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T&T ouTlook 2019: anoTher year of errors and omissions

A clear and deep commitment to making a difference in the Caribbean 
is the driving force behind Marla Dukharan’s career and work. Marla is 
recognized as a leading economist and thought-leader in the Caribbean, 
known for her insightful and frequent analysis on the regional impli-
cations of international events. She has taken a leading role in driving 
discussion, public policy formation and action, that foster gender equal-
ity, reduce income inequality, and promote new models of fiscal and 
economic resilience, to lead the region toward a more prosperous and 

sustainable future. Her resolve to play an active role in supporting solu-
tions to the Caribbean’s economic and social challenges led her to begin 

her series of change-inspiring webinars on key topics of regional impor-
tance, such as the need for legislated fiscal resilience frameworks, means to 

achieving sustainable growth, and defeating crime and corruption. Her monthly 
Caribbean Economic Report has become a critical piece for regional monitoring, 

and closely following risks, vulnerabilities and successes in top Caribbean economies.

Contrary to what the Government would like us to believe, the T&T economy is in anything but a recovery 
and has NOT turned around. A turnaround would imply that growth has returned and is trending upwards, 
that more people have jobs, that we are safer and that overall our standards of living and wellbeing have 
improved. Can anyone living in T&T honestly say that compared to say 2009, their lives are better? Let’s 
take a look at some common measures of socio-economic performance to see.

Where are The sTaTisTics?
To analyse the economy in the first place, we must begin by asking: Where are the data? Why do we still not have a 
properly functioning Central Statistical Office? Isn't it in the policymaker’s interest to have the statistics to show whether 
their management of the economy is effective or how it should be adjusted? Or are they not concerned with managing the 
economy? Is it in somebody’s interest not to have the data that show what’s really going on?

“If we are still not sure what happened a year ago, and whether the medicine is working, how do we know what 
medicine and what dosage should be administered now to address our current ailments?”

Why is it that in the Central Bank’s Monetary Policy Report published in November 2018, there is no GDP growth figure, not 
even an estimate or a projection for 2017 or 2018? How is monetary policy determined and interest rates set without an idea 
of where GDP stands and how it is trending? Why is the latest Summary Economic Indicators Bulletin from the Central Bank 
dated September 2018, but the 1% contraction in the economy in 2017 is still a “provisional” data point? If we are still not sure 
what happened a year ago, and whether the medicine is working so to speak, how do we know what medicine and what 
dosage should be administered now to address our current ailments? We are operating in a vacuum therefore and are more 
likely to make errors and omissions.
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This is not indicative of an economic recovery or turnaround, 
and is perfectly reflective of broader errors and omissions 
that increasingly define T&T.

In addition to the obscene level of errors and omissions, 
since 2003, the capital account of the balance of payments 
has consistently been in deficit, indicating that more capi-
tal is leaving T&T than is flowing inwards as the IMF chart 
shows below. This speaks to investment flowing out of T&T 
which limits growth potential and also suggests that confi-
dence in T&T is very weak and has been that way for about 
15 years. This is not indicative of a turnaround or recovery.

crediT raTings
To be clear, a sovereign credit rating is NOT an assessment 
of the economy per se, as most people believe. It is an as-
sessment of the Government’s creditworthiness - that is, 
its willingness and ability to repay its debt. The more debt 
the Government issues, and the lower the level of foreign 
reserves and HSF assets, for example, the greater the risk 
that they won’t be able to repay their debts. 

T&T has been losing about USD1 billion in foreign reserves 
every year since 2015. Reserves dropped USD911 million y/y 
in November 2018, and now stand at the lowest levels in 
over a decade (since May 2008) at USD7.4 billion. Meanwhile, 
total public sector debt increased from TTD91 billion in 2013 
to TTD119 billion in 2018.

errors and omissions
The Balance of Payments account captures all the foreign 
currency transactions a country makes: imports, exports, 
remittances, foreign direct investment, etc. The net effect 
of all these foreign transactions is reflected in the change 
to the level of foreign reserves - if we earned foreign cur-
rency, reserves increase, if we lost foreign currency, re-
serves decline. The Net Errors and Omissions item is the 
balancing item which equates the balance of payments 
account with the level of reserves we have. In a perfect 
world, the Net Errors and Omissions item would be zero, 
as we would be able to perfectly explain why reserves 
increased or declined. 

According to the IMF, Net Errors and Omissions reflect the 
imbalances resulting from imperfections in source data 
and compilation of the balance of payments accounts. One 
would expect that these imperfections should be minimal 
and insignificant. While there is no apparent acceptable 
size for the errors and omissions item, I would argue that 
the size and trend for T&T is far from acceptable.

The latest Balance of Payments report from the Central 
Bank is for 2011. Seven years ago. Let that sink in.

The graph shows that the Net Errors and Omissions Item 
ranged from a low of +USD91 million in 2009, to an unfath-
omable -USD4.6 billion in 2013. How could we not know 
where USD4.6 billion dollars went, even five years later? 
Between 2005 and 2016, the Net Errors and Omissions line 
totalled USD13.9 billion unaccounted for. 

Current Account Balance and Capital Rows: T&T
Percent of GDP (%)

Source: IMF, Marla Dukharan
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The credit rating agencies have therefore downgraded the 
Government of T&T’s sovereign credit rating over the past 
eight years or so, based on weak fiscal performance and 
management, rising debt, poor statistical infrastructure, 
and declining foreign reserves.

“I believe that S&P will issue a downgrade in 2019. In 
fact, my view is that a downgrade from S&P is over-
due.”

In April 2017 (almost two years ago) Moody’s issued its 
downgrade to Ba1 with a stable outlook (meaning the rating 
is not likely to change in the next 18 months). This rating is 
non-investment grade / speculative / junk. I believe Moody’s 
will at least revise their outlook to negative in 2019 given 
that there has been fiscal and external (foreign reserves 
and HSF) deterioration since their last review, and the out-
look for energy prices, fiscal, and broader macroeconomic 
performance is weak.

In April 2018, S&P assigned a negative outlook to their BBB+ 
sovereign credit rating on the Government of T&T (three 
notches above Moody’s rating) and again, given the decline 
in foreign reserves, the increase in debt, and the weak out-
look for energy prices and macroeconomic performance, I 
believe that S&P will issue a downgrade in 2019. In fact, my 
view is that a downgrade from S&P is overdue.

These downgrades and the others to come do not reflect 
an economy or Government that is in recovery or which has 
turned around - far from it.

energy Prices
According to the EIA, “Brent crude oil spot prices 
averaged USD65 per barrel (b) in November 2018, down 
USD16/b from October, the largest monthly average 
price decline since December 2014. EIA expects Brent 
spot prices will average USD61 in 2019 and that West 
Texas Intermediate (WTI) crude oil prices will average about 
USD7/b lower than Brent prices next year (i.e. about 
USD54 per barrel in 2019).

The budgeted oil revenue for FY2018/19 at TTD9.5 billion 
is predicated on an oil price of USD65.00 per barrel and a 
gas price of USD2.75 per MMBtu. Given that WTI has 
averaged USD58.73/bbl from October 1 - December 31st (Q1 
FY2018/19) and the spot price fell to USD44.48/bbl on 
December 27th - the lowest level since July 10, 2017 - and 
the EIA’s prediction, budgeted fiscal revenue from oil is in 
jeopardy.

gdP groWTh
In October of 2018 the Minister of Finance said “We are now 
witnessing a welcome upturn. Early estimates are indica-
tive of growth forecast of 2% in 2018, 2.2% in 2019 rising to 
2.5% in 2020.” 

According to the IMF, growth is projected at 1% in 2018 and 
0.9% in 2019. My projections are for roughly zero growth 
last year and this year, and maybe 1% in 2020.

The fact that manufacturing capacity utilization in Q2 2018 
was about two-thirds versus three-quarters in Q2 2017, 
does not indicate a turnaround. One-third in excess produc-
tive capacity suggests that production and consumption 
are both weak and therefore investment is likely to suffer 
as well. Lower investment speaks to weaker longer-term 
growth prospects.

Capacity Utilization (Mfg): Trinidad and Tobago
Percent

Source: Central Bank of Trinidad and Tobago, Marla Dukharan
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Over the last 10 years, the economy has contracted by 
about 0.2% on average per annum. T&T’s GDP per capi-
ta at USD16,463 is now below the level it was in 2010 at 
USD16,888. In nominal terms, the economy has shrunk by 
14% to TTD150.8 billion since 2014 when it stood at TTD176 
billion. The Non-petroleum sector has posted only one quar-
ter of growth in the last 3.5 years, which was 0.5% back in 
September 2015. 

The fiscal revenue projection is also in jeopardy because 
of the Minister of Finance’s growth projection upon which 
non-oil revenue is predicated: “Early estimates are indica-
tive of growth forecast of 2% in 2018, 2.2% in 2019 rising to 
2.5% in 2020.” Should growth come in lower, revenue could 
fall short. 

deficiT
The IMF’s projections show that our primary fiscal deficit 
will continue through 2023, meaning we will have to con-
tinue to borrow to service the INTEREST on existing 
public sector debt. How is this a turnaround?

The FY2018/19 budget projected oil revenue at TTD9.5 
billion and non-oil at TTD35.2 billion giving a total of TTD44.7 
billion, against expenditure at TTD51.8 billion leaving a 
deficit of TTD7.1 billion versus TTD6.262 billion or 3.9% of 
GDP in fiscal 2018. Given soft oil prices and weak growth, 
the fiscal revenue target is in jeopardy and therefore the 
overall defi-cit could be even wider. A wider than planned 
fiscal deficit and furthermore, a Government that is 
consistently unable to meet its own fiscal deficit target, 
are by no means indicative of an economy that is in 
recovery or one that has turned around.

debT 
As mentioned earlier, total public sector debt increased 
from TTD91 billion in 2013 to TTD119 billion in 2018 - an in-
crease of 31% in just five years. 

T&T’s debt is already unsustainable at these levels given 
the primary fiscal deficit, meaning that the Government is 

borrowing just to service the INTEREST on existing debt, let 
alone repay the principal. Certainly, the Government in an 
economy that has turned around, such as Jamaica, would 
be able to pay at least the interest on its existing debt 
without having to borrow to do so.

The IDB reported in December 2018 that public debt stood 
at 60.8% of GDP in September 2018, but this excludes 
government borrowing from the Central Bank’s over-
draft facility. The report states: “According to the IMF, the 
overdraft balance with the Central Bank amounted to 6% 
of GDP at the end of April 2018. Furthermore, Petrotrin 
owes more than TTD12 billion (or about 8% of GDP) in 
debt. With the ongoing restructuring, it is uncertain 
whether the company will be able meet all its debt 
obligations without Government intervention.” VAT refund 
arrears stood at about TTD6 billion or 4% of GDP 
according to the IMF in March 2018. This puts total debt 
anywhere over 78% of GDP if we include these items.

exchange raTe
There has been ZERO nominal depreciation in the TTD which 
has been held around TTD6.78/USD for about a year, point-
ing to a deliberate policy of maintaining an overvalued cur-
rency, which in effect subsidizes imports and penalizes ex-
ports. Furthermore, according to the IMF, the real effective 
exchange rate appreciated by 21% between 2010 and end-
March 2018, and is about 42% overvalued. This means that 
if the TTD was not overvalued, the exchange rate would be 
TTD9.63/USD.

78.8

Debt-to-GDP Ratio:Trinidad & Tobago
Percent of GDP (%)

Source: IDB, IMF, Marla Dukharan
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unemPloymenT
The latest unemployment data is over a year old, and un-
employment has risen for 3 consecutive years. The most 
recent data from CSO indicates that the number of persons 
employed declined over the last 3 years from 637,900 in 
Sept 2014 to 602,000 in Sept 2017, with 35,900 less persons 
employed.

2019:  anoTher year of 
errors and omissions?

Growth will continue to suffer as it has for the past decade. 
I expect further job losses in 2019 and an increase in pov-
erty. We have lost a decade in Trinidad and Tobago and we 
need very different policy approaches to turn this around. 
T&T has deep, structural long-term problems that we need 
to fix. Only a swift change in policy can spare us another 
year of errors and omissions. 

Disclaimer: Marla Dukharan (MD) disclaims any liability for any 
loss or damages arising from errors, omissions, facts, views, in-
formation and opinions in any of our content, presentations, re-
ports or publications. Some information contained in this report 
was prepared by or obtained from sources that MD believed to be 
reliable and accurate at the time of publication. MD has not inde-
pendently verified all estimates, facts and assumptions contained 
in this report. MD does not guarantee the accuracy, completeness, 
fairness or timeliness of the content provided herein. Recipients 
should not regard the information provided in this report, or any 
other content produced by MD as a substitute for the exercise of 
their own judgment. Any recommendations made in the report 
may be unsuitable for certain investors or decision-makers based 
on their specific investment or business objectives and their fi-
nancial position. The report has been prepared solely for informa-
tional purposes. Any opinions expressed in this report are subject 
to change without notice, and MD is under no obligation to update 
the information contained herein. The information provided by MD 
as part of this report and online content derived thereafter is 
the property of MD, and cannot be copied, reproduced, modified, 
republished, repackaged, posted, displayed, transmitted, distrib-
uted, redistributed or sold in any way, either in whole or in any 
part without the prior written permission and consent of MD.

Sign up for my free 
Monthly Caribbean 
Economic Report

Stay up-to-date with Marla’s monthly analysis
monitoring 20+ Caribbean economies

JOIN MY
EMAIL
LIST

Unemployment Rate: Trinidad and Tobago
Percent

Source: Central Bank of Trinidad and Tobago, Marla Dukharan
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How is this a turnaround?
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