
CARLETON UNIVERSITY 

Department of Economics 

ECON 5/4880 U/C – Special Topics in Economics: 

Fiscal Policy in Canada: Practice and Challenges 

2014 Early Summer (May-June) 

 
 
Instructors:  Scott Clark and Peter DeVries 
 
Office:  C-877 Loeb 
 
Telephone:  613-520-2600 ext. 8171 
 
E-mail:  clark.cscott@gmail.com  /  ptdevries@rogers.com 
 
Lectures:  Mondays and Wednesdays, 18:05–20:55, in 240 Tory 
 
Office Hours: The instructors will be available to meet with students individually 
or in groups before class. 
 
Course Objective: 
 
The course will deal with the formulation and implementation of fiscal policy by 
the Federal government over the last 30 years. This will involve assessing inputs 
(both analytical and political) into decision-making, the importance of public 
communications, the role of federal-provincial relations, and the roles of the 
bureaucracy and Cabinet. Areas covered will include co-ordination of 
government policies, in budget planning, the importance of transparency and 
accountability, the role of Parliament (budget bills), constitutional responsibilities, 
the structure of revenues and expenses, structural/cyclical budget balances, and 
long-term fiscal sustainability. 
 
Evaluation: 
 
Group Project - 50 percent: Students will form groups early in the course to 
prepare class presentations. Groups will be constrained to include a small 
number of students either all registered in ECON 5880 U or all registered in 
ECON 4880 C. Topics of the presentations will be developed with the instructors. 
The nature and structure of the presentations will be similar to that used in 
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briefing a Deputy Minister of Finance. Presentations will form the basis of 
lectures at the end of the course. The number of lectures will be determined by 
the size of the class. 
 
Individual Assignment - 50 percent: Each student will write a short review essay 
of up to 1,500 words. Topics will be agreed to with the instructors. The purpose 
of the essay will be to critically review an issue central to the development and 
implementation of budget policies. 
 
Please note that students enrolled in ECON 5880 U may be held to a higher 
standard than those enrolled in ECON 4880 C. This would be accomplished by 
means of differential grading and/or course-section-specific topics. 
 
The course instructor, subject to the approval of the Faculty Dean, determines 
standing in a course. This means that grades submitted by the instructor may be 
subject to revision. No course grades are final until the Dean has approved them. 
 
Preparation and Reading Assignments: 
 
There are no required reading assignments of the course. However, the 
instructors will provide suggestions. Much of the reading will be in material 
published by the OECD, the IMF, the Government of Canada, and in magazines 
and newspapers, such as the Economist and the Financial Times. The 
instructors will work with student to provide reading material that might help with 
assignments and essays. Articles by the instructors can be found on their 
blog www.3dpolicy.ca and on www.ipolitics.com. 
 

Course Outline: 
 
Lecture 1 – May 5 
 
Meet students; discuss course requirements; choose presentation groups 
 
Overview of Budget Planning Process 
 
Lecture 2 – May 7 
 
Select topics for group presentations 
 
Discuss topics for policy papers 
 
Designing a Budget 
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What is credible fiscal policy? 
 
Lecture 3 – May 12 
 
The Maple Leaf Miracle 
 
Budget rules and targets 
 
Lecture 4 - May 14 
 
The role of independent fiscal agencies 
 
Guest speaker: Kevin Page, former Parliamentary Budget Officer. 
 
Lecture 5 – May 21 
 
What is the role of consultations and communications in planning, implementing 
and selling a budget?  
 
Guest speaker: Elly Alboim, senior adviser to Paul Martin on budget 
communications. 
 
Lecture 6 - May 26 
 
Overview of federal spending 
 
Is Federal spending too high? What does the government spend money on? How 
easy is it to cut government spending? Does anyone in the government know 
what the government is planning to spend? Is Parliament able to exercise its key 
responsibility to oversee government spending? 
 
Lecture 7 - May 28 
 
Overview of federal revenues 
 
Are federal taxes too high? How does the government raise revenues? 
Is the federal tax mix appropriate? How progressive is the federal tax system? Is 
the federal tax system too complex? Why can’t there be an adult conversation 
about taxes in Canada (carbon tax)? 
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Lecture 8 – June 2 
 
Overview of fiscal federalism 
 
Why can’t the Provinces and the federal government get along on fiscal matters? 
Is equalization failing? Who should collect tax revenues? How should tax 
revenues be distributed? What is wrong with downloading? Is the federal 
government abdicating its fiscal responsibilities? 
 
Lecture 9 – June 4 
 
Tax Is Not a Four Letter Word: 
 
Guest lecturer: Alex Himelfarb, former Clerk of the Privy Council and co-editor of 
“Tax IS Not a Four Letter Word.”  He will speak about the role of the PCO as well 
as discussing a difference take on taxes in Canada. 
 
Lecture 10 – June 9 
 
Student presentations 
 
Lecture 11 – June 11 
 
Student presentations 
 
Lecture 12 – June 16 
 
Student presentations 
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