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Summary


Per-person federal program spending (ad-

justed for inflation) reached $17,121 in 2020-21,
by far the highest level in Canada’s history.

2009 recession. Per-person spending in 202122 is also projected to be 64.8% to 73.7% higher
than at the peak of World War II.


Non-COVID-related per-person spending


Per-person spending is expected to de-

in 2020-21 was $11,165.


Moreover, federal spending is estimated to
reach between $13,032 to $13,735 per-person
in 2021-22, which would represent the second
highest level in the country’s history.


For context, 2021-22 per-person spending

will be 42.4% to 50.0% higher than during the
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crease in 2022-23, ranging between $10,846 and
$11,446. It is still projected to be 12.2% to 18.4%
higher than the level seen in 2019-20, which
was the highest level of spending pre-COVID.


Prime Minister Justin Trudeau is on

track to record the five highest levels of
per-person spending (2018, 2019, 2020,
2021, and 2022) in Canadian history.
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Introduction
The original 2021 edition of Prime Ministers and
Government Spending was released in March
(Fuss and Li, 2021). Among other insights, it
showed that the highest level of federal government per-person spending (program spending),
adjusted for inflation, occurred in 2020-21 under Prime Minister Justin Trudeau. This analysis
includes updated calculations and uses lower and
upper bound estimates to forecast 2021-22 and
2022-23 federal per-person spending based on
available information in the recent Liberal and
NDP election platforms (Liberals, 2021; NDP,
2021).

Spending analysis and methodology
This analysis focuses only on program spending
by prime ministers; it excludes interest costs
on government debt. Were we to include interest costs, it would penalize or reward prime
ministers on the level of debt that had been accumulated prior to their tenure, or who faced
higher or lower than normal interest rates, both
of which are out of the government’s direct,
immediate control.1 The data used in this essay
are based on government fiscal years, which
run from April 1st to March 31st.
This analysis uses several different sources
for the spending data. Specifically, program
spending data from 1870-71 to 1966-67 come
from the second edition of Historical Statis1

While debt-servicing costs are influenced by both
prevailing interest rates and the level of accumulated debt from previous governments, that is not
to say that the policies of the current government
do not influence either interest costs or debt. For
instance, current policies regarding the use of deficits to finance current spending can and do influence bond ratings, which affect the risk premiums
that bond investors require. Similarly, current deficit
policies will influence near-term debt accumulation.
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tics of Canada, Section H–Government Finance
(Leacy, ed., 1983). The data from 1966-67 to
2019-20 are from the Department of Finance’s
Federal Fiscal Reference Tables 2020 (DOF,
2020). The data for 2020-21 relies on the 2021
federal budget (DOF, 2021).
Estimates for program spending in 2021-22 and
2022-23 are based on numbers contained in the
Liberal and NDP platforms during this year’s
federal election. Given the strong likelihood
that these two parties will work in tandem in
the minority government, their respective platforms are a good barometer for where spending is headed in the near future. We used the
Liberal party’s estimates from their platform as
the lower bound for 2021-22 and 2022-23, while
the NDP’s estimates act as the upper bound.
Our analysis adjusted federal program spending
by population to calculate per-person spending.2 This is an important adjustment since
changes in population influence aggregate program spending. In other words, the same dollar
amount of increased spending can look quite
different depending on whether a jurisdiction is experiencing robust or modest population growth, or even a population decline. The
analysis also adjusted program spending for inflation so that spending in 1900 is comparable
with spending in 2021.3 Hereafter, per-person

2

Two Statistics Canada tables, 17-10-0063-01 (from
1870 to 1970) and 17-10-0005-01 (from 1971 to 2020)
provide population data.
3

The price index used is a GDP deflator. For the
period from 1870 to 1960, the data come from Urquhart (1988); for 1961 to 2020, the data are taken from
Statistics Canada, CANSIM Table 36-10-0130-01. For
2021 to 2022, data are from the 2021 federal budget
(We chose the GDP deflator in part because the
historical data go back to 1870, whereas the comparable CPI data are only available as of 1914.)
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Figure 1: Per-Person Federal Program Spending, 1870-2021 (2021$)
18,000
16,000

Real 2021 Dollars

14,000

NDP Plan: Additional $1,041

12,000
10,000

Liberal Plan: Additional $338
Budget 2021: $12,695

8,000
6,000
4,000
2,000
-

Notes:
1) The 2015 Budget is adjusted to reflect the originally planned level of program spending for the Harper government.
2) The per-person estimate for 2021 reflects the program spending in Budget 2021 and the addition of campaign commitments made by the Liberal party and the NDP.
Sources: Leacy, 1983; Canada, Department of Finance, 2020, 2021; Statistics Canada 2021a, 2021b, 2021c; calculations by
authors.

federal program spending adjusted for inflation
is simply referred to as “per-person spending.”4
Figure 1 shows the unmistakable spikes in perperson spending during both world wars. Perperson spending rose under Prime Minister Sir
Robert Borden from $641 in 1913 to $1,401 by
1916. It was cut by almost 50 percent in 1920;
per-person spending levels essentially returned
to pre-World War I levels after the war ended.
World War II saw a more pronounced spike in
4

See Hill et. al (2020) for further explanations of
methodology and how prime ministers were designated responsible for various budgets.
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per-person spending, which increased from
$842 in 1938 to a wartime high of $7,909 in 1943.
Unlike the spending after World War I, perperson spending following World War II did not
return to its pre-war level.
Increases in per-person spending began in earnest in 1966 under Prime Minister Lester Pearson and continued with his successor, Prime
Minister Pierre Trudeau. Per-person spending was $3,278 in 1962 when Pearson assumed
office. He introduced large increases in 1966,
which continued thereafter as existing programs were expanded and new programs, such
as Medicare, were added. Per-person spending
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reached $4,195 in 1967, Pearson’s last budget as
prime minister.
When Prime Minister Pierre Trudeau assumed
office in 1968, he continued the trend that
Pearson had begun. At its peak in 1982, Pearson-Trudeau per-person spending reached
$7,883, a 140 percent increase from the 1962
budget. Under Prime Minister Brian Mulroney,
per-person spending became fairly stable, even
decreasing slightly (by 0.3 percent annually, on
average) during his tenure from 1984 to 1993.
The Mulroney era was followed by a period that
was critically important to fiscal reform. Led
by Prime Minister Jean Chrétien,5 the federal
government reduced per-person spending by
16.5 percent in the three budgets between 1994
and 1996.6 The Chrétien era of reform was followed by increases in per-person spending under both Prime Minister Paul Martin and Prime
Minister Stephen Harper. Per-person spending
spiked 16.2 percent to $9,155 during the recession of 2009 under the Harper government (figure 1). However, it then dropped by a cumulative total of 12.8 percent from 2009 to 2014.

Assessing per-person spending from
2020 to 2022
In 2020, during the height of COVID-19, federal
per-person spending reached $17,121. This represents the highest per-person spending level,
adjusted for inflation, in Canadian history. It is
also 77.0 percent higher than the previous high-

5

For a discussion of the importance of the fiscal
reforms enacted by the Chrétien government, see
Crowley, Clemens, and Veldhuis (2010), and Veldhuis,
Clemens, and Palacios (2011).
6

For a thorough discussion of the reforms enacted
during the Chrétien era, see Clemens, Lau, Palacios,
and Veldhuis (2017).
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est level of per-person spending, which was recorded in 2019. Non-COVID related per-person
spending was $11,165 in 2020, which would still
represent the highest amount in Canadian history. Moreover, the years from 2018 to 2020 are
the three highest levels of per-person spending
in the history of the country to date. For reference, the level of per-person spending in 2020
was 87.0 percent higher than Prime Minister
Harper’s 2009 level of recession spending.
There are two aspects to the analysis for 2021
and 2022. The first pertains to the level of perperson spending planned before the recent
election, and the second relates to the additional spending expected following the September election. The pre-election per-person
spending in 2021-22, which is based on the 2021
federal budget, is $12,695. This is the second
highest per-person spending level, adjusted for
inflation, in Canada’s history. Before the election, the federal government had planned for
per-person spending to be $10,400 in 2022-23.
The second aspect of the analysis includes the
addition of campaign commitments made by
the Liberal and NDP parties during the recent
federal election. The Liberal party expects to
spend an additional $13.0 billion in 2021-22 and
another $17.7 billion in 2022-23 on top of the
program spending levels in Budget 2021 (Liberals, 2021). This translates into an additional
$338 in per-person spending in 2021 and $446
in 2022-23.
If they carry through with those plans, the
total expected level of per-person spending
would subsequently rise to $13,032 in 202122. To put this number in perspective, 202122 spending would increase 34.8 percent from
the levels in 2019 and be 42.4 percent above
the level of per-person spending during the
2009 recession. Moreover, 2022-23 per-person
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Figure 2: Per Person Federal Program Spending, Actual and Projected 2002-2022
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Sources: Figure 1; Liberals, 2021; NDP, 2021; calculations by authors.

spending would equal $10,846. While this represents a significant decrease from expected
2021-22 levels, it is approximately 12.2 percent
higher than the level seen in 2019, the last year
before the pandemic.
However, given the reality that to survive as a
government, the Liberal party will likely need
support from opposition parties, such as the
NDP, that demand further spending, the prior estimates act merely as lower bounds for
spending in 2021 and 2022. To provide an upper bound estimate, we calculate the amount
of per-person spending that would occur based
on the NDP platform. While the level of spending is likely to be somewhere between the lower and upper bound, these numbers provide a
reasonable expectation for per-person spending in 2021 and 2022.
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The NDP calls for additional program spending of $40.0 billion in 2021-22 and $41.4 billion
in 2022-23 (NDP, 2021). As figure 2 shows, the
total expected level of per-person spending
under this plan would reach $13,735 in 2021-22
and $11,446 in 2022-23. Put differently, per-person spending would increase from pre-election
expectations by $1,041 in 2021-22 and $1,046
in 2022-23. For context, per-person spending in 2021-22 under the NDP plan would be
42.0 percent higher than the levels in 2019 and
50.0 percent above the amount spent during
the 2009 recession. Furthermore, 2022-23 perperson spending ($11,446) would be 18.4 percent
higher than the level in 2019 ($9,671).7
7

See figure 3 for a ranking of prime ministers by
average annual change in per-person spending since
World War II.
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Figure 3: Ranking of Prime Ministers by Average Annual Change in Per Person
Spending, Post World War II
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* The data for the Justin Trudeau covers the program spending from 2015 to 2021.
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the increased level of program spending for the Trudeau government.
Sources: See figure 1.

In sum, 2020, 2021, and 2022 are expected to
be the three highest years of federal per-person spending in Canadian history and will significantly exceed levels previously experienced
in times of crisis, such as war and recession.
Moreover, absent a change in policy, Prime
Minister Justin Trudeau is on track to record
the five highest years ever of federal per-person spending from 2018-19 to 2022-23.

References
Canada, Department of Finance [DOF] (2015).
Budget 2015: A BalancedBudget, LowTax Plan
for Jobs, Growth and Security. Government
of Canada. <http://www.budget.gc.ca/2015/

fraserinstitute.org

docs/plan/budget2015-eng.pdf>, as of October 5, 2021.
Canada, Department of Finance [DOF] (2016).
Budget 2016: Growing the Middle Class. Government of Canada. <http://www.budget.
gc.ca/2016/docs/plan/budget2016-en.pdf>,
as of October 5, 2021.
Canada, Department of Finance [DOF] (2020).
Fiscal Reference Tables, November 2020. Government of Canada. <https://www.canada.ca/
en/department-finance/services/publications/fiscal-reference-tables/2020.html>, as of
September 28, 2021.
Canada, Department of Finance [DOF] (2021).
Budget 2021: A Recovery Plan for Jobs, Growth,

FRASER RESEARCH BULLETIN 6

Prime Ministers and Government Spending, 2021 update
and Resilience. Government of Canada.
<https://www.budget.gc.ca/2021/home-accueil-en.html>, as of September 28, 2021.
Clemens, Jason, Matthew Lau, Milagros Palacios, and Niels Veldhuis (2017). End of the
Chrétien Consensus? The Fraser Institute.
<https://www.fraserinstitute.org/studies/
end-of-the-chretien-consensus>, as of October 5, 2021.
Crowley, Brian Lee, Jason Clemens, and Niels
Veldhuis (2010). The Canadian Century: Moving Out of America’s Shadows. Key Porter.
Di Matteo, Livio (2013). Measuring Government
in the 21st Century: An International Overview
of the Size and Efficiency of Public Spending.
The Fraser Institute. <https://www.fraserinstitute.org/sites/default/files/measuringgovernment-in-the-21st-century.pdf>, as of
October 5, 2021.
Di Matteo, Livio (2017). A Federal Fiscal History: Canada, 1967-2017. The Fraser Institute. <https://www.fraserinstitute.org/sites/
default/files/federal-fiscal-history-canada-1867-2017.pdf>, as of October 5, 2021.
Fuss, Jake and Nathaniel Li (2021). Prime Ministers and Government Spending: 2021 Edition.
The Fraser Institute. <https://www.fraserinstitute.org/blogs/prime-ministers-and-government-spending-2021-edition>, as of September 28, 2021.
Hill, Tegan, Jake Fuss, and Milagros Palacios
(2020). Prime Ministers and Government
Spending, 2020 Edition. The Fraser Institute.
<https://www.fraserinstitute.org/studies/
prime-ministers-and-government-spending2020-edition>, as of October 5, 2021.
Leacy, F.H., ed. (1983). Historical Statistics of
Canada, Second Edition. Statistics Canada.
<https://www150.statcan.gc.ca/n1/pub/11516-x/11-516-x1983001-eng.htm>, as of October 5, 2021.

fraserinstitute.org

Liberal Party of Canada [Liberals] (2021). Forward for Everyone Financial and Costing Plan.
Liberal Party of Canada. <https://liberal.ca/
wp-content/uploads/sites/292/2021/09/
Forward-For-Everyone-Financial-and-Costing-Plan.pdf>, as of September 28, 2021.
New Democratic Party [NDP] (2021). Ready
for Better: New Democrat’s Fiscal Plan. NDP.
<https://www.ndp.ca/sites/default/files/
ndp_fiscal_plan_2021-compressed.pdf>, as
of September 28, 2021.
Statistics Canada (2021a). Table 17-10-000501: Population estimates on July 1st, by
age and sex. Statistics Canada. <https://
www150.statcan.gc.ca/t1/tbl1/en/
tv.action?pid=1710000501>, as of September
28, 2021.
Statistics Canada (2021b). Table 17-10-0057-01:
Projected population, by projection scenario, age and sex, as of July 1. Statistics Canada.
<https://www150.statcan.gc.ca/t1/tbl1/en/
tv.action?pid=1710005701>, as of September
28, 2021.
Statistics Canada (2021c). Table 17-10-006301: Historical statistics, estimated population
and immigrant arrivals. Statistics Canada.
<https://www150.statcan.gc.ca/t1/tbl1/en/
tv.action?pid=1710006301>, as of September
28, 2021.
Statistics Canada (2021d). Table 36-10-013001: Gross domestic product price indexes, annual (2012=100). Statistics Canada.
<https://www150.statcan.gc.ca/t1/tbl1/en/
tv.action?pid=3610013001>, as of September
28, 2021.
Tanzi, Vito (2011). Government versus Markets: The Changing Economic Role of the State.
Cambridge University Press.
Veldhuis, Niels, Jason Clemens, and Milagros
Palacios (2011). Learning from the Past: How
Canadian Fiscal Policies of the 1990s Can Be

FRASER RESEARCH BULLETIN 7

Prime Ministers and Government Spending, 2021 update
Applied Today. The Fraser Institute. <https://
www.fraserinstitute.org/sites/default/files/
learning-from-the-past.pdf>, as of October 5,
2021.

Urquhart M.C. (1988). Canadian Economic
Growth 1870-1980. Discussion Paper No.
734. Queen’s University, Economics Department.

Copyright © 2021 by the Fraser Institute. All rights
reserved. Without written permission, only brief passages may be quoted in critical articles and reviews.
Photo credits: Louis St. Laurent, John Diefenbaker,
Lester B. Pearson, Pierre E. Trudeau, Brian Mulroney,
National Archives of Canada; Joe Clark, Mia Matthes,
Jean Chrétien, Paul Martin, Stephen Harper, Justin
Trudeau, Office of the Prime Minister.
ISSN 2291-8620
Media queries: For media enquiries, please contact
our communications department via e-mail: communications@fraserinstitute.org; telephone: 604.714.4582.
Support the Institute: call 1.800.665.3558, ext. 574
or e-mail: development@fraserinstitute.org.

Acknowledgments
This essay was inspired by the 2017 work of Professor Livio Di Matteo and his analysis of the finances of Canada over its history (A Federal
Fiscal History: Canada, 1967-2017). Any remaining errors or omissions are the sole responsibility of the authors. As the researchers have
worked independently, the views and conclusions expressed in this paper do not necessarily reflect those of the Board of Directors of
the Fraser Institute, the staff, or supporters.

fraserinstitute.org

Jake Fuss is a Senior Economist
at the Fraser Institute. He holds a
Bachelor of Commerce and a Master’s Degree in Public Policy from
the University of Calgary.

Milagros Palacios is the Director of
the Addington Centre for Measurement at the Fraser Institute. She
holds a BSc in Industrial Engineering from the Pontifical Catholic
University of Peru and an MSc in
Economics from the University of
Concepción, Chile.

Nathaniel Li is an Economist at
the Fraser Institute. He holds a B.A.
from the Fudan University in China
and a Ph.D. in Food, Agricultural
and Resource Economics from the
University of Guelph. His current research covers a wide range
of issues in fiscal, education, and
labour-market policies.

Tegan Hill is an Economist at the
Fraser Institute. She holds a Bachelor of Economics and a Master’s
Degree in Public Policy from the
University of Calgary. She specializes in government spending, taxation, and debt.

FRASER RESEARCH BULLETIN 8

