In general, in setting fiscal stimulus packages,
European governments appear to have targeted personal consumption more than business investment.
While 17 countries did make reforms to business taxation, only 10 of these represented a cut, while 7 actually increased their tax take from business.
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These automatic factors work in reverse as economies
move out of recession: economic growth will raise revenues (and typically, coming out of a recession, revenues rise more quickly than the underlying growth of
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Box
x 3. 3
Creditt Def aultt S w apss
A credit default swap (CDS) is a financial instrument in which the buyer makes a series of payments to the seller in
exchange for a payoff if a credit instrument defaults.
This can be seen as a form of insurance. For example, suppose A lends 100 to B. Then A could purchase a CDS on that
debt which would pay 100 in the event that B defaults on the repayment. The CDS spread is the annual amount that A
pays to the insurer over the length of the contract, expressed as a percentage of the insured amount.
An important difference from a normal insurance contract, though, is that the purchaser of this CDS need not be A. That
is, other investors can purchase the CDS even though they do not bear the underlying risk. That implies that the CDS can
be used as a speculative instrument rather than as a means of insurance. Such opportunities for speculative investment
raise regulatory issues about such contracts.
The underlying credit instrument can be a government-issued security. For such assets, the spread can be used as a
measure of the price of the risk associated with that security by the market. However, there are caveats to using the spread
for such a purpose. The main caveat is that the CDS only has value if the seller of the security is able to make the
insurance payment in the event the government in question defaults. If, for example, the US government were to default,
then it is highly likely that many financial companies would also default, and the CDS insurance payment would not be
made. The spread should therefore be seen as reflecting the joint probability that the government defaults but that the
seller of the CDS does not default.
Leaving that aside, in a well-functioning capital market, the spread on the CDS should be equal to the annual risk
premium which the government would have to pay on issuing debt. The yield on such debt will also reflect other factors,
such as expectations of future interest rates. So the difference in yields will not exactly match CDS spreads.1 This is why
the CDS spread itself is potentially a useful measure of the risk premium.
1

The differences in yields across countries are shown in Figure 1.26 in Chapter 1.

the economy). And as unemployed and others find
work, social transfers are reduced and replaced by
higher tax revenues.

would not be reached until 2019, and the debt/GDP
ratio would peak at 106 percent. On the other hand,
if expenditure were kept constant in real terms, and
growth were 2.5 percent per year, a fiscal surplus
would be reached in 2016, with debt peaking at
95 percent of GDP.

It is possible to do some basic calculations to estimate how long it would take for economic growth to
lift the EU back to a position of budget balance.
Take as a starting point the projections made by the
European Commission for revenue and public
expenditure as a proportion of GDP in 2010; these
are 44.1 percent and 51.1 percent respectively, and
would result in an overall stock of public debt of
79.4 percent of GDP.

While there is of course, considerable uncertainty
about future growth rates, and about the ability of EU
governments to hold down public expenditures relative to the rate of economic growth, these projections
suggest that it will be some years – and possibly a
decade or more – before the EU can reach a fiscal surplus and begin to cut the aggregate stock of debt. Of
course, this will happen more quickly in some countries than in others.

Now suppose that the EU returns to a steady state
2 percent growth from 2011 onwards. Assume also
that revenues rise slightly faster than economic
growth (so that the elasticity of revenues with respect
to GDP is 1.1) and that public expenditure is held
constant in real terms. Under this scenario, the EU as
a whole would return to fiscal surplus in 2017, reaching a peak debt/GDP ratio in 2016 of approximately
100 percent.

What are the costs of maintaining such high levels of
debt? The most obvious cost is that of servicing the
debt through interest payments. At the end of 2009,
the yields on 10 year bonds issued by EU governments lie mostly in a range between 3.2 percent and
3.8 percent, although some countries lie outside this
range (for example, Ireland and Greece). Yields on
shorter-dated bonds tend to be lower than this. But
very roughly, the nominal cost of servicing debt at
the 2010 level of around 80 percent of GDP is
approximately 3 percent of GDP. For example, the
European Commission’s current projections of the

Obviously, the return to a fiscal surplus would be
faster if economic growth were higher, and slower if
public expenditure rose in real terms. For example,
if instead, public expenditure grew at just 0.5 percent per year in real terms, then a fiscal surplus
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Figure 3.1 shows the development of CDS spreads on
10 year bonds issued by a number of governments
since the beginning of 2008. Prior to the development
of the financial crisis, these spreads were typically less
than 0.1 percent. They increased dramatically over the
course of the crisis, reaching much higher levels – and
in the case of Ireland, around 3.5 percent. Since then,
they have declined again, though they remain well
above their pre-crisis levels.

interest liability in 2010 are: 3 percent of GDP in
Germany, 3.1 percent in France, 3.1 percent in the
UK, 1.9 percent in Spain, and 4.8 percent in Italy. As
the stock of debt inevitably rises, these costs will
increase further.
The cost will rise as interest rates rise above their current low levels. And the interest rate for the debt of
any country will depend on how risky that debt is perceived by financial markets. The risk of the debt
depends on a number of factors. Clearly, it depends
on the size of the outstanding debt as a proportion of
GDP. But it also depends on the rate at which that
debt is increasing, and the state and prospects of the
economy.

The spreads at the end of 2009 differ considerably
across countries. Spreads in Germany have fallen
back considerably to around 0.3 percent. The
spreads in France and the USA are slightly higher at
around 0.4 percent. However, the UK’s spread is
only a little under 1 percent, Ireland is at 1.6 percent
and Greece is at 2.6 percent. The higher spread in the
UK may reflect the high level of the current deficit in
the UK, even though its stock of debt is not out of
line with that in France or Germany. It may also
reflect the potential liabilities that the UK has in
providing guarantees to the UK financial system.
The high spreads for Ireland and Greece reflect their
much higher risk.

In addition, some countries have provided guarantees
to private sector bank debt which could result in large
liabilities but which are not reflected in the measures
of the current stock of public debt. Some evidence on
the extent of the contingent liabilities taken on by
governments through their financial sector interventions is shown in Table 3.10, which shows the size of a
number of different measures undertaken by EU governments to stabilise their banking sectors.

The cost to governments in terms of higher interest
payments due to the risk reflected in these CDS
spreads is, however, modest. Most government debt is
issued at a fixed rate of interest. The selling price of a
new government bond will reflect the risk which the
market attaches to that bond, and this implicitly
defines the premium which the government must pay.
Also, as risk rises, the market price of existing debt
falls, reflecting the higher rate of return required by
the market. But it is the owners of existing bonds that
bear this cost through the reduction in the value of

Three forms of intervention are shown: capital injections, guarantees on bank liabilities, specific relief on
impaired assets and other direct bank support. The
Table also shows the extent of guarantees on
deposits. As would be expected, these forms of intervention varied considerably across countries. To take
one notable example, the UK has injected capital into
banks worth around 2.6 percent of GDP; it has provided guarantees for bank liabilities of over 11 percent of GDP, and has injected a further nearly 15 percent of GDP in supporting
banks through relief for imFigure 3.1
paired assets and other measures. As such, the UK clearly
has contingent liabilities that are
not reflected in the figures for
public debt presented in Section
2 of this chapter. Other countries
also have huge contingent liabilities, notably Ireland, and to a
lesser extent, Belgium and the
Netherlands.
One way of assessing the perceived risk is to look at the
spreads of credit default swaps
on sovereign debt.
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their asset: the cash paid by the government on existing debt does not change.

ing a rise in income tax. If implemented at an early
stage, when the economy is still at the beginning of its
recovery path, the rise would be expected to generate
some reduction in spending, which would be a negative shock to the economy. Now compare that option
with an announcement that the rise in income tax will
take effect with sufficient delay – say in one or two
years’ time. In this case, the government would be
delaying the reduction in the deficit, presumably in
the hope of allowing the economy to recover further
before implementing the change. The problem with
this is that individuals who face a future rise in their
income tax perceive a reduction in their lifetime
wealth immediately. They therefore consider themselves to be worse off now, and consequently would
be likely to reduce their spending now. There is of
course the possibility that individuals would seek to
bring income forward from the following year in
order to benefit for the lower tax rate while it lasts.
This could provide a stimulus to the economy. But
shifting income across years is generally much harder
than shifting consumption. So it seems implausible
that this effect could outweigh the effects on the
economy of the reduced spending.

The cost to governments of the risk premia associated with these CDS spreads therefore apply only to
new debt and not to the stock of debt. New debt
includes both new borrowing and the replacement of
debt which matures, and so exceeds the fiscal deficit.
(For example, a government with a new debt of say
10 percent of GDP and a risk premium of 0.5 percent
would need to pay an additional 0.05 percent – i.e. one
twentieth of one percent of GDP – a year to service
this debt.) While these amounts may still be significant – especially for governments with high current
deficits – they are small relative to the overall costs of
servicing the stock of debt.
Of course, the longer that these risk premia are maintained, though, the more their cost will build up as
more and more of the stock of debt has been issued at
relatively high risk premia. To reduce these risk premia in the short, medium and long term, it is necessary for governments to demonstrate that they have
credible plans to reduce the deficits in the medium
term, thereby reducing the possibility of eventual
default.

The main lesson here is that, from the vantage point
of the effect of changes in taxes on permanent
income, the announcement of a future income tax rise
may not have specific advantages over the announcement of an immediate income tax rise. The timing of
the fiscal adjustment, however, can and does make a
large difference through channels other than permanent income.

One option here would be simply to point to the type
of calculations set out above: that with economic
growth and holding down expenditure rises, then
deficits will eventually be closed. But other policies
may also be required. We now discuss options for such
policies.

A clear instance is provided by taxes on consumption,
such as VAT and excise duties. Suppose the government announced that the rate of VAT would rise in
one year’s time. This would also reduce the lifetime
wealth of individuals in the sense that, for a given
income, they would be able to afford to buy less goods
and services. The higher tax burden would tend to
depress the economy, as would be the case with other
tax rises.

4.2 Options for reducing deficits
The most obvious problem facing governments that
wish to reduce their fiscal deficits is that doing so may
generate a negative fiscal stimulus, reducing or even
overturning any economic recovery. The evidence for
this is summarised above in Section 3. Given the
depth of the recession which faced the EU in 2008
and 2009, governments should be cautious in raising
taxes or cutting expenditure to reduce their deficits.
The costs associated with a delay in such policies are
relatively small compared with the possible costs of
restricting economic growth.

However, the announcement could provide an important fiscal stimulus, since there would be a clear incentive to bring forward spending to take advantage of
the lower VAT rate before it was increased. This would
provide an immediate stimulus to current private
demand, despite raising additional revenue in the
medium term.

But there is an important timing issue. As discussed
in Section 3, timing works mostly through intertemporal substitution effects. Consider, for example, the
possibility that a government may try to develop a
credible strategy for reducing its deficit by announc-

In some ways such a policy mirrors the fiscal stimulus
measure announced by the UK government in
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December 2008: to reduce the VAT rate from 17.5 percent to 15 percent for a fixed period of about one year.
Arguably the most effective element of this stimulus
was its fixed time period. A permanent reduction in
the VAT rate may not have had a large effect at the
point at which the country entered a recession. But
the fact that the rate increased again a year later is
likely to have had a more significant impact on consumption in 2009.

ness of current fiscal stimulus, as their deflationary
impact materialises when the economy is still struggling with the aftermath of the recessionary shock. A
credible plan gradually phasing in spending cuts over
a two year horizon not only can reduce this risk: it can
also enhance the expansionary impact of the ongoing
fiscal stimulus.
A final point to note here concerns the need for coordination across countries. As noted in the introduction, in 2008 there was general agreement that enacting a fiscal stimulus would be more effective if all (or
at least many) countries followed a similar policy,
increasing demand everywhere. By contrast, a single
country enacting a stimulus on its own would see
much of the stimulus flowing abroad through the purchase of imports.

A second important instance (already discussed in
Section 3) is the possibility of designing consolidation packages including cuts of government spending
below trend. Anticipation of lower public demand in
the future tends to contain long-term interest rates
(as future short term rates will be lower). Lower real
rates in turn stimulate current demand. The effect of
anticipated cuts is expansionary because, to the extent that firms set prices subject to nominal rigidities,
today’s prices will already optimally incorporate expectations of the path of future demand and inflation. With sticky prices, prospective spending cuts (all
else equal) lower prices, containing the dynamic of
inflation, and thus allowing the central bank to be
more expansionary.

But in light of the need to consolidate debt, measures to reduce public deficits across the world sum
up to a global recessionary impulse. In this case,
international policy coordination may still be beneficial insofar as it would be a way to internalise the
negative demand spillovers on foreign output created
by fiscal adjustment in a country. To wit: the same
way in which coordination leads to stronger global
stimulus at the start of a recession, coordination
would lead to gradualism in fiscal consolidation
once the initial stimulus is withdrawn. If all countries simultaneously reduced their deficits by increasing taxes and reducing spending ignoring spillovers,
aggregate demand would fall everywhere too much,
and adjustment would create a much greater recessionary impulse, possibly harming the nascent world
recovery.

For the above mechanism to work, however, the central bank must be able to control policy rates, i.e. the
economy cannot be in a situation in which the central
bank would like to lower policy rates, but it cannot,
because these are already at zero. In these circumstances, as shown by Corsetti et al. (2010), the timing
of fiscal adjustment is crucial.
With a near-zero nominal interest rate, implementing
spending cuts too soon would add to the deflationary
pressure of the ongoing recession. These pressures
may end up raising inefficiently the interest rates in
real terms, and may possibly exacerbate the zerolower-bound problem. In contrast, a delayed implementation of spending cuts can be quite beneficial, as
it would help the central bank maintain an expansionary monetary stance after the economy exits from
the zero-lower-bound constraint (and it may shorten
the period of the zero lower bound episode).

However, coordination is not necessarily desirable.
The risk is that gradualism in the name of coordination could provide an excuse to delay the adoption of the necessary measures to preserve stability.
Appealing to the need for a coordinated fiscal consolidation, for instance, incumbent governments
may leave unpopular decisions for future governments to make.
Conversely, in the current circumstances it makes
sense that the worst hit countries or the countries with
the most fragile public finances should adjust upfront
and most deeply so as to prevent the spreading of
concerns about fiscal sustainability. The benefits from
coordination, which may be small initially, can quickly turn largely negative if this ends up interfering with
the most efficient path of debt consolidation.

These considerations are important in light of the fact
that the large rise in public debt requires fiscal consolidation to be substantial. Households reasonably
expect adjustment not to take place exclusively via
increases in taxes but also via some cut in spending.
With interest rates still close to zero, anticipation of
early spending cuts may actually harm the effective-
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• There are costs of maintaining high levels of debt,
though these should not be exaggerated. Especially
at low interest rates, the cost of servicing debt is of
the order of 3 percent of GDP, though again there
is considerable variation across member states.
Two factors could increase this cost in the short to
medium term. First, interest rates are likely to rise.
Second, public debt appears increasingly risky to
the market, which implies that higher risk premia
could be charged.
• Although these risk premia are currently not large,
they could be lowered – or at least prevented from
growing – if governments announced credible
strategies to reduce deficits over the medium term.
A downside of such a strategy is that announcements of future tax rises may hamper the economy
immediately as individuals perceive their lifetime
income to be lower.
• One way of reconciling the need for a credible
deficit-reduction strategy with the need to avoid
harming a fragile economy is to announce rises in
taxes on spending – such as VAT – to take effect
from some future period, say in one year’s time.
This would induce individuals to bring spending
forward, which would provide a temporary stimulus to the economy.
• Another way consists of announcing well-designed
measures bringing government spending on goods
and services below trend, to be implemented sufficiently far in the future as to avoid the risk of
exposing the economy to additional deflationary
pressures when policy interest rates are still close to
zero. Provided that they are not implemented too
early, future spending cuts are beneficial to the
recovery, as they contain the rise in long-term
interest rates (as well as attenuating concerns about
debt sustainability).
• A final point concerns co-ordination. In attempting to stimulate the economy there were gains from
co-ordination. For an individual country, a stimulus to spending might be largely reflected in
increased imports, creating demand for goods and
services produced elsewhere. A coordinated policy
reduces this risk. In principle, the same argument
also applies (with a different sign) to fiscal adjustment. If all countries implemented a contractionary fiscal adjustment simultaneously and independently, without internalizing negative output
spillovers abroad, then this would be likely to hamper the economic recovery. This adverse effect
would be reduced if such policies were introduced
in a coordinated way, possibly leading to more
gradualism.

5. Conclusions
In this Chapter we have discussed a number of issues
surrounding the large rises in fiscal deficits in Europe.
The key points raised are as follows.
• There have been large increases in budget deficits
throughout the EU, leading to considerable rises in
the stock of public debt as a percentage of GDP. In
2009, the total deficit in the EU was around 6 percent of GDP, and it is expected to rise further in
2010. There has been a corresponding increase in
outstanding debt, rising to 72 percent of GDP in
2009 and to nearly 80 percent of GDP in 2010.
• There are also wide variations across countries.
The UK, Ireland and Latvia have particularly high
deficits, though in all three cases their outstanding
debt is moderate. Italy, Greece and Belgium have
much higher outstanding debt, though all three
have had high debt for some years.
• These high deficits have generally not reflected discretionary changes by EU governments. While
most governments introduced a discretionary fiscal
stimulus in 2008 and 2009, these were small relative
to the overall deficits. The form of these discretionary changes (and even their sign) has varied
considerably between countries.
• There is considerable empirical evidence that a fiscal stimulus has a positive effect on output,
although there are many problems in measuring
the effect, so that the size of the fiscal multiplier is
not known with any certainty. In any case, there is
little reason to suppose that effects estimated on
historic data are likely to be valid in the midst of a
recession. This is particularly the case when interest rates are effectively at zero and the economy is
shaken by an ongoing financial and economic crisis, when there may be very large multipliers for
government spending. There is also little reason to
suppose that different forms of fiscal intervention
have similar effects.
• The scope for reducing deficits depends crucially
on the rate of economic growth achieved over the
next few years, and the degree to which real public
spending can be curtailed. For example, a simple
calculation suggests that if spending is kept constant in real terms throughout the EU, then economic growth of around 2 percent would see the
aggregate EU deficit reduced to zero by 2017, with
outstanding debt reaching a peak of around 100
percent of GDP. Of course, some countries would
need a higher growth rate to achieve fiscal balance
within this period.
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• However, coordinated gradualism should not
interfere with the adoption of measures necessary
to preserve stability. The worst hit countries or the
countries with the most fragile public finances
should adjust upfront and most deeply, to prevent
the spreading of concerns about fiscal sustainability. If gradualism in the name of coordination
feeds doubts about debt consolidation, then no
coordination is a much better option.
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VAT

Dividend taxes

Capital gains taxes

Other measures on
business taxes

Investment allowances

Corporate income tax

Social contributions

Deductions from personal income tax base

Personal income tax
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VAT reduction for
residential
construction
(– 0.1 percent)

Flemish income tax
cuts (– 0.2 percent);
Federal income tax
cuts (– 0.1 percent)
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Cut in the pension
social contribution
rate (– 0.9 percent)

Increase in mandatory minimum insured income thresholds (0.7 percent)

Bulg aria
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reduced VAT rate
on hotel
accommodation
(<0.1 percent)
No dividend
income from semigovernmental
organisations
(– 0.5 percent);

Reduction of the
corporate tax rate
for the semi governmental
organisations
(– 0.2 percent)
Write-down of
capital goods
(– 0.2 percent)

Reduced social
security contributions
(– 0.5 percent)

Cyprus
Cze ch
h R ep ubli c
Tax
x r ev en uee m easur ess (p erc entt off GDP)

Tax credit for
companies
(– 0.1 percent)

Income tax cuts
(– 0.3 percent)

Den mark

Fiscall sti mul uss m e asuress i n Eur op e inn 20 09

Increase in unemployment insurance
contribution rate
(+ 0.3 percent)

Estonia
Income tax cuts
(– 0.7 percent);
Lowering tax on
pension income
(– 0.1 percent)
Increasing various tax
deductibles
(– 0.1 percent)
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Infrastructure spending

Housing expenditure

Social expenditure

Support for business
and industry

Public investment

Environmental taxes
Other measures

Measures related to
housing

Excise duties

Increase in social
benefits
(0.1 percent)

Reduction of landing fees at airports
and cancellation of
overnight stay fees
levied by local
authorities on
hoteliers
(– 0.12 percent)

Increase of the
excise duty on
petrol
(0.15 percent)

Gover nm entt e xp end ituree m eas uress (p erc entt off GDP)
Building repair and
maintenance
(0.1 percent);
Municipal investments (0.1 percent)
Boosting tourism
promotion and
encouraging
domestic tourism
(0.13 percent of
GDP)
Increase in pensions
Indexation of
(1 percent);
pensions
Increase in allo(+0.2 percent)
cations for salaries in
the budgetary sector
(0.3 percent)
Application of the
minimum VAT rate
on building land
(<0.1 percent)
Increase of public
Infrastructure
Green transport

Higher capital
spending
(0.1 percent)

Increase of the
healthcare
contribution
(0.5 percent)

Increase in excise
rates on kerosene,
coal, and electricity
for economic and
administrative needs
and cigarettes
(0.3 percent)
Increase in property
valuations for local
property taxes
(0.3 percent)

Boosting

Boosting construction
of rental housing
(0.05 percent)

Supporting enterprises
access to finance
(0.2 percent)

Increase in social tax
minimum contribution
basis (+ 0.5 percent);
Suspension of state
contributions to the
mandatory funded
pension scheme
(+ 0.6 percent)

Increases of alcohol
and tobacco excises
(0.05 percent)

Chapter 3

93

Deductions from
personal income tax
base
Social contributions

Personal income tax

Spending on public
sector employment
Spending on
environmental issues
Other expenditures

Spending on research
Spending on education
Spending on labour
market measures

Fran ce

Acceleration of
payment of invoices
(0.1 percent)

Reduction in the tax
wedge on labour
through subsidies
(0.1 percent)

Government
consumption and
wages
(– 0.6 percent)

investment
(+ 0.4 percent)

infrastructure
(0.1 percent)

Greec e
Hung ary
Irelan d
Tax
x r ev en uee m easur ess (p erc entt off GDP)
Income support, incl.
One-off suppleWidening of standcut in income tax
mentary tax conard rate tax band
(– 0.2 percent)
tribution for tax(– 0.1 percent);
payers with annual
Introduction of
income above
income levy
60.000 euro
(0.7 percent);
(>0.1 percent);
The introduction of
a new tax on stock
options, in line
with rules pertaining to wage income
(<0.1 percent)
Re-introduction of
Stricter rules for
commuter allowance
interest related tax
(– 0.1 percent )
relief (0.1 percent)
Reduction in social
contributions rates
(– 0.3 percent)

Germ any

Compensating
measures offsetting
the impact of the
increase on the excise duty on petrol
(0.15 percent)

infrastructure
investments
(1.2 percent)

Italy

Funding municipal
mergers (0.05 percent)

infrastructure investment (0.1 percent)

Maintaining the rate
of social contribution
accruing into the
state funded pension
scheme and
increasing the

Reduction of personal income tax;
increase of minimum
wage; increase of
threshold of PIT taxexemption
(0.63 percent).

Latvi a
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New tax on capital
gains (0.1 percent)

Change in the
dividend taxation
(– 0.1 percent)

Capital gains taxes

Dividend taxes

Environmental taxes

Measures related to
housing

Excise duties

VAT

Acceleration of
government payments to corporations
(– 0.3 percent);
Increase of the tax
on the turnover of
complementary
insurance and on
pharmaceutical
companies
(0.1 percent)

Other measures on
business taxes

Investment allowances

Corporate income tax

Support to private
investment, incl.
more favourable
depreciation rules
(– 0.1 percent)

Increase in the
excise duties of
tobacco and
alcohol
(0.15 percent)

The introduction of
a tax rate on dividends; the same
rate holds for
capital gains
(<0.1 percent)

Increase in the
advance payment
rate for enterprises
to 80 percent from
65 percent
(0.15 percent)
Temporary tax
(surcharge) on
profits of energy
companies
(+ 0.1 percent)

Reduction of stamp
duty top rate
(– 0.1 percent)

Increase in
standard VAT rate
(0.1 percent)
Increase in excise
duties (0.3 percent)

Increase in capital
gains tax rate
(0.1 percent)

Advancing corporation and
capital gains tax
payment dates
(0.3 percent)

One-off tax on
revaluation of company
assets (+ 0.2 percent);
Taxes on
energy/banking/insurance
sectors (+ 0.3 percent)

Corporate income tax
relief (– 0.1 percent)

Increases of excise
taxes on alcohol,
tobacco, petrol, and
certain non-alcoholic
beverages
(+ 0.74 percent)

Increase of standard
and reduced VAT
rates
(+ 1.92 percent).

minimum wage
(+ 0.34 percent).
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Spending on public

Spending on research
Spending on education
Spending on labour
market measures

Housing expenditure
Infrastructure spending

Social expenditure

Making work pay
measure
(0.1 percent)

Additional public
investment
(– 0.3 percent)
Aid for housing and
automobile industry
(0.1 percent)
Measure in favour
of low income
households
(0.1 percent)

Public investment

Support for business
and industry

Fiscal package
(– 0.1 percent)

Other measures

Labour market
support
(+ 0.1 percent)
Restraining public

National Fund for
Social Cohesion
(0.2 percent)

Modernisation and
subsidy programme for district
heating schemes (+
0.1 percent)

Capping the
13th monthly
pension payment
(– 0.2 percent);
Suspension of the
13th monthly
salary in the public
sector and nominal
freeze of public
wages (– 0.25 percent);
Savings in social
transfers
(– 0.15 percent)

Reduction in public

Social welfare
package
(0.3 percent);
Savings in social
transfers
(– 0.3 percent);
“Pension levy” on
public sector wages
(– 0.4 percent)

Introduction of
health levy, change
in pay related
social insurance
(0.5 percent);
Transfer of pension
fund assets
(0.3 percent)
Gover nm entt e xp end ituree m eas uress (p erc entt off GDP)
Investment, incl.
Reprioritisation of
infrastructure
public investment
(+ 0.3 percent)
(– 1.2 percent)
Industry support
(+ 0.1 percent)

Tax settlement
(0.5 percent)

One-off household
income support
(+ 0.2 percent)

Intensified fighting of tax
evasion/avoidance
(+ 0.1 percent)

Increase in social
payments
(+ 2.1 percent)
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Investment allowances

Corporate income tax

Deductions from
personal income tax
base
Social contributions

Personal income tax

Other expenditures

Spending on
environmental issues

sector employment

Inclusion of some
professions into social security system
(0.17 percent);
Ongoing pension
reform (2nd pillar)
(– 0.3 percent)
Increase of
corporate income
tax and tax
on dividends
(0.4 percent)

Reduction of
personal income tax
(– 0.45 percent)

Lithu ani a

10 percent cut in
elastic public expenditure items;
Public wages
freezing for 2009
(0.2 percent)

Cuts in the operational costs of budgetary institutions
(– 0.2 percent)
Cuts in government programmes
(– 0.25 percent)

Temporary reduction of social contributions for
selected groups
(– 0.2 percent)

Portu gal

Reduction in
overseas development aid
(– 0.1 percent)

service payroll
(– 0.2 percent);
Postponement of
agreed pay increase
(– 0.1 percent)

Malt a
Pola nd
Taxx r ev en uee m easur ess (p erc entt off GDP)
Indexation of
Widening of
Personal income
personal income tax
personal income
tax (– 0.6 percent)
brackets (0.9 percent)
tax bands
(– 0.2 percent)

Lux em bo urg

Environmental
premium
(+ 0.2 percent)
Higher expenditure
on the health-care
sector (+ 0.2 percent)

sector employment
growth
(0.3 percent);
Cuts in the public
sector's high-level
officials' remuneration (<0.1 percent)

Increase of social
contribution rate
(+ 0.8 percent)

Rom ani a

Rationalisation of
government resources
(– 0.3 percent)

Additional investment
allowance for companies (– 0.1 percent);
Additional investment

Reduction of
corporate tax rate
(– 0.1 percent)

Elimination of payroll
tax (– 0.6 percent)

Slov eni a
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Support for business
and industry

Public investment

Other measures

Environmental taxes

Measures related to
housing

Excise duties

Capital gains taxes
Dividend taxes
VAT

Other measures on
business taxes

Increase in excise
duties on fuel,
tobacco and alcohol
(0.65 percent)

Environmental
measures
(0.1 percent)
Motor Vehicle
Licences reform
(– 0.1 percent)

Increase in excise
duty (0.3 percent)

Excise duties
(+ 0.2 percent)

Taxes on business
(– 0.2 percent)

Lower tax burden
related to housing
assets (– 0.1 percent of GDP)

Reduction of the
VAT standard
(– 0.15 percent)

Support to firms
liquidity
(– 0.1 percent)

Replacement of the
tax reduction for
children by a tax
bonus (0.3 percent)
Gover nm entt e xp end ituree m eas uress (p erc entt off GDP)
Increase in governInvestment projects Investment
ment investment:
related to industry
(+ 0.3 percent);
0.7 percent of GDP
(0.1 percent);
Investment
Higher incentives
(+ 0.6 percent)
for investment
(0.2 percent);
Support for tourism
(0.1 percent)
Special support to
activity, exports
and SMEs
(0.1 percent);
Support to firms
(0.1 percent)

Abolition of the tax
paid on the capital of
a new company or on
an increase in the
capital of an existing
one (0.3 percent)

Public investment
(+ 1 percent)

Updating the tax base
for local property
taxes (+ 0.1 percent)

Increase of excise
duties (+ 0.1 percent)

Support for SMEs and
start-up companies
(0.1 percent)

Increase in excise
duties (0.9 percent)

allowance for sole
proprietors
(– 0.2 percent)
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Other expenditures

Spending on
environmental issues

Spending on public
sector employment

Spending on education
Spending on labour
market measures

Spending on research

Infrastructure spending

Housing expenditure

Reduction in transfers to local
governments
(– 0.5 percent);
Cuts in current government expenditure
(– 0.9 percent)

Cuts in public sector
wages
(– 0.7 percent)

Sustainable development at local
level (0.1 percent);
Environmental
measures
(0.1 percent);
Reduction in
energy subsidies
(– 1 percent)
Reduction in other
subsidies
(– 0.4 percent)

Education
(0.1 percent)

Infrastructure –
roads, maritime
facilities
(0.2 percent);
Investment in educational institutions
(0.3 percent)

Intermediate
consumption
(– 0.7 percent)

Renewal of schools
premises
(0.2 percent);
Investment in energy and telecommunications infrastructure
(0.2 percent)

Lower expenditure on
goods and services
(– 1.3 percent)

Cuts in personnel
expenditure
(– 0.9 percent)

Increases in specific
transfers in kind
(0.1 percent)

Wage subsidy for
shorter hours worked
(0.6 percent)
Public sector wage bill
(0.2 percent)

Subsidies for investment in new technologies and R&D
(0.2 percent)
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Measures related to
housing
Environmental taxes
Other measures

Excise duties

Capital gains taxes
Dividend taxes
VAT

Other measures on
business taxes

Investment allowances

Corporate income tax

Social contributions

Deductions from
personal income tax
base

Personal income tax

Excise duties on
tobacco
(0.2 percent)

Changes in social
contributions and
capital transfers
from the second
pension pillar
(0.4 percent)

Income tax
(– 0.2 percent)

Slov aki a

Specific reduction of
tax withholdings to
taxpayers with

Change of the system
of VAT returns
(– 0.56 percent)

Lower corporate
income tax
(– 0.2 percent)
Changed deductibility of interest
costs for companies
(+ 0.2 percent)
Changed underpricing rules for
certain companies
(+ 0.2 percent)

Spai n
Swed en
Tax
x r ev en uee m easur ess (p erc entt off GDP)
Reduction in Personal Lower taxes on
Income Tax
earned income
(– 0.47 percent)
(– 0.5 percent);
Lower taxes on
pensions
(– 0.1 percent)
Tax deductibility of
home improvement
services
(– 0.1 percent)
Lower social
contributions
(– 0.3 percent)

Lower health care
premiums
(– 0.1 percent);

Increase in excise
duties (0.1 percent)

Accelerated
depreciation for
investments
(– 0.2 percent)

Reduction in social
contributions
(– 0.3 percent)

Thee N eth erla nds

Tobacco and
alcohol duties
(0.1 percent)

VAT rate reduction
(– 0.6 percent)

Deferral of business rate increase
(– 0.1 percent)

Lower income
taxation
(– 0.3 percent)

United
d King do m
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Sour ce:: Euro pe an
n C o mmissio n (2 00 9a).

Spending on
environmental issues
Other expenditures

Spending on public
sector employment

Spending on labour
market measures

Spending on education

Spending on research

Housing expenditure
Infrastructure spending

Social expenditure

Support for business
and industry

Public investment

Increased coaching,
activation and
training of
unemployed
(+ 0.1 percent)

Increased investment in and maintenance of infrastructure
(+ 0.2 percent)
Increased education
and research
expenditure
(+ 0.1 percent)

Labour market
measures
(– 0.1 percent)

Increase in education expenditure
(– 0.3 percent)

Increase in infrastructure projects
(– 0.1 percent)

mortgages
Exceptional ex(– 0.15 percent);
penses deductible
Abolition of the
(0.1 percent)
wealth tax
(– 0.21 percent)
Gover nmentt e xp end ituree m eas uress (p erc entt off GDP)
Central Government
Fund for Local Public
Investment
(+ 0.72 percent)
Subsidy for
Fund to improve
purchases of new
certain strategic
cars (0.1 percent)
sectors
(+ 0.27 percent)
Changes in welfare
measures
(0.5 percent)
Social and housing
expenditure
(0.2 percent)

Support for business and industry
(0.2 percent)

Front-loading
capital spending
(0.2 percent)
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IMPLICATIONS OF THE CRISIS
FOR US ADJUSTMENT NEEDS

tive, (ii) be efficient, for example, not involving
strongly increasing or variable tax rates, and (iii) that
they should be politically feasible. The latter is certainly an important issue in the US, where tax paths
that would be easy to implement in Europe may be
politically impossible in the US.

1. Introduction
The US economy is arguably following an unsustainable trajectory. The main indicators of this are a
large current account deficit, a large federal budget
deficit and trend-wise increasing costs of Social
Security and Medicare. In this chapter, we will discuss these observations and to what extent the
financial and economic crisis may have changed the
outlook. Before this, we need to define what we
mean by sustainability. An often used definition of
sustainability is that the inter-temporal budget
restriction is satisfied. In the context of fiscal sustainability, this means that the discounted sum of
current and future government revenues (at least)
covers the discounted sum of current and future
outlays plus the value of current outstanding debt.
Similarly, a sustainable path of current accounts
must imply that the discounted value of income generated by exports of goods and services covers the
cost of imports and other transfers to abroad plus
the initial value of foreign debt. Sustainability
implies that that the ratios of government debt to
GDP and foreign debt to GDP do not follow an
explosive path.1
Defining a sustainable fiscal policy as one that satisfies the inter-temporal budget constraint is not free of
problems. First, it can be argued that it is trivial in the
sense that if extraordinary income, like inflation
taxes or the implicit income generated by defaults is
included, all government spending will be financed in
one way or another. Second, the definition requires
that the future is predictable, which is difficult, but
the definition also allows different future scenarios.
The multitude of different future possibilities calls
for other criteria to be included in the definition of
sustainability. Specifically, one may require that the
future paths of government revenues and outlay
should (i) be fair from an inter-generational perspec-

1

See, e.g., Neck and Sturm (2008) on this.
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Despite these caveats, an important policy question
is whether current fiscal policy, including current
spending programmes and tax law, is sustainable
given forecasts of economic growth and demographic change. If this is not the case, creditors will
in some way or another force the government to
change its policy. Pre-crisis estimates of the longrun sustainability of US fiscal policy suggests that
government income would have to be raised and/or
expenditure cut. Gokhale and Smetters (2003) calculated that the required change is dramatic – to be
sustainable, the government’s fiscal balance would
have to be permanently improved by 6.5 percent of
GDP over pre-crisis long run forecasts (see
Box 4.2). To the extent that the crisis will have longrun negative effects on economic growth and activity, the required adjustments are even larger. The
Congressional Budget Office (CBO, 2009a), has
calculated that the required adjustment has
increased and is now 8.1 percent of GDP. They also
show that by waiting, the required adjustment continues to grow; to 9.7, 12.1 and 15.5 percent of
GDP if adjustments wait for another one, two or
three decades, respectively. These figures illustrate
the claim by Kotlikoff (2006) that the US is going
bankrupt.
Recognising that fiscal sustainability requires a longrun perspective on future spending and revenues, our
aim in this chapter will, however, be narrower. We will
focus on two questions. We will first describe how fiscal deficits have evolved over recent years and in particular study how the forecasts for the coming decade
have changed during the crisis. This allows us to discuss whether the crisis has increased the urgency of
fiscal consolidation. The second question is to what
extent the current account deficit of the US is an indicator of a non-sustainable consumption pattern that
needs to be corrected.
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Before discussing the empirical issues, we need to
demonstrate some arithmetic facts and make some
definitions. The definition of sustainability as
derived from the inter-temporal budget constraint
of the government implies that public debt as a
share of GDP is non-explosive. However, this does
not rule out a permanent deficit. As shown in
Box 4.1, a permanent fiscal deficit d will lead to a
stable debt-to-GDP ratio of d/g where g is the
growth rate of nominal GDP. If, for example the
deficit is 3 percent, a 5 percent growth rate of nominal GDP leads to a stable debt-to-GDP ratio of
60 percent. Given that interest rate on government
debt tends to be larger than the growth rate of
GDP, a positive debt crowds out other types of
spending or requires higher government revenues,
i.e. it must be financed by a primary surplus. In
steady state this crowding out is equal to the relative difference between the interest rate and the
growth rate times the deficit. As an example, if
interest rates are 6 percent and the growth rate of
GDP is 5 percent, the interest rate is 20 percent
larger than the growth rate. A permanent deficit of

say 3 percent thus requires a primary surplus of
(0.2 * 0.03 =) 0.6 percent of GDP. During the transition to the steady state from a lower debt ratio,
the crowding out is smaller than in steady state.
Therefore, the transition involves inter-generational
transfers from future to current generations.

2. US government debt
Let us now focus on the development of the debt of
the US government. An immediate problem is that
there are a number of different definitions of government debt. The two main dimensions in which
these measures differ are (i) what branches and levels
of government are included and (ii) whether the
measure is gross or net of financial assets like loans
to the private sector, shares in publically traded companies and foreign exchange reserves. A particular
problem, making international comparisons difficult, is that assets and liabilities related to the pension system are treated differently in different countries. For example, the US government has an un-

Box 4.1
The arithmetic of stable deficits
The law-of-motion for public debt can be written

(bt  d t ) /(1  g t 1 )

bt 1

(1)

where bt+1 is the debt-to-GDP ratio in period t+1, gt+1 is the nominal growth rate of GDP between period t and t+1 and dt
is the fiscal deficit. Here we note that the term 1+ gt+1, i.e., GDP-growth, tends to reduce the debt ratio. All else equal, a
high rate of GDP growth dilutes the debt-to-GDP ratio by spreading a given debt over a larger GDP base.
It now follows immediately that as long as growth is positive, any constant deficit will lead to a non-explosive debt ratio
and is therefore consistent with the general definition of sustainability. Specifically, assuming for simplicity a constant
GDP growth rate, a constant deficit d leads to a constant debt ratio of d/g. We see this by assuming all variables in
equation (1) to be constant and then solving for b;

b(1  g ) b  d  b

d
.
g

This is, however, generally not a free lunch for the government, since a higher debt requires more interest payments.
Specifically, note that the fiscal deficit can be written

dt

rr bt  pt

(2)

where rt is the interest rate on public debt and pt is the primary surplus, defined as government revenues minus net interest
payments. Using the steady state result b=d/g in this equation and solving for p, we find that in a steady state with deficit
d, the primary surplus must satisfy

p

d

rg
.
g

(3)

Thus, as long as the interest rate is higher than the GDP growth rate, a permanent deficit leads to a debt buildup that
requires a permanent primary surplus. Specifically, at any point in time, sustainability requires that outstanding
government debt equals the discounted sum of all future primary surpluses.
The arithmetic of budget deficits can easily be adapted to the issue of sustainability of the foreign affairs of a country. The
equivalent of a budget deficit is a current account deficit, and a permanent current account deficit is therefore in principle
consistent with sustainability. Specifically, a constant current account deficit CA leads to a stable foreign debt ratio bf equal
to CA/g, where g is the growth rate of nominal GDP. The counterpart of the primary surplus is the trade balance plus other
net income from abroad not related to the debt position. Sustainability requires that the initial foreign debt is matched by
future surpluses from trade and other income.
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Box
x 4. 2
Lo n g runn fiscall and
d generati onall im bal ancess
To evaluate the long run fiscal sustainability and inter-generational fairness, the development of government debt is an
insufficient indicator. A major reason is that various long-term government payment obligations, notably in Social
Security and Medicare, are underfinanced and the shortfall is not included in the national debt. Gokhale and Smetters
(2003) argue that the government should report two more informative measures, namely the fiscal imbalance (FI) and the
generational imbalance (GI). The first is defined as the difference between the present value of projected government
spending (not counting interest payments) plus current debt and the present discounted value of projected revenues. Both
spending and revenues are calculated using current spending programmes and tax law but take into account trends in
demography and expected growth. If FI is positive, it means that sooner or later government spending must be reduced
and/or revenues (taxes) increased to prevent government bankruptcy – i.e., the current fiscal system is not sustainable.
The generational imbalance is defined as the share of the fiscal imbalance that is due to past and living generations. A
higher GI measure thus implies that past and living generations are passing on a debt to future generations.
Gokhale and Smetters (2003) estimate that FI is of an order of 4 times GDP, i.e. much larger than the official debt. About
80 percent of this debt is due to the Medicare system being seriously underfinanced in the long run. Around 40 percent of
the deficit in the Medicare system is due to past and living generations. This means that past and living generations are
handing over a debt larger than GDP to future generations via Medicare. The imbalance in social security is smaller but is
mostly due to past and living generations, implying that another debt almost as large as GDP is handed over to future
generations.
The calculations by Gokhale and Smetters imply that US fiscal policy is very far from being sustainable. Changes must
necessarily be made and the later these are undertaken the larger they must be. If measures are taken immediately, they are
still very large. If no spending cuts are undertaken, revenues must permanently be increased by 6.5 percent of GDP. If this
extra revenue is to be achieved by income taxes, these have to be raised by 16.6 percentage points according to Gokhale
and Smetters calculations. Alternatively, Social Security and Medicare spending could be permanently cut in half.
The European Commission regularly publishes sustainability reports (EU 2009). The key index is the S2 indicator that in
principle is similar to the GI measure. However, rather than expressing the deficit in the inter-temporal budget, it is
defined as the necessary improvement in the government budget to reach sustainability. The S2 indicator shows that also
EU needs to change its fiscal policies. In particular, the aging population implies that the fiscal balance of the EU as a
whole needs to be improved by 3 percent permanently. This number should be compared to the 6.5 percent necessary
improvement for the US. In the latest sustainability report, the consequences for sustainability of various post-crisis
scenarios are evaluated. It is shown that if growth remains lower than what was previously expected for the coming
decade, only gradually returning to trend at 2020, an extra percentage point improvement in the fiscal balance is required
to reach sustainability.

funded pension liability to its own employees
amounting to around 10 percent of GDP that is not
included in the official debt figures.2 For other countries, this implicit debt may be larger or smaller than
for the US.
In Figure 4.1, we report three
measures of the US government’s
debt. The upper curve is the
OECD’s measure of general government gross financial liabilities
including forecasts for year
2009–2011.3 Here, all branches
and levels of the government are
consolidated, but financial assets
of the government are not deducted from the debt. The next
curve from above is the OECD

measure of net debt, where the government’s financial
assets are deducted from its financial liabilities. The
third curve is the Congressional Budget Office’s
(CBO) measure of US federal government debt held
by the public.4 Assets and intra-government assets
and liabilities are here netted out.

Figure 4.1

2 OECD reports that this debt was 10.2 percent of GDP in 2005.
3 OECD Economic Outlook No. 86 Annex
Tables.
4 Historical data from CBO (2008) and
forecasts from CBO (2009).
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In Figure 4.1, we see that the
Figure 4.3
curves for OECD net and gross
debt are fairly parallel. A closer
look reveals that net debt has
been around 70 percent of the
gross figure for the whole period.
The higher debt level for the forecast years 2009–2011, shows that
while the net debt remains at
around 70 percent of gross debt,
the difference has increased from
less than 20 to close to 30 percentage points. We also note that
while the CBO measure of net
debt differs from OECD measures, the differences are quite
small, reflecting small levels of
debt in state and local government. Since the net debt is the one most relevant for
our notion of sustainability and since CBO produces
biannual long-run forecasts of the US fiscal balances,
we will use the CBO measure for the analysis in this
section.
In January 2008, just before the full consequences of
the financial crisis for the macroeconomic developments became apparent, the CBO forecasted that
the fiscal deficit would continue to be on a decreasing trend. After three years of declining deficits,
CBO forecasted a small reduction in deficits to
around 1.5 percent of GDP for 2008–2011, a smaller deficit for 2012 and surpluses thereafter. Thus,
the pre-crises forecast implied substantially falling
debt-to-GDP ratios over the coming decade. That
meant that the trend towards increasing debt was
broken. This is shown in Figure 4.2 as the blue solid

Figure 4.2

line, where data from 2008 are the forecasts done in
January 2008.
The CBO forecasts changed dramatically during the
macro-financial crisis. In August 2009, the forecast
was that the debt of the US government would increase at a high speed. The increasing trend in the
debt as a share of GDP during the 1980s seems to be
back and perhaps even stronger than before, as indicated by the red dashed line.
CBO’s federal deficit forecasts calculated in January
2009 and August 2009 are shown in Figure 4.3. The
largest change in the forecast is for the year 2009. In
January 2008, the forecast was a deficit of 1.5 percent of GDP. Half way into 2009, this forecast had
changed to an unprecedented deficit of 11.2 percent. In fact, this is almost twice as large as the previous record deficit of 6.0 percent in 1983. Furthermore, the CBO forecast
implies that the deficit remains
above the previous record in
2010 and 2011.
Furthermore, while GDP growth
was according to the 2008 CBO
forecast projected to rebound
substantially in 2012, the budget
deficit is not expected to return to
the previous track. The 2008 real
GDP growth forecast was a moderate 2.9 percent for 2012 and
2.6 percent for 2013 and 2014.
During this period, the 2008 forecast implied a turnaround in
deficits, from negative in 2012 to
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fiscal stimulus act contains tax
cuts to individuals and firms as
well as increased spending on
infrastructure, education and
transfers such as more generous
unemployment benefits. The
CBO estimated that the bill increases the deficits by 1.3 percent of GDP for the fiscal year
2009, which ended on 30 September 2009. The budgetary
effects peak during the fiscal
year 2010 at 2.8 percent of GDP
and then fall to below 1 percent
of GDP the following year.

Figure 4.4

positive from 2013 onwards. The revised CBO growth
forecasts implied a high 5.0 percent real GDP growth
rate for 2012 and 4.5 and 3.0 percent growth for 2013
and 2014, respectively. Despite these optimistic
growth forecasts, deficit-to-GDP ratios are projected
to be close to 4 percentage points higher during this
period than previously forecasted. Subsequently, there
is even a tendency for the discrepancy between the two
forecasts to increase.
The gigantic increase in the deficit for 2009 is due to
a 4.1 percentage point reduction in revenues and a
5.7 percentage point increase in outlays. As seen in
Figure 4.4, the difference between the two revenue
forecasts is temporary, reflecting a projected rebound of tax bases. By 2011, the difference is
1.1 percentage points and falls to close to zero after
that. The picture for outlays is quite different and
depicted in Figure 4.5. Even at the end of the forecast period, i.e., in 2018, total
outlays as percentage of GDP
Figure 4.5
are in the 2009 forecast are close
to 4 percentage points higher
than in the 2008 forecast. Most
of the increases in outlays are
projected to fade away over time.
For example, the Troubled Asset
Relief Program (TARP) and
costs associated with the support to Fannie Mae and Freddie
Mac add a full 3 percent of
GDP to the projected deficit for
2009. The American Recovery
and Reinvestment Act also adds
substantial amounts to the federal deficit. This comprehensive
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The large debt build-up during
the crisis means increasing interest payments in the long run. In the 2009 forecast,
interest payments are nearly three times as high as in
the 2008 forecast, i.e., 3.3 percent rather than 1.2 percent of GDP.
As we noted in the introductory section, sustainability requires that the outstanding government debt is
balanced by future primary surpluses. Before the 2009
crisis, government debt was in the order of 35 percent
of GDP. For this debt ratio to remain stable, future
primary surpluses needed to average a few 10ths of a
percent of GDP. In Figure 4.6, we depict the primary
surplus forecast before and after the crisis. Before the
crisis the forecasts implied the primary surplus should
stabilise at around 2 percent of GDP. This clearly
exceeded what was necessary to keep the debt ratio
constant but was, as noted above, far from sufficient
to compensate for the projected long-term increases in

EEAG Report 2010

Chapter 4
Figure 4.6

the costs of Medicare and Medicaid after the depicted forecast period.
The 2009 crisis has changed the picture quite dramatically. The debt build-up due to the crisis is around
50 percent of GDP, which will require additional
future primary surpluses in the order of a quarter to
a third of a percent of GDP. Instead, the latest forecast implies primary surpluses around 2 percentage
points of GDP lower than the pre-crisis forecast.
Clearly, if there were doubts about fiscal sustainability before the crisis, these doubts have strengthened
substantially. There now seems to be no other way for
the US than to immediately reconsider its fiscal policies. This must be done sooner or later, but on
grounds of intergenerational equity and efficiency,
sooner is better than later.

3. US current account
For some time, the US current account has been at the
centre of policy discussions about the so called global
imbalances. A key feature of these imbalances is the
large current account deficit in the US, financed by
surpluses in swiftly developing Asian countries,
notably China, and in oil exporting countries. The
sustainability of the current account deficit of the US
has been questioned. Furthermore, the large demand
for liquid assets from surplus countries has led to low
interest rates in a time of high output growth rates
and, in particular, optimistic expectations about
future growth.
Although it is clear that a balanced current account
at all times should not be a policy target, a large cur-
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rent account deficit is worrisome. If it is unsustainable, it
must eventually be corrected,
and there is ample empirical evidence that such corrections often
are done in the form of a “sudden stop”, where creditors
abruptly halt the financing of a
deficit. If such a sudden stop
were to happen to the US, this
would obviously have dramatic
consequences for the global
economy. Even if the US current
account deficit was not directly
responsible for the crisis, it continues to be a worry. However, it
is important to note that there
are substantial discrepancies in different measures of
the US current account. As we will see, these measures differ substantially in how alarming a picture
they paint. By definition, a country’s current
account deficit is equal to the change in its net foreign liabilities. Measuring the current account by
summing flows of income should yield the same
result as measuring the change in the values of assets
and liabilities. However, since income generated by
revaluations in assets and liabilities are not necessarily recorded accurately, there are large discrepancies
between the measures.5
Figure 4.7 shows two measures of the US current
account from 1981 to 2008. The solid line with
squares is the OECD measure, calculated from
transactions data. The solid line without squares is
instead measured as the yearly change in the net
asset position of the US. The dotted lines are linear
regression trends. As we see, there are substantial
differences between the two curves. The transactionbased measure is consistently negative, except for a
small surplus in 1981 and 1991. There is also a
strong negative trend such that the current account
worsens by 1.7 percentage points per decade. The
valuation based measure is instead dominated by
large swings, reflecting large revaluations of the
asset positions of the US. The trend in the latter
measure is barely negative at – 0.5 percentage points
per decade. The average deficit over the whole period differs substantially – it is 2.8 percent of GDP
for the transaction-based measure and only 1.6 percent for the valuation based. The difference is large

5

See Gourinchas and Rey (2007a,b), Curcuru et al. (2008) and
Hausman and Sturzenegger (2007).
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Figure 4.7

also for the last decade, where the valuation-based
measure is at a deficit of 2.2 percent and the transaction based at 4.8 percent. Also including 2009 will
reduce this difference but only by about 1 percentage point.
Looking at the two curves, it is clear that the discrepancies between the two current account measures have increased quite dramatically over time.
To understand this, we need to consider the fact that
behind the trend-wise deterioration of the US net
asset position, there are much larger changes in
gross positions. Since 1986, when the net US foreign
debt was approximately zero, net foreign debt has
increased to 24 percent of GDP in 2008. However,
gross assets have increased from 33 percent in 1986
to 139 percent in 2008 and gross debt from 33 to
164 percent of GDP during the same period. Thus,
the ratio of debt to assets has only increased from
unity to 1.17. Under-reporting of income generated
by the increasing large gross foreign asset position
yields an increasing divergence between the two
measures. Since revaluations of foreign assets and
liabilities are more volatile than export and import,
the volatility of a valuation-based measure increases relative to the OECD measure as gross positions
increase.
As we have seen, both measures of the current
account show a downward trend in the current
account. Clearly, the continuation of these trends is
not consistent with sustainability. However, in exact
parallel to the case of fiscal deficits, sustainability
does not necessarily rule out a stable deficit.
Suppose that the US current account deficit stabilised at some level. In such a scenario, the US net
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foreign debt ratio might continue to increase, but not indefinitely. The reason is that nominal GDP growth tends to
reduce debt as a fraction of
GDP. When GDP grows, the
debt can grow at the same speed
without increasing the debt-toGDP ratio. Since a growing
debt is equivalent to a current
account deficit, the latter is consistent with a constant debt
ratio. Applying the calculations
in Box 4.1, we find that this
constant debt ratio is given by
the current account deficit
divided by the nominal growth
rate of GDP.
Again assuming a 5 percent growth rate of US
nominal GDP, a current account deficit of say
3 percent would lead to the foreign debt stabilising
at 3/5 = 60 percent of GDP, i.e. approximately a
doubling of the current debt. A debt of 60 percent
of GDP is large but not large enough to be obviously impossible to sustain. Again in parallel to the
case of fiscal deficits, a constant debt ratio needs to
be balanced by a positive trade balance in the same
way government debt must be financed by a positive primary surplus. In other words, part of the
revenue generated from abroad must be used to pay
the percentage difference between the interest rate
and GDP growth times the deficit and cannot be
used for consuming imports. Given that the interest
rate on US foreign debt remains only marginally
above the growth rate of GDP, sustainability in
itself requires only quite small increases in the
trade balance to stabilise this higher foreign debt
level.
So far, we have implicitly assumed that the return on
assets and liabilities is equal. However, the US has
consistently earned a higher return on its foreign
assets than what it pays on its foreign debt.
Gourinchas and Rey (2007a), for instance, report
that over the post-Bretton Woods period, the average real return on US foreign assets has been as high
6.8 percent while the real interest rate paid on liabilities has been 3.5 percent. While there is some
debate on the magnitude of the US return privilege
(Curcuru et al. 2008), there is little doubt that net
inflow of asset income has been historically positive.
To the extent that this return privilege remains, a
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more highly leveraged portfolio generates more
income to the US and even a portfolio where liabilities are larger than assets can generate a positive
income that can be used to finance a negative trade
balance.
US net nominal capital income from abroad is
ra A–rl L, where ra and rl are the nominal rates of
return on assets and liabilities, respectively. As
noted by Obstfeld and Taylor (2005), there is a tipping point, given by ra/rl, such that only if the ratio
L/A is larger than the tipping point, net capital
income is negative. Given the historical real capital
returns and adding an inflation rate of 2 percent,
the tipping point is 1.6, i.e., substantially above the
current value, indicating that if historical rates are
maintained, the US still makes money on its foreign
asset portfolio.
Suppose that the real rate of return paid on US foreign debt remains at 3.5 percent and that the inflation rate is 2 percent. Suppose also that the current
account stabilizes at 3 percent. Then, if the US had
no foreign assets or had no return privilege, the
trade balance must be positive at a value given by
one third of a percent of GDP if the nominal GDP
growth rate is 5 percent. With current assets of
139 percent of GDP and a return privilege of
3.3 percent, this generates excess revenues of 4.5 percent of GDP, i.e., much larger than the trade balance
required without the return privilege. If the return
privileges were to disappear, the US would therefore
need to make very substantial adjustments, in particular reduce consumption very dramatically. Such
a change would most likely require large dollar
depreciation.
Recently, several authors have analyzed the reasons
for the return privilege. Gourinchas and Rey (2007a)
decompose the return difference into a return effect
and a composition effect. The latter comes from borrowing in one type of assets and investing in another,
for example borrowing in fixed income short maturity
instruments and investing in stocks. The return effect
instead arises to the extent that the US manages to get
higher returns on assets than on liabilities within each
asset class.
It is well known that maturity conversion is an
important part of US foreign investment strategy –
Gourinchas and Rey call the US the “venture capitalist” of the world. By investing in foreign equity
and borrowing in short maturity bonds, the expect-
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ed return on assets is higher than the cost of borrowing. Quite surprisingly, however, Gourinchas
and Rey (2007a) find that the return privileges are
mostly accounted for by the return effect. Of the
three plus percentage point return privilege in the
post-Bretton Woods period, only about a quarter
can be accounted for by the composition effect.
Doubt is cast on this result, however, by Curcuru et
al. (2008), who argue that the US earns little excess
return within asset classes. As yet, this issue is unresolved.
It seems reasonable that the more developed financial
markets in the US allow its citizens to take on more
risk. Thus, the US is in a better position to take advantage of the equity premium. To the extent the
return premium is due to the equity premium, it seems
reasonably safe to assume that it will remain. Less,
however, is known about return differences within
similar assets. In a recent paper, Hassan (2008), shows
that returns on similar assets denominated in different
currencies do vary systematically. Assets denominated
in currencies of large OECD countries have paid substantially lower returns over the period 1980–2007.
The estimates are stark – increasing the size of a country from zero to 10 percent of world GDP reduces the
rate of return by over 2 percent. The result appears
quite robust and holds for bonds of different maturities as well as for stocks. Hassan also provides a theoretical explanation for his findings. A shock to the
productivity in a country affects its real exchange rate.
Since a large country has a larger impact on the
world, its exchange rate is more negatively correlated
with world consumption of tradables. Therefore,
assets denominated in the currencies of large countries provide a better insurance against fluctuations in
tradables consumption and yields a lower expected
return.
There is a systematic currency bias in the US foreign portfolio – assets are more often denominated
in foreign currency than liabilities. Therefore,
Hassan’s results point to a fundamental factor indicating that the return privilege of the US may
remain, also if it is not due to maturity conversion.
But clearly, much caution is warranted regarding
this prediction. The surprisingly strong appreciation of the dollar in autumn 2008, when the crisis
took a sharp negative turn, and the dollar behaviour afterwards, have also focused attention on the
hedging properties of different currencies and
assets against “disaster” risk. According to a leading opinion among market participants, also men-

Chapter 4
tioned by Fed chairman Ben Bernanke in a public
speech in November 2009, the US currency
strengthens whenever markets’ assessment of global systemic risk increases. Specifically, this opinion
seemingly contrasts different regimes driving global
risk factors, whereas fear of disasters would motivate a flight to quality into the largest economic
and military power of the world. This observation
points in the same direction as the argument of
Hassan (2008) – the US enjoys a return privilege
because of the currency composition of its assets
and liabilities – although, again, the quantitative
relevance is unclear.

4. Concluding discussion
The medium-run forecasts of government debt
before the crisis were consistent with sustainability,
showing a primary surplus for the coming decade. In
the longer run, however, there is no doubt that very
large adjustments are necessary and will be undertaken, voluntarily or by the force of creditors. In
particular the cost of Medicare, Medicaid and Social
Security is forecasted to grow substantially, mostly
due to a larger share of elderly. This is shown in
Figure 4.8.
The worrisome factors behind the longer run sustainability have certainly not disappeared during the
current economic crisis. The difference between
before and after the crisis is instead that now also the
medium-run forecasts point towards non-sustainability. We are also worried that the discrepancy
between what US citizens’ expectations of what the
government should provide and how much tax they

Figure 4.8
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are willing to pay has widened during the crisis.
Although increased taxes and spending cuts should
not be undertaken before the economy is well on its
way out of the crisis, we urge the US government as
well as fellow economists to help prepare US citizens
to accept substantial changes. A serious discussion
about the introduction of a federal value added tax
and increased personal income taxes must begin
immediately.
We also believe that the US government should systematically produce indicators of its long-run fiscal
viability and the consequences for intergenerational
redistribution of current policies. Such indicators
should be based on forecasts of spending and revenues given current laws and long-term projections of
growth and demographic change. Sustainability indicators are already produced for the EU by the European Commission but would seem to be also useful
for the US An important purpose of a systematic
reporting of sustainability indicators is to affect the
public debate. Hopefully this can lead to an increased
awareness that spending programmes must be
financed. Then, the government’s inter-temporal budget constraint may be satisfied in a process with a
deliberate consideration of the consequences for efficiency and intergenerational equity of different policies. The alternative is that creditors will eventually
force a change in policy in which these considerations
are likely to be absent.
Regarding the current account deficit, we are less
worried by the actual deficit and its long run trends
than by the US’s vulnerability to its foreign return
privileges. Given that these remain, they yield a sufficient income to finance a large trade deficit. Were
they, however, to disappear,
quite dramatic adjustments
would be required, likely including a large depreciation of the
dollar. It is difficult to make
forecasts for the return privilege.
On the one hand, it appears
unlikely that financial markets in
China and other emerging market economies will develop
quickly. On the other hand, the
restructuring of the financial
sector in the US made necessary
by the current crisis may reduce
its productivity advantage and
thus its ability to generate excess
returns on the world capital
markets.
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Chapter 5

THE FINANCIAL CRISIS: RISKS
AND CHALLENGES FOR THE
EURO AREA

debt more problematic, which increases the likelihood of an exit from the euro area or of a default
on public debt. The rise of the spreads during the
crisis suggests that over a ten-year horizon and for a
peripheral country, markets do not consider those
possibilities as rare events.

1. Introduction
The current crisis has led many analysts to re-assess
the role of the euro. At face value, the euro area has
done relatively well at avoiding the massive financial crisis of the Anglo-Saxon countries. Does the
crisis prove the virtues of the euro, or can it be a
source of tensions that stress the viability of the
monetary union? In this chapter we discuss these
issues. We acknowledge that membership in the
euro area has helped to eliminate the possibility of
a “twin crisis”, i.e. a joint banking and balance of
payment crisis in the member countries. To the
extent that such crises are self-fulfilling rather than
driven by fundamentals, this is unambiguously beneficial. On the other hand, the crisis brings about
some scenarios that may be problematic for the
euro area. One such scenario is a rapid, excess
appreciation of the euro reflecting a flight out of
US assets. Another is a balance-of-payments crisis
in Central and Eastern European countries. Despite
the fact that these countries are not members of the
monetary union, they are slated to join some day,
and financial and macroeconomic fragility there
affects the euro area.
Finally, we document a number of asymmetries and
imbalances between the core members of the monetary union, in particular with respect to inflation
differentials and net foreign asset positions. It is
unclear whether the crisis has exacerbated or dampened these asymmetries. But the evolution of
spreads in government yields during the crisis suggests that the credibility of the euro area is not
absolute. It is plausible that these asymmetries,
while not accentuated by the crisis, undermine the
credibility of the area, which itself becomes more of
an issue in times of crisis. That is, a shrinking economic activity may make imbalances such as low
competitiveness, high trade deficits or high public
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One case in point is Greece. In December 2009, its
sovereign debt was downgraded to BBB. The spreads
shot up again as debt is quickly growing well beyond
100 percent of GDP, while low competitiveness due to
past cumulated inflation differentials makes it difficult
to exit the recession. Possible scenarios include outright default, exiting the euro area, or a bail-out from
core euro countries. None of these scenarios is
favourable for the euro. A bail-out can be especially
problematic if it fails to prevent contagion to other,
much larger economies with a public debt overhang,
such as Belgium or Italy, for which a bail-out would
be too costly.

2. The international transmission of the crisis
Historically, macroeconomic shocks that originate
in the United States eventually spread to Europe,
but this happens with a substantial lag. Typically,
the transmission is thought to take place through
international trade.1 Essentially, a recession in the
US is associated with a fall in import demand by US
consumers, which reduces the demand for foreignproduced goods and thus depresses aggregate
demand in the rest of the world. The effect is small
because the share of imports in consumption expenditures is not very large; and it is associated to a lag
because it takes some time for consumers to rebalance their expenditure and for exporters to realise
that demand has fallen and to adjust their employment and production decisions. Thus, Krugman
(2008) has argued that for aggregate demand in the
rest of the world to be reduced by 1 percent, the US
would need to be in a recession where output has
fallen by 8 percent.

1

The academic literature on the international transmission of business cycles is large. The reader may refer to Clark and van Wincoop
(2001), Canova and Dellas (1993), or Calderon (2008).
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In that respect, the recent crisis seems unique in that
despite having originated in the United States, its
transmission to the euro area has been instantaneous
and the magnitude of the recession has been of the
same order as in the US. The reason for this unusual
pattern is that the transmission mechanism is different; due to financial globalisation, there now exists an
international financial transmission mechanism of
macroeconomic disturbances, and this mechanism is
more rapid than the traditional one. Thus, the world
economy is now in a regime where economies are
more interdependent and react more quickly to
shocks in other countries.
The increased financial interdependence is illustrated
in Figure 5.1 (taken from Krugman), which shows
that in three decades the level of foreign assets in the
balance sheet of financial institution has been multiplied by 5 relative to world GDP. Similarly, a 2007
study finds a portfolio exposure of French banks to
US assets equal to 22 percent, to which one may want
to add a 15 percent exposure to UK assets.
That the transmission of the crisis is now synchronised is evidenced by the synchronisation of the
responses of stock markets and real economic variables across economic blocks in the current crisis, as is
depicted in Figures 5.2 and 5.3.
The mechanism underlying the financial transmission of the crisis lies in the balance sheet of international investors and its effect on asset prices. Those in
turn affect the “financial accelerator”, which is the
transmission mechanism from the financial to the
real sector.
Financial institutions must hold
a fraction of their liabilities in the
form of equity rather than debt,
generally for regulatory reasons.
Because their portfolios are valued at market prices, when market prices fall, they have trouble
matching their regulatory ratios
if they are leveraged. This is
essentially because their equity,
which is equal to the value of
their assets minus their debt, is
more sensitive to stock prices
than their total assets, because
debt, which does not fall with
stock prices, is subtracted from
total assets when computing
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equity. This is illustrated by the following example.
Suppose an investor has 10 shares, worth 10 each,
financed with equity of 40 and debt of 60. The total
value of the portfolio is equal to 100. If stock prices
fall by 20 percent, equity falls to 10 * 8 – 60 = 20, i.e.
it falls by 50 percent. The ratio of equity over total
portfolio value falls from 40 percent to 20/80 = 25 percent. Assuming the firm wants to restore that ratio,
short of getting new capital, for example by issuing
new shares, it must sell assets to reduce its debt – this
is the essence of the deleveraging process. Assume it
sells n shares. Then its debt falls to D’ = 60 – 8 * n, and
its equity is unchanged at 8 * (10 – n) – (60 – 8 * n)
= 20. To restore a ratio of 20/(20 + D’) = 0.4, we need
D’ = 30, so that the firm needs to sell 3.75 shares. To
fix ideas, let us assume that 4 shares are sold.
Therefore, a fall in asset prices induces investors to
reduce their portfolio holdings. Note that this in turn
increases the supply of the asset on the market, which
may further exacerbate the initial fall in the price.
Assume now that the investor is internationally diversified, and owns 50 percent of his portfolio in US
shares and 50 percent in euro shares. Assume the price
of those shares is initially equal to 10, and that the
investor owns 5 of each share. The initial value of the
portfolio is 10 * 5 + 10 * 5 = 100, which again we
assume is split between 60 of debt and 40 of equity.
Next, assume that the price of US shares falls to 6. The
new value of the firm’s assets is 6 * 5 + 10 * 5 = 80
again. The investor must again deleverage, and let us
assume that his preferences are such that he wants to
keep an equal proportion of each asset. If he sells n
assets, that will be n/2 of each kind, and the resulting
value of the portfolio is 6 * (5 – n/2) + 10 * (5 – n/2)
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= 8 * (10 – n). Debt falls by 6 * n/2 + 10 * n/2 = 8 * n,
and equity is unchanged. These are the same computations as before, and thus n = 4. The investor dumps
2 US shares and 2 euro shares on the international
market. We now have a fall in euro stock prices, which
deteriorates the balance sheet of investors who hold
those assets. This triggers another wave of deleveraging, which alters both euro and US markets if those
investors also hold US assets. The spiral continues
until a new equilibrium is found.

These developments have diverging effects on the exchange rate.
At any point in time, the exchange rate clears the market for
foreign exchange. The demand
and supply for foreign exchange
comes from two motives. First,
exporters and importers need to
acquire foreign currency to
finance their purchases, or conversely get rid of the foreign currency they got in international
transactions. Second, portfolio
investors also generate a demand
and a supply for foreign currency
depending on the denominations
of the assets they want to hold in
their portfolio. In particular, their demand for, say,
dollar denominated assets will be greater, the greater
the rate of return on those assets compared to the rest
of the world is. That rate of return is in turn more
favourable when either the rate of return of US assets,
expressed in dollars, goes up, or the dollar is expected
to appreciate. Nowadays, the second motive for foreign exchange transactions plays a far greater role
than the first, because the volume of FOREX trade
induced by international capital movements dwarfs
the one associated with international trade in goods
and services.

3. The impact of the crisis on the euro exchange rate
We now discuss how the economic crisis may affect the
likely evolution of the exchange rate of the euro vis-àvis the dollar. Potentially, the crisis can have a large
effect on the euro area through massive movements in
nominal exchange rates. We start by discussing the
mechanisms by which the recession and the response
of policy makers may affect the
exchange rate of the euro vis-à-vis
Figure 5.3
other currencies.

Let us now tackle the presumed impact of each aspect
of the US crisis on the euro/dollar exchange rate.
Consider first the fall in aggregate demand. Let us discuss its impact on the exchange rate by first assuming
that inflation in the US relative to the rest of the
world, as well as rates of returns on assets, are
unchanged. A fall in aggregate demand implies a per-

In the United States, the crisis is
characterised by
• A severe contraction in aggregate demand
• A massive policy response, in
the form of
– Large scale stimulus packages that may lift the budget
deficit to some 13 percent of
GDP in year 2009.
– Aggressive cuts in interest
rates by the Fed to a level
close to zero.
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manent improvement in the US’s
Figure 5.4
net foreign asset position, as the
US imports less goods from the
rest of the world. Furthermore, it
should be matched by a onceand-for-all adjustment in the
exchange rate, because any future
movements in the exchange rate
beyond the impact effect of the
shift would be arbitraged away by
financial markets. If the real
exchange rate were to depreciate,
the US trade deficit would improve by even more. If markets
were expecting the US foreign
asset position to be balanced in
the long run before the fall in
aggregate demand, they would now expect it to be
ever-improving. This is clearly not an equilibrium
since the US consumer would eventually want to consume part of that added wealth. Therefore, the fall in
aggregate demand has to be matched by an appreciation of the real exchange rate, which reflects the associated lower demand for US goods.
However, this argument holds everything else equal,
i.e. assuming that there is no reaction by monetary
authorities to the slump in demand and more generally that the return to US dollar denominated assets
does not fall. In practice we rather expect the latter to
fall, for example because monetary authorities will
reduce interest rates to counteract the recession. This
would then trigger a shift out of US assets and a
depreciation of the dollar – this effect is likely to
dwarf the effect of an expected improvement in the
net foreign asset position.
Let us now consider the effect of a fiscal expansion.
A fiscal expansion, everything else equal, needs to be
financed; the rate of return on dollar denominated
debt increases, which attracts foreign capital and triggers an appreciation of the exchange rate. This is
what was observed during the 1980s with the socalled “Reagan” deficits. Again, this is everything else
equal. If markets expect that the additional debt will
be financed by inflation, thus expecting a low return
on US assets, deficits may well trigger capital flight
and a depreciation of the dollar. Finally, a monetary
expansion, by lowering nominal interest rates, makes
it more profitable to exit dollar-denominated assets
in order to invest one’s money elsewhere where
returns are higher, and this leads to a depreciation of
the dollar.
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Thus we see that in the current crisis there are forces
for appreciation along with forces for depreciation.
What has actually happened? Figure 5.4 depicts the
evolution of the euro/dollar exchange rate since the
beginning of 2007. We observe three phases:
Initially, the dollar gradually depreciates to end up
below 1.5 dollars per euro. This coincides with the
“pre-crisis” period, during which investors started to
be increasingly worried about global imbalances and
subprime mortgages.
• Then we have another period of appreciation,
which ends in November 2008.
• Finally, a new depreciation period started in
January 2009.
Such evolutions are notoriously difficult to interpret,
in light of the complex forces outlined above. The
expectations of market participants play a key role in
shaping them. One important question for the euro
area is: Can the current trend of depreciation continue? If so, this would be a mixed blessing, as it would
trigger a substantial appreciation of the euro and a
loss in competitiveness, and therefore make the recession more persistent in Europe. As documented
below, it is likely that competitiveness problems are
building up in some euro countries, such as Spain,
France and potentially Italy.
There are some arguments against such a scenario. In
particular, euro-denominated assets are not overall
more attractive than US-denominated ones. Historically, monetary conditions in the euro area typically have been more restrictive than in the United
States. As we have seen in Chapter 1, though, the pre-
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sent difference in interest rates is smaller than ever.
Thus compared to the recent past there is no particular reason for a portfolio shift in favour of euro assets.
Nor is there any clear evidence that growth prospects
are better in Europe than in the United States: the crisis is at least as severe as in the US, the aging problem
is worse, and, despite the rhetoric of the Lisbon
Agenda, there are no expectations of broad reforms
that might unleash some unexploited growth potential – if anything, the crisis has postponed such
reforms. Finally, while budget deficits in the US are
substantially higher than in the euro area (See
Chapter 1 and Chapter 4), the initial situation in the
United States is more favourable because its initial
level of public debt is lower. Thus even though the crisis has made the US less attractive than before, it does
not seem to justify a massive portfolio shift in favour
of euro assets. This is further compounded by two
stabilising forces. First, at some point markets seem to
internalise the effect of exchange rate misalignments
on competitiveness and future trade deficits. For
example, in previous EEAG reports we have documented that the US dollar/euro exchange rate seems
to remain between two boundaries: an upper boundary where a German basket of goods is as expensive
in the US as in Germany (and further euro appreciation would make it cheaper in the US), and a lower
boundary where the converse is true, i.e. a US basket
of goods is as expensive in Germany as in the US.
Between these two boundaries, a sort of “no-envy”
situation holds, with the German basket being cheaper in Germany than in the US, while the US basket of
goods is cheaper in the US. While we lack a firm theory that would account for such an empirical regularity, it is possible that these two critical points capture
somewhat the level of bilateral rates beyond which
massive arbitrage in goods markets would take place,
i.e. beyond which trade imbalances would clearly be
unsustainable. If so, then intertemporal arbitrage by
speculators would prevent the boundaries from being
trespassed. Such an interpretation is consistent with
the halt of the preceding phase of appreciation, when
the euro started falling again after hitting 1.55 dollars
per euro – which is around the level where in the US
the German basket becomes as cheap as the US one.
We should then expect the current phase of appreciation to stop at around a rate of 1.5. Another stabilising mechanism is the well-known valuation effect,
which was already discussed in our 2008 report.
Because the US tends to borrow in its own currency,
while it is holding assets (such as equities) that are
real, a depreciation of the dollar reduces the value of
the debt of US citizens relative to their assets.
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Consequently, their net debt falls. This tends to
improve its net foreign asset position which, as we
have discussed above, is a force for appreciation; thus,
we have an additional mechanism for correcting an
appreciation of the dollar. In particular, this rules an
insolvency/depreciation spiral out by which as the
dollar depreciates US residents would increasingly be
unable to meet their (foreign-denominated) debt,
which would trigger a run away from US assets and
further depreciation of the currency.2 Such a mechanism has been important in previous episodes in
emerging economies, for example during the Asian
crisis or the Argentinean crisis of the 1990s. As we
discuss below, it is actually more likely to come into
play at the periphery of the euro area than in the
United States.
Thus there are compelling reasons to rule out both, a
continuation of the appreciation of the euro beyond
1.5–1.6 dollars/euro and a sudden portfolio shift
away from US dollar-denominated assets and in
favour of euro-denominated assets. One scenario that
cannot be ruled out, though, is a sharp rise in expectations of inflation in the US, if say markets anticipate persistently high budget deficits and it appears
that inflation will be the most likely form of taxation
that will be used to reduce the burden of debt. Such
a realisation by markets could trigger a sharp drop in
the dollar. In the long run this would not be associated with competitiveness problems in the euro area:
On average, the rate of depreciation merely offsets
the inflation differential between the two zones.
However, upon impact the drop may indeed cause
competitiveness problems, as the fall in the dollar
reflects expected increases in the US price level that
have not yet materialised. Through imports, such a
fall may exert deflationary pressure in the euro area
which would have contractionary effects through
higher real interest rates, while making it more likely
that a liquidity trap arises. In the longer run, the ECB
will be faced with the dilemma between aligning itself
to US monetary policy, which amounts to importing
US inflation, and fighting an endemic appreciation of
the euro.
This inflationary scenario is plausible given the massive liquidity that has been injected in the economy by
the Fed and the poor quality of many of the assets
that it has acquired in exchange for that. However, at
present markets do not anticipate that it will prevail.
If it were to prevail, the nominal yield on 5 year US
2 Such a run would quite often be associated with a bank run, and
therefore one would have a “twin crisis”, as discussed below.
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treasury bonds would be substantially higher than for
short term maturities, and as we have seen in Chapter
1 this is not observed. This may mean either that markets do not see an end to the recovery (which would be
necessary to ignite inflation), or that they are confident in the Fed’s ability to fine tune the rate of inflation when the recovery comes, by gradually reducing
the monetary base.

4. Is the euro area a safe haven?
There has been much debate regarding whether the
euro area has acted as a successful shelter against
the financial crisis. This argument is motivated by
the experience of Iceland, where the failure of large
banks has led to government insolvency (along with
a collapse of the value of the currency). The role of
a single currency in preventing those outcomes has
to be clarified. Clearly, participating in a currency
union does not reduce the likelihood of a bank run,
insofar as such a run is motivated by the fact that
the bank is not able to pay back all depositors
should it occur, given the illiquidity of the asset side
of its balance sheet. Thus, a priori, financial crises
bear little relation to the exchange rate regime. On
the other hand, macroeconomists have identified
“twin crises”, i.e. episodes where a banking crisis
occurs simultaneously with a balance of payments
crisis (see Kaminsky and Reinhart (1999),
Dornbusch et al. (1995), Sachs et al. (1996)). While
this literature is still burgeoning, there are reasons
to believe that there are complementarities between
the two types of crises (which explains that they
both happen at the same time in many cases). More
specifically, if the liabilities of financial institutions
are denominated in foreign currency, expectations of a sudden
Figure 5.5
drop in the exchange rate reduce
the solvency of those institutions, which makes it more likely that a run may take place. In
that respect, it is reasonable to
believe that for a number of
small countries in the euro area,
the euro has made a run on the
financial sector less likely, since
it is very unlikely that a massive
fall in the euro would have taken
place, contrary to the case of a
small country with its own currency where domestic macroeconomic problems can sub-
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stantially increase the probability of an attack on
the currency. Thus, Ireland, which had a large exposure to toxic US assets, was spared the problems
experienced by Iceland.
Does that mean that the euro is an unambiguous
blessing? The answer is “no”, and we have three main
reasons for concern:
• The crisis in some non-members has a severe
impact on some members through the depreciation
of those non-members’ currencies.
• The crisis in accession countries generates important policy dilemmas that may weaken the euro.
• The fiscal and macroeconomic position of at least
one peripheral member country is straining the
monetary union.
We discuss these three issues successively.
4.1 Depreciation of contiguous currencies
Essentially, while the euro is overall a blessing in that
it protects some countries against a financial crisis,
as discussed above, its drawback that the European
Monetary Union (EMU) is not an optimal currency
area may be particularly salient under a crisis. This is
because non member countries that trade heavily
with some member countries may experience a large
depreciation of their exchange rate, which will
induce a strong economic contraction in the member
country. In the case of the EMU, two member countries are in such a situation: Ireland, which trades
heavily with the United Kingdom, and Finland,
which trades heavily with Sweden. Figure 5.5 documents the very large depreciation of the British
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pound during the crisis as well as the milder depreciation of the Swedish krona.
These factors certainly play some role in the fact that
Finland and Ireland are the two euro area countries
where the recession has been most severe, with an
estimated contraction of 8.8 percent and 7.5 percent
respectively for 2007.3 Thus, while membership of
the euro area is favourable for financial stability by
shutting down channels for twin crises, it may make
the actual contractionary impact of the crisis more
severe by preventing a quick adjustment of the real
exchange rate. In contrast, non euro countries can
rebalance their economies quite quickly by having a
sharp depreciation. The UK, for example, suffered
from substantial trade deficits and arguably from an
overvalued exchange rate; the quick depreciation of
the pound has gone a long way toward restoring
equilibrium.
4.2 Critical macroeconomic developments in candidate
countries
Another critical issue is the effect of the crisis on
Eastern European countries and the timetable of
those countries’ adoption of the euro. In principle,
these countries have a claim to join the euro after a
period of two years of moderate exchange rate fluctuations, and no devaluation (the so-called ERM-II
arrangement). However, a number of these emerging countries are particularly vulnerable to the crisis. This is not so much due to their exposure to
toxic assets as to the sharp rise in their foreign-currency denominated liabilities during the period of
strong growth and imbalances that preceded the
crisis. This generates the risk of self-fulfilling balance of payment crises, as investors anticipate that
a collapse in the currency would make a lot of
debtors insolvent, and get rid of their domestic
assets. The world recession clearly does not help as
these small countries rely more on exports and are
therefore more vulnerable to a slump in world
aggregate demand.
To illustrate this, let us take two examples: Latvia
and Hungary (see Tables 5.1, 5.2 and 5.3). The rapid
boom in Latvia prior to the crisis was fuelled by
strong capital inflows and international investor
euphoria. As a result, a large stock of foreign debt
was accumulated and up to 90 percent of debt was
denominated in foreign currency (See Stokes (2009));

3

See Table 5.
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the boom was associated with a current account
deficit of 25 percent of GDP and the foreign debt
reached 140 percent of GDP.
To foster early accession to the EMU, Latvia has
adopted a narrow peg to the euro. This leads to the
problem that markets may force a devaluation
because they face a high foreign debt, a poor performance of the economy and a probable overvaluation of the currency. In 2009 the economy contracted at an annual rate of 18 percent. Among the
results is a sharp rise in budget deficits, estimated at
13 percent of GDP, which along with the recession
create expectations of a devaluation. The government has received support from the IMF, but due to
the magnitude of the contraction it cannot meet the
conditionality attached to it in terms of fiscal discipline. All these issues are making a self-fulfilling
balance of payments crisis more likely, along with
the rapid appreciation of the real exchange rate that
was accumulated during the period of pegging to
the euro.
Hungary has experienced similar developments, on a
milder scale: a commitment to a euro peg, strong
growth and large external imbalances, with a prevalence of foreign-currency borrowing and again the
risk of a twin crisis. Inflation has been less strong than
in Latvia (Table 5.3) though, and is probably compatible with the exchange rate peg, given the necessary
appreciation of non-traded goods over time vis-à-vis
those prevailing in the euro area. By contrast, inflation in Latvia has been incompatible with the exchange rate peg and is now having a sharp contractionary effect through the loss of competitiveness. As
in other countries, this tends to correct the trade
deficit because imports massively fall; nevertheless,
such rebalancing of external trade only comes at the
cost of an internal recession and does not eliminate
the need for a real depreciation.
Tablee 5.1
1
Tradee bal ance/G DP
P Hun gar y an d L atvi a
2006Q04
2007Q01
2007Q02
2007Q03
2007Q04
2008Q01
2008Q02
2008Q03
2008Q04
2009Q01
Source: Eurostat.

Hungary
– 7.4
– 6.5
– 7.6
– 6.4
– 6.3
– 5.3
– 5.3
– 8.5
– 9.4
– 1.3

Latvia
– 29.0
– 22.4
– 23.0
– 25.2
– 19.1
– 15.2
– 15.3
– 13.0
– 8.3
1.2
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In Latvia, monetary authorities have been able so far
to defend the currency peg at a remarkably low cost in
terms of interest rates. This is especially surprising
given that, as shown on Figure 5.7, money market
rates experience large swings that reflect the sensitivity of market expectations to news regarding the possibility of a devaluation or a balance of payment crisis (such a disconnect between bank rates and market
rates is not observed in Hungary). It is possible that
covert intervention by the ECB to defend the Latvian
currency (lats) explains such a pattern.

Tablee 5.2
2
Reall G DP
P gro wth,, L atvi a an d H un gary
y
2000
2001
2002
2003
2004
2005
2006
2007
2008
2009
Source: Eurostat.

Latvia
6.9
8
6.5
7.2
8.7
10.6
12.2
10
– 4.6
– 18

Hungary
4.9
4.1
4.4
4.3
4.9
3.5
4
1
0.6
– 6.5

T ab lee 5 . 3
Inflatio n , L at v iaa an d H u n g ary
y (%))
2007
2008
Source: Eurostat.

Latvia
17
11

Hungary
5.5
4.5

Hungary, has maintained high interest rates in order
to defend its currency. For example, throughout 2008
interest rates in Hungary soared from 7 percent to
more than 11 percent and they remained above
9.5 percent throughout most of 2009 (Figure 5.6). The
policy dilemma is clear: either the central bank lowers
interest rates and runs the risk of a depreciation and
a crisis induced by the insolvency of borrowers in foreign currency, or it maintains high nominal and real
interest rates and fuels a recession driven by weak
aggregate demand. So far it has chosen the latter
course and the result is a sharp contraction in economic activity. Since the peak of the crisis, though,
tensions seem to have eased and the central bank has
managed to reduce its interest rate to 5.5 percent.

How do the macroeconomic problems of peripheral
accession countries affect the euro area? First, they
create pressure for early entry in the euro area. The
point, again, is that the risk of a self-fulfilling attack
would have been nil if those countries had been
members of the euro area. A “surprise” adoption of
the euro by the CEECs (as advocated by some commentators4) would kill any prospect of a balance
payment crisis in these countries. The problem is
that, presumably, with a critical mass of vulnerable
countries in the euro area, the euro itself would
eventually become vulnerable. We have seen in the
case of Ireland that euro membership did not preclude a sharp contraction of GDP, and such a contraction is typically associated with large budget
deficits. Having the troubled CEECs join the euro
would further weaken the overall budget outlook of
the euro area, thus raising pressures for loose monetary policy while fixing another nail in the coffin of
the EU’s Growth and Stability Pact. This point is
especially relevant in light of the issues faced by
some peripheral member countries, as discussed in
the next subsection.
More fundamentally, given the
constraints associated with euro
membership, it is unwise that a
country joins the euro area at a
time of crisis, because prices are
more likely to be incorrect. In the
case of Latvia, for example, we
may assume that entry in the euro
area at current exchange rates
will lead to overvaluation and
therefore be associated with a
prolonged slump in that country.
On the other hand, entry in the
euro area immediately after a

Figure 5.6

4 Marcin Piatkowski and Krzysztof
Rybinski, “ Let us roll out the euro to the
whole Union”, Financial Times, June 11,
2009.
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crisis, the safe haven hypothesis is
currently being tested by markets
for the most highly indebted
countries – especially Greece.

Figure 5.7

devaluation may lead to under-valuation, especially if
such devaluation is the by-product of a balance-ofpayments crisis.
The second issue is that the problems in Eastern
europe may lead to a bailout from Western Europe.
This may happen both because Western banks are
exposed to substantial credit risk in the East, and
because the West may want to inject money in those
economies in order to stabilise them, in particular so
as to avoid a postponement of their joining the single
currency. Indeed, rescue packages were implemented
during the first half of 2009 under the auspices of the
IMF. Such a bailout will make the overall fiscal situation of euro area countries more fragile. Again, there
is a limit to the extent to which the problems of small
countries can be solved by mutualising their liabilities
and diluting them in a larger, more stable area.
Beyond that limit, the stability of the whole area may
be in danger. If one compounds
the scenario of an Eastern bailFigure 5.8
out with the poor situation of a
number of peripheral member
states and the rapidly rising public debt in core countries such as
Spain, Germany and France, it is
not far-fetched to argue that such
a limit may be surpassed.

This is apparent when one looks
at the yield on government
bonds of the euro area countries.
Given that these are denominated in euros, the euro value of a
sovereign bond’s coupon is unaffected by the domestic inflation
rate. Therefore, a higher yield on
such a bond can only reflect the
market’s expectation of outright
default or perhaps an exit from
the euro area and a conversion
of the bonds in the (reintroduced) domestic currency. At present such a move is
not on the political agenda of any member country,5
and, in Europe, outright default is only observed in
the context of war or revolution. If in addition to
that one expects that the devaluation of domestic
debt cannot be forced by a balance of payment crisis, due to the protective effect of euro membership,
we would think that the yields on euro sovereign
bonds should be very similar across member countries. Yet, not only are the spreads substantial, but
they widened considerably during the crisis. Going
back to Figure 3.1, which is reproduced in Figure 5.8
for convenience, we see that for the most exposed countries, Ireland and Greece, they exceeded
250 basis points at the peak. To put this in perspec-

5 And the consensus view among economists is that it cannot happen. See Eichengreen (2007).

4.3 Fiscal imbalances in
peripheral member states
The third challenge faced by the
euro area is that while it is true
that member countries have
avoided a balance-of-payment
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tive, consider that this can be interpreted as a yearly
probability of total default on the debt. Over a tenyear period, and assuming the baseline country
Germany never defaults, this means that for Ireland
or Greece the market evaluates such an event as having a probability of 1 – (1 – 0.025)10 = 22.4 percent.
This is huge. While the tensions have eased somewhat, the spreads remain considerable. If neither
default nor devaluation are possible options, a speculator could make infinite profits by arbitraging
those spreads away. Therefore, there must be some
reason why default or exiting the euro are more likely outcomes than we thought.
To see this, let us take the example of Greece. It
entered the crisis with a ratio of public debt over
GDP equal to 100 percent, after more than a decade
of very large trade deficits – this latter feature probably reflecting an entry into the euro area at an overvalued exchange rate. In the absence of euro membership Greece would probably have experienced a
balance-of-payments crisis and massive currency
depreciation, as both exchange rate overvaluation
and high public debt would have created expectations of loose monetary policy in the future. But we
can see from the evolution of spreads and the more
recent downgrading of Greece’s sovereign debt by
rating agencies that the safe haven mechanism
works at best imperfectly. Public debt is forecast to
hit the 135 percent mark in 2011 (recent revisions of
the deficit put it at some 12 percent of GDP for
2009). Furthermore, the economy is harmed by its
poor export competitiveness and the ability of the
government to effectively increase tax receipts
remains to be proved. As a result, a default triggered
by markets’ expectations of the government being
unable to repay its obligations in the future cannot
be ruled out as a scenario. In such a case, though,
many analysts would typically expect a bail-out to
occur by major euro area countries, perhaps with
the help of the IMF.6 But contagion may well spread
to bigger economies with a debt overhang, such as
Belgium, Italy, or even France (as the latter is rapidly headed toward the 100 percent debt/GDP ratio
mark). In such a case, bail-out would clearly be
impossible and some form of default would have to
occur. It must be the case that markets do not rule
out an incomplete bail-out and/or a contagion scenario that would make a complete bailout impossible; otherwise we would not observe such high
spreads on Greek public debt.
6 See, for example,“Greece: A New Deal?“, BNP Paribas note,
15 Dec 2009, http://www.roubini.com/citation/401470/4/0/11109.
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The other issue regarding Greece is that given the
political climate, it is unclear whether a policy of fiscal consolidation or wage moderation will be politically feasible. Reforms are often met with violent
protests and populist electoral platforms tend to gain
the upper hand, as in the 2009 election when the
Socialist party won with a program of wage increases
and greater public spending. It is possible that a radicalisation of Greek politics might lead to new options
such as exiting the euro being considered, and that
such a possibility is already reflected in the behaviour
of markets.
The lesson to be drawn from this discussion is that
while euro membership provides an insurance against
currency and financial crises, its real effects on peripheral countries may lead to such large imbalances that
they may end up in a crisis despite the safe-haven
effect.
One may interpret recent proposals to issue so-called
“euro bonds” backed by future tax receipts of the
European Union as a step toward mutualising claims
between member countries. Given the size of the EU
budget, additional resources to pay for such bonds
must inevitably be the outcome of a strategic game
between countries in which each member tries to shift
the burden of taxation to the others. Typically, we
expect such a game to benefit the more highly indebted countries. Thus, the euro bonds would create an
implicit commitment of the more virtuous governments to bail-out the least virtuous ones in the future,
and at the same time generate perverse incentives for
all countries to increase their debt so as to benefit
from such a bail-out. This mutualisation indeed partially helps the most indebted countries, but only by
diluting their fiscal insolvency in a wider geographical
area, while it weakens fiscal discipline in the monetary
union. The end result would be an overall weakening
of the euro and an increase in the risk premium over
euro-denominated assets.

5. How have member economies reacted to the crisis?
We now discuss how the crisis has affected the various
countries participating in the EMU. In dealing with
the crisis, the euro area faces a number of specific
challenges due to its heterogeneity and the decentralised character of budget decisions. The more the
euro area countries are similar in terms of shocks and
policies, the lower are the costs of having the single
currency. Thus it is important to understand the

Chapter 5
sources of heterogeneity within the euro area and how
they affect the response to the crisis of each member
country as well as the scope for a coordinated policy
response. We now turn to these issues.
5.1 Differences in openness
As discussed above, one important transmission channel is international trade. It is known that different
countries in the euro area have different trade intensities and therefore different sensitivities to a fall in
world aggregate demand. Figure 5.9 illustrates this by
plotting the fall in the share of exports over GDP during the crisis (i.e. between 2007 and 2009) versus the
initial level of openness (measured as imports plus
exports over GDP): bigger exporters have experienced
a larger external shock.
These differences imply differences in the preferred
policy response to the crisis. Everything else equal,
• a stronger external shock generates a greater
demand for stimulus coming from the policy
authorities, but
• greater openness means that a larger fraction of
the stimulus is going to “leak” through imports, so
that the net effect of the stimulus is smaller.
Since the more open economies had the bigger shock,
these two effects go in opposite directions and it is
therefore not clear what their net response should be.
On the other hand, the more open economies are the
ones that are likely to benefit most from a global coordinated stimulus, whereby the leak-out of activity
associated with imports is compensated by a leak-in
associated with exports.

Tablee 5.4
4
Sh aree off U S equit y h eldd
byy eur o ar eaa i nv estorss
euro area
45.8
Austria
48.2
Belgium
44.8
France
42.5
Germany
45.5
Italy
44.8
Luxembourg
42.7
Netherlands
54.6
Finland
31.8
Greece
40.0
Ireland
46.8
Portugal
41.3
Spain
32.4
Source: Lane and Milesi-Ferretti (2005).

5.2 Differences in financial exposure
Second, countries may differ in their sensitivity to
the financial transmission channel. As the above
argument has shown, that channel is stronger, the
larger the fraction of an investor’s portfolio that is
invested in US assets. That fraction clearly differs
across countries, but a look at the data suggests this
is not a big source of heterogeneity. Table 5.4, taken
from Lane and Milesi-Ferretti (2005), gives us the
equity share of euro area countries in the US as of
2005. We see that the exposure rate of the larger
countries is around 45 percent, with the exception of
Spain which seems more financially insulated from
the crisis, with only 32 percent of its equity portfolio
invested in US assets.
Therefore, with the exception of Spain, the rate of
exposure to US assets is not a big source of heterogeneity.
5.3 Different initial conditions

Figure 5.9

Euro area countries are subjected
to different initial conditions at
the time they enter the crisis.
These initial conditions will in
turn have an effect on the economic consequences of the crisis
in a given country, on its margin
of manoeuvre for counter-cyclical policy measures and on the
nature of the policy response
that it prefers. Two important
aspects, in particular, are the evolution of the country’s competitiveness and its trade balance,
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and its initial budget position.
We have already seen in the case
of Greece that poor initial conditions may lead to a loss of
market confidence and a very reduced margin of manoeuvre for
the government.

Figure 5.11

An important source of disparity
is that some euro area countries
are more competitive than others, meaning that their exports
are cheaper relative to some reference and their trade balance is
more favourable. These countries
can hope to have increased living
standards and an appreciation of
their real exchange rate in the future, while the others
can expect to have to “tighten their belt” and reduce
their consumption so as to restore external balance.
This means that the crisis, to the extent that it comes
from a reduction in exports, is somewhat more
“harmful” to the second kind of countries relative to
the first. In turn these countries will be more reluctant
to engage in fiscal stimulus, because they are more
concerned by the import leakages. On the other hand,
they are more likely to favour an aggressive monetary
policy because it would tend to lead to a depreciation
of the euro.
Since the introduction of the single currency, a
creeping divergence in competitiveness and trade
balances had been observed among the four major
countries. This divergence is depicted in Figure 5.10
for the trade balance. We observe that Germany has
been accumulating trade surpluses, Italy remains

Figure 5.10

more or less balanced although slightly on the deficit
side, Spain has a large deficit and France is gradually deteriorating, being in a surplus situation at the
onset and now with a deficit which is nearing three
percentage points of GDP. Thus we see substantial
heterogeneity. Ironically, the responses to the crisis
tend to correct those heterogeneities, as Germany’s
exports are plummeting while Spain’s imports are
falling due to the slowdown of activity in non-traded goods such as construction. In that respect, the
crisis has not exacerbated the imbalances; rather, it
has corrected them.
These developments are themselves due at least in
part to the cumulative effects of inflation differentials over time. These inflation differentials are
depicted in Figure 5.11, which reports the consumer
price index for the four major euro economies. We
see that Germany is gradually gaining competitiveness while Spain is losing competitiveness. In the long run, the
persistence of those inflation
differentials would typically
exert pressure on the euro area.
It also seems that large trade
imbalances have been accumulating at the periphery of the euro
area since the establishment of
the single currency. On the one
hand, Ireland has had a very substantial trade surplus. On the
other hand, Portugal and Greece
have accumulated double-digit
trade deficits. These issues are
documented in Figure 5.12.
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neering a massive US-style stimulus package is very low. This
would tend to induce them to
support monetary easing, which
would in addition help them to
finance their debt. The middle
debt countries are in a worse situation than the United States
but they can still afford some
stimulus provided they manage
to commit to stabilise debt when
the economy has exited the
recession. Finally the low debt
countries have a greater margin
of manoeuvre.

Figure 5.12

Inevitably, small peripheral countries have little
impact on euro area monetary policy, and that is
the reason why such imbalances may accumulate.
For example, a country with a strong boom driven
by internal demand may gradually accumulate a
positive inflation differential vis-à-vis the other
euro area countries. Such a differential will only
lead to a small increase in the euro interest rate as
the boom affects the inflation rate in the euro area
only to a small extent. And, when the real overvaluation and the adverse net foreign asset position
start having a negative impact on the economy, it
cannot implement a devaluation, again because its
own recession has little impact on economic conditions in the euro area.7

Finally, euro area countries are
heterogeneous in their preferences. Historically, some
of them, like Germany, have insisted on price stability, while others have been more tolerant of inflation,
resorting to recurrent devaluations to regularly offset
their inflation differential. The latter are more likely
to engage in stimulus than the former, and to be in
favour of aggressive monetary easing.
This disparity of initial conditions will likely make it
difficult to engineer coordination over fiscal stimulus.
And it also means that we will observe heterogeneity
in the impact of the crisis across countries as well as
in the policy responses to the crisis. We discuss these
two aspects in turn.
5.4 The macroeconomic impact of the crisis

Member countries also differ in their fiscal margin
of manoeuvre, as we have already discussed in
Chapter 3 of this report. Figure 5.13 shows the evolution of the debt/GDP ratio
over the last decade. It does not
Figure 5.13
reflect the increment in public
debt associated with the spending packages of 2009. We see
that there are three types of
countries: “high debt” countries, with a debt/GDP ratio
greater than 90 percent, “middle
debt countries”, with a ratio
between 50 and 90, and low debt
countries, with a ratio below 50.
For high debt countries, the
margin of manoeuvre in engi-

The performance of the main euro area countries during the crisis is summarized on Table 5.5, which

7

The challenges of adjustment for asymmetrical countries in the euro area have
been discussed in our 2007 report for
Ireland and Italy.
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tection at the margin by easing the use of temporary
contracts and other flexible forms of employment.
In principle, we expect those countries to become
more cyclical in terms of employment, relative to
those that have not engineered those reforms. This
seems to go some way in explaining the sharp rise in
unemployment in Spain, since Spain is the country
where such reforms have been most far-reaching.
However, when one looks at the remaining three
major euro area countries, things are not so clearcut. If anything Italy makes more use of flexible contracts than France, yet unemployment has risen very
little there.

Tablee 5.5
5
Reall an nu all G DP
P gro wthh bet ween
n 2 008:Q 3
an d 2 0 09: Q33 i n th e euro
o areaa
Country
GDP growth
Austria
– 3.7
Belgium
– 3.4
Denmark*
– 7.0
Finland
– 8.8
France
– 2.4
Germany
– 4.8
Greece
– 1.7
Ireland
– 7.6
Italy
– 4.6
Luxembourg*
– 5.3
Netherlands
– 4.0
Portugal
– 2.5
Spain
– 4.0
european Union
– 4.3
euro area
– 4.1
*: data are between 2008:Q2 and 2009:Q2.
Source: OECD.

reports annual GDP growth between 2008Q3 and
2009Q3. The rate of contraction is similar between
the euro area and the United States. There are substantial disparities in the contraction rate between
countries: The growth rates range from – 1.7 (Greece)
to – 8.8 (Finland).

Therefore, other factors must explain the disparity in
unemployment rates. In particular, in Germany a
large program of subsidisation of part-time unemployment has been implemented. In Spain, the sharp
increase in unemployment is related to the fact that a
restructuring of the economy is underway: The construction boom is over and as the reduction in activity in that sector is perceived as permanent, firms have
no incentive to hoard labour and instead implement
large, immediate employment cuts.
5.5 The fiscal policy response

If one looks alternatively at unemployment rates
(Figure 5.14), we also find disparities; however, a
paradox emerges. The rise in unemployment does
not match the fall in GDP. France and Spain have
experienced a larger rise in unemployment than Italy
and Germany, while the fall in GDP has been larger
in the latter countries. It is not easy to explain this
pattern. In general, employment may be more or less
cyclical relative to output depending on the cost of
adjusting employment. This cost in turn is affected
by labour market institutions
and particularly by employment
Figure 5.14
protection. If employment protection is large, we will observe a
lower fall in employment during
a downturn – workers are retained by the firm and asked to
work fewer hours or to exert
lower effort, thus we observe a
substantial fall in productivity
per worker along with a small
drop in employment rather than
a larger drop in employment and
a lower fall (or even a rise) in
productivity. Since the mid1980s, a number of countries
have reduced employment pro-
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We now briefly discuss the fiscal policy response of
the euro area economies, referring the reader to
Chapter 3 for further discussion of the fiscal issues.
Figure 5.15, based on Table 3.1, depicts the size of the
budget deficits, as a percentage of GDP, in the
OECD, for year 2009. These numbers differ from the
official “stimulus package” numbers. The latter refer
to the official pro-active measures that are being
implemented over and beyond both the effect of auto-
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matic stabilisers and of measures
that have been decided independently of the crisis. We believe
the total deficit number is a better measure: clearly, if a country
has a less ambitious stimulus
package but if its automatic stabilisers are stronger or its fiscal
policy is otherwise more expansionary, it has less need and margin of manoeuvre for such a
package.

Figure 5.15

Overall, the size of deficits in the
euro area is smaller than for the
United States. In many countries, they are comparable to the
numbers that prevailed during the 1993–94 recession. We also note a substantial heterogeneity among
euro area countries. Is that problematic? As noted
above, this is to be expected given differences among
member countries in terms of preferences and initial
conditions. However, there are substantial coordination issues that may be problematic.
First, stimulus in one country increases demand in
another through the channel of international trade.
As a result, to the extent that one’s own fiscal stimulus is costly, one country may want to free ride on the
others’ fiscal expansion. In fact, the more my neighbours are stimulating their economy, the more I want
to take advantage of it by reducing my own spending.
In equilibrium, the level of stimulus is too small and
coordination between countries may improve outcomes, although coordination does not mean uniformity and the gains from it may be small for those
countries that desire less stimulus.
Such coordination failure may help explain why the
scale of fiscal expansion in Europe is smaller than in
the United States. Of course, coordination failure is
a problem if governments target the right level of
fiscal spending. The economic literature has proposed some mechanisms by which spending may be
too large. For example electoral considerations may
induce incumbent governments to accumulate too
much public debt. In such a case, the coordination
failure acts as a corrective for the expansionary
biases.
The other coordination problem has to do with the
interplay between national governments and the
ECB. In an economy with independent central
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banks, governments may refrain from implementing
a fiscal expansion because they anticipate that the
central bank will react with an increase in interest
rates to fight the inflationary effects of such an
expansion. In a monetary union, the effects of
expansionary policies in one country are diluted
throughout the union. Since the central bank only
reacts to union-wide macroeconomic developments,
its response to a national government’s fiscal expansion is likely to be small. This generates incentives
for each government to be more expansionary than
absent a monetary union. Of course, in equilibrium
all governments engage in expansionary policies and
the monetary policy is tighter – the monetary union
generates a bias toward lose fiscal policies and tight
monetary policies. It is not totally clear, however,
how relevant this mechanism is in present circumstances. Given the level of slack, it is unlikely that
central banks, whether a monetary union or an independent national one, would react to additional
stimulus by increasing interest rates. This leads us to
discuss the monetary policy response of the ECB to
the crisis.
5.6 The monetary policy response
How appropriate has the ECB’s response been to the
crisis? In particular, some analysts complain that the
ECB is not “doing enough” to stimulate the economy.
The response of the central bank has been actually
two-fold:
First, it has acted as a liquidity provider of last
resort in the face of a shortage of interbank lending.
This process amounts to substituting base money,
i.e. money created by the central bank, for “internal
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money”, i.e. money created by the financial sector.
When the financial sector is subject to a collapse in
lending, this reduces internal money and to prevent
broad monetary aggregates from shrinking, one
must provide liquidity to the financial sector. It is
not difficult to evaluate whether this process is being
successful. Absent liquidity injunctions, one would
have observed persistent increases in short-term
interest rates. Clearly, the intervention of the ECB
has avoided this.
Second, it is traditionally believed that reducing
interest rates contributes to an increase in aggregate
demand because it stimulates consumption and
investment. The question is: how important is this
channel at the margin, once one has reached the
zone of near-zero interest rates? If it is important,
then further cuts by 50 basis points could have a
strong effect on economic activity. But that which
determines investment and consumption are the
terms under which private agents can borrow. If
those terms are disconnected from the bank policy
rates, then the economy is in a zone where monetary policy can achieve little. In particular, in a
credit crunch, the total amount of credit has more
to do with the financial institutions’ beliefs about
the characteristics of the borrowers than with the
rate at which they can refinance themselves. In any
case, while the response of the ECB has arguably
not been as aggressive as that of the Fed, in part
because it was not able to do so due to a lower
interest rate before the onset of the crisis; its key
rates fell by three points during 2009. The deposit
facility rate is now at 0.25 percent since May 2009,
down from 3.25 percent in October 2008. This
means that the liquidity trap is not out of sight.
The stimulus effect of such policy is unclear. Artus
(2009) reports a fall in interest rates on loans to
businesses from a peak of 5.5 percent to 5 percent.
This suggests a relatively low impact of monetary
policy on actual lending rates. Incidentally, this rate
is lower than the one prevailing in the US, despite
looser monetary conditions there. Furthermore,
according to Artus, part of this decline is due to a
fall in the demand for loans associated with the
deleveraging process. This further reduces the
impact of ECB policy rates on lending rates. Thus
it does not seem that any further ground for monetary expansion has been by-passed by the ECB. On
the other hand, there is growing concern that the
massive injection of liquidity during the crisis may
be igniting a new asset bubble worldwide, as evi-

EEAG Report 2010

126

denced by the 25 percent hike in stock prices in just
over six months during 2009.

6. Conclusion
In this Chapter we have discussed a number of challenges faced by the euro area in the context of the crisis. We can summarise our discussion as follows:
• The risk of a persistent overvaluation of the euro
is not very important. It is unlikely that the
exchange rate will exceed 1.5 dollars per euro.
• Fiscal imbalances of peripheral countries inside
and outside the area, coupled with a severe contraction and problems of trade deficits and competitiveness, pose a real risk.
• To preserve the euro as a stable currency, a wave of
bail-outs should be avoided. Similarly, we do not
recommend introducing indirect bail-out instruments such as the “euro bonds”.
• Nor do we recommend early entry of countries
such as Hungary or Latvia into the euro area on
the grounds that it would solve their internal problems. Ideally, these countries should have achieved
fiscal and monetary stability before joining the
monetary union.
• If, however, policy-makers were to make the
choice of early accession of CEECs in order to
avoid a balance of payment crisis and a default on
these countries’ external obligations, it is important that they enter at the proper exchange rate. In
some cases (e.g. Latvia), this would imply a devaluation prior to entry. Even if entry takes place
later in calmer circumstances, proper attention
should be paid to the exchange rate and a devaluation should be considered if necessary, even
though that it would conflict with the philosophy
of ERM-II.
• Finally, we do not find cause for concern in the
fact that monetary and fiscal policies are somewhat tighter in the euro area than in the US.
First, the policy mix is extremely expansionary in
the US, to a point that may be considered counterproductive. Second, in many European countries the fiscal margin of manoeuvre is reduced
due to a high level of inherited public debt.
Finally, lending rates seem not to react much to
monetary policy rates, implying that the downside risks of further monetary easing are more
relevant than any additional stimulus it could
generate.
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