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GOVERNMENT DEBT

The accumulation of government debt is a key factor for
the sustainability of government finance. Apart from net
acquisitions of financial assets, changes in government
debt over time reflect the impact of government deficits.

The government debt-to-GDP ratio, calculated as the
amount of total government debt of a country as a
percentage of its Gross Domestic Product (GDP), is one of
the indicators of the health of an economy.

Definition

Debt is commonly defined as a specific subset of liabilities
identified according to the types of financial instruments
included or excluded. Generally, debt is defined as all
liabilities that require payment or payments of interest or
principal by the debtor to the creditor at a date or dates in
the future.

Consequently, all debt instruments are liabilities, but some
liabilities such as shares, equity and financial derivatives
are not debt. Debt is thus obtained as the sum of the
following liability categories (according to the 1993 System
of National Accounts), whenever available/applicable in the
financial balance sheet of the general government sector:
currency and deposits; securities other than shares, except
financial derivatives; loans; insurance technical reserves;

Overview

In 2010, 17 OECD countries recorded debt-to-GDP ratios
beyond 60% (the reference Maastricht value) compared
to 12 countries in 2007. Japan recorded the highest debt
ratio at 210%, followed by Italy (126%) and Greece
(123%). The lowest debt-to-GDP ratios are found in
Estonia (13%) and Chile (16%).

Ireland recorded the highest increase in its debt-to-
GDP ratio between 2007 and 2010 (63 percentage
points), reaching a level of 91.7%. Other countries with
a considerable increase of more than 30 percentage
points in the period 2007-10 were the United Kingdom
(35.2 percentage points), the United States (31.6
percentage points) and Japan (30.2 percentage points).
In contrast, Norway’s government debt as a percentage
of GDP declined by 7.2 percentage points between 2007
and 2010 with Sweden and Israel also recording small
decreases for the same period.

The rapid rise in debt from 2007 reflects the effects of
the crisis on governments worldwide, including
reduced tax revenues, increases in government budget
deficits and the cost of interventions to support the
financial system. In Greece, however, government debt
decreased by 23.5 percentage points in 2011, reflecting
the fall in market prices of Greek government bonds.
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and other accounts payable. In line with the 1993 SNA,
most debt instruments are valued at market prices.

Comparability

Across OECD countries, the comparability of data on
general government debt can be affected through national
differences in implementing the 1993 SNA definitions,
especially in relation to the delineation of the government
sector. See the indicator “Government expenditure,
revenues and deficits” for more details.

The degree of consolidation within the government sector
may also have an impact on the international
comparability of data across OECD countries. The indicator
is derived from consolidated data for all OECD countries,
except: Chile, Japan, Korea and the United Kingdom.
Consolidation means that general government debt does
not include the debt issued by one government sub-sector
and held by another. The result of any intra-governmental
debt elimination is a lower general government debt.
Unlike previous years, all data for this indicator is now
sourced from the OECD Annual National Accountsdatabase.

Sources

¢ OECD (2012),“Financial Balance Sheets”, OECD National
Accounts Statistics (database).
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General government debt
As a percentage of GDP

1999 2000 2001 2002 2003 2004 2005 2006 2007 2008 2009 2010 2011
Australia 398 356 342 333 307 290 285 271 260 27.2 363 409
Austria 708 708 7 728 714 706 706 66.0 623 67.1 734 775 .
Belgium 1194 1136 1119 108.2 1033 98.2 9.9 916 87.9 928 9.8 100.0 1024
Canada 116.3 1056 105.5 103.9 98.7 92.2 91.2 89.2 839 89.1 1029 104.2 106.3
Chile . . . . . . 174 14.1 122 124 134 15.6 18.1
Czech Republic 24.4 25.1 293 315 332 330 327 325 309 343 410 445 .
Denmark . . . . 56.6 536 454 4.0 343 414 512 548 618
Estonia 10.9 94 8.9 10.2 10.8 85 82 8.0 72 82 124 125
Finland 549 525 50.1 497 511 513 485 w7 404 398 514 56.9
France 69.0 67.9 67.2 707 752 774 789 739 730 792 91.0 949
Germany 61.7 60.9 60.2 62.6 66.0 69.0 nr 69.8 65.7 69.7 774 86.9 ;
Greece 1024 115.9 118.1 116.6 1104 112.8 12.7 115.9 113.9 175 1336 123.0 995
Hungary 675 617 597 60.8 618 65.1 68.4 738 728 763 85.8 86.3
Iceland . . . . . . . . . . . .
Ireland 515 402 374 350 338 325 324 286 287 496 7.2 91.7
Israel . . 9.8 1015 106.8 104.8 102.1 90.2 87.7 86.6 89.5 86.5
Italy 1255 121.0 1201 1188 116.4 116.7 1194 116.8 1121 1146 127.7 126.3
Japan 1314 1415 1514 161.8 172.3 178.8 180.2 180.0 180.0 184.2 207.3 2102 .
Korea . . . 19.2 19.7 233 255 286 28.7 299 333 342 360
Luxembourg . . . . . . . 15 1.3 183 17.9 245
Mexico 336 311 31.2 332 327 310 312 289 28.2 301 377 . .
Netherlands 716 639 594 603 614 619 60.7 54.5 515 64.8 67.9 nr 759
New Zealand . . . . . . . . . . . . .
Norway 291 327 318 390 484 509 478 59.0 56.8 543 489 496 338
Poland 466 454 438 55.0 55.9 533 54.1 542 51.0 55.7 584 62.7 .
Portugal 62.3 624 64.2 67.9 702 734 776 773 754 807 933 97.5 9.8
Slovak Republic 535 57.6 57.1 502 482 476 39.2 341 329 320 404 474 .
Slovenia . . 336 347 34.1 349 340 3338 307 304 443 484 56.3
Spain 69.4 66.6 620 604 55.4 534 507 462 423 477 62.7 66.8 754
Sweden 730 64.0 620 598 58.8 505 60.2 53.6 488 475 514 480
Switzerland 477 489 485 549 545 55.1 53.0 474 439 402 38.7
Turkey . . . . . . . . . . . . .
United Kingdom 546 545 493 488 486 50.7 534 53.0 535 639 795 88.8 104.9
United States 612 55.1 55.0 57.4 60.7 68.6 68.2 66.9 67.5 765 904 99.1 103.5
EU27
0ECD
Brazi
China
India
Indonesia
Russian Federation
South Africa
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General government debt
As a percentage of GDP
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