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	� This bulletin reviews annual per-person 
program spending (inflation-adjusted) by Brit-
ish Columbia premiers since 1965.

	� The highest single year of per-person 
spending between 1965 to 2021 was under Pre-
mier John Horgan in 2021--reaching $13,250. 
Excluding COVID-related spending, per-per-
son spending ($12,533) in 2021 is still by far the 
highest on record.  

	� The second highest year of per-person 
spending ($13,199) occurred in 2020. Non-COV-
ID related spending was $11,188 per-person that 
year.  

	� Overall, Premier David Barrett ranks as 
having the highest average annual increase in 
per-person spending (15.0 percent) followed by 
Premier Rita Johnston (7.8 percent), though it 
should be noted that Rita Johnston served as 
premier for less than one fiscal year. Premier 
W.A.C. Bennett oversaw the third highest aver-
age annual change in per-person spending at 
6.2 percent. 

	� Premier John Horgan ranked fourth closely 
behind W.A.C. Bennett with an annual average 
increase of 6.1 percent. 

	� Two premiers—Ujjal Dosanjh and Christy 
Clark—recorded average annual per-person 
spending declines of 0.7 percent. 

Summary

by Tegan Hill and Joel Emes
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Introduction

This bulletin reviews the spending records of 
BC governments segregated by the different 
premiers.1 Specifically, it examines the BC pro-
vincial government’s per-person (inflation-ad-
justed) program spending since 1965, divided 
into periods that coincide with the different 
premiers. The intention is to provide a histori-
cal analysis of this key measure of government 
fiscal policy.

Methodology
This bulletin focuses on program spending by 
premiers and excludes interest costs on gov-
ernment debt. If interest costs were included, 
it would penalize or reward premiers based 
on the debt accumulated prior to their tenure, 
and/or prevailing interest rates, both of which 
are out of the provincial government’s immedi-
ate control.2

This study uses Finances of the Nation govern-
ment revenue and expenditure data (REAL),3 
which is built from three Statistics Canada pub-
lications: Public Finance Historical Data (PFHD) 
for 1965 through 1992; Federal, Provincial and 
Territorial General Government Revenue and 
Expenditure (FPRTE) for 1989 through 2009; 

1  The foundation for this analysis is based on the 
Fraser Research Bulletin Prime Ministers and Gov-
ernment Spending: A Retrospective (2017).

2  Debt-servicing costs are influenced by both the 
level of debt accumulated from previous govern-
ments and prevailing interest rates. However, that 
is not to say that the policies of the current govern-
ment do not influence debt-servicing costs. Deficits 
add to near-term debt accumulation, and deficit-fi-
nanced spending can influence the risk premium on 
government debt, both of which can have an impact 
on interest costs.

3  See https://financesofthenation.ca/data/ 

and Canadian Government Finance Statistics 
(CGFS) for 2009 to present. Data are available 
up to the fiscal year 2021-22. Accounting con-
ventions are comparable through time within 
each period, but there are differences among 
the three periods. The creators of the REAL da-
taset adjust the data to make them more com-
parable.4

The study uses data based on provincial gov-
ernment fiscal years, which begin on April 1st 
and end on March 31st. Throughout the analy-
sis we refer to government fiscal years by the 
first year only. Thus, fiscal year 2021-22, for in-
stance, is simply referred to as 2021. We do this 
both for simplicity and because the majority of 
the government’s fiscal year occurs in the first 
year referred to. 

It’s important to adjust for population as it can 
influence aggregate program spending. Indeed, 
the same amount of increased spending can 
look different depending on whether a province 
has experienced strong, modest, or negative 
population growth (i.e., a decline in the popu-
lation). This study adjusts provincial program 
spending by population to calculate per-person 
spending using Statistics Canada’s Table 17-10-
0009-01 for population data.

This study also adjusts program spending data 
for inflation so that spending in the 1960s can 
be compared to spending in 2021. We used the 
consumer price index (Statistics Canada’s Table 
18-10-0004-01) to adjust for inflation. Provin-
cial per-person program spending (inflation-

4  Note that discrepancies are generally less than five 
percent (and are often much smaller) at the points 
where the datasets overlap. To learn more about 
the adjustments made to the Finances of the Nation 
REAL data, go to https://financesofthenation.ca/
real-fedprov/ and follow the link to the User Guide.

https://financesofthenation.ca/data/
https://financesofthenation.ca/real-fedprov/
https://financesofthenation.ca/real-fedprov/
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Table 1: British Columbia's Premiers and Budget Years over the Period of Analysis

Premier Party Budget Years Number of Budgets

W.A.C. Bennett Social Credit Party 1965-1972 8

David Barrett New Democratic Party 1973-1975 3

William R. Bennett Social Credit Party 1976-1985 10

William Vander Zalm Social Credit Party 1986-1990 5

Rita Johnston Social Credit Party 1991 1

Michael Harcourt New Democratic Party 1992-1995 4

Glen David Clark New Democratic Party 1996-1999 4

Ujjal Dosanjh New Democratic Party 2000 1

Gordon Campbell Liberal Party 2001-2010 10

Christy Clark Liberal Party 2011-2016 6

John Horgan New Democratic Party 2017-2021 5

Note: Although W.A.C Bennett served as premier for 20 years (1952-1972), there are only eight years of available data dur-
ing his tenure (1965-1972)

Details on the allocation of specific budgets:

The 1972 budget was allocated to W.A.C. Bennett as he served for half the fiscal year and delivered the budget.

The 1975 budget was allocated to Dave Barrett as he served as premier for majority of the fiscal year.

The 1986  budget was allocated to William Vander Zalm as he served for a majority of the fiscal year.

The 1991 budget was allocated to Rita Johnston as she served as premier from April to November and delivered a budget 
in May.

The 1999 Budget was allocated to Glen David Clark as he delivered the budget. The fiscal year was split between three 
premiers: Clark stepped down as premier in August. Dan Miller served as interim premier from August to February, and 
Ujjal Dosanjh was elected in February.  

The 2001 budget was allocated to Gordon Campbell as he was elected in June and presented a new budget in the eco-
nomic and fiscal update in July.

The 2011 budget was allocated to Christy Clark. Premier Gordan Campbell stepped down as Premier in November 2010 
and Clark was elected in February.

The 2017 Budget was allocated to John Horgan as he was elected premier in July, serving for more than half the fiscal 
year, and presented a new budget in September. John Horgan has presented six budgets, however, the period of analysis 
used in this study ends in fiscal year 2021-22. 

Source: The Canada Guide (2022).
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adjusted) is simply referred to as “per-person 
spending” hereafter.

It is important to understand that BC’s pre-
miers had varying tenures.5 In years when there 
were changes in government, it is necessary to 
make discretionary decisions about which pre-
mier should be designated responsible for each 
budget. Table 1 summarizes the allocation of 
budget years to premiers from 1965 to 2021.

5  For a list of BC’s premiers and their terms, see https://
thecanadaguide.com/data/provincial-premiers/.

We used two factors to decide which premier 
was allocated a specific budget year. The first 
and most important was the premier’s length 
of time in office during the fiscal year. When 
the fiscal year is fairly evenly split between two 
or more premiers, we resolved the situation by 
considering a second factor: which premier de-
livered the original budget that set the founda-
tion for spending that year. For example, 1999 
was split between three premiers: Glen Clark 
served as premier from April to August, Dan 
Miller served as interim premier from August to 
February, and Ujjal Dosanjh was elected in Feb-

Figure 1: Inflation-Adjusted ($2021) per Person Program Spending in British 
Columbia, 1965-2021

Sources: Finances of the Nation, 2022; Statistics Canada, Table 17-10-0009-01; Statistics Canada, Table 18-10-0004-01.
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- Per-person spending related to the one-time payment for debt forgiveness in 1998 is indicated in yellow. 
- COVID related per-person spending is indicated in orange for both 2020 and 2021.

https://thecanadaguide.com/data/provincial-premiers/
https://thecanadaguide.com/data/provincial-premiers/
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ruary. We ultimately allocated the 1999 budget 
to Glen Clark as he delivered the original budget. 

Finally, it is important to recognize that cer-
tain premiers served during periods of reces-
sion and/or other significant events that may 
have affected government spending.6 However, 
the intention of this bulletin is not to provide 
context to specific years of spending or offer a 
commentary on whether spending changes are 
negative or positive. Rather, it is specifically and 
narrowly focused on providing an overview of 
per-person spending over time by premier.7 

Per person spending in BC: 1965 to 2021

Figure 1 shows inflation-adjusted per-person 
spending beginning in 1965. A number of in-
teresting points are worth noting. From 1965 
to 2021, per-person spending increased from 
$3,137 (in 2021 inflation-adjusted dollars) to 
$13,250. Put simply, BC’s provincial government 
per-person spending increased substantially 
over the 55-year period.

As figure 1 shows, there have been several pe-
riods of steady per-person spending increases. 
The first runs from the early 1960s to the mid 
1970s. It began under Premier W.A.C Bennett, 
when per-person spending increased 51.2 per-
cent from $3,137 in 1965 to $4,743 in 1972. 

Per-person spending increased substantially 
under Premier David Barrett. Barrett increased 
per-person spending by 51.6 percent from 1972 
to 1975, which included marked increases in 
1974 (21.0 percent) and 1975 (15.5 percent). Per-

6  For instance, BC experienced a recession in 1982, 
2009, and 2020.

7  For those interested in this normative issue, see 
Tanzi (2011) and Di Matteo (2013).

person spending reached $7,188 by 1975—more 
than twice its level a decade earlier.

Per-person spending declined 5.6 percent in 
William R. (Bill) Bennett’s first year (1976). The 
remainder of Bill Bennett’s tenure can be divid-
ed into two periods. The first ran from 1977 to 
1982 and is categorized by nearly uninterrupted 
increases in per-person spending. Overall, per-
person spending increased 24.3 percent from 
$6,789 in 1976 to $8,438 in 1982. The second pe-
riod, which ran from 1983 through to the end of 
the William R. Bennett period in 1985, saw re-
ductions in per-person spending. Overall, per-
person spending declined to $7,807 by 1985.

Per-person spending continued to fall in the 
first two years (1986 and 1987) of the William 
(Bill) Vander Zalm period. However, per-person 
spending increased in the last three years of his 
tenure from 1988 through 1990. Overall, per-
person spending increased to $8,177 (in 1990) or 
by 4.7 percent over Vander Zalm’s entire tenure.  

Per-person spending continued to gener-
ally increase in the 1990s. Under Premier Rita 
Johnston, per-person spending increased 7.8 
percent to $8,814 by 1991. By 1995 under the Mi-
chael Harcourt period that followed, per-per-
son spending grew to $9,082.

Per-person spending generally increased under 
Glen Clark. As figure 1 shows, there was a sig-
nificant one-time jump (of 35.7 percent) in 1998 
that requires some explanation.8 In that year, 
the provincial government forgave $7.5 billion 
in debt to school boards, municipal hospitals, 
and other government sub-sectors.9 Without 

8  Figure 1 shows per-person spending related to the 
one-time payment for debt forgiveness in yellow.

9  For more detail, see Statistics Canada Table 10-10-
0064-01.
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this one-time payment, per-person spending 
in 1998 ($11,956) would have been $9,060—a 2.9 
percent increase from the year before. Per-per-
son spending declined (23.3 percent) from the 
year before’s jump to $9,172 the following year 
(1999). Overall, per-person spending increased 
15.2 percent over the decade from 1989 to 1999. 

Under Ujjal Dosanjh, per-person spending 
briefly declined 0.7 percent (2000) before in-
creasing to $9,376 in Gordon Campbell’s first 
year in office (2001). Similar to Bill Bennett, the 
remainder of Gordon Campbell’s tenure can be 
divided into two distinct periods. The first ran 
from 2002 through 2004 and is categorized by 
reductions in per-person spending. Per-person 
spending was reduced to $8,634 by 2004, a 7.9 
percent reduction from 2001. The second pe-
riod, which ran from 2005 through to the end 
of the Gordon Campbell period in 2010, saw in-
creases in per-person spending, which rose to 
$10,393 by 2010, a 20.4 percent increase from 
2004. 

Per-person spending declined over the Christy 
Clark period. Overall, Christy Clark decreased 
per-person spending 4.3 percent from the last 
year of the Gordon Campbell period, standing 
at $9,944 in her last budget year (2016).  

Finally, per-person spending increased mark-
edly (33.3 percent) over the John Horgan pe-
riod (up to 2021). From 2017 to 2019, per-person 
spending increased (on average) 4.0 percent an-
nually. It reached $11,196 per person in 2019.10 In 
2020, per-person spending increased 17.9 per-
cent to $13,199—the highest level on record to 
date. For reference, non-COVID related spend-

10  Excluding 1998, which included $7.5 billion in one-
time debt forgiveness, 2019 had the highest per-
person spending level recorded to date.

ing was $11,188 that year.11 In 2021, per-person 
spending reached a new high of $13,250.12 Ex-
cluding COVID-related spending, 2021 per-per-
son spending ($12,533) is still by far the highest 
on record.

Ranking premiers on changes in 
inflation-adjusted per-person spending
For additional context, figure 2 shows the av-
erage annual change in per-person spending 
during each premier’s tenure. Specifically, it 
ranks each premier based on the average annu-
al change in per-person spending from the year 
before they took office to their last budget.13

As shown, David Barrett ranks as having the 
highest average annual increase in per-person 
spending (15.0 percent)—significantly high-
er than the next highest-ranked premier, Rita 
Johnston, who ranks as having the second 
highest average annual increase in per-person 
spending at 7.8 percent, though she served as 
premier for less than one fiscal year. 

Premier W.A.C. Bennett oversaw the third 
highest average annual change in per-person 
spending (6.2 percent), though the period does 
not include W.A.C.’s Bennett’s full tenure due 
to data limitations. John Horgan ranks fourth, 

11  Excluding COVID-related spending, 2020 would 
have been the third highest year of per-person 
spending in the entire period from 1965 to 2020. 
Moreover, if compared to the adjusted per-person 
spending in 1998 (excluding the $7.5 billion one-time 
debt forgiveness), non-COVID related spending in 
2020 would have been the second highest level of 
per-person spending on record.

12  Figure 1 indicates COVID-related per-person 
spending in orange for both 2020 and 2021.

13  Due to data limitations, the base year for W.A.C. 
Bennett is 1965.
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increasing per-person spending by an annual 
average of 6.1 percent—just behind W.A.C. Ben-
nett. 

All other premiers recorded annual increases 
in per-person spending below 2.5 percent. Un-
der Premier Glen Clark, per-person spending 
increased by 2.4 percent (on average) annual-
ly.14 Per-person sending increased by an an-
nual average of 1.4 percent under Premier Gor-
don Campbell and 1.0 percent under Bill Vander 
Zalm. Bill Bennett and Michael Harcourt fol-

14  If the $7.5 billion in one-time debt forgiveness 
is excluded, Premier Glen Clark increased annual 
per-person spending by 0.3 percent on average.

lowed closely behind increasing annual per-
person spending by 0.9 percent and 0.8 percent 
on average, respectively. 

Finally, average annual per-person spending 
declined under two premiers: by 0.7 percent 
during the Ujjal Dosanjh and Christy Clark peri-
ods, though Premier Dosanjh’s tenure was lim-
ited to just one provincial budget.

Conclusion

Per-person spending adjusted for inflation and 
excluding interest costs is an important mea-
sure of a government’s fiscal policies, both 
within a specific year and over time. It, com-

Figure 2: Ranking of Premiers by Average Annual Change in Per Person Spending, 
Inflation-adjusted ($2021)

Sources: Finances of the Nation, 2022; Statistics Canada, Table 17-10-0009-01; Statistics Canada, Table 18-10-0004-01.
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bined with overall spending as a share of the 
economy (GDP), are the two key measures by 
which to assess and understand government 
fiscal policy. Unfortunately, per-person spend-
ing adjusted for inflation is often neglected 
because it is not as easily accessible as the al-
ternative measure, government spending as a 
share of GDP. This bulletin corrects that defi-
ciency for British Columbia and provides a his-
torical analysis of per-person spending by pre-
mier going back to the mid-1960s.
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