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MEASURING THE SIZE OF THE PUBLIC SECTOR:
MEETING USER NEEDS FOR IMPROVED DATA ON PUBLIC COPORATIONS

1.

Background

1.
The role and size of government has long been of interest to policymakers and analysts. But the
current economic crisis and cash injections made by governments the world over to stabilise enterprises, in
particular financial enterprises, has increased interest in government statistics, and in particular the
delineation between the general government and public sector. Moreover, the rapid growth of emerging
economies where public corporations play a significant role, and an increasing commercialisation within
OECD countries of activities previously conducted within the general government sector have added to this
increased interest.
2.
Measures such as General Government Expenditure, General Government Revenue and Netlending/Net-borrowing are generally considered robust in the context of assessing the size of general
government, particularly in relation to public finances but the capacity of public corporations to borrow and
the contingent implicit exposure of government to these liabilities by way of guarantees or otherwise, is not
captured by these measures. Indeed in many countries the key focus of policy makers from a public finances
perspective is on the totality of the public sector, including public corporations, and not just government.
3.
Moreover, there is some concern amongst users of national accounts statistics regarding the
comparability of national accounts statistics on government, in particular whether the application of rules
concerning government control and ownership of certain institutional units that provide some market
services are applied consistently across all countries.
4.
Getting a better understanding of these issues and indeed a better understanding of the criteria used
to establish which institutions, where government has some control, are included as public corporations,
general government institutions or other, as well as the weight of their activities in the productive economy,
is clearly of interest to policy makers. As is a desire to attempt to create comparable estimates of public
sector net lending/borrowing and public sector measures of debt; an objective given recent impetus by the
addition of a chapter (22) dealing with these issues in the new 2008 SNA.
5.
This is the primary purpose of this paper. It builds on recent developments and a recent voluntary
questionnaire conducted by Eurostat, under the auspices of its Financial Accounts Working Group, to collect
financial data on public corporations.
2.

Government and the Public Sector in the SNA

6.
It is useful at this stage to say a few words on the guidance provided in the SNA concerning the
delineation of institutions between the government, public corporations and market sector.
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7.

Paragraph 2.17 of the 2008 SNA defines the general government sector as follows:
General government consists of institutional units that, in addition to fulfilling their political
responsibilities and their role of economic regulation, produce services (and possibly goods) for
individual or collective consumption mainly on a non-market basis and redistribute income and
wealth.

8.

Paragraph 4.77 says the following on public corporations:
A corporation is a public corporation if a government unit, another public corporation, or some
combination of government units and public corporations controls the entity, where control is
defined as the ability to determine the general corporate policy of the corporation. The expression
“general corporate policy” as used here is understood in a broad sense to mean the key financial
and operating policies relating to the corporation’s strategic objectives as a market producer.

9.

The key phrases here are ‘control’ and ‘market producer’.

10.
Many institutions controlled by government provide a mix of market and non-market goods and
services for example: only those that are classified as ostensibly market-producers1 are classified as public
corporations whereas non-market producers (NPIs) are in the general government.
11.
The difficulty here is that the SNA contains some ambiguity in determining when units controlled
by government should be classified as public corporations. Paragraphs 22.28 to 22.32 of the 2008 SNA
perfectly illustrate the measurement difficulties involved:
22.28 To be considered as a market producer, a unit must provide all or most of its output to
others at prices that are economically significant. Economically significant prices are prices that
have a significant effect on the amounts that producers are willing to supply and on the amounts
purchasers wish to buy. These prices normally result when:
a. The producer has an incentive to adjust supply either with the goal of making a profit in the
long run or, at a minimum, covering capital and other costs; and
b. Consumers have the freedom to purchase or not purchase and make the choice on the basis of
the prices charged.
22.29 These conditions usually mean that prices are economically significant if sales cover the
majority of the producer’s costs and consumers are free to choose whether to buy and how much
to buy on the basis of the prices charged Although there is no prescriptive numerical relationship
between the value of output (excluding both taxes and subsidies on products) and the production
costs, one would normally expect the value of goods and services sold (the sales) to average at
least half of the production costs over a sustained multiyear period.
22.30 Because economic circumstances vary considerably, it may be desirable to accept different
thresholds to achieve consistent economic measurement over time, between units and across
countries. In principle, the distinction between market and non-market should be made on a
case-by-case basis.
22.31 It can be presumed that prices are economically significant when the producers are private
corporations. When there is public control, however, the unit’s prices may be modified for public
policy purposes. This may cause difficulties in determining whether the prices are economically
significant. Public corporations are often established to provide goods that the market would not
produce in the desired quantities or at the desired prices. Even when the sales of such
1

Some institutions that are market-producers can appear within general government, for example a shop within a
museum, but only if they are designated as unincorporated enterprises, as opposed to quasi enterprises. In any case
these are not expected to be hugely significant)
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corporations may cover a large portion of their costs, one can expect that they respond to market
forces quite differently than would private corporations.
22.32 It is likely that corporations receiving substantial government financial support, or that
enjoy other risk reducing factors such as government guarantees, will act differently from
corporations without such advantages because their budget constraints are softer. A non-market
producer is a producer that faces a very soft budget constraint so that the producer is not likely to
respond to changes in the economic conditions in the same way as market producers.
12.
EU countries have adopted a 50% rule for ‘most’ in this context but it is not clear what determining
criteria are used in other OECD countries.
13.
The criteria for determining ‘control’ in the 2008 SNA provide, arguably, even more scope for
differences in treatment at the international level. Paragraphs 4.77 to 4.80, summarised in paragraph 22.22
(below) describe how ‘control’ should be determined:
The criteria for control of a corporation are described in paragraphs 4.77 to 4.80. The key
factors to be considered are
a. Ownership of the majority of the voting interest;
b. Control of the board or other governing body;
c. Control of the appointment and removal of key personnel;
d. Control of key committees of the entity;
e. Golden shares and options;
f. Regulation and control;
g. Control by a dominant customer; and
h. Control attached to borrowing from the government.
Although a single indicator could be sufficient to establish control in some cases, in others a
number of separate indicators may collectively indicate control. A decision based on the
totality of all indicators must necessarily be judgmental in nature, but the judgements should be
consistent for similar cases.
14.
Recognising the difficulties inherent in determining ‘control’ in practice the SNA does provide
practical advice based on the criterion of majority ownership (more than 50%). However, like the
delineation between government and public corporations it’s not clear how countries determine ‘control’ in
practice. Of particular interest in this regard is the determination of ‘control’ in cases where government
provides effective guarantees for liabilities owed by the corporation (particularly where corporations are
perpetually loss-making) and/or provide significant subsidies.
Needs of OECD and external policy-makers
15.
In recent months, and partly in response to the financial crisis, there have been growing requests
from within the OECD (and externally) for better data relating to the public sector. Indeed the OECD’s
Directorate for Financial and Enterprise Affairs (DAF), has recently begun to collect information on public
corporations2, and indeed other enterprises where the State hold a sizeable share. And the Statistics
Directorate would like to capitalise on this interest to collect further information on public corporations.
2

The Corporate Affairs Division has commenced an actual data collection exercise. The Investment and
Competition Committees both engaged in recent exercises reviewing the changing role of public enterprises in the
competitive and foreign investment policy landscapes.
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16.
For information Tables 1 to 3 below provide an overview of information recently collected by DAF
through its Working Group on Privatisation and Corporate Governance of State Owned Assets. So far 15
member countries have contributed to the questionnaire-based exercise, the first phase of which is expected
to be concluded following the Group’s meeting in April 2010.
17.
But this information only begins to scratch at the surface of those statistics needed and questions
raised. Specifically the main questions typically formulated in this context are as follows:
•

What is the size of the public sector and what are its main constituent elements?
o

What is the net-borrowing/net-lending of the public sector?

o

What is the gross/net debt of the public sector? (not including contingent liabilities)

o
•

Economic indicators: an overview of the value added, turnover, capital formation and
employment in the public sector.

Can we define the ‘public domain”?
o

What corporations, currently outside of the public sector, receive significant funding
(subsidies) from government/public sector? What is the net-lending/debt position of these
enterprises and what is their contribution to the domestic economy (value added, turnover,
capital formation, employment)?

o

What corporations have explicit guarantees from government that would make the public
sector liable for any liabilities?

o

What corporations not classified as public corporations does the stake have a significant
stake? What is the net-lending/debt position of these enterprises and what is their
contribution to the domestic economy (value added, turnover, capital formation,
employment)?

18.
Responding to all of these questions will take some time and indeed may not be feasible in the
short to medium term. But the recent Eurostat questionnaire (attached below) sent to EU countries by its
Financial Accounts Working Group, represents a step in the right direction. The attachment includes, for
information a summary of the returns by EU countries from the first questionnaire circulated by Eurostat late
last year – data has not been included as it is currently confidential. But the OECD will seek to coordinate
this activity with Eurostat regarding the collection of these statistics across OECD countries.
19.
The OECD would therefore like to circulate this questionnaire to non EU OECD member countries
by way of a pilot study and use this as a possible launch pad to determine what could/would be feasible in
the longer term to better respond to the needs of policy makers; with a view to determining whether the
questionnaire could be expanded to include other variables such as those relating to numbers of employees
and the nature of control exerted by government (for example percentage of equity owned by government).
Discussion Items
20.

NAWP delegates are therefore asked to consider the following:
 Would OECD non EU member countries be willing to fill the attached questionnaire, attached
below, and sent with a formal cover note, returning completed responses by the end of January
2010?
 Would OECD EU countries be willing to make available to the OECD the relevant data
supplied to Eurostat?
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21.

As a follow-up to the questionnaires:
 If Eurostat also supports the initiative, would countries be willing to provide information in a
follow-up questionnaire which included additional questions relating to numbers of employees
and a description of the degree(s) of ownership exerted by government that have resulted in
classification as a public corporation – conducted in coordination with Eurostat.
 Would it be possible to develop supplementary indicators based on a concept of the ‘public
domain’ which includes corporations outside of the public corporation sector but where
government is the key customer or key funder (via subsidies say) or where government
provides contingent guarantees. How would public private partnerships fit within this concept
and indeed many NPISHs?
 22. Would it be possible to further extend the coverage of enterprises to include those where
the public sector holds a stake of more than 10%, differentiating between those where the
public sector has more a 50% stake and those with between 10 and 50%? - again in
coordination with Eurostat.
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Table 1. Overview of SOE sectors in OECD countries. (Data refer to SOEs held end-2008 at the central level of government unless otherwise specified)

Note: The value of SOEs is recorded at market value for listed companies and book equity value for others - unless otherwise; (1) In the case of Greece and New Zealand, some totals are
based on partial reporting with "not available" set to zero; (2) Valuation for Czech Republic and New Zealand is based on book values of equity; (3) Statutory enterprises exist but have not
been included in the reporting; (4) Reflecting borderline problems with defining a "statutory corporations" all such have been included in the majority-owned non-listed SOE category; (5) Data
refer to the end of Fiscal Year 2007/8.; (6) Data refer to June 2009.
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Table 2. Overview of state-ownership in listed enterprises in OECD countries (Data refer to SOEs held end-2008 at the central level of government unless
otherwise specified)

(1) Consolidated ownership within the general government sector and including holdings through SOEs and their subsidiaries.(2) Valuation for Czech Republic and New Zealand is based on
book values of equity.(3) Vakifbank shares are not owned by the government, however, the ownership rights of the shares that belong to numerous charitable foundations are executed by
Turkish Prime Ministry’s General Directorate of Foundations.(4) The employment and value of Snam Rete Gas is included in the partially-state owned figure, reflecting the fact that the
company is controlled by the central government via a cascading ownership structure.(5) Data refer to the end of Fiscal Year 2007/8.(6) Data refer to June 2009.'(7) Data refer to August 2009
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Table 3. Sectoral Distribution of SOEs in OECD countries (1) (Data refer to SOEs held end-2008 at the central level of government unless otherwise specified

(1) Sum of the reporting 15 countries. Not available observations have been counted as zero. Discrepancies between totals and sums of sub-items can therefore occur. (2) Includes SOEs
held at the subnational enterprises in Hungary and Korea. Totals therefore differ from Figure 1(3) Valuation for Czech Republic and New Zealand is based on book values of equity.
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Questionnaire on data for public corporations
Reporting country:
Metadata
1. Changes in the coverage of the reported data

In principle data for all public corporations should be reported in this questionnaire (where the government's control over the corporation is in line with 1993
SNAS para 4.30)
Countries can briefly mention here where the reported data do not have 100% coverage and, if not, which units were missing and how material this could
be to the quality of the reported data.

2. Main changes in data sources and data collection since September-November 2008
Countries should provide a brief summary of the main changes data sources and in the data collection process since the last collection of SeptemberNovember 2008.

3. Availability of consolidated data along with non-consolidated data
Countries should indicate whether both non-consolidated and consolidated data are available or whether only one of these two types of data is available

4. National publications
Countries should provide the name (and possibly weblink) to their latest national publication(s) of data on public corporations, and also (if published) to the
latest list of public corporations.
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A. 1993 SNA data
Millions of national currency
Item

1993 SNA code

All public corporations
2005
2006
2007
2008

Public non-financial corporations
2005
2006
2007
2008

Public financial corporations
2005
2006
2007
2008

of which National Central Bank
2005
2006
2007
2008

Transactions
Gross value added
Consumption of fixed capital
Compensation of employees
Gross Operating surplus
Subsidies receivable
Interest payable
Dividends payable
Property income receivable
Current taxes on income and wealth payable
Gross fixed capital formation
Current transfers receivable
Capital transfers receivable
Net lending / net borrowing

B.1g
K.1
D.1 pay
B.2g
D.3 rec
D.41 pay
D.421 pay
D.4 rec
D.5 pay
P.51
D.7 rec
D.9 rec
B.9

Net acquisition of financial assets
of which currency and desposits
Net incurrence of liabilities
of which liabilities in securities (o/t shares & fin deriv)
of which loans
Net financial transactions = 22-24

F assets
F.2 assets
F liabilities
F.33 liabilities
F.4 liabilities
B.9f

Stocks (at end-year)
Total financial assets
of which … Assets in currency and deposits
of which … Assets in loans
of which … Assets in shares and other equity
Total liabilities
of which Liabilities in securities (o/t shares & fin deriv)
of which Liabilities in loans
Net financial worth = 31-35

AF assets
AF.2 assets
AF.4 assets
AF.5 assets
AF liabilities
AF.33 liabilities
AF.4 liabilities
BF.90

Note: If countries have a complete, or near-complete set of accounts for corporations, these could be sent in the national format to the OECD instead of completing the relevant columns of the table.
Legend & instructions for completion
Please use only the following abbreviations:
ND - not available
NA - not applicable
0 - zero or very close to zero
All cells should be filled in, no blank cells allowed.
Please use a dot ‘.’ for any decimals rather than a comma: For example 3.1 rather than 3,1.
For whole numbers please do not use a dot or a comma: For example write 5234 rather than 5.234 or 5,234.
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B. Business accounting based data
Millions of national currency

Please indicate on what basis the business accounts for public corporations are prepared.
Countries should report here if accounts are based on international financial reporting standards (IFRS), national standards, mixed etc. Major deviations of definitions from IFRS could be noted.

The terms used below are those used in typical accounts prepared under international financial reporting standards (pre-2007 revision of IAS1) - the terms may differ in national business accounting,
however the closest equivalents should be used in these cases.

Item

2005

All public corporations
2006
2007

2008

Public non-financial corporations
2005
2006
2007
2008

Income statement
Revenue
Cost of sales
Finance costs
Profit or Loss for the year before tax
Balance sheet
Assets - property, plant and equipment
Current assets - cash and bank balances
Current liabilities - borrowings
Non-current liabilities - borrowings
Cash flow statement (or notes)
Purchases of property, plant and equipment

Legend & instructions for completion
Please use only the following abbreviations:
ND - not available
NA - not applicable
0 - zero or very close to zero
All cells should be filled in, no blank cells allowed.
Please use a dot ‘.’ for any decimals rather than a comma: For example 3.1 rather than 3,1.
For whole numbers please do not use a dot or a comma: For example write 5234 rather than 5.234 or 5,234.
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Public financial corporations
2006
2007
2008

STD/CSTAT/WPNA(2009)6

13

STD/CSTAT/WPNA(2009)6

Financial Accounts Working Group
Luxembourg, 19-21 January 2009
BECH Building, Room Ampère
Beginning 9.30 a.m.

Part D
Item 2.c
Data on public corporations
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1.

Introduction

During the June FAWG, Eurostat introduced a proposal for a voluntary data collection of data on public
corporations from countries. This was the result of a first questionnaire launched in December 2007. In the
answer to this questionnaire it appeared that there was sufficient data on public corporations in enough
countries to justify a data collection by Eurostat.
Eurostat developed an outline proposal for a questionnaire to collect public corporations data from
countries. Countries provided helpful comments on the structure and content of the proposed questionnaire.
The final questionnaire was sent to countries in mid-September 2008 with the 21st of November 2008 as a
deadline for the answers.
The questionnaire transmitted to the countries is attached as annex 1. It was composed of four sheets. The
first one 'Summary' was dedicated to Metadata. The other ones "ESA 95 data", "Business data" and "Other
data" were dedicated to the reporting of data.
It was recommended that those countries which compile ESA-based data for public corporations only
complete the "Summary" and "ESA95 data" sheets, and that those countries which do not compile ESA95based data for public corporations should provide available data in the sheets "Business data" and "Other
data"
2.

Description of the results
2.1.

Answers to the questionnaire

The table in annex 2 gives an overview of transmissions and presents some metadata provided by
countries.
18 Member States plus NO and CH answered to the questionnaire (the missing countries were: BG, IE, EL,
CY, LT, LU, PL, RO, and SK), although only 14 Member States plus NO and CH provided data (or link to
the data) for the requested tables.
9 Member States + NO and CH transmitted some data (or link to some data) on an ESA95 basis: BE, CZ,
DK, ES, LV, HU, NL, PT, and UK. However, BE, LV, PT and CH transmitted data for the National
Central Bank only. It should be noted that DK, HU and UK did not provide information directly in the
questionnaire tables but provided other tables with categories that were closely, though not always,
consistent.
7 Member States transmitted data on public corporations coming from business data: DE, EE, FI, LV, PT,
MT, and SE.
Two Member States transmitted data on public corporations coming from other sources: BE and EE
Seven Member States (DK, DE, HU, PT, NL, FI and SE) transmitted other categories that were not
requested in the questionnaire.
FR, SI and AT provided no data. IT provided some figures on the number of public enterprises and
employees.
Most of the countries that answered to the questionnaire provided information in the part dedicated to
metadata.
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From the metadata provided by countries, it seems to be the case that only in few countries is there a
complete list of public corporations: DK, EE, IT, and UK. DE has a list available but incomplete. For the
other Member States, this is not clear, though the previous questionnaire responses had indicated that many
countries had an incomplete list.
Moreover in the case of countries that provided business data, it would be interesting to know if the
classification of unit into public corporation is consistent with ESA95 concepts. It is the case for DE, FI
and SE. For EE it seems to be the case. PT reports that "Regarding Business data, the coverage is not
according the national accounts criteria for the classification of units". For the other Member States, this is
not clear.
Another concern was to see if the available data cover all public corporations. This is the case for DE, HU,
and MT in 2005 only. This is also the case for DK but, as financial data are not used on a regular basis and
are therefore not validated, only non financial data are published. For FI only some minor units may be
missing.
11 respondents provided information on the source of data.
10 countries reported publishing some data on public corporations.
2.2.

Availability of data

The tables provided in annex 3 show the availability for each category and each year and for the three
tables included in the questionnaire. From these tables it appears that the coverage is generally poor at this
stage, with some notable exceptions.
If we look at the availability of ESA95 based data, we observe that:
¾ 9 Member States + NO and CH transmitted some data (or link to some data): BE, CZ, DK, ES,
LV, HU, NL, PT, and UK.
¾ BE, LV, PT and CH transmitted data for the National Central Bank only.
¾ 2007 data are apparently still not available in a majority of countries. Only CZ provided 2007 data
for "all public corporations". In the case of Spain, only 2005 data are available.
¾ The breakdown of public corporation between financial and non financial corporations is generally
available. However, for the UK only public non financial corporation data are available.
¾ Data on public transport corporations are available only in a few cases (DK, ES and NO provided
some data).
¾ The availability of data relative to National Central Bank is generally very good.
¾ Only PT, BE, CH and NO provided financial accounts data for the National Central Bank in this
exercise. However, data are also available from the annual financial accounts for BE, BG, DK, EE,
EL, ES, FR, LV, LT, HU, NL, AT, PL, RO, SI, SK, FI, and SE.
¾ The coverage of non-financial accounts data is better than for financial account data.
¾ Inside non-financial account data, some categories are provided more often than others. For
example the Gross value added is more often available than the net lending/ net borrowing
¾ B9 (net lending/net borrowing) for all public corporations is available in 2007 only for CZ and for
CZ, DK and NO in 2006.
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¾ For financial accounts data, only CZ has a fully satisfactory coverage in term of categories and
time.
If we look at the availability of business data, we observe that:
¾ 7 Member States transmitted data on public corporation coming from business data: DE, EE, FI,
LV, PT, MT, and SE.
¾ 2007 data are available in most cases.
¾ At the time of the questionnaire, only 2005 data were available for DE.
¾ The breakdown of public corporations between financial and non financial corporations is
generally available. However, for PT only public non financial corporations data are available.
¾ Some data on public transport corporations are available for the 7 Member States.
¾ In the income statement part, the coverage of the categories is very homogenous.
¾ In the Balance sheet part, it could have been interesting to have additional categories: "total assets"
and "total liabilities". Indeed some countries provided these categories but were not able to provide
figures for the breakdown.
¾ The category "Purchases of property, plant and equipment" seems to be more problematic.
Concerning "other data":
¾ Only two Member States transmitted data: BE and EE
¾ EE provided data on depreciation
¾ BE provided data on the number of public corporation, total assets and results (coming from
Dexia).
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2.3.

Content of data

Some data are presented in the tables below and compared with general government data. The data thus far
provided to Eurostat has been made on a restricted basis and so it has been suppressed from the tables
below.
(in MEUR)
Revenue (business data)
All public corporations
2005
2006
2007

Total Revenue (ESA95)
General government
2005
2006
2007

BE
BG
CZ
DK
DE
EE
IE
GR
ES
FR
IT
CY
LV
LT
LU
HU
MT
NL
AT
PL
PT
RO
SI
SK
FI
SE
UK
NO
CH
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Gross value added (ESA95)
All public corporations
2005
2006
2007

Gross value added (ESA95)
General government
2005
2006
2007

BE
BG
CZ
DK
DE
EE
IE
GR
ES
FR
IT
CY
LV
LT
LU
HU
MT
NL
AT
PL
PT
RO
SI
SK
FI
SE
UK
NO
CH
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B9 (ESA95)
All public corporations
2005
2006
2007

B9 (ESA95)
General government
2005
2006
2007

BE
BG
CZ
DK
DE
EE
IE
GR
ES
FR
IT
CY
LV
LT
LU
HU
MT
NL
AT
PL
PT
RO
SI
SK
FI
SE
UK
NO
CH
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3.

Next Steps
3.1.

Collection of data

It is proposed that a further collection of data takes place later in 2009, using the existing questionnaire
(taking on any comments from countries) as a basis. Countries are encouraged to prepare for this, so that
content and coverage of reported data can be expanded. Those countries which have not yet sent data are
encouraged to do so.
Eurostat intends to propose a collection of data on public corporations under the next ESA transmission
programme. The form of this proposal is being considered in the light of this questionnaire exercise and the
feedback from key users.
3.2.

Publication of data

Publication of data will be considered only when a broadly comparable and complete data will be
available. With the agreement of Member States, the data will be further analysed by Eurostat and made
available for analytical – but not publication –purposes to the ECB and DG ECFIN, provided that
appropriate caveats on comparability and completeness are made.
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