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VANCOUVER—Since Confederation, excluding wartime and recessions, there has
only been one period in Canada’s 150 year history when the federal government’s role
in the economy—and society more broadly—substantially grew, which in turn
plunged the nation into chronic deficits, finds a new study by the Fraser Institute, an
independent, non-partisan Canadian public policy think-tank.
It began under Prime Minister Lester Pearson in the mid-1960s, and continued under
Prime Minister Pierre Trudeau throughout the 1970s and early 1980s.
“Based on the new federal government’s tax increases and new spending, the question
is whether we’re embarking on another period of government growth, financed by
deficits and debt,” said Livio Di Matteo, an economics professor at Lakehead
University, Fraser Institute senior fellow and author of A Federal Fiscal History:
Canada, 1867-2017.
According to the extensive study—which tracks government spending and revenues
from Confederation to the present—except for the First World War, the Great
Depression, the Second World War, and the 2009 recession, the only other time the
federal government kicked off a deficit-spending spree and expanded the size and role
of the federal government was in the mid-1960s and 1970s under Pearson and then
Pierre Trudeau.
In 1969/70, when Pierre Trudeau was first elected Prime Minister, federal program
spending totalled $12.9 billion, the estimated net federal debt was $19.3 billion and
the debt-to-GDP ratio was 23 per cent.
By the time Trudeau left office in 1984, having never balanced the budget, the deficit
was $37.2 billion, program spending hit $84.3 billion, the net debt had ballooned to
$212.6 billion and the debt-to-GDP ratio was 42.2 per cent.
In the 2016/17 budget—the first of Prime Minister Justin Trudeau’s government—
program spending is projected to hit $291.4 billion, a $40 billion increase from 2014.
What’s more, the federal government’s net debt is forecasted to hit $727.5 billion this
year and $759.5 billion in 2017/18.
“Because this federal government seems to be on the road to revisiting the damaging
fiscal policies of the 1970s, Canadians should question whether we’re embarking on
another transitional period in history that, like Lester Pearson and Pierre Trudeau’s
time in office, will lead to years of deficits and ultimately another debt crisis,” Di
Matteo said.
(30)

MEDIA CONTACT:
Livio Di Matteo, Senior Fellow
Fraser Institute

For interviews with Livio Di Matteo, or for more information, please contact:
Bryn Weese, Media Relations Specialist
Fraser Institute
604-688-0221 ext. 589
bryn.weese@fraserinstitute.org

Follow the Fraser Institute on Twitter | Like us on Facebook

The Fraser Institute is an independent Canadian public policy research and educational
organization with offices in Vancouver, Calgary, Toronto, and Montreal and ties to a global
network of think-tanks in 87 countries. Its mission is to improve the quality of life for Canadians,
their families and future generations by studying, measuring and broadly communicating the
effects of government policies, entrepreneurship and choice on their well-being. To protect the
Institute’s independence, it does not accept grants from governments or contracts for research.
Visit www.fraserinstitute.org

