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GLOSSARY!

Automatic stabilisers: Features of the tax and spending regime which react automatically to the
economic cycle and reduce its fluctuations. As a result, the budget balance in per cent of GDP tends

to improve in years of high growth, and deteriorate during economic slowdowns.

Budget balance: The balance between total public expenditure and revenue in a specific year, with
a positive balance indicating a surplus and a negative balance indicating a deficit. For the

monitoring of Member State budgetary positions, the EU uses general government aggregates.

Cyclical component of budget balance: That part of the change in the budget balance that follows
automatically from the cyclical conditions of the economy, due to the reaction of public revenue

and expenditure to changes in the output gap.

Discretionary fiscal policy: Change in the budget balance and in its components under the control
of government. It is usually measured as the residual of the change in the balance after the

exclusion of the budgetary impact of automatic stabilisers.

Excessive Deficit Procedure (EDP): A procedure according to which the Commission and the
Council monitor the development of national budget balances and public debt in order to assess

and/or correct the risk of an excessive deficit in each Member State.

Expenditure rules: A subset of fiscal rules that target (a subset of) public expenditure.

Fiscal consolidation: An improvement in the budget balance through measures of discretionary
fiscal policy, either specified by the amount of the improvement or the period over which the

improvement continues.

General Government: As used by the EU in its process of budgetary surveillance under the Stability
and Growth Pact and the excessive deficit procedure, the general government sector covers
national government, regional and local government, as well as social security funds. Public

enterprises are excluded, as are transfers to and from the EU Budget.

! These definitions are taken directly from the European Commission. See European Economy, Occasional Papers 151,
May 2013, Vade Mecum on the Stability and Growth Pact.
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Maastricht reference values for public debt and deficits: Respectively, a 60 per cent General
Government debt-to-GDP ratio and a 3 per cent General Government deficit-to-GDP ratio. These

thresholds are defined in a protocol to the Maastricht Treaty on European Union.

Medium-term budgetary framework: An institutional fiscal device that lets policy makers extend
the horizon for fiscal policymaking beyond the annual budgetary calendar (typically 3-5 years).
Targets can be adjusted under medium-term budgetary frameworks (MTBF) either on an annual

basis (flexible frameworks) or only at the end of the MTBF horizon (fixed frameworks).

Medium-term budgetary objective (MTO): According to the reformed Stability and Growth Pact,
stability programmes and convergence programmes present a medium-term objective for the
budgetary position. It is country-specific to take into account the diversity of economic and
budgetary positions and developments as well as of fiscal risks to the sustainability of public

finances, and is defined in structural terms.

Minimum benchmarks: The lowest value of the structural budget balance that provides a safety
margin against the risk of breaching the Maastricht reference value for the deficit during normal
cyclical fluctuations. The minimum benchmarks are estimated by the European Commission. They
do not cater for other risks such as unexpected budgetary developments and interest rate shocks.

They are a lower bound for the medium-term budgetary objectives (MTO).

One-off and temporary measures: Government transactions having a transitory budgetary effect

that does not lead to a sustained change in the budgetary position.

Output gap: The difference between actual output and estimated potential output at any particular

point in time.

Potential GDP: The level of real GDP in a given year that is consistent with a stable rate of inflation.
If actual output rises above its potential level, then constraints on capacity begin to bind and
inflationary pressures build; if output falls below potential, then resources are lying idle and

inflationary pressures abate.

Primary budget balance: The budget balance net of interest payments on general government

debt.

Primary structural budget balance: The structural budget balance net of interest payments.
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Pro-cyclical fiscal policy: A fiscal stance which amplifies the economic cycle by increasing the
structural primary deficit during an economic upturn, or by decreasing it in a downturn. A neutral
fiscal policy keeps the cyclically-adjusted budget balance unchanged over the economic cycle but

lets the automatic stabilisers work.

Public debt: Consolidated gross debt for the general government sector. It includes the total
nominal value of all debt owed by public institutions in the Member State, except that part of the

debt which is owed to other public institutions in the same Member State.

Sovereign bond spread: The difference between risk premiums imposed by financial markets on
sovereign bonds for different states. Higher risk premiums can largely stem from (i) the debt
service ratio, also reflecting the countries' ability to raise their taxes for a given level of GDP, (ii) the

fiscal track record, (iii) expected future deficits, and (iv) the degree of risk aversion.

Stability and Growth Pact (SGP): Approved in 1997 and reformed in 2005 and 2011, the SGP
clarifies the provisions of the Maastricht Treaty regarding the surveillance of Member State
budgetary policies and the monitoring of budget deficits during the third phase of EMU. The SGP
consists of two Council Regulations setting out legally binding provisions to be followed by the
European Institutions and the Member States and two Resolutions of the European Council in

Amsterdam (June 1997).

Stability programmes: Medium-term budgetary strategies presented by those Member States that
have already adopted the euro. They are updated annually, according to the provisions of the

Stability and Growth Pact.

Stock-flow adjustment: The stock-flow adjustment (also known as the debt-deficit adjustment)
ensures consistency between the net borrowing (flow) and the variation in the stock of gross debt.
It includes the accumulation of financial assets, changes in the value of debt denominated in

foreign currency, and remaining statistical adjustments.

Structural budget balance: The actual budget balance net of the cyclical component and one-off
and other temporary measures. The structural balance gives a measure of the underlying trend in

the budget balance.
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