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Once again the Business Round Table have been given space to repeat their mantra that NZ suffers from ‘excessive public spending and a disproportionate tax take from top income earners’ (Hagen 21st November). The latest on-line comparative OECD statistics, excluding Turkey whose data is incomplete, are shown below. I have provided a non-weighted average of the 29 countries. Using the BRT preferred measure of government spending as a percentage of GDP, New Zealand at 36.4%, is below the average and the median. There are only 10 countries with lower government spending ratios.  Some of these countries, Mexico and Korea would not be considered role models for New Zealand. Others such as Australia have mandatory saving schemes that have similar fiscal effects to traditional government’s budgets. A 1998 IMF paper for example claims that these schemes should be classified in the government sector and ‘not lost in private sector accounts’(Heller P, 1998) . Different treatment of schemes for retirement  is just one of the many caveats that are needed to draw conclusions from  international data, as I have discussed on these pages before ( 3rd October). For example, New Zealand’s payment of gross benefits  inflates spending,  as does GST on government services. The tax incentives that are hidden government spending and widely used elsewhere, mean other countries’ figures are understated. 
It is also hard to feel sorry for the poor top income earners that John Hagen thinks are so over taxed. Figures (graphic below) from the Ministry of Social Policy’s paper (Mowbray, 2001) shows the top decile of households have had 36% increase in 

	
	General government revenue* %GDP
	Current government expenditure % GDP
	.

	Slovak Repulbic
	53.8
	56.3
	

	Sweden
	56.9
	55.1
	

	Denmark
	54.9
	52.4
	

	France
	48.1
	48.5
	

	Greece
	50.2
	48.3
	

	Belgium
	48.2
	48
	

	Austria
	47.3
	47.3
	

	Finland
	48.7
	46.4
	

	Germany
	44.5
	44.8
	

	Italy
	44.9
	44.6
	

	Norway
	51
	43.9
	

	Netherlands
	44.2
	43.2
	

	Canada
	43.4
	42.5
	

	Poland
	42.5
	39.6
	

	Portugal
	38.6
	38.3
	

	Luxenbourg
	45
	38
	

	United Kingdom
	39.3
	37.8
	

	Czech Republic
	38.9
	37
	

	New Zealand
	40.5
	36.4
	

	Spain
	37.2
	35.9
	

	Iceland
	38.2
	34.3
	

	Switzerland
	34.4
	34.2
	

	United States
	32.8
	32.7
	

	Australia
	33.3
	31.9
	

	Japan
	31.6
	30
	

	Hungary
	29.8
	29.8
	

	Ireland
	34.5
	29.3
	

	Korea
	26.1
	17.1
	

	Mexico
	19.4
	17
	

	Average
	41.3
	39.3
	

	median
	42.5
	38.3
	


Source: OECD in Figures (2001)STATISTICS ON THE MEMBER COUNTRIES

Note * general government revenue exceeds tax revenue. OECD figures for 1998 show  New Zealand at 35.2% compared to an average OECD figure of 37%

equivalised disposable income between 1982 and 1998.  This does not capture the top end’s increased use of trusts as a sheltering device, the capital gains that have been accumulated tax free, and the removal of death duties.
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Figure  Change in median real equivalent disposable income 1982-1998
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