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TABLE 6.3

Federal budget and national debt, 1979–2021 ($ millions)

 
REVENUES

PROGRAM 
EXPENSES

OPERATING 
SURPLUS/DEFICIT

PUBLIC DEBT 
CHARGES

BUDGETARY 
SURPLUS/DEFICIT

NATIONAL 
DEBT

1979–80 43,310 46,783 -3,473 8,494 -11,967 77,392

1984–5 71,999 84,279 -12,280 24,887 -37,167 194,419

1989–90 115,887 103,784 12,103 41,246 -29,143 343,757

1994–5 130,791 123,238 7,553 44,185 -36,632 524,156

1999–2000 176,408 118,766 57,642 43,384 14,258 539,885

2004–5 214,237 178,656 35,581 34,118 1,463 494,717

2009–10 220,611 242,252 -48,203 26,562 -56,368 524,103

2014–15 279,905 248,664 7,034 24,207 -2,861 628,910

2019–20 334,131 338,467 -28,783 24,447 -39,392 721,360

2020–1 316,446 608,522 -312,434 20,358 -327,729 1,048,746

Source: Data from Department of Finance Canada (2021b).

these federal deficits added an additional $158.3 
billion to the national debt. But in 2015, Prime 
Minister Harper announced, just prior to the elec-
tion of that year, that his government had balanced 
the federal budget, posting a $550 million surplus 
for that year. This surplus, however, proved to be 
illusory, with the federal government remaining in 
a deficit position.

In 2015, the Harper Conservatives were defeated 
for a variety of reasons, with Justin Trudeau and 
his Liberals promising to run “modest” deficits of 
some $10 billion per year until 2018–19 when they 
would rebalance the budget; the additional $30 
billion in deficit spending would help fund needed 
social programs. By 2017, however, the new Liberal 
government had backed off its 2018–19 deficit elim-
ination pledge, stressing the need for additional 

modest program spending well into the 2020s. 
In the 2019 federal election, the Trudeau Liberals 
were re-elected to a minority government, prom-
ising to maintain and improve Canadian social 
programs while keeping annual deficits in close 
check. Liberal government deficits over these years 
amounted to $54.7 billion, all of which was added 
to the national debt. By 2018–19, this national debt 
(accumulated deficit) stood at a staggering $685.4 
billion, two-thirds of a trillion dollars.

With the onset of the COVID-19 pandemic in 
the early months of 2020, Canada and the world 
entered a new and scary era, where governments 
were called upon to take extraordinary measures to 
keep their peoples and their economies safe. And 
such measures called for hundreds of billions of 
dollars in emergency program spending, as noted 




