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WORKING DRAFT 

Looking Back and Looking Ahead: 
Building a Prosperous and Resilient BC Economy 

 

As we ponder what lies ahead for British 
Columbia and how public policy can best 
position the province for success in the years 
to come, it is useful to review the evolution 
of our economy. In recent decades BC has 
been reshaped by increased global 
integration, the rise of Asia, an expansion of 
the gateway sector, the development of new 
and emerging industries, various commodity 
cycles, fluctuations in the currency, steady 
inflows of migrants, population aging, and 
continued urbanization.   
 
Increased global integration is perhaps the 
most significant development that has 
affected BC, and one that will continue to do 
so in the future.  Back in 1995, the North 
American Free Trade Agreement had been in 
place for a year.  NAFTA was part of a 
broader move towards regional trade 
liberalization and it would further reinforce 
Canada’s trade orientation towards the 
United States, a path that had already been 
set with the predecessor bilateral Canada-US 
Free Trade Agreement concluded in the late 
1980s. The World Trade Organization 
started operations on January 1, 1995, 
replacing the General Agreement on Tariffs 
and Trade; by 2001 China had entered the 
WTO.   
 
The rise of China and Asia more generally 
further reinforced Canada’s linkages with 
other countries and worked to diversify BC’s 

trade.  It also helped to stimulate the rapid 
expansion of the province’s Gateway 
industry, which has influenced the 
development of transportation infra-
structure, jobs and industry structure.   
 
BC has also been buffeted by numerous 
commodity cycles and fluctuations as well as 
sometimes dramatic changes in the value of 
the Canadian dollar. The recent plunge in oil 
and natural gas prices has prompted 
adjustments in the provincial economy.  The 
once booming natural gas industry has fallen 
on hard times. But some other export-
oriented sectors have benefitted from the 
weak dollar.  Of interest, oil prices and the 
Canadian/US dollar exchange rate in the 
mid-1990s were not entirely dissimilar to 
what we see currently. World oil prices 
averaged $16.75 per barrel (US) in 1995 and 
fell to a low of $12 three years later; in 
inflation-adjusted terms, the oil price in 1995 
amounted to ~US$26/bbl. The Canadian 
dollar averaged US72.8 cents in 1995 and it, 
too, would lose further ground over the next 
few years.  
 
On the other hand, the interest rate 
environment circa 1995 was very different 
than that of today. The Bank of Canada’s 
overnight lending rate averaged just over 
7%; at present it sits at a rock-bottom 0.5%. 
For BC home buyers, 5-year mortgages were 
available in 1995 in the 8.5%-9.5% range; 
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today, they can be had for less than 3%.  The 
likelihood that interest rates will remain 
relatively low for an extended period is likely 
to influence capital allocation and 
infrastructure investment decisions in the 
coming years.   
 
After running around 5% annually in the 
early 1990s, by 1995 inflation in Canada (and 
BC) had fallen to slightly more than 2%.  The 
mid-point of the 1990s marked the end of an 
era of relatively high Canadian inflation. The 
Bank of Canada’s inflation targeting regime, 
introduced in the early 1990s, has effectively 
kept consumer price inflation in the country 
at or below 2%. 
 
BC has long been an attractive destination 
for international migrants as well as 
Canadian residents from other provinces.  As 
a result, a rising population has been a 
significant factor driving economic growth.  
There are currently ~4.7 million people living 
in BC.  Over the past 20 years, the province’s 
population has increased by 908,000.  Circa 
1995, the population was growing at an 
annual rate of 2.8%, based on strong net 
interprovincial migration, international 
migration, and a relatively high rate of 
natural population increase (births minus 
deaths).  Now, BC’s population is expanding 
at a more subdued annual pace of around 
1.0%.   
 
The slowing in population growth is due to a 
downshifting in all three components of 
population growth. Two decades back 
45,000 to 50,000 immigrants came to BC 
each year.  In recent years, immigration has 
been running in the vicinity of 35,000 
annually (and the recent tightening of the 
federal government’s temporary foreign 
worker program has further dampened 

population growth figures). Similarly, net 
interprovincial migration around 1995 
added another 25,000-35,000 people to BC’s 
population; last year, BC gained 16,000 
people (net) through interprovincial 
migration. And the natural rate of 
population increase has dropped from 
20,000 in 1995 to just over 9,000 last year.  

 

The province’s population has gradually and 
steadily become more urbanized, as is the 
case for Canada as a whole.  The four largest 
urban areas – Vancouver, Victoria, Kelowna 
and Abbotsford – are home to almost seven 
in ten British Columbians, up from 65% two 
decades ago. Going forward, we expect 
urbanization to continue, driven in particular 
by the locational preferences of new 
international immigrants. 
 
In common with many other jurisdictions, 
BC’s population is aging.  Baby boomers are 
now moving into and beyond the 
“traditional” retirement age (early to mid-
60s). Our population has become notably 
greyer since 1995, when the median age was 

Figure 1 
BC Population  

               millions                                         growth, % 

 

Source:  BC Stats.   
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35.4; today it is 44.0.  The inexorable aging 
of the population is further underscored by 
the ratio of traditional working-age persons 
to those 65 years and older. In 1995 there 
were 23 British Columbians 65 and over for 
every 100 between the ages of 25 and 64.  
Now the ratio is 31.5; 20 years hence, it will 
have climbed to ~48.  
 
The Economy and Industry Growth 

British Columbia’s gross domestic product 
(GDP), measured in 2007 chained dollars to 
remove the effects of inflation, was $223 
billion in 2014, 54% larger than 20 years ago.  
The structure of the provincial economy has 
changed over time. At a high level, growth in 
the production of services has outpaced 
goods, meaning the overall economy has 
gradually become more services oriented. 
The differences, however, are not extreme.  
The output of goods has grown at an average 
annual pace of 2.1% over the past couple of 
decades. In comparison, the output of 
services expanded by 2.6% on average. This 
differential has resulted in the production of 
services going from 72.7% of all economic 
activity in the mid-1990s to 74.9% in 2014. 
 
So while there has been some re-orientation 
towards services production, it has not been 
as great as is sometimes perceived.  
Examining some of the industries that have 
grown most rapidly helps to explain why the 
proportion of goods production has held up.  
On the list of the fastest growing BC 
industries over the past two decades is a mix 
that includes technology-oriented sectors, 
some resource industries, parts of 
manufacturing, construction, sectors related 
to the environment, and a variety of 
services.   
 

The accompanying graphs in Figure 2 depict 
the annual average growth (between 1997 
and 2014) of the 22 fastest growing 
industries in the province. In the technology 
area, software publishing has seen the most 
rapid growth; computer system design 
services is also one of the leading growth 
sectors, as is the design and technical 
services sector.  Reflecting the steady 
improvement of environmental practices, 
the waste management and remediation 
industry has consistently been a BC growth 
leader over the past two decades.  

 
Contrary to what many would expect, 
natural resource industries also feature on 
the list.  Because we are looking at growth 
over the past couple decades (and not just 
the past few years), oil and gas extraction is 
in the top ten.  Higher value wood products 
also show up in two industry segments: 
plywood and other panel products, and 
manufacturing of pallets, millwork and other 
containers.  In these segments, product and 
process innovations have played an 
important role. 

Figure 2 
BC GDP: Goods and Services  

avg. ann. growth 1997-2014, %       share of total GDP, % 

 
Source:  Statistics Canada.   
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The impact of Asia and closer trade linkages 
within North America is also evident, as 
Gateway-related activity shows up on the list 
of fast-growing BC industries via the railway 
industry and the truck transportation sector.  
Note that data for the water transportation 
industry are suppressed,1 otherwise the 
shipping industry would also likely be on the 
list.   
 
A number of non-resource manufacturing 
industries are also growth leaders, which 
may be a surprise to some readers because 
BC generally is not known for manufacturing 
outside of resource industries. 
 
BC’s aquaculture sector has grown at an 
average pace in excess of 5%.  Although film 
production has experienced some ups and 
downs, over the long term it too has 
expanded briskly.   

                                                           
1 Due to the small number of firms in the sector, 
Statistics Canada does not report on economic 
output. 

Several other service industries make the 
list, including equipment and machinery 
repair, household maintenance, 
investigation and security services, and 
gambling industries. The proliferation of 
language schools and other training facilities 
and an increase in the number of British 
Columbians taking trades training are also 
evident in the data on growth industries.  
The role of residential real estate as a 
generator of economic activity is reflected in 
the growth of the BC residential construction 
industry.  
 
One other industry that surprisingly makes 
the list (having expanded at an average 
annual rate of 3.6%) is municipal and 
regional public administration, where 
output has grown well above the all-industry 
average of 2.5%.  This is a bit puzzling, 
because over the long-term large public 
sector industries should, at most, grow in 
line with the overall economy. More 
realistically, because of economies of scale 
in the delivery of services, municipal and 
regional public administration should grow 
more slowly than the entire economy. The 
provincial public administration sector, for 
example, has grown at an average pace of 
just 1.5%.  Similarly, growth in federal public 
administration GDP has been even more 
modest at of 0.8%.  Even GDP in the publicly 
dominated health care sector has grown at 
an average pace of 1.3%.  Local government 
is an outlier within the broader public sector 
in the extent to which it has increased in size 
and impact. 
 

Figure 3 
BC GDP Industry Growth: avg ann. rate 1997-2014, %  

             top 11 industries                        next 11 industries 

 
Source:  Statistics Canada.   
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What emerges from this brief review is that, 
over the past two decades, BC’s fastest 
growing industries are drawn from many 
different sectors. The list reflects the 
diversity of our economy.  BC’s natural 
resource industries are well represented on 
the list.  The Gateway sector has long been 
in an expansion mode.  Manufacturing, more 
generally, has also done quite well, while the 
advanced technology industry has been a 
major growth engine in the province.   
 
Labour Markets 

The provincial job market has changed over 
the past 20 years. One telling shift is a 
general tightening of labour market 
conditions. Back in 1995, the unemployment 
rate was 8.5%.  As growth in the labour force 
slowed over the next 20 years (due to 
demographic developments and a levelling-
off in female participation rates which had 
risen over the previous decades), the 
unemployment rate trended lower. The 
female unemployment rate is now lower 
than the rate for males, as it was in 1995. 
 
The labour force participation rate (the 
share of the population that is either 
employed or actively looking for work) has 
fallen for the 15-24 age cohort since the mid-
1990s, from 67% to 61.8%, as a larger 
fraction of individuals in this age group now 
pursue post-secondary education/training 
compared to 20 years ago.  On the other 
hand, participation rates for those between 
the ages of 25 and 64 have edged higher.  
The most pronounced change in labour 
market engagement has occurred among BC 
residents over the age of 65: in 2015, 12.7% 
of this traditional “retirement age” group 
was in the workforce, whereas in 1995 only 
5% of them were. 

As summarized in Figure 5, the majority of 
new jobs in BC have come in the service-
based sectors of the economy.  Since 1995, 
employment in the goods producing 
industries (taken as a group) has grown at an 
average annual pace of 0.7% while service 
sector jobs have increased by 1.5% per year. 
The different growth rates and the fact that 
service industries employ more people 
means 90% of all new jobs created in BC 
since 1995 have been in service industries 

Figure 4 
BC Unemployment Rates  

          overall rate, %                        male – female rates, % 

 
Source:  Statistics Canada.   
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Figure 5 
BC Employment Goods & Services, 000s  
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with just 10% in the goods sector.  The job 
growth that did take place in the goods 
segment can be traced mainly to 
construction, and to a lesser extent the 
mining and oil and gas sector (reflecting the 
expansion in natural gas drilling and 
production over the long term). 
 
On the services side, the strongest job 
growth (3.1%) has been in Professional, 
Scientific and Technical Services (which 
captures most computer and many other 
technology-related jobs). Healthcare has 
also seen robust job growth (2.4%).  Back in 
1995, 10% of all jobs in the province were in 
health care. Today the health sector supplies 
more than 12% of employment in BC. 
 
Another consideration that BC policymakers 
may have to grapple with is that job creation 
has been concentrated in larger urban areas.  
Since 2001 the lower mainland has 
accounted for 76% all jobs created in the 
province. The Vancouver Island region, 
which encompasses the Victoria and 
Nanaimo urban centres, have recorded 
average annual job growth of 1.1% since 
2001.  The Thompson Okanagan (Kelowna 
and Kamloops) has seen employment grow 
by an average of 1.3%.  Employment in the 
lower mainland has advanced at an average 
annual pace of 1.6%.  Consistent with the 
long-term development of the natural gas 
sector, employment growth in the Northeast 
region has also averaged 1.6%.  In the other 
parts of the province – the Cariboo, 
Northcoast/Nechako and the Kootenay – 
employment has been flat or slightly down 
over the past decade and a half.   
 

Exports 

British Columbia’s merchandise exports 
have fluctuated with commodity cycles and 
trends in the world economy. By 2015, they 
were roughly $10 billion higher than in 1995, 
measured in nominal terms. Despite a 
significant softening in global and North 
American commodity markets, BC’s exports 
reached a new high in 2015. 

 
It should be noted that the BC export data 
discussed here and reported in Figures 6 and 
7 exclude exports of services – everything 
from tourism to transportation, finance, 
scientific and technical services, education, 
communications, environmental consulting, 
engineering and architecture, other 
professional services, management 
consulting, and research and development. 
The Business Council estimates that services 
now represent approximately one-third of 
the province’s international exports of goods 

and services combined.  Export shipments to 
China have increased 12-fold in dollar terms 
in the last two decades.  China was the 

Figure 6 
BC Merchandise Exports 

     Total exports, billions $            Top three markets, $B 
 

 
 
Source:  BC Stats.   
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destination for only 2-3% of the province’s 
exports in the mid-1990s; by 2015 its share 
had jumped to 17%.  Exports to the United 
States have also risen over time. On the 
other hand, by 2015 BC’s exports to Japan 
had fallen to barely half of the level recorded 
in 1995.   
 
The product mix of BC’s merchandise 
exports has also changed over time. Back in 
1995, forestry was by far the dominant 
export sector, accounting for more than 63% 
of merchandise exports in value terms. By 
2015, wood products and pulp & paper 
together made up approximately 35% of our 
exports. Since the mid-1990s, natural gas, 
agri-food and seafood products, machinery 
and equipment, coal, and high-value non-
resource manufactured goods have all 
become more important within BC’s export 
economy.  

 
Because of often volatile commodity 
markets, the shares of some categories of 
resource-based products in the province’s 
overall exports can vary significantly from 
year-to-year, and even decade-to-decade.  

However, it is important to recognize that 
natural resource-based goods continue to 
dominate BC’s international merchandise 
export basket, accounting for ~75% of all 
export receipts. 
 
Shifting Global Economic and Business 
Landscape 

The global economic backdrop is 
continuously changing. And in many 
respects the pace of change is accelerating 
as a number of macro-trends are reshaping 
the world in which BC operates.  For BC to 
succeed, our businesses and policymakers 
need to respond and adapt to the ever 
shifting macroeconomic landscape.   
 
Some of the more significant factors bearing 
down on the province include ongoing 
growth and the rise of the middle class in 
Asia, disruptive technological change, 
increasing global connectivity, urbanization, 
and aging populations in most parts of the 
world. Climate change and the more 
widespread adoption of carbon pricing will 
also affect international trade and, 
potentially, the structure of global trading 
patterns.  Dramatic changes in international 
energy markets are also having a major 
influence on the Canadian economy.  In an 
increasingly interconnected world, 
companies now face much greater 
competition for top talent and high-skilled 
employees.   
 
Globalization and growing international 
interconnectivity continue to reshape the 
world.  The global economy has become a 
complex weave of value chains in which final 
products are produced using a wide array of 
components and services sourced from a 
myriad of supplier countries. Trade 

Figure 6 
BC Merchandise Exports 

     1995 share of total, %              2015 share of total, % 

 
Source:  BC Stats.   
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agreements, improved transportation, and 
rapidly-evolving technologies all make it 
easier to source and sell products and 
services around the world. Global 
connectivity also brings increased capital 
movement, migration of people, more rapid 
flows of information and data, and 
instantaneous communications.  But these 
developments also bring an increased risk of 
volatility. As a result, governments and 
businesses struggle to understand the 
interconnections within the global economy 
and adapt to the reality that there are very 
few truly local markets today.   
 
Urbanization is also fostering the rise of new 
global markets and middle class consumers.  
The number of international urban-dwellers 
is inexorably increasing—and they bring with 
them a growing appetite for consumer 
goods.  Emerging economies like India, China 
and Indonesia are urbanizing at 
unprecedented speed and creating a new 
consumer class. Every week, 1.2 million 
people in developing nations move from 
their rural homes to cities, augmenting the 
economic weight of cities in the world 
economy. Housing these new urban 
residents means ongoing demand for 
construction inputs.   
 
Anchored by China’s expansion, Asia will 
continue to become a more significant factor 
in the global economy, even as growth slows 
from the breakneck pace seen in the past 
three decades.  Although China’s economy 
has slowed, 6% growth today adds more to 
total world-wide consumption and spending 
than 10% growth did a decade ago. The 
combination of ongoing growth and steady 
urbanization means that by 2025, 46 of the 
world’s 200 largest cities are expected to be 
located in China, while 313 cities in Asia will 

single-handedly fuel a third of growth in 
global GDP. These projections, combined 
with an expanding Asian middle class of 2.7 
billion by 2025, point to an eastward 
migration of the world economy’s center of 
gravity.   
 
The world’s population is getting older, 
particularly among the advanced 
economies; in many countries, there aren’t 
enough entry-level workers to replace the 
burgeoning numbers of retirees. This aging 
trend is also evidence in many emerging 
economies.  In 2001, there were ten workers 
on average in emerging economies for every 
retiree.  By 2050 this ratio is expected to 
shrink to three workers for every retiree.   
 
Older populations mean changing demand 
for products and services.  They also point to 
a more challenging environment for 
companies facing labour supply constraints.  
Attracting talented individuals will become 
more difficult.  More broadly, slower growth 
in the labour force means slower economic 
growth, which in turn will strain government 
finances.  As the number of retirees swells, 
having fewer workers available to replace 
retirees means slower growth in the number 
of taxpayers while the demand for social 
services and healthcare continues to 
expand.  Both developed and emerging 
economies will be faced with growth 
constraints and the need to boost 
productivity in order to help manage the 
pressures associated with an aging 
population.   
 
Climate change and policies to address it 
also promise to have a significant impact on 
BC in the coming decades.  While there is 
uncertainty about the extent of climate 
change and to what degree policies can 
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mitigate rising global temperatures, in all 
likelihood BC will need to adapt to warmer 
average temperatures and shifting weather 
patterns.  In the policy realm, BC is a global 
leader in carbon pricing, and there is an 
opportunity for the province to be a 
recognized innovator in the clean 
technology and related services space.  One 
challenge for the province, however, will be 
the need to strike a balance with the need to 
ensure that BC’s trade-exposed industries 
are able to compete in the global 
marketplace if carbon and energy prices are 
pushed higher.     
 
The dramatic downturn in global commodity 
prices, especially energy, since 2013 also 
warrants consideration.  BC has been 
through many commodity cycles.  The reality 
is that our economy is more diversified and 
resilient than it was 20 years ago so in 
aggregate these cycles do not impact the 
province to the same extent as they once 
did.  Still, many communities around the 
province are sustained by the resource 
economy; for them, downturns in resource 
markets are difficult to manage. While 
predicting where commodity prices will be a 
decade or two from now is impossible, big 
increases in the supplies of oil and natural 
gas, coupled with an ongoing decline in the 
prices of alternative energy sources, 
suggests that a reasonable planning 
assumption would be that the upside for 
global energy prices will be moderate.   
 
Rapid technological change and how quickly 
new technologies are adopted are also 
revolutionizing the global economy.  The 
Apple watch has more computing power 
than the world’s fastest supercomputer did 
back in 1975.  More than two-thirds of the 
world’s population has cell phones and the 

ability to connect globally.  High-tech 
innovations such as robotics, artificial 
intelligence and voice recognition are 
automating many traditional tasks, 
prompting some observers to worry about a 
hollowing out of well-paying jobs associated 
with the middle class in advanced 
economies.   
 
Recent Domestic Trends and Influences 

Currently, BC’s economy is expanding at a 
relatively healthy pace and we are a growth 
leader among the provinces.  As was alluded 
to at the outset, British Columbia’s 
increasingly diverse economic and industrial 
base is helping to sustain growth, despite the 
headwinds stemming from a sluggish global 
economy and slumping commodity prices.  
The combination of a stronger US economy 
and a weaker Canadian dollar has helped 
underpin growth in BC.  Key areas of strength 
include tourism, advanced technology, some 
parts of non-resource manufacturing, film 
production, and the gateway sector.   
 
On the domestic side, the housing market 
remains very buoyant (perhaps too much so) 
and consumer spending is robust.  The 
housing sector is benefitting from 
historically low interest rates as well as 
immigration and an inflow of foreign money 
into residential real estate.  Strong demand 
for housing, in turn, is driving activity in the 
residential construction and home 
renovation sectors.  Despite the relatively 
soft global economic backdrop, real GDP 
growth in BC, averaged over the most recent 
three-year period, is the same as it was in the 
mid-1990s. 
 
When looking at what drives GDP, 
population growth has long been an 
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important factor in British Columbia.  When 
the population increases, GDP is lifted as 
new residents add their consumption, 
labour and savings to the economy. But the 
economic well-being of a jurisdiction only 
improves if the “economic pie” grows faster 
than the population. This is why, when 
examining prosperity across jurisdictions, 
economists often concentrate on per-capita 
GDP, which accounts for changes in 
population. In the mid-1990s (1994-1996), 
average growth in real GDP per capita in BC 
was actually slightly negative (-0.2%). In 
contrast, over the three most recent years, 
real per capita GDP growth has averaged 
1.6%.   
 
Compared to the rest of Canada, BC is now 
outperforming in both overall and per capita 
economic growth.  When the final figures are 
tallied at the end of this year, British 
Columbia should lead the pack, with real 
GDP expanding by at least 2.8% (after 
inflation), rising to 3.0% in 2017.  
 
BC Demographics 

As noted in the first section, population 
growth has slowed from an annual rate of 
2.8% per year two decades ago to the 1%-
1.2% range.  Projections suggest BC’s 
population will continue to grow at a similar 
pace, which means that by 2035 another 
~1.1 million people will reside in the 
province.  Natural population growth (births 
minus deaths) is falling, and by 2030 will 
approach zero.  At that point, BC’s 
population will be increasing solely as a 
result of net in-migration from other 
provinces and international sources.  
Looking ahead, immigration is going to play 
an even greater role in labour markets. 
 

The steady increase in urbanization 
observed over the past couple of decades is 
expected to continue, driven in particular by 
the locational preferences of international 
immigrants and the fact that urban centres 
tend to offer greater and more diverse 
employment opportunities. Population 
projections from the BC government suggest 
that by 2035, 71% of the province’s 
population will reside in the four largest 
urban areas.   
 
The ratio of “retirement aged” persons to 
working-aged persons is set to climb from 
around one to three today to almost one to 
two 20 years from now; this shift will have 
profound implications for public finances, 
consumer spending patterns, and the 
housing stock.  
 
In addition to the demographic changes 
arising from the baby boom bulge, the 
population is also aging because people are 
living longer. Two decades ago male life 
expectancy stood at 75.8 years, and for 
females it was 81.5.  As of 2015, a male 
British Columbian can expect to live to 80.8 
years (a gain of 5 years) and females until 85 
(a gain of 3.5 years).  We can reasonably 
expect life expectancy to continue to edge 
higher in the coming decades.  While this is 
a good news story, it also translates into 
additional strain on health and social 
services budgets. BC will need to be 
innovative in responding to the fiscal and 
wider economic challenges associated with 
an aging population. 
 
First Nations 

The Aboriginal population is demo-
graphically young, underemployed, and 
growing rapidly at a time when the rest of 
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the population is aging and growing more 
slowly. This dynamic points to a greater role 
for Aboriginal people in the labour force and 
economy of tomorrow. First Nations have 
become more engaged in economic 
development activities, drawing on several 
different models and approaches that aim to 
use economic activity as a path to self-
determination and self-sufficiency. The 
result is that many more bands have built up 
capacity to participate in the province’s 
economy. While still in the minority, those 
leading the way are charting a course that 
others are likely to follow. 
 
BC is ahead of many jurisdictions in achieving 
productive First Nation–industry partner-
ships.  These relationships provide an 
opportunity to build on a large base of 
partnership agreements and experiences 
that, over time, should be a source of 
strategic advantage for the province.  
 
Exports: Current Setting and Outlook  

Bolstered by a recovery in the US economy 
and greater market and product diversity, 
BC’s merchandise exports reached a new 
high of $39.5 billion in 2015, even with the 
collapse of prices for natural gas, coal and 
mineral products.  The weakness in these 
large segments of BC’s export base was 
offset by solid gains in exports of machinery 
and equipment, agricultural products, fish 
and seafood and some gains in the value of 
forest product exports. 
 
This said, BC’s economic performance has 
long been hampered by a mediocre export 
record and limited success in building 
clusters of competitive traded industries. In 
the long run, healthy and expanding traded 
industries are essential to delivering rising 

incomes and living standards in a small 
regional economy like BC. 
 
Looking ahead, service-based exports will 
continue to grow faster than merchandise 
exports, meaning that service industries are 
likely to loom progressively larger in the 
province’s overall export base in the next 20 
years. Today BC has competitive strengths in 
tourism; the high technology sector; 
education services; engineering, 
architecture and design; and film, digital 
animation and other parts of the “creative 
economy.”  Going forward, it is important for 
policymakers to nurture a diverse economy 
as one way to reduce the impact of 
downturns that may occur in specific 
industries. 
 
With respect to international trading 
partners, BC trade is currently becoming 
more re-aligned with the US.  The decade of 
the 2000s saw a substantial shift towards 
Asia, due mostly to gains in exports destined 
for China. China growth slowdown, 
however, has led to two years of (small) 
decreases in BC’s exports to that market.  
The US has become the main source of 
export growth. This pattern is likely to 
continue over the next few years, reinforced 
by the weaker loonie vis-à-vis the US dollar.  
Further out, however, growth in Asia and the 
rise of the middle class discussed above 
means that China and Asia more generally 
offer an abundance of export growth 
opportunities.  BC will need to capitalize on 
this growth. 
 
Export Markets and Trade Patterns  
and the Trans-Pacific Partnership 

The Trans-Pacific Partnership is the largest, 
most ambitious free trade initiative in 
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history and if ratified it will significantly 
change trading patterns.  The TPP is a 
comprehensive trade deal that will help 
expand and secure access to key Asia-Pacific 
nations. The TPP currently has 12 
participating countries:  Australia, Brunei, 
Canada, Chile, Japan, Malaysia, Mexico, New 
Zealand, Peru, Singapore, the United States 
and Vietnam.  
 
Once in force, the agreement will eliminate 
tariffs on almost all of BC’s exports. The 
agreement will also give BC an advantage 
over non-TPP countries, notably Europe and 
Russia.  Importantly for BC, which has a well-
established base of tradable service exports, 
the TPP covers not just goods but also most 
non-public services through a “negative list” 
approach. This means that all services are 
covered by the agreement, with the 
exception of a sectors explicitly listed by 
particular countries. The negative list 
approach ensures that as services evolve to 
become a larger fraction of world commerce 
over time, they will be automatically covered 
by the agreement within the TPP trading 
bloc.  
 
When thinking about the near-term 
implications of the TPP, it is important to 
keep in mind that Canada already has a 
comprehensive trade agreement (NAFTA) 
with the US and Mexico as well as a bilateral 
free trade agreement with Chile. So the 
majority of BC’s exports to the “TPP market” 
are already shipped with few or no tariffs 
and face a limited array of non-tariff barriers. 
For BC, the most significant benefit comes 
from improved access to the Japanese 
market and to the markets of fast growing 
Asian economies, and to a lesser extent 
Australia and New Zealand. But even in 
these instances many of the tariffs are 

phased out over a five or ten year period, 
limiting the immediate lift from the 
Agreement. 
 
Growth Sectors 

BC has benefited from greater economic 
diversification, which has come about 
through the expansion of new and emerging 
industries as well as ongoing growth in many 
“traditional” sectors of the economy.  
Building on some of the trends that have 
been evident over the past decade or more, 
some sectors appear to be positioned for 
more rapid growth and as generators of new 
jobs in the coming years.    
 
The technolgy sector, for example, is vibrant 
and expanding.  British Columbia has a 
reputation as a fertile environment for 
innovative business start-ups and 
entrepreneurial activity.  As a growing hub 
for technology-related industries, the tech 
sector represents 4.5% of the total provincial 
workforce.  The province enjoys strengths in 
several different technology-based clusters 
– software and information and commun-
ications technologies; wireless technologies; 
bio-tech, life sciences and health innovation; 
clean/green technologies; and gaming and 
digital animation. 
 
In 2015, the vast majority of BC’s 
technology-based businesses had fewer 
than ten employees.  The most fundamental 
challenge for the tech industry in the 
immediate future is to grow companies and 
produce more jobs located in BC.  The BC 
government’s new $100 million venture 
capital funding is a step in the right direction.  
Finding ways to enable more of BC’s 
promising technology firms to grow into 
substantial businesses with an export 
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presence is where industry leaders now 
need to be putting their attention.  
 
Parts of non-resource manufacturing have 
managed to sustain comparatively high rates 
of growth over the past decade and this 
trend will likely carry forward.  The weaker 
Canadian dollar helps the sector gain a 
competitive edge in foreign markets, but the 
province has a solid track record of success 
in many niche manufacturing sectors, 
including machinery and equipment, some 
building products, the aerospace industry 
and other segments of technology. 
 
BC also boasts healthy growth in agricultural 
exports.  The aquaculture industry in the 
province is a remarkable success story.  This 
success is now being played out for other 
higher-value agricultural products.  In the 
near-term, BC is well-positioned to grow 
exports into the US marketplace and over 
the medium-term Asia, with its rapidly 
expanding middle class, will have a massive 
appetite for high quality food products.  
 
There are several reasons to be upbeat 
about tourism.  The industry has already 
enjoyed a pick-up in activity. The exchange 
rate is a big plus, because the US is the most 
important international market for the BC 
tourism industry. China’s currency is also 
expected to strengthen relative to the 
Canadian dollar over the coming years, 
which will also be positive for tourism. 
Tourism in BC benefits from top quality 
infrastructure. Vancouver International 
Airport (YVR) is routinely ranked as one of 
the best in the world.  A superb airport 
connected to the downtown core via rapid-
transit improves the tourism experience and 
enhances Vancouver’s appeal. Vancouver 
also hosts excellent cruise ship facilities 

which are instrumental in bringing tens of 
thousands of visitors to the province every 
year.  The expansion of the Vancouver Trade 
and Convention Centre is also a plus for the 
local tourism industry. This world-class 
facility allows Vancouver to attract major 
international conventions. The BC ferry 
system has long provided a pleasant and 
unique experience for many foreign tourists.   
 
Again, China’s growing economy and 
burgeoning middle class population also 
promise to lift tourism in BC. Canada’s 
success in securing Approved Destination 
Status in China should help the province 
leverage Chinese citizens’ growing desire for 
foreign travel, as will increased air service 
between YVR and Chinese destinations.   
 
The economic significance of the Gateway 
sector cannot be overstated.  In addition to 
being an economic engine in its own right, 
the Gateway connects BC and Canada with 
international markets.  Efficient and cost 
effective access to international markets is 
essential for BC (and Canada) to succeed in 
the global marketplace. 
 
The array of professional services touched 
upon earlier will also help underpin BC’s 
future success.  Although it is difficult to get 
data, it seems that BC punches above its 
weight in the export of environmental 
services, engineering and architectural 
services, and technology-related services.  
Product design has also emerged as a 
growing part of BC export landscape. 
 
The demand for training and education is 
going to continue to grow as work and the 
skills individuals need become more highly 
specialized.  BC is recognized for its high 
quality educational institutions and the 
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province has been successful at attracting 
students from around the globe.  In this area, 
there is a significant economic benefit 
derived from hosting international students.  
But in an era of growing scarcity for high-
skilled workers the opportunity to retain 
foreign students after they complete their 
education is an even bigger potential benefit 
and something policy makers will need to 
more aggressively support. 
 
The film and television industry is clearly 
getting a lift from the lower dollar.  But over 
the longer-term, the industry is a big success 
story for the province.  The high skilled 
workforce and network of infrastructure, 
including post production capacity and 
digital animation, mean the industry is well-
positioned for growth irrespective of modest 
upside gains in the dollar. 
 
It is also important to remember that even 
as the BC economy continues to become 
steadily more diversified and services 
oriented, BC’s resource sectors will remain a 
backbone of the province’s export base and 
an important source of economic activity 
and prosperity.  Despite a looming 
contraction in its overall footprint because of 
the reduction in available timber in the wake 
of the pine beetle infestation, forestry 
stands to gain from the steady increase in 
new home construction in the US as well 
growth in Asian markets.  Although the 
mining and natural gas sectors are facing 
difficult market conditions, these industries 
are cyclical and will rebound in the coming 
years.  Ensuring these industries are able to 
effectively compete in global markets should 
be a top priority for provincial and local 
policy makers.  
 

Some Concluding Thoughts  

The need to be competitive is an ever-
present concern that should be viewed 
through the lens of helping firms and 
institutions access and participate in global 
markets, attract investment capital and 
equip workers with the skills for new and 
evolving workplaces. 
 
The global economy is highly integrated —
enabled by technology, air and freight 
networks, and more widespread and 
complex supply chains.  Leaders and policy 
makers will need to help firms and workers 
navigate the benefits (and drawbacks) of 
globalization. 
 
Cities have emerged as hubs of innovation 
and growth drivers.  Cities must adjust and 
adapt to the fact that their economies are 
functioning in a highly integrated global 
environment.  Ensuring that BC’s urban 
centres are linked to foreign markets 
through efficient and low cost air and sea 
connections is a paramount consideration 
for securing long-term prosperity. 
 
The province will need to continue to help 
position workers, industries, and 
communities to realize the upsides of trade. 
This begins with investments in core 
determinants of advanced industrial 
competitiveness: a skilled, technically 
trained workforce, adoption and 
commercialization of new technologies, and 
quality infrastructure linking BC to foreign 
markets. 
 
The aging of the population and related 
tightening of labour markets means BC is 
going to have to continue to attract people 
from other jurisdictions.  It also means there 
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will be growing demand for healthcare and 
other social services related to aging while 
the economic growth is curtailed by weaker 
labour force growth. 
 
The nature of global competitiveness has 
changed dramatically over the past decade 
or so.  In the early stages of greater global 
integration, cheap labour was a primary 
consideration for a company’s investment 
decision. Now the digital revolution seems to 
be creating a new paradigm that is favorable 
to the jurisdictions that are able to integrate 
technology with other industries.  In today’s 
economy, nearly every industry makes use 
of advanced technology and incorporates 
some kind of software into its production 
processes.  Jurisdictions that are able to 
support the adaptation of leading 
technological innovations will be better 
positioned to compete in global markets.  In 
part this means creating an environment 
that is advantageous for companies to invest 
in new equipment, software and the 
upgrading of workers’ skills.  
 

The diversity of BC’s economy is proving to 
be a major advantage for the province and 
provides a resiliency than many other 
jurisdictions do not enjoy.  This is something 
that policy makers will need to nurture in the 
future.  It means paying attention to the 
unique needs and concerns of the province’s 
land-based industries.  It also means 
recognizing new and emerging industries 
have different requirements.   
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