
Your government may say it has ‘balanced’ its budget. This
means that it has completed a theoretical arithmetical exercise
which purports to show that the estimated total of next year’s
operating revenues equals the estimated total of next year’s
operating costs (hence ‘balanced’).

The government presents this exercise as evidence of fiscal
responsibility. It is nothing of the sort.

It proves neither transparency nor competence. 
A ‘balanced budget’ is irrelevant to the actual performance

of a government. It presents only the appearance of probity. To
achieve this purpose, it need only be slightly believable.

Many of those estimates are incremental; the previous year’s
figures plus or minus an arbitrary percentage. Other estimates
depend on guesses about economic trends, uncertain and
unreliable. A claim of ‘no tax increases’ often obscures increases
in other charges. Low revenue estimates are often used to justify
arbitrary program reductions.

Whether these estimates of future costs actually turn out to
be true will not be known until it is too late to do anything about
them; such is the nature of government accounting.

Operating costs merely record the surface of government.
Capital expenditures are excluded. Government subsidiaries are
excluded. Long term finance and public/private partnerships
are not shown. What is excluded may be more important than
what is revealed.

A democracy is defined by the ‘control of the purse’, which
should  lie with the most representative elected body.  The
budget should explain clearly what expenditures were for, what
department incurred them, and what objective was served. Any
observer should be able to determine whether ‘value for money’
was received. 

The accuracy of any budget is supposed to be reflected in the
passage of a legislative vote of confidence. In Canada, the federal
government has blocked any meaningful evaluation by
presenting a budget with vague objectives and few figures,
together with omnibus bills containing hundreds of pages of
irrelevant ‘enabling legislation’. 

Any government budget describes the impact of the
government’s operations upon the economy of the province, or
the nation. The claim of balance is intended to imply that its

effect on the economy is neutral. This is unlikely, but little
attention is generally paid to this aspect of government
budgeting. 

The ‘balanced budget’ is never a marker of responsible
government. Often, it conceals blind austerity, thoughtless
management, and the deliberate obstruction of public
understanding. It may frequently contain unsupported and
incremental estimates. It may fail to describe major government
capital initiatives, or financing and long term contract
commitments with private sector organizations. 

It may be most kindly described as an ‘aspirational’
document. 0
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