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MAIN CONCLUSIONS

●	 This research bulletin examines, inflation- adjusted, 
per-person program spending in British Columbia 
between 1999/2000 and 2022/2023 to provide a 
recent historical analysis of this important meas-
ure of government fiscal policy.

●	 We find that, in inflation-adjusted 2023 dollars, 
per-person spending in British Columbia reached 
its highest point ever ($14,275) in the most re-
cent fiscal year (2022/23).

●	 The analysis also shows that per-person spending 
in British Columbia has increased quickly in re-
cent years: spending is up 35.5% since 2016/17. 

● The rapid growth in British Columbia’s spending 
is unique among Canadian provinces. Alberta has 
reduced its spending since 2016/17 while several 
other provinces including Ontario and Saskatch-
ewan saw much smaller increases in spending.

●	 The unique spending growth in British Columbia 
has contributed to a negative change in the prov-
ince’s fiscal trajectory. The province has ended a 
lengthy period of reduction in its debt burden 
relative to the size of its economy. Further, the 
province forecasts substantial growth in debt in 
the years ahead. These outcomes are directly the 
result of higher spending.

by Ben Eisen and Nathaniel Li

British Columbia’s Current Spending Peak
Highest in History, Highest Growth in Canada
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Introduction

This research bulletin reviews the recent spending 
record of British Columbia’s provincial govern-
ment. Specifically, it the examines the government’s 
per-person, inflation-adjusted program spending 
between 1999/2000 and 2022/2023 to provide an 
historical analysis of this important measure of gov-
ernment fiscal policy. We compare spending levels in 
the most recently completed fiscal year, 2022/23, to 
previous years to assess how current spending levels 
compare to those that have prevailed in recent dec-
ades; and  how spending in British Columbia com-
pares to that in other provinces. Finally, we provide 
a brief discussion of how the evolution of provincial 
program spending has affected the province’s ratio 
of debt to GDP. 

Methodology

This bulletin focuses on program spending, which 
means that interest costs on government debt are 
excluded. The study uses the Government Revenue 
and Expenditure (REAL) dataset from Finances of 
the Nation (2023), which is constructed using three 
sets of Statistics Canada publications. Although 
there are differences in accounting conventions 
across time and jurisdictions, the creators of the 
REAL dataset make several adjustments to improve 
comparability.1 

We compare real, per-person spending across fiscal 
years, which begin on April 1st and end on March 31st. 
The final year of available data is 2022/23. To adjust 
for population across time, we use Statistics Canada’s 
table 17-10-0009-01 (2023); to adjust for inflation 

1 See the website of Finances of the Nation, <financesofthenation.ca>, for further information. 

2 The approach to the measurement of annual, real, per-person spending draws in large part from the Fraser Research Bulletin 
Prime Ministers and Government Spending: A Retrospective (Clemens and Palacios, 2017).

across time, we use the measure of the Consumer 
Price Index from table 18-10-0004-01 (Statistics 
Canada, 2024).2 

Several years in this period of analysis, and in par-
ticular 2020/21 and 2021/22, were significantly 
influenced by emergency spending related to the 
COVID pandemic and recession. We separated out 
specifically designated one-time emergency COVID 
spending to make sure we were not just capturing 
data issues from the spending on COVID, and present 
two sets of numbers for the affected years (2020/21–
2022/23), one including these expenditures and one 
excluding them. 

Per-person spending in British Columbia  
from 2000 to 2022

Figure 1 shows real ($2023) per-person spending 
every year from 1999/2000 until 2022/2023, which 
is the most recent year of complete data. The solid 
line excludes emergency COVID spending in recent 
years, while the dashed line includes those expendi-
tures. This distinction has decreased in importance 
in the most recent fiscal year as emergency spend-
ing has been mostly wound down. The aggregate 
spending figure for fiscal year 2022/23 is 3.1% 
higher than the adjusted total that excludes COVID 
emergency spending. 

Figure 1 shows that in fiscal year 2022/23, COVID-
adjusted spending reached an all-time high of 
$13,840 per person. This represents a 5.6% increase 
over the previous high of $13,110 the previous 
year. Figure  1 also shows that actual spending in 
2022/23 ($14,275) was, without the adjustments 

http://financesofthenation.ca
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for emergency spending, the highest level on rec-
ord, eclipsing the previous high of $13,899 set in 
2020/21 during the height of the COVID pandemic 
and recession. 

Previous analysis has shown that British Columbia 
has reached its current record spending level as 
a result of the rapid growth in spending in recent 
years. Specifically, after a lengthy period of restraint 
throughout the first decade and a half of the century, 
since the election of John Horgan’s NDP government 
in 2017 British Columbia’s provincial government 
has substantially accelerated the rate at which spend-
ing increased (Eisen and Emes, 2023). 

Figure 2 illustrates the change in the government’s 
approach to spending by showing the annual change 
in real, per-person program spending each year since 
2000. (The data in this figure presented excludes 
COVID-related spending in 2020 and 2021.) The 
graph shows that there has been a sustained increase 
in government program spending since the end of 

Britsh Columbia’s era of fiscal restraint as growth 
in spending accelerated in the most recent years. 
As a result, per-person program spending for 2022 
(excluding COVID related spending) was fully 31.4% 
higher than it was in the final year of the restraint 
era, 2016/17. Furthermore, per-person program 
spending for 2022/23 was 18.2% higher than the 
pre-COVID levels of 2019/20. 

The combined impact of the annual results shown in 
figure 2 has been a fundamental shift in the BC gov-
ernment’s approach to government spending since 
the change of government in 2017. Over the course 
of the restraint era from 1999/2000 to 2016/2017, 
inflation-adjusted, per-person program spending 
increased at a compounded annual rate of 0.8%. Since 
then, between 2016/17 and 2022/23, spending has 
increased at an annualized compound rate of 4.7%. 
This has produced the outcome shown in figure 1: 
British Columbia reached its highest ever level of 
inflation-adjusted, per-person spending in 2022/23, 
even when COVID-related spending is excluded. 
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Sources: Finances of the Nation, 2023; Statistics Canada, 2023, 2024; Government of British Columbia, 2023a; 
Office of the Comptroller General, 2023.

Figure 1: Inflation-adjusted, per-person program spending ($2023), 1999/2000–2022/2023
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Comparing growth in British Columbia’s 
spending to growth in other provinces

One important question that presents itself upon 
reviewing the recent surge in spending in British 
Columbia is whether this phenomenon is unique 
to the province or whether it is taking place across 
the country. The latter may (but would not neces-
sarily) suggest that common cost pressures are driv-
ing up expenditures rather than discretionary policy 
choices. Figure 3 attempts to address this question by 
comparing the increase in government spending in 
all ten provinces since the end of British Columbia’s 
era of fiscal restraint. This means that 2016/17 is the 
baseline year, and 2022/23 is the terminal year for 
this analysis period.3 

3 Due to accounting differences in the treatment of one-time COVID expenses, no adjustments are made to Finances of the 
Nation’s data for this comparison, except for those made for British Columbia for early portions of the paper. These are retained 
for consistency. However, the COVID adjustments for the terminal year is small for British Columbia, and the adjustment de-
creases the spending level reported here and excluding the adjustment would show an even larger increase for British Columbia. 

Figure 3 shows that there has not been a consistent 
approach to managing government expenditures across 
Canada since 2017/18, when British Columbia began 
its current period of rapid spending growth. Some 
provinces including Alberta (−14.4%) have reduced 
real, per-person spending from 2016/17 to 2022/23. 
Others, such as Ontario (4.5%) and Saskatchewan 
(6.1%) have increased spending relatively moderately. 

Finally, certain provinces have increased provincial 
program spending markedly during this period. Most 
prominent amongst these is British Columbia, where 
real, per-person program spending increased by 35.5% 
over the course of this 7-year period. This was sub-
stantially more than the next largest increases, which 
occurred in Quebec (23.1%) and Nova Scotia (21.2%).  
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Sources: Finances of the Nation, 2023; Statistics Canada, 2023, 2024; Government of British Columbia, 2023a; 
Office of the Comptroller General, 2023.

Figure 2: Year-to-year change in inflation-adjusted, per-person program spending ($2023), 
COVID spending excluded, 2000/01–2022/23
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These numbers show that the chosen rate of increase 
in real, per-person expenditures varied consider-
ably across the country. However, British Columbia 
stands out as the province with the fastest rate of 
growth in spending during this time frame. This 
unusually rapid rate of spending growth contrib-
uted to the key result presented above, that British 
Columbia’s spending reaching the highest point in 
its history in 2022/23. 

The impact of British Columbia’s spending 
choices on provincial public finances

The previous sections have shown that, following an 
extended period of fiscal restraint from 1999/2000 
to 2016/2017, British Columbia’s provincial govern-
ment has significantly increased spending in subse-
quent years. We have seen that this spending growth 
has exceeded that found in any other province. 

Finally, we have seen that the result is that spend-
ing in 2022/23 was higher than in any other year in 
British Columbian history. In this section, we will 
discuss the impact of these spending decisions on 
the government’s recent fiscal outcomes as well as 
its outlook in coming years. 

During the restraint period, British Columbia’s fiscal 
position improved significantly. The province gradual-
ly reduced its debt-to-GDP ratio by a total of 3.5 per-
centage points, from 18.4% in 1999/2000 to 14.4% 
in 2016/17. This progress is particularly impres-
sive in light of the historical context of the period. 
The restraint era included a severe global economic 
contraction in 2008/09, which undermined public 
finances across Canada and indeed much of the OECD. 
A comparison to the other large English-speaking 
provinces is constructive. While Britsh Columbia’s 
debt ratio improved, Alberta’s deteriorated by 1.2 
percentage points. Meanwhile, Ontario’s debt-to-GDP 
ratio increased by 7.6 percentage points (Eisen, 2024). 

-20 -15 -10 -5 0 5 10 15 20 25 30 35 40

BC

QC

NS

PE

SK

ON

NB

NL

MB

AB

Sources: Finances of the Nation, 2023; Statistics Canada, 2023, 2024; Government of British Columbia, 2023a; 
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Figure 3: Change (%) in inflation-adjusted, per-person program spending, by province, 2016/17–2022/23
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In recent years, however, the spending increases 
documented above have caused the progress towards 
a lower debt-to-GDP ratio to cease. Recent research 
demonstrates that, if the government had maintained 
the level of spending growth that had prevailed dur-
ing the restraint era, British Columbia would have 
continued to shrink its debt-to-GDP ratio, instead 
of seeing the encouraging trend of the preceding 15 
years reversed (Eisen and Emes, 2023). 

The province’s current forecasts suggest that its 
debt trajectory is on course to increase faster still 
in the years ahead, thanks in large measure to record 
spending levels. The government’s most recent fiscal 
update forecasts a deficit of $5.6 billion in 2023/24, 
with overall growth in net debt (including capital 
spending) of $16.4 billion (Government of British 
Columbia, 2023b). Additional debt increases of 
$13.1 and $13.2 billion are projected in the two fol-
lowing fiscal years. If these forecasts materialize, the 
province’s real, per-person debt burden (in $2023,) 
will increase by 44.8% in 2022/23, from $11,854 to 
$17,169 by 2025/26. This would represent a cumu-
lative increase in the province’s debt-to-GDP ratio 
of 8.2 percentage points for a total of 23.6%. This 
would be British Columbia’s largest debt burden 
relative to the size of the provincial economy in 
recent history (Eisen, 2024). 

This section has briefly summarized some of the 
past and forecast fiscal results associated with 
British Columbia’s rapid climb to its highest level 
of spending in history. The province’s progress in 
reducing its debt burden has stopped entirely in 
recent years since spending growth accelerated, and 

the provincial government’s forecast shows that at 
current spending levels debt is forecast to increase 
further in the years ahead. 

Conclusion

This research bulletin has examined recent trends 
surrounding an important indicator of fiscal policy 
in British Columbia, inflation-adjusted, per-person 
program spending. Spending in 2022/23 reached 
$14,275 per person; this was the highest level in 
provincial history. We also briefly reviewed the 
spending growth of recent years that has produced 
significant provincial debt. Further, we show that 
real per-person spending has increased by 35.5% 
since 2016/17, the final year of British Columbia’s 
era of spending restraint. 

Finally, we examined the impact of elevated and 
growing spending on provincial finances so far, 
as well as the government’s projections for future 
years. We found that the increase in provincial 
spending has resulted in a reversal of a long-stand-
ing trend towards a decreasing debt burden relative 
to the size of the economy that had prevailed dur-
ing the restraint era. In the era of faster spending 
growth, the provincial net debt-to-GDP ratio has 
once again begun to increase. Further, we reviewed 
recent government forecasts that project that the 
government’s record high spending levels will pro-
duce substantially more debt in the years ahead and 
bring the province’s debt-to-GDP ratio to its highest 
level in history. 
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