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title: 'Historical Events Affecting Federal Debt Held by the 
Public (1797-2012)'
Vertical axis: 'Percentage of GDP',
Horizontal axis: 'Year',

            ['Year', 'Federal Debt/GDP'],
   ['1797',  17],
   ['1798',  16],
   ['1799',  16],
   ['1800',  15],

Event: 'The public debt of the United States can be traced back 
as far as the American Revolution in the late 1700s. Debt 
continued to accrue in the early years to finance the expenses 
of wars, smaller skirmishes, and the Louisiana Purchase.'

   ['1801',  13],
   ['1802',  14],
   ['1803',  14],
   ['1804',  13],
   ['1805',  11],
   ['1806',  10],
   ['1807',  10],
   ['1808',  9],
   ['1809',  7],
   ['1810',  6],
   ['1811',  6],
   ['1812',  7],
   ['1813',  8],
   ['1814',  9],
   ['1815',  10],
   ['1816',  10],
   ['1817',  8],
   ['1818',  7],
   ['1819',  7],
   ['1820',  8],
   ['1821',  9],
   ['1822',  8],
   ['1823',  8],
   ['1824',  8],
   ['1825',  7],
   ['1826',  6],
   ['1827',  6],
   ['1828',  5],
   ['1829',  4],
   ['1830',  3],
   ['1831',  2],
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   ['1832',  1],
   ['1833',  0],
   ['1834',  0],
   ['1835',  0],
   ['1836',  0],
   ['1837',  0],
   ['1838',  1],
   ['1839',  0],
   ['1840',  0],
   ['1841',  1],
   ['1842',  1],
   ['1843',  2],
   ['1844',  1],
   ['1845',  1],
   ['1846',  1],
   ['1847',  2],
   ['1848',  2],
   ['1849',  3],
   ['1850',  2],
   ['1851',  2],
   ['1852',  2],
   ['1853',  1],
   ['1854',  1],
   ['1855',  1],
   ['1856',  1],
   ['1857',  1],
   ['1858',  1],
   ['1859',  2],
   ['1860',  2],

Event: 'Rapid increases in debt levels occurred for the first 
time in the early 1860s as a result of the Civil War. The 
Congressional Research Service notes the Civil War marked a new 
era in government borrowing, as debt rose from $90.6 million in 
1861 to nearly $2.7 billion in 1865. Debt as a share of GDP 
gradually diminished in the decades following the war.'

   ['1861',  7],
   ['1862',  17],
   ['1863',  24],
   ['1864',  26],
   ['1865',  31],
   ['1866',  31],
   ['1867',  31],
   ['1868',  31],
   ['1869',  30],
   ['1870',  28],
   ['1871',  26],
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   ['1872',  24],
   ['1873',  23],
   ['1874',  24],
   ['1875',  24],
   ['1876',  24],
   ['1877',  24],
   ['1878',  26],
   ['1879',  23],
   ['1880',  18],
   ['1881',  17],
   ['1882',  14],
   ['1883',  14],
   ['1884',  13],
   ['1885',  13],
   ['1886',  12],
   ['1887',  11],
   ['1888',  10],
   ['1889',  9],
   ['1890',  8],
   ['1891',  7],
   ['1892',  7],
   ['1893',  7],
   ['1894',  8],
   ['1895',  8],
   ['1896',  9],
   ['1897',  8],
   ['1898',  8],
   ['1899',  8],
   ['1900',  7],
   ['1901',  6],
   ['1902',  5],
   ['1903',  5],
   ['1904',  5],
   ['1905',  4],
   ['1906',  4],
   ['1907',  4],
   ['1908',  4],
   ['1909',  4],
   ['1910',  4],
   ['1911',  4],
   ['1912',  3],
   ['1913',  3],
   ['1914',  4],
   ['1915',  3],
   ['1916',  3],
   ['1917',  13],
   ['1918',  30],
   ['1919',  33],
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   ['1920',  27],
   ['1921',  32],
   ['1922',  31],
   ['1923',  25],
   ['1924',  24],
   ['1925',  22],
   ['1926',  19],
   ['1927',  18],
   ['1928',  17],
   ['1929',  15],
   ['1930',  16],
   ['1931',  22],

Event: 'World War II resulted in unprecedented levels of debt. 
The federal government financed  World War II with huge deficits
to avoid even larger tax increases and economic distortions. It 
then took more than a decade for the debt-to-GDP ratio to return
to its 1941 level.'

   ['1932',  34],
   ['1933',  39],
   ['1934',  43],
   ['1935',  42],
   ['1936',  42],
   ['1937',  40],
   ['1938',  42],
   ['1939',  42],
   ['1940',  44],
   ['1941',  41],
   ['1942',  46],
   ['1943',  69],
   ['1944',  86],
   ['1945',  104],
   ['1946',  106],
   ['1947',  94],
   ['1948',  82],
   ['1949',  77],
   ['1950',  78],
   ['1951',  65],
   ['1952',  60],
   ['1953',  57],
   ['1954',  58],
   ['1955',  56],
   ['1956',  51],
   ['1957',  47],
   ['1958',  48],
   ['1959',  46],
   ['1960',  44],
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   ['1961',  44],
   ['1962',  42],
   ['1963',  41],
   ['1964',  39],
   ['1965',  37],
   ['1966',  34],
   ['1967',  32],
   ['1968',  32],
   ['1969',  28],
   ['1970',  27],
   ['1971',  27],
   ['1972',  26],
   ['1973',  25],
   ['1974',  23],
   ['1975',  25],

Event: 'Beginning in the late 1970s, rising federal budget 
deficits fueled a corresponding increase in debt held by the 
public. This trend was temporarily interrupted by budget 
surpluses from 1998 through 2001. These surpluses led to a 
decline in debt held by the public.'

   ['1976',  27],
   ['1977',  27],
   ['1978',  27],
   ['1979',  25],
   ['1980',  25],
   ['1981',  25],
   ['1982',  28],
   ['1983',  32],
   ['1984',  33],
   ['1985',  35],
   ['1986',  38],
   ['1987',  40],
   ['1988',  40],
   ['1989',  39],
   ['1990',  41],
   ['1991',  44],
   ['1992',  47],
   ['1993',  48],
   ['1994',  48],
   ['1995',  48],
   ['1996',  47],
   ['1997',  44],
   ['1998',  42],
   ['1999',  38],
   ['2000',  34],
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Event: 'Weaknesses in the economy and financial markets--and the
government's response to those weaknesses--have contributed to 
recent increases in federal deficits and debt.'

   ['2001',  31],
   ['2002',  33],
   ['2003',  35],
   ['2004',  36],
   ['2005',  36],
   ['2006',  35],
   ['2007',  35],
   ['2008',  39],
   ['2009',  52],
   ['2010',  61],
   ['2011',  66],
   ['2012',  70],
   ['2013',  null],
   ['2014',  null],
   ['2015',  null],
   ['2016',  null],
   ['2017',  null]

Source: GAO analysis of data from the Congressional Budget 
Office (CBO), The 2013 Long-Term Budget Outlook, September 2013 
(Supplemental Data).

Notes: For years 1797-1939, year refers to calendar year. For 
years 1940-2012, year  refers to fiscal year. CBO notes they 
estimated gross domestic product (GDP) from several sources.  
Data from 1929 onward reflect revisions to the estimates of 
gross domestic product GDP that the  Bureau of Economic Analysis
 released in July 2013.
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