Fiscal Monitor Update

Government Support Is Vital as Countries Race to Vaccinate

The Fiscal Monitor Update at a Glance

e Global fiscal support of $14 trillion has contributed to saving lives and livelihoods and has
mitigated the effects of the pandemic on consumption and output. Together with economic
contraction causing lower revenues, such support has led to a rise in public debt and deficits.

e  Global public debt is estimated to reach 98 percent of GDP at the end of 2020, compared with
84 percent for the same date based on projections in the October 2019 Fiscal Monitor.

e Tiscal responses have been shaped by access to financing: average overall deficits as a share of
GDP in 2020 are projected at —13.3 percent for advanced economies, —10.3 percent for emerging
market and middle-income economies, and —5.7 percent for low-income developing countries.

e Global cooperation on access to treatments and vaccines is essential. Fiscal support to vulnerable
households and firms needs to be available as appropriate until the recovery is firmly underway.

e Tiscal policy should support a sustainable recovery and facilitate the transformation to a green,
digital, and inclusive economy while managing fiscal and financing risks.

e Credible medium-term fiscal frameworks are needed now, especially where debt is high and
financing conditions are tight or at risk.

A Differentiated Fiscal Policy Landscape

The COVID-19 pandemic has posed a severe challenge to public finances. The contraction in output
and ensuing fall in revenues, along with emergency lifelines, boosted government deficits and debts
beyond levels recorded during the global financial crisis (T'able 1). Global fiscal support reached nearly
$14 trillion, comprising $7.8 trillion in additional spending or forgone revenue and $6 trillion in equity
injections, loans, and guarantees—an additional ~ Figure 1. Fiscal Stance across Income
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Many countries are providing additional fiscal support to households and firms, given the resurgence of
infections and reimposition of restrictions in some regions, while remaining flexible and attuned to
economic developments. Since the October 2020 Fiscal Monitor, several governments have announced
new fiscal actions or have extended the previous temporary measures (Australia, Canada, France,
Germany, India, Indonesia, Japan, Spain, United Kingdom, United States). Others are contemplating new
legislation (some euro area member countries). Meanwhile, multiyear fiscal measures in some countries
have allowed for flexibility on the timing and size of short-term support conditional on the evolution of
the pandemic and its economic and social impact (Canada) while facilitating the post-COVID-19
recovery by identifying policy priorities such as green investment, digitalization, and reductions in
inequality and poverty (Canada, EU member states, Japan).

Most countries are projected to experience lower fiscal deficits in 2021 as revenues rise and
expenditures decline automatically with the recovery and temporary pandemic-related measures expire.
However, without additional fiscal support beyond that included in 2021 budgetary plans, projected fiscal
contractions this year could slow the recovery, whose pace and extent remain uncertain. Reflecting
elevated debt levels, exchange rate risks, and concerns about rating downgrades and adverse market
reactions if large deficits persist, many emerging market and developing economies are expected to
tighten fiscal policy in 2021 (Figure 1). Under the current projections, countries with elevated public debt
and financing constraints will implement larger fiscal adjustments over the medium term.

Table 1. General Government Fiscal Balance and Gross Debt, 2018-21
(Percent of GDP)

Overall fiscal balance Gross debt
Difference from Difference from
Current October 2020 WEO Current October 2020 WEO
Projections Projections Projections Projections
2018 2019 2020 2021 2020 2021 2018 2019 2020 2021 2020 2021
World -31 -38 118 -85 0.8 -09 823 835 97.6 995 14 -0.3
Group of Twenty (G20) -3.7 -45-130 -94 0.9 -1.0 89.7 91.3 106.8 109.0 -1.0 -0.2
Advanced Economies -2.7 -33 -133 -8.8 11 -1.9 103.6 104.8 122.7 124.9 -2.8 -0.7
Advanced G20 -33 -4.0 -143 -96 11 21 111.2 112.7 1321 1347 -2.9 -0.8
United States™? -58 6.4 -175 -11.8 12 -3.1 106.6 108.2 128.7 132.56 2.5 -11
Euro Area -05 -06 -84 -59 1.8 -0.9 858 840 981 99.0 -3.0 -1.0
Germany 18 15 -51 -34 3.0 -02 618 596 70.0 699 -3.3 -2.3
France -23 -3.0-106 -7.7 0.2 -1.2 981 98.1 11563 117.6 -34 -1.0
Italy 22 -16 -109 -75 21 -1.3 1344 1346 157.5 159.7 -4.3 14
Spain? -25 -29 -11.7 -82 24 -0.7 974 955 118.2 118.9 -4.9 -24
Japan -26 -34 -138 -86 0.3 -2.2 2326 2346 258.7 258.7 -75 -5.3
United Kingdom -23 -23 -145 -106 1.9 -1.4 858 852 103.3 110.8 -4.8 -0.8
Canada® 03 05-200 -78 -0.1 0.9 88.8 86.8 115.7 116.4 11 1.5
Australia -1.2 -3.8 -104 -114 -0.3 -1.0 417 474 638 748 34 46
Korea 26 04 -31 -27 0.1 -04 400 419 481 530 -0.3 0.7
Emerging Market and Middle Income Economies -3.8 -4.8 -10.3 -8.6 0.4 06 523 543 633 653 11 0.3
Excluding MENAP Oil Producers -40 -5.0-103 -87 05 0.6 541 559 65.0 67.1 13 04
Emerging G20 -43 -54-109 -91 04 0.8 531 554 643 66.6 1.5 0.5
Asia -45 -6.0-11.1 -10.3 03 0.7 542 56.7 658 694 24 1.5
China 47 63 -118 -11.0 0.1 08 537 565 652 694 35 29
India 63 -74 -115 -97 15 12 695 73.0 855 83.1 -3.9 -6.8
Indonesia -1.8 -22 -62 -61 0.1 -0.6 304 306 38.7 43.1 0.2 1.3
Europe 04 -09 -66 -44 0.6 0.1 294 287 384 385 0.6 -0.4
Russia 29 19 -46 -23 0.6 03 136 138 210 20.7 241 1.7
Turkey -37 -64 -74 -74 0.5 0.8 30.2 317 404 403 -1.2 -5.2
Latin America 52 -41 -98 -49 13 0.3 692 700 787 754 -29 5.5
Brazil* -70 -59 -145 -59 22 0.6 856 87.7 956 92.1 -5.8 -10.7
Mexico 22 23 -52 -34 0.6 00 536 533 630 63.0 -2.5 -2.6
MENAP 29 -37 95 -6.8 02 01 399 451 531 535 -0.2 -0.3
Saudi Arabia 59 -45-117 -42 -1 18 190 228 325 329 -1.0 -1.5
South Africa -41 63 -142 -122 -0.1 -1.0 56.7 622 77.7 849 -1.2 22
Low-Income Developing Countries -34 -4.0 57 -5.0 0.5 01 428 43.3 485 485 -03 1.1
Nigeria 43 -48 59 -47 0.8 02 277 291 344 343 0.6 12
Bangladesh 46 -54 -47 -6.0 21 0.1 346 357 372 393 2.4 2.6
Oil Producers 02 -03 -10.6 -55 0.1 0.2 441 454 590 59.0 14 1.0
Memorandum
World Output (percent) 35 28 -35 55 0.9 0.3

Source: IMF staff estimates and projections.

Note: All country averages are weighted by nominal GDP converted to US dollars (adjusted by purchasing power parity only for world output) at average market exchange
rates in the years indicated and based on data availability. Projections are based on IMF staff assessments of current policies. In many countries, 2020 data are still
preliminary. For country-specific details, see "Dataand Conventions" and Tables A, B, C, and D in the October 2020 Fiscal Monitor Methodological and Statistical
Appendix. MENAP = Middle East, North Africa, and Pakistan; WEO = World Economic Outlook.

1 For cross-country comparability, expenditure and fiscal balances of the United States are adjusted to exclude the imputed interest on unfunded pension liabilities and the
imputed compensation of employees, w hich are counted as expenditures under the 2008 Systemof National Accounts (2008 SNA) adopted by the United States but not
in countries that have not yet adopted the 2008 SNA. Data for the United States in this table may thus differ fromdata published by the US Bureau of Economic Analysis.
2 Including financial sector support.

3 For cross-economy comparability, gross debt levels reported by national statistical agencies for countries that have adopted the 2008 System of National Accounts
(Australia, Canada, Hong Kong SAR, United States) are adjusted to exclude unfunded pension liabilities of government employees’ defined-benefit pension plans.

4 Gross debt refers to the nonfinancial public sector, excluding Hetrobras and Petrobras, and includes sovereign debt held by the central bank.
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Fiscal Developments and Outlook, by Country Income Group
Advanced Economies: Unprecedented Fiscal Expansion and Continued Support

In 2020, almost all advanced economies offered large fiscal support to counter the health crisis and its
economic fallout, totaling $11.8 trillion. The average cyclically adjusted primary deficit! jumped to 9.6
percent of potential GDP (Figure 2.A). Because most on-budget measures manifested as additional
spending, the average total expenditure of advanced economies increased substantially, particularly social
spending. Revenues fell as a result of lower economic activity and decreased even more sharply than
GDP as people and firms struggled to meet their tax obligations and as tax relief was provided (Figure
2.B). In recent months, several countries have announced medium-term fiscal plans and have provided
additional support to safeguard the recovery and limit the risk of scarring. In the United States, assistance
of 14.8 percent of GDP was provided to households, firms, and state and local governments in March
and April, and a new federal fiscal stimulus package of 4.3 percent of GDP was enacted in December.
Japan and Korea announced new plans to increase spending on green investment and digitalization, and
Japan has extended some existing programs amid a third wave of infections; policies in the United
Kingdom have evolved alongside pandemic developments, with recent decisions to enhance and extend
measures, such as the job retention scheme, into 2021. Similarly, EU leaders have agreed on the Next
Generation EU recovery package, including green investment and digitalization. Moreover, the European
Union moved quickly to support countries by activating the escape clause in the fiscal rules and
temporarily allowing state aid to firms. With severe economic contraction and massive fiscal support, the
average general government gross-debt-to-GDP ratio soared to 123 percent in 2020.

For three-quarters of advanced economies, the fiscal deficit in 2021 is expected to shrink, as pandemic-
related support expires or winds down and automatic stabilizers play out (for example, lower
unemployment benefits and higher tax revenues). Despite new support measures, the fiscal stance in the
United States is projected to tighten in 2021 amid weakness in the job market and record COVID-19
fatalities. In the United Kingdom, the planned unwinding of the emergency responses could result in a
fiscal drag in 2021 even with the new multiyear package. Several countries have introduced new measures
in their 2021 budgets to mitigate the effects of the pandemic as vaccines are distributed in coming
months. For example, Canada committed to an additional $70—100 billion stimulus (3—4 percent of
GDP) over the next three years, with the size and timing dependent on the pandemic path. In Greece,
certain pandemic-related measures have been extended; and new measures have been introduced—
including solidarity taxes and social security contributions—to support the recovery. Australia introduced
a “JobMaker” plan in the fiscal year (FY) 2021 budget, with additional stimulus measures during FY's
2021-24, including credits for hiring, full investment expensing, and income tax cuts. In New Zealand,
fiscal support in 2021 includes business tax loss carryback and infrastructure investment.

Considering the scaling back of pandemic-related measures and given the projected recovery, public
debt, on average, is expected to rise modestly in 2021 and stabilize over the medium term. While
uncertainty is unusually high, large primary fiscal deficits are projected to be offset by favorable interest-
growth differentials as debt service costs continue to fall and economies grow. Even so, debt ratios are
projected to remain well above pre—~COVID-19 levels in a majority of countries over the medium term,
with some recording rising ratios to accommodate pension and health spending pressures related to
aging, and to scale up infrastructure investment (United States) (Figure 2.C).

! Caution is needed in interpreting cyclically adjusted primary balances in a pandemic because portions of discretionary programs
are on-demand, potential output changes significantly from year to year, and the elasticities of the primary balance to the output
gap are uncertain. Given data constraints, this Update reports only cyclically adjusted primary balances for advanced economies.
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Emerging Market and Middle-Income Economies: Differentiated Fiscal Responses

Almost 90 percent of countries in this group eased fiscal policy in 2020 to contain the health crisis and
support the economy, with the overall fiscal deficit widening by 5.5 percentage points to reach 10.3
percent of GDP. Across emerging market and middle-income economies, China shifted to broader
demand support over time as it brought the pandemic under control eatly. India recently announced a
new support package including multiyear investment incentives, additional agricultural subsidies, and
measures to support housing as well as formal and rural employment. Brazil expanded the social safety
net and provided a job retention program. Double-digit deficits in 2020 have contributed to an estimated
surge in average government debt ratios to 63.3 percent of GDP. The sharp rise in government debt was
driven largely by the severe economic contraction and—for commodity exporters—lower revenues from
commodities. Central banks’ asset purchases and other support measures at the global level helped reduce
average long-term bond yields by 0.5 percentage point in this group, to below 4 percent, with effective
interest rates declining in more than half of countries. Vulnerabilities remain to rollover risks or to
procyclical fiscal tightening from a potential reversal in investor appetite—large financing needs, foreign
currency denomination, and short maturity can be amplifying factors.

If the health crisis abates and output recovers as in the January World Economic Outlook Update baseline,
the average overall deficit is set to narrow modestly in 2021 to 8.6 percent of GDP. Under that scenario,
revenues are expected to recover modestly, and pandemic-related spending is set to decline gradually,
despite significant variation across countries. China envisages greater support to households to stimulate
consumption and facilitate rebalancing. Russia foresees a reduction in non-oil deficits by gradually
unwinding the pandemic-related fiscal measures, with the aim of returning to fiscal rules in 2022. South
Africa plans to reprioritize expenditures away from goods and services and investment projects to
additional temporary spending on social grants, unemployment benefits, and health expenditure.
Indonesia’s 2021 budget envisages a moderate deficit reduction, reflecting the partial unwinding of
exceptional fiscal measures while prioritizing health spending, social protection, and public investment.
Mexico recently approved a “no policy change” conservative budget, risking a weaker recovery. In Brazil,
the expiration of the “war budget” by the end of 2020 and a return to the constitutional expenditure
ceiling imply an abrupt tightening of primary expenditures.

The average government debt for this group is projected to rise further in 2021 and remain on an
upward trajectory (driven largely by China). Although the average interest-growth differential is expected
to remain favorable, sizable primary deficits continue to weigh on debt, which is expected to rise further
in two-thirds of emerging market and middle-income economies in 2021. General government debt in
China is expected to reach 69 percent of GDP in 2021, higher than the emerging market average.
Likewise, in South Africa, the pandemic-related increase in debt is not expected to stabilize in 2021. Even
for countries with stable debt ratios in 2021, vulnerabilities remain high. In Brazil, despite the sharp fiscal
withdrawal in 2021, financing needs are sizable, and gross public debt is projected at 92 percent of GDP.
India’s government debt is expected to remain elevated, at 83 percent of GDP, highlighting the need for
a credible medium-term fiscal framework to enhance confidence, anchored on revised fiscal objectives
and revenue mobilization.

Low-Income Developing Countries: Formidable Trade-Offs

Policy options in response to the pandemic have been more limited in low-income developing
countries, owing to financing constraints and less developed welfare programs. Notwithstanding shorter
lockdown periods and less severe economic contractions, spending needs are sizable both to respond to
the pandemic and to meet the United Nations Sustainable Development Goals. However, revenue
shortfalls from output drops and a concurrent fall in commodity prices, combined with debt
vulnerabilities, have forced many low-income developing countries to limit the size of fiscal support
(Figure 2.A). The pandemic thus risks leaving a lasting impact, including higher poverty and malnutrition.
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The average overall fiscal balance is estimated to be lower in 2020 by 1.7 percentage points of GDP,
and the average public debt increased by 5.2 percentage points to 48.5 percent of GDP at end-2020.
Even after accounting for higher external grants and exceptional emergency and concessional financing in
many countties (including from the IMF), average revenues fell sharply. Expenditures continued to rise in
real terms, notably in health spending, and social assistance to vulnerable households. Many governments
reprioritized spending—for example, by cutting capital expenditures.

In 2021, the average fiscal deficit is projected to decline to 5 percent of GDP from 5.7 percent in 2020.
As economies recover, revenue collection is projected to improve, whereas pandemic-related spending is
projected to decline. Capital spending in 2021 is expected to recover partially in most countries after the
temporary cuts in 2020 (Guinea, Haiti, Malawi, Nigeria, Tajikistan). However, deficits are expected to
widen in a few countries as revenue-to-GDP ratios only partially recover, while spending and debt service
costs are rising (Chad, Kenya, Myanmar).

Although prospects for market financing are improving in some frontier market economies, near-term
debt vulnerabilities remain high in many countries. Financing large deficits remains challenging, given
limited market access and restricted ability to increase revenues in the near term. Average debt levels are
projected to peak in 2021, with debt service relative to tax revenues exceeding 20 percent in Ghana,
Kenya, Myanmar, Nigeria, and Zambia and an upward debt trajectory in some, especially oil-exporting
countries, such as Nigeria. Actions were taken to provide grants, concessional loans, and debt relief to
address a steep rise in public debt of low-income developing countries in 2020, including the 38 countries
(out of 70) assessed to be “at high risk” of or in debt distress, according to the IMF-World Bank Debt
Sustainability Assessments. Fiscal adjustments in several countries (Ethiopia, Vietnam) and debt
restructuring (Chad, Republic of Congo) are expected to contribute to debt reduction. As of the end of
December 2020, 45 countries, or more than 60 percent of eligible countries, had formally requested to
join or extend the Debt Service Suspension Initiative, benefiting from suspension of §5 billion total debt
service as reported by the G20 economies for May—December 2020.

Policy Priorities to Support a Durable Recovery

The strength of the recovery hinges on the control of the pandemic and the continuation of well-
designed policy support tailored to country circumstances. Global cooperation on producing and widely
distributing treatments and vaccines is crucial. Budget needs are expected to remain sizable, including for
vaccine deployment; continued provision of emergency lifelines where local transmission remains high,
including transfers to displaced households and otherwise viable firms; and broad-based demand support,
where appropriate, as economies emerge from the pandemic amid a disproportionate adverse impact on
the poor, women, and informal workers. This will pose formidable trade-offs for policymakers—
especially in highly indebted emerging market and developing economies that face tight financing
constraints and limited capacity to support those most affected by the crisis.

Fiscal support—essential for households, firms, and the recovery—needs to be maintained but tailored
to the evolution of the pandemic and the economy, and facilitate the necessary structural transformation.
Emergency lifelines should only be rolled back gradually where local transmission has been low and
activity has begun to normalize by reducing the coverage and generosity of programs. In those countries,
further measures should be deployed to support the recovery as needed. Should the upside scenatio of
the World Economic Ountlook Update materialize, lifelines could be phased out sooner. Global fiscal support
has mitigated the effects of the pandemic. Such support measures, however, should be better targeted by
focusing on the most vulnerable households (see Apri/ 2020 Fiscal Monitor for policy options) and viable
or strategic and systemic firms, and on helping workers prepare for a structurally transformed economy
after the pandemic is under control (for example, through vocational training and hiring incentives).
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Some economies that will continue to face difficult policy trade-offs even after reprioritizing noncritical
spending and enhancing efficiency (including through better budget execution and control) will need
additional assistance, including through extension of the Debt Service Suspension Initiative, grants, and
concessional and emergency financing. Some emerging market and developing economies may be forced
to ask for restructuring of their commercial and bilateral debt. Quick operationalization of the common
framework for countries that need debt treatments and efforts to widen its coverage of eligible country
debtors will be essential.

Although effective vaccines offer hope, including by improving financing conditions for some emerging
market and developing countties, policies should respond quickly to changes in conditions. If pandemic
and economic indicators weaken, withdrawal of support to hard-hit people and firms should be halted or
reversed while improving targeting. Temporary and targeted measures may need to be extended, with
contingent spending plans developed for adverse situations. These can provide additional support
through supplementary budgets, established COVID-19 funds for contingency while ensuring
transparency in usage, and supportive funding from bilateral and multilateral assistance.

Fiscal policy needs to focus on enabling a green, digital, and inclusive transformation of the economy.
Facilitating the reallocation of labor and capital through, for example, targeted time-bound and state-
contingent hiring subsidies, wage-loss insurance programs, and enhanced training and job search
programs is essential. A synchronized public investment push by economies with fiscal space would
boost growth and generate positive spillovers. Strengthening transparency and governance practices
remains crucial to reaping the full benefits of fiscal support. Priorities include investing in climate change
mitigation and adaptation, as well as digitalization—crowding in private investment. Strengthening social
protection systems by improving the coverage and adequacy of benefits and enhancing efficiency (for
example, by reducing program fragmentation and beneficiary overlaps) would help to counter the rise of
inequality and poverty (April 2020 Fiscal Monitor). Addressing weaknesses in tax systems—including
domestic measures and reforming international taxation—would support inclusive growth, through
broader bases, more progressive personal income taxation, more neutral capital taxation, improved VAT
design, greater use of carbon, property, and inheritance taxes, and digital enhancements in revenue
administration.

Public debt jumped up as a result of the crisis and will keep vulnerabilities elevated. Balancing short-
term demand support for the recovery with medium-term sustainability is critical. Credible medium-term
fiscal frameworks and calibrated consolidation strategies need to be developed, especially in high-debt
countties, supported by pro-growth and inclusive measures. Early announcement of such packages could
create near-term space for maneuver. A key element of such strategies will be tax reforms to promote
inclusive growth. Governments will also need to monitor and manage fiscal risks (for example contingent
liabilities from off-budget emergency measures), which, if realized, would further add to public debt.
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Figure 2. Recent Fiscal Developments and Outlook across Income Groups
A. Cumulative Change in Fiscal Balance (percent of GDP, relative to 2019)
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B. Change in General Government Expenditure and Revenue (percent of pre—COVID-19 GDP)
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C. Drivers of Change in Public Debt (percent of GDP; annualized average)
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Sources: IMF World Economic Outlook database; and IMF staff calculations.

Note: Figure 2.A uses the cyclically adjusted primary balance for AEs, primary balance for EMMIES, and overall balance for LIDCs. Numbers in each year refer to
the cumulative change since 2019. “Other expense” in Figure 2.B comprises consumption of fixed capital, subsidies, grants, and other expenditure. Pre—-COVID-
19 GDP refers to the GDP outturn in 2019 and the January 2020 World Economic Outlook Upaate projections of GDP for the years 2020 and 2021. “Other” in
Figure 2.B includes stock-flow adjustment. (r—g)*b in Figure 2.C refers to the interest rate and growth differentials on existing public debt. Figures 2.B and 2.C
report the weighted averages across income groups. AEs = advanced economies; COVID-19 = disease caused by SARS-CoV-2 virus; EMMIES = emerging
market and middle-income economies; LIDCs = low-income developing countries.
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