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The  financial  crisis  of  2007-2012  caused  a  sharp  rise  in
public deficits and debt as States had to intervene to save
the  financial  system  and  support  economic  activity,  and
especially as they experienced a steep drop in tax revenues
due to falling GDP. In early 2012, at a time when they are far
from having recovered from the effects of the crisis (which
cost them an average of 8 GDP points compared to the pre-
crisis  trend),  they  face  a  difficult  choice:  should  they
continue  to  support  activity,  or  do  whatever  it  takes  to
reduce public deficits and debt?

An in-depth note expands on nine analytical points:

– The growth of debt and deficits is not peculiar to France;
it occurred in all the developed countries.

– France’s public bodies are certainly indebted, but they also
have physical assets. Overall the net wealth of government
represented 26.7% of GDP in late 2010, or 8000 euros per
capita. Moreover, when all the national wealth is taken into
account (physical assets less foreign debt), then every French
newborn  has  an  average  worth  at  birth  of  202  000  euros
(national wealth divided by the number of inhabitants).

– In 2010, the net debt burden came to 2.3% of GDP, reflecting
an average interest rate on the debt of 3.0%, which is well
below the nominal potential growth rate. At this level, the
real cost of the debt, that is, the primary surplus needed to
stabilize the debt, is zero or even slightly negative.
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– The true “golden rule” of public finances stipulates that it
is  legitimate  to  finance  public  investment  by  public
borrowing. The structural deficit must thus be equal to the
net public investment. For France, this rule permits a deficit
of around 2.4% of GDP. There is no reason to set a standard
for  balancing  the  public  finances.  The  State  is  not  a
household. It is immortal, and can thus run a permanent debt:
the  State  does  not  have  to  repay  its  debt,  but  only  to
guarantee that it will always service it.

– The public deficit is detrimental to future generations
whenever it becomes destabilizing due to an excessive increase
in public spending or an excessive decrease in taxation, at
which point it causes a rise in inflation and interest rates
and  undermines  investment  and  growth.  This  is  not  the
situation of the current deficit, which is aimed at making
adjustments  to  provide  the  necessary  support  for  economic
activity in a situation of low interest rates, due to the high
level of household savings and the refusal of business to
invest more.

– For some, the 8 GDP points lost during the crisis have been
lost forever; we must resign ourselves to persistently high
unemployment, as it is structural in nature. Since the goal
must be to balance the structural public balance, France needs
to make an additional major effort of around 4 percentage
points of GDP of its deficit. For us, a sustainable deficit is
about  2.4  GDP  points.  The  structural  deficit  in  2011  is
already below that figure. It is growth that should make it
possible to reduce the current deficit. No additional fiscal
effort is needed.

– On 9 December 2011, the euro zone countries agreed on a new
fiscal  pact:  the  Treaty  on  Stability,  Coordination  and
Governance of the European Monetary Union. This Pact will
place  strong  constraints  on  future  fiscal  policy.  The
structural deficit of each member country must be less than
0.5%  of  GDP.  An  automatic  correction  mechanism  is  to  be



triggered if this threshold is exceeded. This constraint and
the overall mechanism must be integrated in a binding and
permanent manner into the fiscal procedures of each country.
Countries whose debt exceeds 60% of GDP will have to reduce
their debt ratio by at least one-twentieth of the excess every
year.

This project is economically dangerous. It imposes medium-term
objectives (a balanced budget, a debt rolled back to below 60%
of GDP) that are arbitrary and are not a priori compatible
with the necessities of an economic equilibrium. Likewise, it
imposes  a  fiscal  policy  that  is  incompatible  with  the
necessities of short-term economic management. It prohibits
any discretionary fiscal policy. It deprives governments of
any fiscal policy instrument.

– As the rise in public debts and deficits in the developed
countries came in response to mounting global imbalances, we
cannot reduce the debts and deficits without addressing the
causes  of  these  imbalances.  Otherwise,  the  simultaneous
implementation  of  restrictive  fiscal  policies  in  the  OECD
countries  as  a  whole  will  lead  to  stagnating  production,
falling tax revenues and deteriorating debt ratios, without
managing to reassure the financial markets.

–  A  more  balanced  global  economy  would  require  that  the
countries in surplus base their growth on domestic demand and
that their capital assumes the risks associated with direct
investment. In the Anglo-American world, higher growth in wage
and social income and a reduction in income inequalities would
undercut the need for swelling financial bubbles, household
debt and public debt. The euro zone needs to find the 8 GDP
points lost to the crisis. Instead of focussing on government
balances,  the  European  authorities  should  come  up  with  a
strategy to end the crisis, based on a recovery in demand, and
in particular on investment to prepare for the ecological
transition. This strategy must include keeping interest rates
low  and  public  deficits  at  the  levels  needed  to  support



activity.

 

 

 

 


