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The global economic crisis in 2008 started as a financial crisis in western economies that hit
mostly banks and financial institutions, and then transferred to the real sector, industry and trade.
The crisis had huge impact on labour market performance in the period aftermath. Decreased
disposable income of household turned many families in poverty. National governments had to
fight many battles at same time, ranging from unemployment and poverty to supporting business
and taming public debt. The crisis had different impact on national economies. While some
economies have recovered quickly and resumed to yield high GDP growth as pre-crisis period,
some economies have piled up stocks of public debt and ever since struggle to maintain
macroeconomic stability. What is common, is that the 2008 crisis, contributed to overall rise of
public debt worldwide. Data from IMF shows that the world public debt has increased steadily
over the period 2004-2018, reaching 188 trillion US Dollars in 2018. However, this debt increase
wasn’t equal among all countries. Some emerging countries and China have amassed huge
private and public debt which aggravates their position and shows serious vulnerabilities in the
upcoming economic recession.
Figure 1: Global trends in debt
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Current emergency started as health crisis when an outbreak of a novel virus was detected across
Hubei region in China in the first week of December 2019. The size of infected population reached
epidemic proportions within weeks. In order to suppress spread of the virus, Chinese government
ordered lockdown of the affected regions, which contributed to putting control over the COVID-19
spread, while measures to limit movement of people and goods caused short term shock on
supply and temporary disruption of international distribution channels.
As COVID-19 continued to spread outside China, and was detected in 114 countries by 11 March
2020, World Health Organization has called upon health emergency and declared coronavirus
pandemic1. By that date, apart from China, only most affected countries (Italy, Iran and Republic
of Korea) have taken measures to control the virus spread. As the cases of infected persons
upsurged among European countries, national governments have tightened movement
restrictions which caused sudden shock on demand side.

Economic monitoring
These days, all relevant International Institutions have in common that health measures taken by
governments (social distancing, quarantine and other emergency protocols) have led to sharp
decline of demand and slump of economic activities. In North Macedonia, some sectors like
tourism, restoration and transportation have ceased their activities due to social distancing
measures and restrictions of movement imposed by the Government. Most of the sectors have
reduced their production capacities and decreased working time due to the movement restrictions.
In absence of real time data, predicting economic outlook these days makes little sense as the
pandemic is in full swing. Epidemic curve showing active cases and daily new infected of COVID19 in the country are shown on the Chart 1.
Chart 1: Epidemic curve of active cases (cumulative) and new infected (daily) of COVID-19

1

https://www.who.int/dg/speeches/detail/who-director-general-s-opening-remarks-at-the-media-briefing-oncovid-19---11-march-2020
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Most reliable survey data about the future expectation of economic outlook shows nosediving of
the Purchasing Managers’ Index which is derived from monthly surveys of senior executives at
private sector companies and collected in 40 countries, that accounts for 89% of global GDP. The
Global PMI index clearly shows the fear of the private sector managers from the COVID-19
outbreak and recorded 39.4 points in March 2020, lowest point since financial crisis in 2008. North
Macedonia is not included in the survey data, but these figures send strong signals to Macedonian
businessmen about global purchasing expectations, and the North Macedonian economy is not
exempt from international distribution channels. Main interconnections are made through
technological zones, textile sector and mines.

Chart 2: JPMorgan Global PMI

Source: Markit
Last observation: 09 April 2020
North Macedonia has open economy, and trade volume (exports plus imports) exceeds annual
GDP2. Latest available preliminary data shows that trade volume in 2019 was some 31% higher
than the country’s GDP. Significant rise of trade volume was registered from 2010 onwards, is
attributed to the opening of the technological zones.
2

According State Statistical Office estimations, trade volume in 2019 was 14.89 billion euro, of which 8.46
billion euro import and 6.42 billion euros were exports. Preliminary data on GDP for 2019 shows 11.34
billion euro.
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Table 1: Trade volume in million euro
Export
of
goods
- f.o.b.
Import
of
goods
- c.i.f.

2008

2009

2010

2011

2012

2013

2014

2015

2016

2017

2018

2019

2,698

1,937

2,535

3,215

3,124

3,235

3,747

4,088

4,390

5,019

5,861

6,424

4,664

3,637

4,137

5,053

5,071

4,983

5,505

5,801

6,177

6,835

7,672

8,463

Source: Ministry of Finance
Sudden disruption of international distribution channels may lead to reducing economic activities
and lost in jobs. Trade indicators are reported monthly with approximate 2 months’ delay of the
observed period, while data from customs office may provide real time data and send signals to
the policy makers. Business surveys by State Statistical Office have also time lag and can be
useful for estimating activities of the business sector.
Results of the business surveys by Chambers of Commerce are not publicly available and weekly
surveys might be introduced in order to capture sentiment of company owners, their needs and
administrative barriers they encounter.
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How is Macedonian stock exchange being affected?
As COVID-19 spread across European countries, financial markets were first to react and stock
market indices slumped within days. Macedonian Stock Exchange has registered sharp decrease
of the MBI10 index3 . The index is composed of 10 companies chosen by the Stock Exchange
Index Commission and the market capitalization of the companies is shown on Chart 3. As can
be noted from the chart, market capitalization of the MBI10 companies have lost value nearly 590
million euro for the period 06 March 2020 to 27 March 2020. After 27 March, there is visible slight
trend of recovery of the market capitalization of MBI10 companies.
Chart 3: Market capitalization of MBI10 companies in million euro

More information about MBI10 companies, share price, market capitalization and methodological
notes, could be accessed on this link:
https://public.tableau.com/profile/aleksandarkostadinov#!/vizhome/MSE10/Story1
Official statistics are available on: www.mse.mk
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https://www.mse.mk/en/content/13/3/2010/structure-of-index-mbi10
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What happened to electricity consumption?
Another real time indicator that sends information about economic activity is the electricity
consumption. Although influenced with seasonal variations, electricity consumption of Direct
consumers4 may send signal about economic activity of biggest electricity consumers (private
companies). Next chart shows daily electricity consumption of Direct consumers shown in two
clusters, before and after COVID-19 outbreak. The original data published by MEPSO (Electric
Power Company of Macedonia), is disaggregated hourly and shows electricity production and
consumption. In this chart, all data is aggregated on daily basis.
Chart 4: Direct consumers of electricity (daily in MWh)

Source: MEPSO. Own calculations

Chart 4 shows two clusters divided in 2 periods of time, before and during the COVID-19 outbreak.
In the first cluster from the period (01 February - 06 March), there are 33 daily points with centroid
showing 2,569.5 MWh consumption. In the second cluster (10 March -10 April) it is shown sharp
decline of the average daily electricity consumption with centroid around 1,963.8 MWh. Outside
temperature is not considered as feature in this analysis, but the outside temperatures were mild
this period, and assumptions are that didn’t affect much on the production process.

4

Direct consumers: Buchim, OKTA, Maksteel, MITAL, Usje, Jugohrom-Feroalojs, Skopski Leguri, Feni Industry,
Macedonian Railways.
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Consumption of electricity by households and small consumers (small and medium sized
companies) also shows decline in consumption.
Chart 5. Consumption of electricity through Distribution grid (daily in MWh)

Chart 6. Daily consumption of electricity by Direct consumers in March 2019 (green line) and
March 2020 (red line) expressed in MWh

Comparison of total electricity consumption by Direct consumers in March 2020 shows decrease
by 7.9 per cent compared to the same month in 2019.
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COVID-19 impact on Labour market in North Macedonia
Surveys on households and establishments (companies) are conducted on different period of
time. Some surveys are conducted monthly, while time for processing and publishing the results
takes about 2 months or more additional time. Other surveys are conducted quarterly, annually
or even on longer periods. Most known survey that provides information about labour market is
the Labour Force Survey (LFS) that measures activity rate, unemployment rate, employment rate,
inactivity rate and other disaggregation like regional statistics, age groups and other parameters
on quarterly basis. Given that next LFS for first quarter of 2020 is expected to be published by the
end of June 2020, there is little evidence about labour market progress.
International Labour Organization in its 2nd Monitor5 states that: “Employment contraction has
already begun on a large (often unprecedented) scale in many countries. In the absence of other
data, changes in working hours, which reflect both layoffs and other temporary reductions in
working time, give a better picture about the dire reality of the current labour market situation”.
In order to respond promptly to the current emergency, insights of the labour market on local level
could be obtained from the Employment Service Agency. Relevant source for measuring monthly
number of newly employed and unemployed persons on local level is the Employment Service
Agency administrative record. Unemployment data is published monthly and divided among
active and passive job seekers. Other metrics include, gender, educational attainment and
publishes unemployed within the centers where ESA has offices.
What lessons could be learned from the 2008 crisis on the job market?
First impact of the global economic crisis in December 2008 resulted with rapid increase of
unemployed persons at the Employment Service Agency, as show on the chart below. In the first
months after financial collapse in October 2008, number of registered unemployed increased by
5,000 job seekers and this trend continued in the next 5 months through 2009.
The trend was disrupted after March 2009, when law for health insurance was amended and there
was no need to register at the Employment Service Agency for obtaining health insurance.

5

https://www.ilo.org/wcmsp5/groups/public/---dgreports/---dcomm/documents/briefingnote/wcms_740877.pdf
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Chart 7: Registered unemployed at the Employment Service Agency during the 2008/2009
economic crisis

If we compare number of people receiving financial reimbursement compared to registered active
job seekers, the ratio has shrunk over the last 7 years (Chart 8). While number of active job
seekers remained around 100,000 through the period 2014-2019, number of registered persons
receiving financial reimbursement in case of unemployment has shrunk 4 times. The ratio shows
that roughly 20 per cent of registered unemployed were receiving financial reimbursement in 2013
while barely 5 per cent are receiving financial reimbursement in case of unemployment in March
2020.
Possible causes might be:
- the pool of long term registered active job seekers has remained unchanged and those
persons do not qualify for financial benefits;
- growing number of temporary or freelance contracts, which do not meet criteria to qualify
for unemployment financial benefit;
- strict rules for qualifying for unemployment financial benefit.
Further analysis of these causes may reveal the nature of such drastic decrease of unemployment
financial benefits and the policy makers should take proactive response to tackle upcoming job
crisis. Relaxing criteria for unemployment financial benefit could also be an option to consider.
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Chart 8: Registered active job seekers and Number of registered persons receiving financial
reimbursement

Извор: АВРМ. Сопствена обработка

As shown on the chart above, number of active job seekers in rural areas has increased by nearly
20 per cent for the period July 2017- March 2020 (from 33,197 to 39,754), while number of active
job seekers in urban areas remained stable over the period.
Chart 9 shows monthly percent change by Employment Center. Most recent data for March 2020
colored in reddish/orange represent increase of number of active job seekers by the end of the
month in almost every Employment Center. The intensity of the color represent how deep was
affected number of registered active job seekers compared to the previous month. If we compare
data with March 2019, it can be spotted that almost half of the Employment Centers had
decreased number of active job seekers compared to February 2019, and the trend was positive
in the months to come (green color). Since the start of 2020, increase of number of active job
seekers is evident almost in all Employment Centers.

Detailed statistics of active job seekers by Employment Center and disaggregated by urban and
rural area could be found on the link:
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https://public.tableau.com/profile/aleksandarkostadinov#!/vizhome/Activejobseekers/activejobseekers

Chart 9: Active job seekers by Employment Center

Извор: Агенција за вработување. Сопствена обработка.
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Economic response
Official data from the institutions that collect socio-economic statistics is expected in the upcoming
months which is way too long for preparation of adequate policy response. The aim of the
Government should be mitigating temporary shock on economy and propagating polices that
countermeasure temporary consequences. For reaching this aim, besides providing necessary
means to health institutions, coordinated response should be required by institutions dealing with
economy and social welfare.
International Labour Organization estimates that 3.3 billion of the world’s workforce is affected by
the COVID-19 crisis. North Macedonia as an open economy is connected in the international
economic activities and there is almost certainty that the job market will be affected.
International Labour Organization suggests that policy makers should consider response in four
pillars.
Chart 10: Four key pillars to fight COVID-19 based on International Labour Standards

Source: ILO
Some measures to be considered for saving jobs and mitigating the crisis could be:
-

Businesses: preserving jobs (e.g. supporting businesses to keep job places by subsidizing
salaries, working hours) or create new jobs.
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-

Registered unemployed: (e.g. those who have lost job as a result of COVID-19 crisis
should be registered separately and supported financially for longer period of time. Current
legislation allows only 1-month financial benefit in case the worker had at least 9 months
job in the past 12 months. Youth employees who have lost jobs, or will be affected in the
upcoming period, will have to exit unemployment financial scheme quickly and look for
social benefits if the crisis protract by the end of the year and beyond.

-

Consider state interventions by possibilities for buying shares in strategic private
companies that may face bankruptcy and deposit huge number of layoffs.

-

Open public data as much as possible. Tracking social assistance, (cash transfers to
families, aid to vulnerable population etc.) should be at highest transparency level.
Currently, there is no open data on users of social benefits that can be tracked and
monitored on local level. Such statistics could be handy for assessing donors’ aid by
Foundations, NGO sector and international donors.

The sudden rise of job spells should be contained by quick action, otherwise would burden
unemployment and social funds for longer periods of time and generate costs in the future to
reactivate lost jobs. For this purpose, monthly statistics from Employment Agency about job
creation and job spells could be consulted and policy response should follow in the municipalities
affected. When other indicators are published (industry production, trade statistics, labour
statistics and other statistics from business domain) policy response can rely on more accurate
data.

Conclusion
Findings from the past suggest that the pro-fiscal policy and high budget expenditures for small
and poor economies appear to run higher fiscal deficits and affect monetary reserves. Sudden
increase of budget expenditures in near term would aggravate balance of payment and would
force the Government for additional borrowing as a result of decreased economic activities and
tax collection. Shortening the central budget and giving priority to incentives like subsidizing the
companies (e.g. lower taxes for companies that preserve jobs, more public works and incentives
for investments in the province) would make the economy more resilient to the current crisis in
near term.
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Some final remarks
The word crisis comes from the Greek "to separate, to sift"
which means to pass judgement, to keep only what is worthwhile.
There is an opportunity in every crisis and the deeper the
crisis, the better the opportunity can be.
But some people are not capable of seeing it.
José Juan Romero SJ

In an attempt to mitigate propagation forces that would affect long-term economic performance of
the country resulting from the 2008/2009 financial crisis, at the end of 2009, implementation of
massive infrastructural project was announced, also known as Skopje 2014. The economic
reason behind this idea was to confront impact of the 2008/2009 financial crisis and bring positive
outlook of the economy on long term.
Favorable condition for undertaking such big project (according some estimations account for
nearly 700 million euro) were low interest rates on international financial markets and favorable
conditions by international creditors.
Central banks in western economies have slashed interest rates in response to the 2008 financial
crisis. Federal Reserves and the European Central Bank turned to unconventional monetary
policies, such as quantitative easing and lowering interest rates in an attempt to boost the liquidity
and restore confidence.

FED Interest rate
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Supply of cheap money on international financial markets after 2008 financial crisis led to the
situation were many emerging economies have amassed huge amounts of public debt as shown
on Figure 1.
As it can be seen from the chart, public debt of North Macedonia rose by almost 3 billion euros in
a 5 year’s period.

Significant amount of the borrowed money was spent on the project “Skopje 2014”. Public
spending did bring positive GDP growth rates in the period 2010-2015, but the amounts borrowed
and public investments are still hot topic debate among economists.
Current government has announced that will borrow nearly 700 million euro from International
Financial Institutions in the upcoming months in order to overcome COVID-19 crisis and limit its
impact on economy. Such massive borrowing for short period of time would increase public debt
as much as 59% of the GDP and may bring the economy to debt crisis in near future.
There are no doubts that the current government will have the possibility to borrow money on
international financial markets, but should think strategically about priorities of Capital investments
which should propagate positive economic outlook in the post COVID-19 crisis.
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