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INTRODUCTION
Why fiscal transparency and transparency of public debt data?

Fiscal transparency covers the comprehensiveness, clarity, reliability, timeliness, and relevance of public reporting
on the past, present, and future state of public finances is critical for effective fiscal management and accountability.
Fiscal transparency has been consistently identified as a key feature of efficient fiscal policy and a prerequisite for
good public governance. It helps ensure that governments have an accurate picture of their finances when making
economic decisions, including of the costs and benefits of policy changes and potential risks to public finances. It
also provides legislatures, markets, and citizens with the information they need to hold governments accountable.
Greater fiscal transparency can also help strengthen the credibility of a country’s fiscal plans and can help underpin
market confidence and market perceptions of fiscal solvency. As part of the fiscal transparency is the coverage of
transparency of the public debt data. Accurate and comprehensive debt data are a corner stone in sound borrowing
and lending practices.
These are crucial for different stakeholders1 within the society and the society as a whole:
1) For the policy makers to make informed and suitable borrowing decisions, in order to maintain debt
sustainability and macroeconomic stability.
2) Creditors, donors, analysts, and rating agencies, require the debt data to make assessment of the
financing needs and creditworthiness, and to appropriately price the debt instruments.
3) Last but not least, the public requires this information to hold the government accountable on its fiscal
policies and decisions and to enable citizens’ participation in active governance, and potentially reduce
and safeguard against corruption.
It is the country authorities that have the primary responsibility to report transparently on the debt data, however
also international financial institutions and non-profit international organizations play as significant role in
supporting, informing and monitoring transparency and sustainability on lending practices. These are, among
others the IMF and the World Bank which collect and disseminate debt statistics; produce analyses of public debt;
support countries’ efforts for enhanced debt management strategies; publish information on countries’ borrowing
capacity; and directly liaise with creditors, etc. all with the aim for improved transparency, debt management and
support to both borrowers and lenders in their decision making2. International and multi stakeholder initiatives such
as the International Budget Partnership (IBP) and the Global Initiative for Fiscal transparency (GIFT) are dedicated
in their efforts to research, inform, support, assess, advocate for implementation of more ambitious budget and
fiscal transparency commitments.
This brief covers a review of several of the internationally accepted good practices for fiscal transparency, focusing
on the public debt and notes on the findings and the assessments for Macedonia concerning fiscal transparency
with focus on public debt and offers recommendations based on these for enhanced public debt transparency of
the country.

G-20 note: strengthening public debt transparency– the role of the IMF and the World Bank, available at:
http://documents.worldbank.org/curated/en/991171532695036951/pdf/128725-repl-For-VP-G-20-NOTE-STRENGTHENING-PUBLICDEBT-TRANSPARENCY-clean.pdf
2 ibid. Available at: https://www.imf.org/external/np/g20/pdf/2018/072718.pdf
1
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1. INTERNATIONAL GOOD PRACTICES IN FISCAL TRANSPARENCY AND PUBLIC DEBT

There are number of guidelines covering international good practices and recommendations for improved fiscal
transparency which cover public debt transparency as the public debt is directly related to the budget deficit, as
two sides of the same coin. The public debt is a set of borrowings made by the state to achieve certain set
budgetary goals. The public debt is directly related to the budget deficit (over time), as the state increases the
public debt (indebtness at certain time) when the budget deficit appears. The ability of the state to repay the debt
depends on the market conditions and key economic variable trends including the inflation, interest rates, exchange
rates, the budget incomes and expenditures, the current payment balance of payments.
The international guidelines among other are covered by:
1)
2)
3)
4)

Guidelines for Public Debt Management of the IMF and WB
The Fiscal Transparency Code, IMF
The OECD Best Practices for Budget Transparency
High-Level Principles on Fiscal Transparency, Participation, and Accountability, Global Initiative
on Fiscal Transparency (GIFT), endorsed by the United Nations General Assembly (UNGA)

The fiscal transparency is also measured / assessed internationally in order to promote further transparency and
accountability as well as to contribute to comparability among countries, through
1) International Budget Partnership, Open Budget Index (OBI)
2) Fiscal Transparency Evaluation, IMF’s Fiscal Code
Figure 1: Summary of Main Fiscal Transparency Instruments

Source: Taken from World Bank’s, The Current State of Fiscal Transparency: Norms, Assessment, and Country Practices, as of 2013
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1.1. GUIDELINES (REVISED) FOR PUBLIC DEBT MANAGEMENT OF THE IMF AND WB
Revised Guidelines for Public Debt Management of the IMF and WB (as of April 2014, revising the March
2001, Amendments of 2003)) has been a response of the financial crisis, which have significantly affected the
general financial landscape by a greater volume of public debt issuances, unprecedented cross border capital
flows in search of higher yields, and higher volatility of investor risk appetite.
As a consequence, many countries have experienced significant shifts in their debt portfolios, in terms of both size
and composition. The guidelines are mainly intended to assist policymakers by disseminating sound practices
adopted by member countries in the design of a debt management strategy, its implementation, and operations.
It is unquestionable and resolved question of the utmost importance of high quality public debt management
process of establishing and executing a strategy for managing the government’s debt in order to raise the
required amount of funding at the lowest possible cost over the medium to long run, consistent with a
prudent degree of risk.
One of the aspects of good public debt management (as is of good governance in general) is transparency and
accountability of public debt. According to the IMF Guidelines these cover:
Figure 2: Excerpt of Guidelines for PFM, IMF
Transparency and Accountability
2.1 Clarity of roles, responsibilities, and objectives of government institutions responsible for
debt management
The allocation of responsibilities among the ministry of finance, the central bank, or a
separate debt management agency, for debt management policy advice and for undertaking
primary debt issues, secondary market arrangements, depository facilities, and clearing and
settlement arrangements for trade in government securities should be publicly disclosed.
The objectives for debt management should be clearly defined and publicly disclosed, and
the measures of cost and risk that are adopted should be explained.
2.2 Public availability of information on the reporting of debt management strategies and
operations
Materially important aspects of debt management operations should be publicly disclosed.
Easy public access to the documentation describing the legal basis for debt management
policy and operations should be ensured.
The legislature and the public should be informed, through an annual report, on the context
in which debt management operates and on the outcomes of the debt management strategy.
The debt manager/government should regularly publish information on the outstanding stock
and composition of its debt liabilities and financial assets, and, where they exist, contingent
liabilities, including their currency denomination, maturity, and interest rate structure.
If debt management operations include derivatives, the rationale for their use should be
disclosed, and aggregate statistics on the derivatives portfolio should be published
periodically, conforming to recognized accounting practices. The government is likely to
benefit from a function within the debt management office that deals regularly with the main
debt stakeholders and produces investor-friendly reports with debt statistics and other
relevant information.
2.3 Accountability and assurances of integrity by agencies responsible for debt management
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Debt management activities should be audited annually by external auditors. Information
technology (IT) systems and risk control procedures should also be subject to external audits.
In addition, there should be regular internal audits of debt management activities, and of
systems and control procedures3.
Source: Taken from Revised Guidelines for Public Debt Management, IMF Policy Paper, IMF, April
2014

1.2. THE FISCAL TRANSPARENCY CODE - IMF
The Fiscal Transparency Code4 framework is based on four general principles that aim to capture the essential
elements of fiscal transparency: clarity of roles and responsibilities; public availability of information; openness of
the budget preparation, execution and reporting; and independent assurances of Integrity.
These are covered by the dimensions: Dimension 1) Fiscal reporting under the principle: Fiscal reports should
provide a comprehensive, relevant, timely, and reliable overview of the government’s financial position and
performance Dimension 2) Fiscal Forecasting and budgeting, within the principle Budgets and their underlying
fiscal forecasts should provide a clear statement of the government’s budgetary objectives and policy intentions,
and comprehensive, timely, and credible projections of the evolution of the public finances Dimension 3) Fiscal
Risk Analysis and Management, principle Governments should disclose, analyze, and manage risks to the public
finances and ensure effective coordination of fiscal decision-making across the public sector. Under the code it
ranks the practices in a series of sub dimensions as: basic, good and advanced.
When debt is concerned, in the Fiscal Transparency Code through the coverage of the Fiscal Reporting in coverage
of stocks it is a basic level of transparency to have all debt reported in a cash based reporting; in quality aspects
the advanced degree is when Fiscal reports include all three of the following reconciliations: (i) fiscal balance and
financing; (ii) debt issued and debt holdings; and (iii) financing and the change in the debt stock. In the Risk
management dimension, under asset and liability management it is at least basic level when: All borrowing is
authorized by law and the risks surrounding the government’s debt holdings are analyzed and disclosed
IMF’s report on Macedonia as of October 2018, Fiscal transparency Evaluation, assesses the fiscal
transparency of Macedonia against the IMF’s Fiscal Transparency Code, and finds that some elements of good
practice are in place and Macedonia meets the standard of good or advanced practice on 13 of the 36 principles,
and the basic standard on a further 12 principles. Moreover, in 5 of the areas where Macedonia’s transparency
practices do not currently meet basic practice, this could be addressed by publishing data that are already collected
for internal management purposes5.
Areas of strengths include:



3

Publication of extensive and timely in-year reports on budget execution for central and local budgetary units,
on an economic and administrative basis, as well as for the three social security funds;
Presentation of medium-term macroeconomic and fiscal projections in budget documentation, combined with
a clear legal framework for budget formulation, and timely submission of the draft budget to the National
Assembly;

Revised Guidelines for Public Debt Management, IMF Policy Paper, IMF, April 2014, Available at:

https://www.imf.org/external/np/pp/eng/2014/040114.pdf
4 The Fiscal Transparency Code, IMF, Available at: https://blog-pfm.imf.org/files/ft-code.pdf

Former Yugoslav Republic of Macedonia: Fiscal Transparency Evaluation, Available at:
https://www.imf.org/en/Publications/CR/Issues/2018/10/29/Former-Yugoslav-Republic-of-Macedonia-Fiscal-TransparencyEvaluation-46317
5
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Publication of information on several risks to the public finances, including detailed analysis of the impact of
alternative macroeconomic scenarios and, extensive disclosure of public debt and explicit guarantees,
accompanied by sound frameworks for their management.

At the same time, this evaluation highlights several areas where Macedonia’s fiscal transparency practices could
be improved:

















While fiscal reports and statistics cover the bulk of general government activity (90 percent), they exclude
some public units (with net expenditures of around 3 percent of GDP), that should be classified as extrabudgetary units in accordance with international standards;
Although comprehensive data is published on general government debt obligations, fiscal reports do not
include information on other liabilities or financial assets and there is no reporting on revenues forgone
from tax expenditures;
The State Audit Office does not offer an opinion on whether the government’s annual budget report fairly
represent public finances, with the annual audit largely compliance based and focused only on the execution
of the central government’s core budget;
Differences in key fiscal aggregates between fiscal and statistical reports are not explained, and no report
explains how the change in the government’s debt can be reconciled with the budget deficit, which is
important given that in some years, there have been material changes in the debt stock that have arisen
from factors other than deficit financing needs;
Although the budget includes most general government revenues and expenditures, it excludes the share of
tax revenues levied by the government and allocated to the Public Enterprise for State Roads (0.7 percent of
GDP) and taxes on banks to meet potential deposit insurance claims (0.2 percent of GDP);
Despite efforts to enhance the policy orientation of the budget, the budget remains largely input-based, and
credibility is hampered by limited reporting on performance against fiscal objectives and the absence of
reconciliation of differences between successive fiscal plans;
While the budget presents three-year costs for public investment projects, their total costs are not disclosed
and there is no requirement to conduct or publish cost-benefit analyses for projects financed domestically or
through bilateral loans;
Information on the most important sources of fiscal risks are presented in different documents, but no report
provides a comprehensive picture of the range of risks that public finances are exposed to; and
There is limited central oversight of public-private partnerships and concessions and limited central monitoring
of public corporation performance.

Based on these findings, the evaluation provides several recommendations to enhance fiscal transparency in
Macedonia. Specifically, it recommends that the authorities:







Expand the institutional coverage of fiscal and statistical reports, to include the activities of all institutional
units that would be classified as part of the general government under international statistical standards;
Enhance the quality of fiscal reporting, by: publishing data on government assets and financial
liabilities; reconciling changes in the stock of debt and budget deficits; and explaining differences
in fiscal aggregates between statistical and fiscal reports;
Publish regular information on estimates of revenues forgone from tax expenditures; • Expand the
coverage of the audit of the annual budget report by requiring audit of the entire budget including own
source revenue, loans and grants and expanding the number of financial audits of entities undertaken by
the State Audit Office;
Improve the comprehensiveness of the budget by including those tax revenues allocated to the Public
Enterprise for State Roads and Deposit Insurance Fund and their associated transfers, and presenting
complete information on the own revenues and expenditures of all extra-budgetary funds in summary
tables of consolidated fiscal aggregates;
8









Strengthen budget credibility and transparency by presenting multi-annual expenditure plans by
administrative unit; reconciling changes in fiscal aggregates between successive fiscal forecasts, and
encouraging independent evaluation of fiscal forecasts;
Enhance the policy orientation of the budget by regularly reporting on compliance with medium-term fiscal
objectives and enhancing reporting against performance indicators for key policy areas;
Publish the total costs of investment projects and develop and publish methodological guidelines for the
appraisal of large projects along with their assessments;
Improve fiscal risk disclosure, by publishing a summary fiscal risks report that details all material risks to
public finances, their magnitudes, and strategies for their management; and publishing long-term
public debt projections; and
Strengthen monitoring and oversight of fiscal risks arising from public private partnerships and
public corporations6.

Former Yugoslav Republic of Macedonia: Fiscal Transparency Evaluation, Available at:
https://www.imf.org/en/Publications/CR/Issues/2018/10/29/Former-Yugoslav-Republic-of-Macedonia-Fiscal-TransparencyEvaluation-46317
6
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Figure 3: Excerpts of the Summary Evaluation of Macedonia according to the Fiscal Transparency Code, as of
2018
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1.3. OECD BEST PRACTICES FOR BUDGET TRANSPARENCY
The OECD Best Practices for Budget Transparency is a reference tool for Member and nonmember countries to
use in order to increase the degree of budget transparency organized around specific reports for presentational
reasons. They focus is on the specific budget reports which in total are eight, including the disclosures including
details on the financial labilities and assets directly linked with disclosure of public debt related data. Namely the
best practices tools states:
Figure 4: Excerpt from OECD Best Practices for Budget Transparency

Source: Taken from Transparency of public debt: statistics, operations and practices, Chapter 4, OECD Sovereign
Borrowing Outlook, 2016

1.4. OPEN BUDGET INDEX7
The International Budget Partnership (IBP) has taken on the challenge of making public finance systems worldwide
more transparent and accountable through its work in four interlinked areas that combine country-based civil
society pressure with increased pressure from international institutions, together with efforts to generate effective
advocacy for more open and responsive budgeting. These areas are:




7

Building organizations: strengthening civil society organizations and networks by developing the skills and
relationships needed to improve budget processes and create change in the countries where they operate.
Opening budgets: researching, measuring, and monitoring budget transparency, participation, and
accountability around the world to build an evidence base promoting greater openness.
Establishing global norms: engaging with a wide-range of international stakeholders, including donors,
government oversight institutions, and international NGOs, to play a greater role in budget issues.

https://www.internationalbudget.org/open-budget-survey/
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Learning what works: producing rigorous evidence, analysis, and case studies on the impact of IBP and
its partners to inform more strategic and effective practices.

The IBP conducts surveys for measuring/assessing the fiscal transparency in a comparable manner throughout
many countries in the world through the biennial Open Budget Index (OBI). Since 2006, the Open Budget Survey
(OBS) is the independent, comparative assessment of the three pillars of public budget accountability:
transparency, oversight and public participation. The sixth round of this biennial assessment, the 2017 survey
evaluated 115 countries across six continents.

THE OBI INDEX FOR MACEDONIA THROUGHOUT THE YEARS
According to the last official scorings and last survey as of 2017, concerning the first pillar of the OBI, Macedonia
scored with 37 out of 100 points for Transparency, listing the country within those that provide “the public
with minimal budget information”. The second pillar concerning the participation Macedonia scores with 0 as a
country where “the public with no opportunities to engage in the budget process” and as for the third pillar on
oversight it scored with 56 out of 100 as a country where “The legislature and supreme audit institution in
Macedonia provide limited oversight of the budget”
Figure 5: Excerpt of the 2017 OBI report on Macedonia

OPEN BUDGET SURVEY 20178 – PUBLIC DEBT:
Specifically for the public debt data transparency the budget survey provides an insight of the degree of
transparency and at the same time provides an insight where there should be improvement covering the overall
budget process and the budget cycle by the documents covered in the survey:

8

Cutoff date for the scores OBI 2017 is 31.12.2016, the EBP is concerning 2017
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Executive Budget Proposal or any supporting budget documentation (should) present three estimates
related to the government borrowing: the amount of net borrowing required during the budget year, the
total debt outstanding at the end of the year; and interest payments on the debt for the budget year. (q13)
o Two out of the three are provided, namely it is total debt outstanding that is missing in the
executive budget proposal
Executive Budget Proposal or any supporting budget documentation (should) present information related
to the composition of the total debt outstanding at the end of the budget year? (interest rates on debt
instruments, maturity profile of the debt and whether it is domestic or external debt) (q14)
o The EBP presents some but excludes core elements, there is separation of the debt as domestic
and external
Executive Budget Proposal or any supporting budget documentation (should) show the impact of different
macroeconomic assumptions (i.e. sensitivity analysis) on the budget? (the core information must include
estimates of the impact on expenditures, revenue and debt of different assumptions for the real GDP
growth and interest rates) (q16)
o No information related to different macroeconomic assumptions are presented, as there is not
sensitivity analysis to the EBP
Does the Executive Budget Proposal or any supporting budget documentation (should) present the
information on government borrowing and debt including composition for the year preceding the year (BY1) (q31)
o The EBP presents some but excludes core elements, there is separation of the debt as domestic
and external and internal on past year’s budget year
In the EBP or any supporting budget documentation (should) what is the most recent year presented for
which the debt figures reflect actual outcomes? (q32)
o No actual data for government debt are presented
Does the Pre-Budget statement present three estimated related to government borrowing and debt: the
amount of net borrowing required during the budget year, the total debt outstanding at the end of the
budget year; and interest payments on the debt for the budget year? (q57)
o No, none, as at the concerning year the pre-budget statement was not presented on time
Does the Enacted budget present three estimated related to government borrowing and debt: the amount
of net borrowing required during the budget year, the total debt outstanding at the end of the budget year;
and interest payments on the debt for the budget year? (q63)
o Yes two out of three estimates are presented, net new borrowing, the interest payments on
outstanding debt for the budget year
Do In-Year reports present three estimated related to government borrowing and debt: the amount of net
borrowing, the total debt outstanding; and interest payments? (q74)
o Yes two out of three estimates are presented, net new borrowing, the interest payments
Do In-Year reports present information related to the composition of the total actual debt outstanding?
(the core information must include interest rates on the debt instrument, maturity profile of the debt and
whether it is domestic or external debt) (q75)
o Yes information are presented but excludes core elements, some of the information are
presented dint eh annual debt report but not in the in-year reports
Does the Mid-Year review of the budget include updated estimated of the government borrowing and
debt, including its composition for the budget year underway? (q83)
o No, estimated of the government borrowing and debt have not been updated, at the period there
hasn’t been report on the mid-year assumption changes
Does the Year-End Report present the difference between the original estimated of the government
borrowing and debt, including its composition, for the fiscal year and the actual outcome for that year?
(q90)
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Yes, estimated of the differences between some, not all original estimated of the government
borrowing and debt of the fiscal year and the actual outcome for that year are presented
During the budget formulation stage, which of the following key topics does the executive’s engagement
with citizens cover? (macroeconomic issues, revenue forecasts, policies and administration, social
spending policies, deficit and debt levels, public investment projects, public services) (q127)
o No engagement of the executive with the citizens on any of the six topics, as no mechanisms
for engagement exist
During the implementation of the annual budget which of the following topics does the executive’s
engagement with the citizens cover? (key topics considered are: change in the macroeconomic
circumstances, delivery of public services, collection of revenues, implementation of social spending,
changes in deficits and debt levels, implementation of public investment projects) (q130)
o No engagement of the executive with the citizens on any of the six topics
o

-

-

The answers presented on the last OBI survey indicate areas where the fiscal transparency concerning public debt
can be improved, primarily through presentation in the gross, net, debt and debt service, structure of debt, outcome
vs. plans, throughout the budget process and budget cycle, improve and present sensitivity analysis and enhance
participation of citizens throughout the budget process and budget cycle.

2. THERE IS SPACE FOR IMPROVEMENT OF PUBLIC DEBT TRANSPARENCY RECOMMENDATIONS
-

Improve functionality and structure of the website of the Ministry of Finance as currently the visitor cannot
easily find what one needs;

-

Improve legislation on coverage of debt by including and reporting on the guaranteed and non-guaranteed
debt, as well as contingent labilities both explicit and non-explicit (e.g. arrears of the local governments
has shown in the past to be a considerable hidden debt that posed obstacles, as the MoF systems did
not capture LGU expenditure arrears, or amounts guaranteed by LGUs for investments by local utility or
other companies they control. The LGUs submit annual financial statements to the Central Registry in the
same way as other public and private sector institutions, but the information is not consolidated. The
anecdotal evidence of significant amounts – well in excess of total published borrowing by LGUs – owed
to contractors, and it is understood that the Treasury accounts of a number of LGUs have in effect been
frozen, has proven as correct, leading to the 2018 Law on Financial Support to Local Government and
Spending Units Established by Local Government, for servicing arrear, costing the budget around 50 mill
EUR), as there is an absence of a consolidated overview of the current liabilities of LGUs;

-

Include and provide structured information on the guaranteed and the non-guaranteed debt and per
specific budget users that has incurred the debt; report the debt of SOE, provide information on the
assessments of the guarantees;
Provide detailed public debt by structure (creditors, banks, financial institutions; domestic vs. foreign,
loans, bonds, derivatives, maturity per instrument, interest structure, etc. long term vs. short term, debt
service, gross vs. net debt, etc.);

-

-

Report in more details by debtor both on central level, local level and guaranteed and non-guaranteed
debt;

-

Presentation of the debt per instrument and with characteristic of debt by maturity, interest, conditions
etc.;
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-

Prepare, publish, report on a strategy that is specific / stand alone to public debt management and provide
regular monthly reporting on the execution with explanations on the differences and reasons for changes,
scrutiny over execution and quality of debt strategy; (last prepared and published mid-term debt strategy
for the period 2010-2012);

-

The report on public debt annually is the sole document that comprehensively provides a situation on the
structure (Historically there was a semi-annual and quarterly narrative reports on public debt however not
prepared since 2010);

-

Reconcile differences between public debt reported by the MoF and NBRM;

-

Consider setting a regulation on debt break (constitution amendments towards setting a debt break of
60% debt of GDP and an annual limit of 3% of GDP as deficit, were proposed and never enacted).
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