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British Columbia: 2020–21 Outlook* 

MAJOR PROJECTS, POPULATION GAINS KEEP PROVINCE AT TOP OF THE TABLE 

We continue to anticipate that British Columbia will lead the provinces in job 

creation in 2019 and 2020, and in economic growth in the latter year. The LNG 

Canada venture in Kitimat should boost the province’s expansion throughout the 

forecast horizon. In line with project plans and industry estimates of capital 

expenditure profiles for ventures with comparable timelines, peak activity is 

expected in 2021. However, the most significant contribution to BC growth relative 

to our baseline forecast comes next year, with the largest annual jump in capital 

spending between 2019 and 2020. Other projects expected to support economic 

growth in BC include the Site C Dam, Pattulo Bridge replacement project, and 

airport expansions in Vancouver, Victoria, and Abbotsford.  

Steady population growth has persisted in BC since our last quarterly forecast 

update. Alongside gains in newcomers and net non-permanent residents, net 

interprovincial migration has been trending higher in the three quarters to July 1, 

2019. As in other parts of the country, growth has concentrated in the largest 

cities. Vancouver’s population aged 15 years of age and over rose 1.9% y/y in 

August and September 2019 after climbing just 1.4% per year over 2017–18; 

meanwhile, Victoria and Abbotsford recently witnessed the their strongest-ever 

recorded y/y monthly increases (chart). 

A return to a more vibrant housing market has been the natural consequence of 

above-trend job creation and population gains. After pronounced declines in existing 

home purchases—brought about by rising interest rates and a range of federal and 

provincial policy measures—Vancouver home sales have risen by about 25% in two 

of the last four months. As strong demand-side factors support household formation 

and income growth in the coming years, we expect healthy home sales to resume 

and put further upward pressure on prices. Steady homebuilding activity should 

persist in Southern BC as well, constrained by factors such as higher material costs, 

building restrictions, and labour shortages in BC construction industry. 

The outlook for BC’s external sector continues to be dominated by downside risks. 

These include duties on imports of softwood lumber to the US, limits on lumber 

production following the mountain pine beetle infestation and severe wildfires in each 

of the last two years, and ongoing Sino-Canadian diplomatic tensions with China. 

BC’s financial update for the first quarter of FY20 still projects healthy surpluses through 

the next three fiscal years. Those balances look secure—the Province incorporates 

significant reserves into its blueprint and continues its longstanding practice of planning 

on the basis of economic growth less than the private sector forecast average. 

Taxpayer-supported debt as a share of GDP is still set to edge modestly higher over 

the planning horizon, reflecting record levels of planned investment in capital 

infrastructure. However, that rate is expected to remain on one of the softest trajectories 

among the provinces, and is on a lower path following a significantly larger-than-

anticipated surplus in FY19. These factors recently led one ratings agency to affirm its 

AAA grade—the highest possible rating—of the Province’s credit 
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British Columbia 
% change except where noted 

Economic Conditions 18e 19f 20f 21f

Real GDP 2.4 2.2 2.8 2.4

Nominal GDP 4.4 4.4 5.4 5.1

Employment 1.1 3.0 1.5 1.3

Unemployment Rate, % 4.7 4.6 4.8 4.9

Housing Starts, 000s 41 44 37 32

Fiscal Situation* FY19 FY20 FY21

Budget Balance, % of GDP 0.5 0.1 0.1

Net Debt, % of GDP 14.3 14.8 15.3
___________

* Nom. GDP fcst: Scotiabank Economics. Sources: Scotiabank

Economics, Statistics Canada, CMHC, BC Finance.
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* Figures reported in Canadian dollars unless otherwise stated. Data finalized Oct. 9, 2019. 
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  Provincial Forecast Summary 

Real GDP CA NL PE NS NB QC ON MB SK AB BC

2000–18 2.1 2.4 1.8 1.3 1.2 1.8 2.0 2.3 2.0 2.8 2.7

2018e 1.9 -2.7 2.6 1.2 0.1 2.5 2.3 1.3 1.6 2.3 2.4

2019f 1.6 2.0 2.1 1.3 0.6 2.4 1.7 1.4 1.3 0.5 2.2

2020f 1.8 0.6 1.9 1.3 0.8 1.6 1.7 1.5 1.5 2.4 2.8

2021f 1.9 0.8 1.8 1.1 0.7 1.6 1.6 1.5 1.7 2.7 2.4

Nominal GDP

2000–18 4.3 5.6 4.2 3.3 3.4 3.7 3.9 4.4 5.4 5.9 4.7

2018e 3.6 0.5 4.6 3.2 1.9 4.2 3.5 3.1 3.8 4.5 4.4

2019f 3.2 3.5 4.1 3.0 2.2 3.7 3.3 3.4 3.4 1.9 4.4

2020f 3.8 2.9 3.9 3.2 2.4 3.3 3.4 3.3 3.8 4.5 5.4

2021f 4.3 3.7 3.8 2.8 2.1 3.6 3.9 3.3 4.5 5.7 5.1

Employment

2000–18 1.4 0.6 1.1 0.6 0.4 1.3 1.3 1.0 1.1 2.2 1.5

2018 1.3 0.5 3.0 1.5 0.3 0.9 1.6 0.6 0.4 1.9 1.1

2019f 2.1 1.1 1.8 2.2 0.6 1.6 2.6 1.2 1.7 0.8 3.0

2020f 1.0 0.0 0.8 0.3 0.2 0.8 1.2 0.6 0.7 1.0 1.5

2021f 1.0 -0.1 0.6 0.1 0.2 0.8 1.0 0.6 0.6 1.2 1.3

Unemployment Rate (%)

2000–18 7.1 14.3 11.1 8.8 9.5 7.9 7.0 5.1 5.0 5.3 6.5

2018 5.8 13.8 9.4 7.6 8.0 5.5 5.6 6.0 6.1 6.6 4.7

2019f 5.7 12.1 8.9 6.8 8.1 5.2 5.6 5.4 5.4 6.8 4.6

2020f 5.9 12.1 9.0 6.8 8.1 5.4 5.8 5.5 5.5 6.9 4.8

2021f 5.9 12.0 9.1 6.9 8.0 5.5 5.8 5.6 5.4 6.8 4.9

Housing Starts (units, 000s)

2000–18 200 2.5 0.8 4.3 3.4 44 72 5.2 5.2 34 29

2018 213 1.1 1.1 4.8 2.3 47 79 7.4 3.6 26 41

2019f 210 0.9 1.1 4.6 2.8 49 71 6.8 2.5 27 44

2020f 206 1.3 1.1 4.2 2.4 46 76 6.0 3.3 30 37

2021f 202 1.1 1.0 4.2 2.4 44 78 6.0 3.7 31 32

Motor Vehicle Sales (units, 000s)

2000–18 1,674 29 6 48 38 415 646 48 45 217 182

2018 1,984 28 8 51 38 449 853 67 47 226 217

2019f 1,935 31 9 51 39 448 810 60 49 223 215

2020f 1,915 26 7 50 38 435 805 58 50 227 219

2021f 1,915 26 7 47 36 435 805 58 51 231 219

Budget Balances, Fiscal Year Ending March 31 (CAD mn)

2018 -18,961 -911 1 230 67 2,622 -3,672 -695 -303 -8,023 301

2019e -14,000 -522 14 120 5 2,500 -7,435 -470 -268 -6,711 1,535

2020f* -19,800 -575 2 31 38 0 -10,252 -360 26 -7,912 179

* NL budget balance in 2020 is net of one-time revenue boost via Atlantic Accord. Sources: Scotiabank Economics, Statistics Canada, CMHC, Budget documents; Quebec

(annual % change except where noted)

budget balance figures are after Generations Fund transfers.
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