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Introduction 

Five of Australia’s eight states and territories have now presented their 2020-21 Budget 

Papers – only Victoria, Queensland and the ACT are yet to do so. 

There are two areas in which Tasmania’s Budget Papers are more informative than 

those of other states and territories. First, Tasmania is the only state or territory which 

discloses the extent to which the net operating balance (the ‘bottom line’ measure 

most commonly favoured by state Treasurers) is propped up by capital grants from the 

Commonwealth (this was introduced by then Treasurer Michael Aird in the 2009-10 

Budget). Second, Tasmania’s “Policy and Parameters Statement” – which shows how 

policy decisions and ‘parameter variations’ (that is, changes in economic and other 

assumptions used to compile forward estimates of revenues and expenses) have 

affected the forecasts of the ‘bottom line’ since the previous budget – is much more 

detailed than the corresponding sections of other states’ and territories’ budgets (or the 

Commonwealth’s, for that matter).  

In a number of other important respects, however, Tasmania’s budget papers are 

considerably less informative than those of other states and territories – and this year’s 

even more so than in previous years. 

In the dark about our economy in 2022-23 and 2023-24 

Ordinarily, the Commonwealth’s, and each state and territory’s, annual Budget Papers 

set out Treasury forecasts for key economic variables – at a minimum, economic and 

employment growth, the unemployment rate, inflation and population growth. The 

Commonwealth’s, and most other states and territories’, Budget Papers, provide rather 

more than this. But they have, at least since the early 2000s, always gone out for the full 

four years of the Forward Estimates period covered by the Budget. 

But not this year – at least not in Tasmania’s case.  

In this year’s Budget Papers, Treasury says that “the Covid-19 pandemic has created 

challenges for economic forecasting and has led to an increase in the level of 

uncertainty present in the forecasts”. Fair enough: no-one, least of all anyone with any 

experience of forecasting, could argue with that.  

But Treasury then goes on to say, “Due to this uncertainty, forecasts have only been 

prepared for 2020-21 and 2021-22”.  

This is, frankly, a cop-out. No other state or territory has used the greater uncertainty 

around any forecast in the current environment as an excuse not to forecast at all. Nor 

did the Commonwealth. Every other state and territory which has so far presented a 

budget, and the Commonwealth has presented economic forecasts for 2022-23 and 

2023-24, as well as for the first two years of the Forward Estimates period. Usually, there 

isn’t as much ‘science’ in the forecasts for the ‘out years’ as for there is for the year to 

which the budget relates and the following year.  
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In some cases, including the Commonwealth Budget, the forecasts for the last two 

years of the Forward Estimates are based on assumptions about how quickly the 

economy returns to ‘full employment’ of labour and capital, and are referred to as 

‘projections’ rather than ‘forecasts’. But, nonetheless, they provide numbers. 

In this year’s Budget Papers, Tasmania’s Treasury notes that “In past years, the State 

Budget presented a forecast for the Budget year, followed by ‘projections’ in the 

following three years based on the long-term averages. In the current environment, the 

medium-term outlook is more uncertain and projections based on long term trends may 

not be as meaningful. It is due to this uncertainty that forecasts have only been 

prepared for 2020-21 and 2021-22 for this Budget”. 

No-one is disputing that “the medium-term outlook is more uncertain” than in years 

gone by. But no other state or territory Treasury, nor the Commonwealth Treasury, is 

using “greater uncertainty” as an excuse for not providing projections for key economic 

variables for 2022-23 and 2023-24 in their respective Budget Papers.  

Tasmania’s Treasury surely must have forecasts of these variables out to 2023-24, 

internally, in order to prepare the published Forward Estimates of, for example, payroll 

tax (how could they forecast that without some idea of what employment will be in 

2022-23 and 2023-24?). Yet either they, or the Government, have decided that those 

forecasts should remain a state secret – a view not shared by any other government in 

the country.  

It’s really not good enough. 

But even before this year, Tasmanians are short-changed on economic analysis 

in the budget papers 

Even in previous years, when Tasmania’s Treasury has provided economic forecasts for 

the full four years which the Budget covers, they have done so in less detail, and with 

less by way of supporting discussion and analysis, than most other states and territories. 

The ‘gold standard’ when it comes to depth and breadth of analysis of economic 

performance and prospects in Budget Papers is set by Western Australia. Every year, 

Western Australia’s Treasury presents far more detailed forecasts of growth in economic 

activity in that state than any other state or territory. It also sets out its assumptions 

regarding iron ore and oil prices (crucial inputs into its forward estimates of mineral 

royalties). It even provides forecasts of Perth house prices. In total, Western Australia’s 

Treasury provides forecasts or projections for 21 different aspects of the Western 

Australian economy, for each of the four years covered by the Budget (see Table 1 on 

page 3). 

These forecasts are supported by 12 pages of discussion and analysis, including 12 

charts depicting different aspects of Western Australia’s economic performance and 

outlook.  
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Table 1: Forecasts for the Western Australian economy in 2020-21 WA Budget Papers 

 
Source: Government of Western Australia, State Budget 2020-21: Budget Paper No. 3 Economic and Fiscal 

Outlook, Perth, 8th November 2020, p. 11.    

By contrast, Tasmania’s Budget Papers provide forecasts for only seven dimensions of 

Tasmania’s economy – and, this year, for only two of the four years to which the Budget 

relates (see Table 2 on page 4).  

And the section of Tasmania’s 2020-21 Budget Paper No 1 dedicated to the Tasmanian 

economy comprised only eight pages, printed in larger font with wider spacing 

between lines than the corresponding section of the Western Australian Budget Papers, 

and only three charts. And the  

 

https://www.ourstatebudget.wa.gov.au/2020-21/budget-papers/bp3/2020-21-wa-state-budget-bp3.pdf
https://www.ourstatebudget.wa.gov.au/2020-21/budget-papers/bp3/2020-21-wa-state-budget-bp3.pdf
https://www.treasury.tas.gov.au/Documents/2020-21-Budget-Paper-No-1.pdf
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Table 2: Forecasts for the Tasmanian economy in 2020-21 Tasmanian Budget Papers 

 
Source: Tasmanian Government, The Budget: Budget Paper No 1, Hobart, 12th November 2021, p. 26. 

The Northern Territory Treasury presents a detailed discussion of the Territory’s recent 

economic performance and outlook in a separate paper as part of the Territory’s 

Budget Papers each year. This year, The Northern Territory economy ran to 58 pages, 

supported by 21 charts depicting trends ranging from the sectoral composition of the 

NT economy and its age profile, to housing affordability in different parts of the Territory. 

It also includes forecasts – out to 2023-24 – for 12 different dimensions of the NT 

economy – seven of which are reproduced in Table 3 below  

It does this despite there being no less uncertainty about the outlook for the Northern 

Territory’s economy than there is around Tasmania’s: and despite it having fewer 

economists working in its Treasury than Tasmania does. 

Table 3: Forecasts for the Northern Territory economy in 2020-21 NT Budget Papers 

 
Source: Northern Territory Government, The Northern Territory economy, Darwin, 10th November 2021, p. 3. 

https://www.treasury.tas.gov.au/Documents/2020-21-Budget-Paper-No-1.pdf
https://budget.nt.gov.au/__data/assets/pdf_file/0004/946714/2020-21-budget-economy-book.pdf
https://budget.nt.gov.au/__data/assets/pdf_file/0004/946714/2020-21-budget-economy-book.pdf
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The New South Wales Treasury also provides forecasts or projections for fewer economic 

variables than its Western Australian (or Northern Territory) counterparts: but its 2020-21 

Budget, presented on Tuesday this week, provides forecasts for wages and for nominal 

gross state product – which Tasmania doesn’t – and it provides those forecasts for all 

four years of the Forward Estimates period (Table 4). 

Table 4: Forecasts for the New South Wales economy in 2020-21 NSW Budget Papers 

 
Source: New South Wales Government, Budget Paper No. 1, Budget Statement 2020-21, Sydney, 17th 

November 2021, p. 2-1. 

In an Appendix, the main NSW Budget Paper provides history and forecasts of the dollar 

value of nominal gross state product, which is useful for calculating key budget 

numbers such as the net operating balance, infrastructure spending or net debt as 

percentages of GSP, so as to be able to make more meaningful comparisons of these 

indicators with the corresponding figures for other states and territories. Victoria is the 

only other state which provides this.  

For other states, including Tasmania, analysts wanting to construct forward projections 

of nominal GSP for this purpose have to multiply the implied forecasts of real GSP by an 

assumption about the GSP price deflator – which I usually do by assuming that for each 

state it moves in line with the forecast of the national GDP price deflator published in 

the Commonwealth Budget papers (which is probably reasonable for Tasmania, but is 

likely to be wide of the mark for Queensland or Western Australia, given the much 

greater importance for those two states of resources exports, the prices of which are 

much more volatile).  

And of course this year, for Tasmania, I have to make an assumption about real GSP 

growth as well as for the deflator, in order to arrive at projections of nominal GSP – 

which I’ve done (in the absence of any obviously superior alternative) by assuming it 

grows at the same rate as Australia’s real GDP, as projected by Commonwealth 

Treasury in the 2020-21 Federal Budget Papers. But I shouldn’t have to do that – and for 

any other state or territory, I wouldn’t have to.  

https://www.budget.nsw.gov.au/sites/default/files/2020-11/Budget%20Paper%20No.%201%20-%20Budget%20Statement%20-%202020-21%20Budget_1.pdf
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The economic forecasts in this year’s NSW Budget Papers are supported by 17 pages of 

discussion and analysis, including 19 charts, a detailed exposition of the ‘health 

assumptions’ underpinning the economic outlook, an interesting (and original) 

discussion of the correlation between restrictions (on the movement and gathering of 

people, for public health reasons) and economic outcomes around the world, data on 

the extent to which different sectors of the NSW economy are being supported by 

JobKeeper, and a discussion of the impact of decisions about migration on prospects 

for the NSW economy.  There is nothing similar to any of this in the corresponding 

section of the Tasmanian Budget Papers. 

South Australia’s Budget Papers are on a par with Tasmania’s with regard to the depth 

and breadth – or lack thereof – of forecasts and analysis of the economic outlook. In 

fact, South Australia’s Treasury only provides forecasts for four dimensions of that state’s 

economic performance: but it nonetheless provides those forecasts for all four years of 

the Forward Estimates period – even though there is no less ‘uncertainty’ about the 

outlook for South Australia’s economy than there is about Tasmania’s. 

Table 5: Forecasts for the South Australian economy in 2020-21 SA Budget Papers 

  

Source: Government of South Australia, Budget Paper 3: 2020-21 Budget Statement, Adelaide, 10th 

November 2021, p. 99. 

The discussion and analysis accompanying the South Australian Treasury’s forecasts 

takes up only five pages of this year’s Budget Papers – but it’s in smaller font with more 

closely-spaced lines, and so (probably) contains a bit more detail than Tasmania’s – as 

well as having five charts (as opposed to three in Tasmania’s). But it’s also followed by a 

separate chapter, running to eight pages, looking at South Australia’s regional 

economies. Despite the fact that a higher proportion of Tasmania’s population lives 

outside the capital city than of any other state or territory, there is no similar discussion 

at all in Tasmania’s Budget Papers. Indeed, the word “regions” only appears twice in 

the entire principal budget document – and that’s in the context of regions of the 

world, not regions of Tasmania: there are 13 other references to ‘region’ or ‘regional’, 

but all of them are to spending programs which have one of those words in their name, 

such as ‘Regional Land Use Review’, or ‘State Road Upgrades – Southern Region’. 

https://www.statebudget.sa.gov.au/budget-docs/2020-21_budget_statement.pdf
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There’s no historical data in Tasmania’s budget papers – unlike other states 

Given that there has been nothing like the Covid-19 pandemic in the past 100 years, it’s 

unsurprising that this year’s Budget documents are replete with historical references. The 

second sentence of the Premier’s Budget Speech says, “Not since World War 2 has a 

single event had such far reaching global impacts”. On page 5 of the Budget Speech 

the infrastructure program is hailed as “the largest and most significant … in the State’s 

history”. And eleven pages later, the new Tasmanian Government Radio Network is 

described as “one of the most transformative government communications projects in 

Tasmania’s history”. The recently-completed Royal Hobart Hospital K Block is referred to 

as celebrated as “the largest ever investment in health facilities”. The main Budget 

Paper says – twice (on pages 1 and 24) – that “the social and economic support 

packages implemented by the Government are unrivalled in the history of the State”. 

So, one might have expected that there would be some historical data in the Budget 

Papers which allowed readers to compare some of the key budget aggregates for the 

years 2020-21 through 2023-24 with those from years gone by. 

But one would search in vain for anything resembling that in either this, or previous, 

Tasmanian Budget Papers.   

To be fair, here are eight charts depicting the net operating balance, fiscal balance, 

net debt, the composition of total revenue, GST revenue, state taxation revenue, 

revenue from GBEs back to 2014-15 (the current Government’s first full financial year in 

office); and two further charts showing total revenue and expenses back to 1999-2000, 

and ‘purchases of non-financial assets’ (broadly speaking, capital expenditures) and 

depreciation expense back to 2006-07.  

But the Budget Papers website does not provide the data used in these charts in excel 

spreadsheet form (as the Federal budget does); nor is any of the data presented in 

tabular form in the Budget Papers available in downloadable format (as is the case for 

the Western Australian and Victorian Budgets).  

And there is not a single table in the Tasmanian Budget Papers providing historical data 

for years prior to 2019-20, which a  reader could use to compile his or her own charts, or 

to make comparisons of (for example) the forecast growth rates of revenue and 

expenses over the four years to 2023-24 with, say, the preceding four years.  

Again this stands in stark contrast to the volume of historical budget information 

provided in the New South Wales or South Australian Budget Papers (see Tables 6 and 

7), or on the Victorian Budget website. 

Presumably the Treasury has this sort of information readily to hand (and I’ve compiled it 

myself, manually, over more than 25 years of looking at state budgets): but it’s hard to 

understand why the Tasmanian Treasury can’t be as forthcoming with this sort of 

material as its counterparts in other parts of Australia. 

 

https://www.treasury.tas.gov.au/Documents/2020-21-Budget-Speech.pdf
https://budget.gov.au/2020-21/content/download/budget_2020-21_chart_data.zip
https://www.ourstatebudget.wa.gov.au/budget-papers.html
https://www.dtf.vic.gov.au/economic-and-financial-updates/state-financial-data-sets
https://www.dtf.vic.gov.au/economic-and-financial-updates/state-financial-data-sets
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 Table 6: Historical budget data in the 2020-21 New South Wales Budget Papers 

 
Source: New South Wales Government, Budget Paper No. 1, Budget Statement 2020-21, Sydney, 17th 

November 2021, p. D2. Note that there are three more tables like this one on subsequent pages.  

Table 6: Historical budget data in the 2020-21 South Australian Budget Papers 

 
Source: Government of South Australia, Budget Paper 3: 2020-21 Budget Statement, Adelaide, 10th 

November 2021, p. 144. Note that there are nine more tables like this one on subsequent pages.  

https://www.budget.nsw.gov.au/sites/default/files/2020-11/Budget%20Paper%20No.%201%20-%20Budget%20Statement%20-%202020-21%20Budget_1.pdf
https://www.statebudget.sa.gov.au/budget-docs/2020-21_budget_statement.pdf
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Some other jurisdictions look further into the future than Tasmania, too 

One of the most common questions raised about the current round of federal and state 

budgets is “when and how will the debt which is now being incurred ever be paid off”? 

My answer to that question is: “we don’t actually need to pay it off by any pre-

determined time, or even at all, so long as we can service it without compromising our 

ability to provide the services which citizens expect of their governments, and without 

imposing a crushing burden on taxpayers”. Given that interest rates are at record lows, 

and that the Reserve Bank is publicly committed to keeping them there for at least the 

next three years, we are certainly not going to have any difficulties on that front in the 

near term. And I suspect that we won’t have any difficulties servicing the debts which 

the Tasmanian, most other state and territory, and Commonwealth Governments have 

incurred since the onset of the pandemic for some time afterwards, given the outlook 

for inflation and unemployment.  

Nonetheless, some other jurisdictions do attempt to provide Members of their 

Parliaments, and their citizens, with insights into the condition of their finances beyond 

the end of the Forward Estimate period. 

In particular, the Northern Territory – the one jurisdiction where there are some real 

concerns about medium term financial sustainability – provides forecasts of the fiscal 

balance for the non-financial public sector in its 2020-21 Budget Papers (see Chart 1 

below). The NT Budget Papers predict that the Territory’s net debt will reach $16bn (or 

216% of forecast revenues) by 2020-2030 (cf. $5.8bn at the end of 2019-20, and a 

forecast $12bn or 179% of revenues at the end of 2023-24).  

Chart 1: Northern Territory non-financial public sector financial balance 

 
Source: Northern Territory Government, 2020-21 Budget Paper No. 2: Budget Strategy and Outlook, Darwin, 

10th November 2020, p. 13.   

https://budget.nt.gov.au/__data/assets/pdf_file/0005/946715/2020-21-budget-book2.pdf
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This year’s New South Wales Budget Papers include a chart showing projections of the 

general government net operating balance out to 2029-30 (reproduced as Chart 2 

below).   

Chart 2: New South Wales general government sector net operating balance  

 
Source: New South Wales Government, Budget Paper No. 1, Budget Statement 2020-21, Sydney, 17th 

November 2021, p3-5. 

Apart from the usual presentation of the outlook for the State’s (extremely large, by 

comparison with every other state and territory) unfunded superannuation liability – 

which is now not expected to be extinguished until 2081 – there is nothing like this in the 

Tasmanian Budget Papers.  

Indeed, the phrase “medium term” does not appear in the main Tasmanian Budget 

Paper at all – compared with 17 times in the corresponding NSW Budget Paper, four 

times in the corresponding WA Budget Paper, twice in the principal SA Budget Paper, 

and ten times in the main NT Budget Paper. 

One other thing completely missing from the Tasmanian Budget Papers 

There’s one other thing which is conspicuously absent from the Tasmanian Budget 

Papers, in contrast to (in particular) the New South Wales ones – and that’s any mention 

of tax reform.  

Indeed, the word ‘reform’ only appear 17 times in the main Tasmanian Budget Paper 

this year – and almost all of those mentions are in relation to the title of national 

programs, such as the National Health Reform Program. By contrast, the word ‘reform’ 

appears no fewer than106 times in the principal NSW Budget Paper; 47 times in the 

corresponding WA Budget Paper; and 39 times in the main SA Budget document. The 

Northern Territory’s principal budget document matches Tasmania’s with only 17 

mentions of ‘reform’. 

https://www.budget.nsw.gov.au/sites/default/files/2020-11/Budget%20Paper%20No.%201%20-%20Budget%20Statement%20-%202020-21%20Budget_1.pdf
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The big reform in this year’s New South Wales Budget is of course the proposed 

replacement of stamp duty on land transfers with a land tax that would apply to owner-

occupied homes as well as to commercial land, investment properties and second 

homes.  

As I noted in my Reforming Tasmania's tax system: some options paper in September, 

this is a reform which has been advocated by almost every report on tax reform in the 

past three decades, and which enjoys virtually unanimous support among economists 

(whatever their differences on other topics). As the New South Wales Treasurer said in 

his Budget Speech, “for state governments, the reform with the greatest potential to 

unlock prosperity is tax”.  

At this stage, the details of what the NSW Government may end up doing are sketchy: it 

proposes an annual tax of $500 plus 0.3% of unimproved land value on owner-

occupied homes, alongside levies of $1,500 plus 1.0% of unimproved land value on 

residential investment properties, 2.6% on the unimproved land value of commercial 

properties, and 0.3% on the unimproved value of farmland. It also proposes that 

property purchasers be able to elect, at the time of purchase of a property, whether to 

pay stamp duty under the existing regime, or to enter into the new land tax regime. But 

it has also published a Consultation Paper seeking feedback from citizens and interest 

groups in NSW before proceeding further. 

As other state governments who have baulked at this reform in the past have 

recognized, it is very easy for political opponents and vested interest groups to mount 

effective scare campaigns against it – as the Liberal Party has sought to do, 

unsuccessfully, in the ACT where the Labor-Greens Government has been phasing in an 

increase in municipal rates (which it can do because it is in effect also the Canberra 

City Council) in order to phase out stamp duties. It will be an important test of the NSW 

Labor Party’s reform credentials whether it seeks to achieve short-term partisan 

advantage by opposing this reform – by contrast with the example set by John Howard 

when he was Opposition Leader in the Federal Parliament in the 1980s and frequently 

eschewed the opportunity for partisan advantages by opposing reforms which he 

recognized were in the national interest. 

Here in Tasmania, the incumbent Government appears to have no appetite for any 

reform of this nature. While I accept that it is inevitably politically very costly for 

governments to embark on wide-ranging reforms – especially reforms which will make 

some people worse off (as almost all worthwhile reforms will) – without having obtained 

an electoral mandate for them, this Government seems completely disinterested in 

seeking such a mandate. They have very competently “minded the store” since 

coming to office in 2014 – and, especially in the light of Victoria’s experience with the 

pandemic, competent store-minding is not to be sniffed at – but they have evinced 

little interest in building a bigger or better store. Nor, to be fair, has the Opposition thus 

far shown much interest in developing arguments for tax reform which they could take 

to the election due in 2022.  

  

https://www.saul-eslake.com/reforming-tasmanias-tax-system-some-options/
https://www.budget.nsw.gov.au/sites/default/files/2020-11/0920-01_Budget%20Paper%2020-21%20Glossy%20Overview%20A4_Design.pdf
https://www.treasury.nsw.gov.au/sites/default/files/2020-11/NSW%20Treasury%20property%20tax%20proposal%20Consultation%20Paper.pdf

