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B.C. Budget 2019 rests on last year’s affordability achievements, 

leaving uncertainty ahead 

 

Medical care is the big winner in the provincial budget, again, despite extensive evidence 

that health doesn’t begin with medical care. It begins where we are born, grow, live, work 

and age. These conditions remain under severe pressure in B.C. as home prices have left 

young people’s earnings behind more than in any other province.  

 

This year’s budget adds $1.75 billion in additional social spending compared to 2018 – or 

$631 million after adjusting for inflation. Just over half is invested in medical care. About 

10% will go to each of postsecondary, grade school and child care. The remaining 16% will 

go to other social services. 

 

Of the funding left over from medical care, a big talking point in the budget is the new B.C. 

Child Opportunity Benefit. It will increase cash transfers for BC kids by around $1,000 per 

child, and expand eligibility to include children from age 6-17.  But there’s an important 

CAVEAT. This funding doesn’t kick in for over a year. It will be appreciated by the 

generations raising children when it starts. 

 

Postsecondary students will appreciate that this budget eliminates interest payments on 

student loans. 

 

Families with kids can be pleased that last year’s historic three-year investment to work 

toward (something like) a $10aday child care is maintained in 2019. While spaces remain in 

short supply, those who are accessing services are already saving hundreds of dollars a 

month. As Generation Squeeze has long emphasized, saving hundreds on child care can 

make it more manageable to pay higher rents or mortgage payments. 

 

But it’s important to recognize that the 2019 budget stalls the funding required to phase in a 

high quality, affordable child care system. The 2019 budget currently allocates just 1/3 of 

the necessary investment – with no growth in funding after next year. 

 

This stall in child care reflects an overarching age pattern in the B.C. budget. Less than 20% 

of the new investments in 2019 will go to British Columbians under age 45 – a group that 

represents over half of the population. 
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Many in the non-profit housing ecosystem remain excited that the much-hailed 30-point plan 

to rein in housing costs announced last year has been protected, and even accelerated 

slightly.  

 

There is reason to praise how this housing plan is interacting with other municipal and 

federal housing measures. For the first time in years, average home prices in BC and Metro 

Vancouver fell in 2018 compared to the year before (by 2%, and 0.6% respectively) – 

reducing by a few months the time it takes to save for a down payment (still around 18 

years, up from 5 years four decades ago), and stepping off the gas a little in terms of rent 

increases.  

 

But this average success reflects we are deflecting price pressures from Metro Van to other 

parts of BC. For example, home prices increased in 2018 in Victoria, Kelowna, Kamloops, 

Prince George and Nelson. The harm in Victoria is most notable, where home prices added 

an extra year of work to save a down payment.  

 

Clearly, we need the provincial government to keep its eye on the massive gap between 

home prices and earnings. The 2019 budget adds no incentives to encourage market 

development of new purpose-built rental homes; nor incentives to encourage urban 

municipalities to add density – even in the face of NIMBY’ism.  

 

The budget retains the vexing property tax deferral scheme that charges families with kids 

interest rates that are three times higher than rates charged residents over age 55. 

 

Despite this vexing detail, there is evidence in the 2019 budget of a positive #TaxShift away 

from taxing things we want – like good earnings for regular folks – by taxing more the things 

that we don’t want – like high home prices and pollution. 

 

The B.C. government deserves kudos for protecting the $1.7 billion in carbon pricing, which 

reduces pressure on income taxation; and for defending carbon pricing in Canadian courts 

as provincial governments in Ontario and Saskatchewan challenge the constitutionality of 

pricing pollution. 

 

The B.C. government deserves even more praise for tolerating a reduction in provincial 

revenue from the property transfer tax, which is an outcome of the desired slowdown in 

home prices. Happily, the finance department is compensating for this reduction in revenue 

by raising taxes slightly on empty homes and those worth over $3 million. 

Dr. Paul Kershaw, Founder 

email: paul.kershaw@ubc.ca  |  web: gensqueeze.ca  |  twitter: @gensqueeze  |  phone: 604 761 4583 



 

Taxing pollution and unhealthy home prices creates space to reduce other taxes for regular 

earners, including the elimination of the Medical Services Premium (MSP), which saves 

families approximately $1,800/year. Plus, there is a $300 million reduction in personal 

income taxes by comparison with the previous year.  

 

That said, some employers are frustrated that they pick up much of the tab for eliminating 

the MSP, and there remains more work to shift toward taxing pollution and unhealthy home 

prices, and away from taxing earnings or payroll. So it would remain wise for the provincial 

government to establish a Task Force to make recommendations to modernize our tax 

system, as part of the Clean BC economic strategy.  
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