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British Columbians are heading to the polls on October 24 amid the most
uncertain and challenging economic circumstances since the 1930s. Below, we
outline policy priorities to help encourage stronger business growth and
investment and job creation – without which a sustained economic recovery
would be almost impossible. This document is about how to engineer a
stronger recovery that benefits British Columbians and our future prosperity.
It is not a review of the political parties’ platforms. Instead, it is a short
summary of policies the business community believes the next government
should commit to and implement. These policies will support investment,
employment and income growth, which are necessary to improve household
well-being.
British Columbia has done quite well in suppressing the virus’s spread and in
keeping people safe. We salute health care workers, health officials and the
Ministry of Health for their leadership and hard work on this front. Despite this
success, like the rest of the world, B.C. has seen widespread harm to
households, businesses, not-for-profits and civic organizations – and also to
government revenues. But it is now time to address the damage and
disruption of people’s livelihoods and businesses by COVID-19 and the
measures taken to contain it. This means adapting to the changes underway
in the worlds of business, education, work, and consumption, in an age of
digital transformation and automation.
At present, the path to recovery appears dimly lit indeed. There is a high risk
for “scarring” in the labour market due to some individuals experiencing
protracted periods of unemployment. In B.C., the number of people working is
still 100,000 below February’s level. With international travel and tourism and
large audience-attended events shuttered, and much of the hospitality sector
still operating under restricted capacity, employment will be slow to recover
from where it sits today. Young people and low-income workers have been
disproportionately affected. We are also concerned about the rising financial
and mental health challenges that invariably accompany economic shock and
dislocation.
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It will be important for whichever party forms
government to evaluate current and proposed
provincial policies through the lens of what will pay off
It is imperative to
in terms of promoting investment, business growth, job
focus on expanding
creation/retention, government revenues and citizen
the economic pie –
well-being. It is imperative to focus on expanding the
rather than
economic pie – rather than quarrelling about how to
quarrelling about
carve up a shrinking one. Quickly returning to pre-crisis
how to carve up a
investment and employment levels is vital. It won’t be
shrinking one.
easy. It will require supporting the scaling up of B.C.
businesses that survive the pandemic, encouraging the
re-hiring of furloughed workers, and spurring new job creation, training and
business formation. Our recommended priorities for the next government are
focused on policies and supports that will encourage private sector
investment and business start-ups and expansion.
We recognize smart public policy includes other priority areas beyond
support for the economic recovery. But other priority areas – such as, but not
limited to, healthcare, education, and social and income supports – cannot be
advanced and enriched without the additional resources derived from private
sector growth. All government spending is funded by taxpayers and business
taxes, or by borrowing funds that must be repaid by future taxpayers. From
BCBC’s perspective, a strong economy is the highest priority. Without that,
little can be accomplished by any government.
The pandemic has led to dramatically higher government
deficits, all over the world. In our view, there continues to
be a need for significant near-term fiscal support to get
British Columbians through the next year or two. This
means returning to fiscal balance gradually, likely over a
period of several years. But this is not a blank cheque. The
in-coming government needs to outline a clear plan to
replenish government coffers. The government should also
recognize that B.C. will be best placed to carry and repay
debt if the province’s policies serve to boost the
productive capacity of the economy by encouraging
companies to invest and grow and people to upgrade and
improve skills.
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Economic policies to benefit families, communities,
entrepreneurs, and businesses
The following Business Council recommendations reflect broad consultations
with a wide range of business and community thought leaders from every
part of the province. They cover a broad spectrum of policy areas, in part
because of the severity of the downturn and the pressing need to support job
growth. They are largely focused on bolstering the economic recovery over
the next two years, but some will also
position the province for greater
prosperity over the longer-term.
BCBC recommends:
•

Significantly reducing the burden
of the PST for 1-2 years, to help
households, increase business
investment, and stimulate
economic activity;

•

Committing to pause all administrative, regulatory and policy
changes that add or raise costs for the private sector;

•

Accelerating provincial public sector capital spending, infrastructure
development, and private sector investment;

•

Quickly expanding childcare services;

•

Political parties should also be looking to advance a range of other
policies to support economic development. Among a longer list of
priorities the Business Council supports are: the need to protect
industrial land, the importance of supporting First Nation’s economic
development capacity and, improving the investment climate in the
province’s forestry sector.

Reduce the burden of the PST
The next party to form government needs to reduce the drag on economic
activity resulting from the province’s antiquated sales tax (PST) system.
Cutting the PST rate in half for two years would be one way to provides
substantial and widespread benefits. The measure would deliver significant
savings to households and businesses. During this period, where lower income
households are more vulnerable, it is important to recognize the PST is a
“regressive” tax. Cutting it provides proportionally more financial benefits to
lower income individuals and households. Reducing the PST would also
stimulate retail spending and generate a welcome spending lift for the
3
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beleaguered retail sector, especially smaller operators. Lowering the PST also
signals that the province is open for business. The PST is badly designed
because it layers and cascades through the value chain. The final consumer
may end up having paid PST many times over on some purchased goods. The
tax is also distortionary because it applies on a narrow range of goods and
services. A lower PST rate reduces the loss to economic activity – which B.C.
can no longer afford – caused by its poor design.
Commit to pause all administrative, regulatory and policy changes that add
or raise costs for the private sector
The pause should span the entire spectrum of provincial
government ministries and agencies and remain in place until
the end of 2021. This recommendation has no fiscal price tag
for government. It sends a positive signal that the province is
sensitive to business costs and open for business investment.
It also signals that the incoming government is aware of the
challenges many businesses are facing as the COVID-19
pandemic continues to rage both locally and across much of
the world.
Extending now expired tax remittance deferrals would
improve cash flows for, and the viability of, many businesses
that have been significantly affected by the pandemic. This
measure would have a relatively small fiscal price tag as it
affects only the timing of tax remittances.

Reducing
regulatory
burdens sends a
positive signal
that the
province is
sensitive to
business costs
and open for
business
investment.

Accelerate capital spending, infrastructure development, and private
sector investment to kick-start economic recovery
In the 2008-2009 financial crisis, B.C. was well-positioned to secure federal
infrastructure funding. The province should repeat and build upon this past
success. Parties committed to supporting the recovery will need to articulate
how they intend to leverage the positive economic effects of provincial public
sector capital spending. Accelerating project reviews and permitting
processes and increasing spending on basic maintenance and repair work that
can be undertaken with minimal delays is a good area to start. An obvious
example of a project squarely within provincial jurisdiction that would provide
substantial stimulus and longer-term benefits is the long-planned George
Massey Tunnel replacement project. We are also looking for political parties
to commit to advancing Gateway infrastructure spending based on lists of
ready-to-go projects at the Port of Vancouver, the Port of Prince Rupert and
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YVR. Now is also the time to move forward with key TransLink capital
projects, including the Surrey-Langley SkyTrain extension.
Additional stimulus would also be
provided by actively supporting already
underway or imminent private sector
capital projects that have faced endless
delays and uncertainty, such as the TMX
expansion and the Coastal GasLink
Pipeline.

The next government will need
to work with, and if necessary,
compel, municipalities to reduce
the costs imposed on new
residential development projects
and expand permit processing
capacity.

We also believe the next government will
need to work with, and if necessary,
compel, municipalities to reduce the costs imposed on new residential
development projects and expand permit processing capacity in response to
a rise in development applications. At a time when the province desperately
needs more private sector investment, it makes no sense to layer costs onto
new homeowners or unnecessarily delay new housing projects.
Quickly find additional locations and rapidly train additional childcare
providers for childcare services

There is a need for more income-tested childcare in the province – a point
recognized by all of the parties contesting the October 24 election. And there
is plenty of vacant retail and office space in cities and towns, some of which
could be repurposed to increase capacity for these services. The business
community encourages all parties to embrace a plan to repurpose space and
develop a rapid reskilling initiative. It should be led by the province and
supported by post-secondary education institutions launching programs to
train more childcare providers to support B.C. families and children in the
COVID period and beyond.
There are many other economic policy items we believe should be on the
radar of all political parties. Among those that will support the recovery and
strengthen the B.C. economy are the following:
•
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Protecting the industrial land base in Metro Vancouver. The province
needs to do more to protect the dwindling stock of industrial land in the
lower mainland region. This land is vital to the economic future of B.C.
and Canada. Because some companies are already reorienting supply
chains and looking to increase domestic production capacity, there is an
even greater need for land zoned for industrial activity. The next
government should recognize the key role manufacturing plays as an
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economic and export engine for B.C. and that the pandemic has
elevated the importance of safeguarding industrial land for both
manufacturing and trade and logistics. In the B.C. context, most nonresource manufacturing is concentrated in the Metro Vancouver and
Fraser Valley regions. The province should commit to establishing a
pathway for expanding the inventory of land parcels to accommodate
future Gateway activity and demand for industrial land.
•

Supporting the creation of an Indigenous Economic Development
Centre of Excellence. First Nations’ economic development and project
capacity has accelerated in recent years. There is positive momentum in
this area. First Nations’ business activity is now a substantial and
expanding element of B.C.’s economy and can help to drive growth
going forward. The Centre would enable the B.C. Assembly of First
Nations to further advance work to foster sustainable economic
development for all Indigenous Nations that want to pursue such
development as a means to generate sole-source income to support
self-determination.

•

Making B.C. a top-tier location for investment and production in the
forest sector. Forestry is B.C.’s number one export industry, supplying
30-35% of international merchandise exports (depending on the year).
Historically, B.C. was known for
having attractive “hosting conditions”
for forest sector investment and
innovation, with reasonably low
regulatory costs, a large forest land
base, and excellent manufacturing
facilities. Unfortunately, B.C.’s
advantages have waned. Fewer trees
to harvest, escalating governmentimposed costs, reduced access to the
land base, and increasingly complex
regulatory and administrative
processes have severely undermined
the province’s competitive position in much of the sector. In the case of
lumber production, recent studies find that B.C. is saddled with the
highest total costs among 29 global jurisdictions.
The next government should promptly acknowledge the foundational
role of forestry in communities across B.C. and in the province’s overall
prosperity. Policy makers must commit to tackle the cost and regulatory
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burdens that are crippling the industry. It is worth noting that forestry
and other natural resource and manufacturing industries have endured
fewer layoffs and have been much more resilient than most other
industries during the COVID recession. Recovering from the downturn
will be harder and take longer if B.C.’s biggest export industry is left out.
Whichever party forms government after October 24 needs to make
immediate policy changes to expand the supply of raw logs and lower
costs for the logging and wood products manufacturing industries.
•

Establish and fund the operation of Innovation Precincts. This
concept was proposed in the final report of the first B.C. Innovation
Commissioner. The goal of Innovation Precincts is to nurture and
quickly grow smaller industry clusters in which the province has
identifiable strengths, including the presence of local firms. Potential
Innovation Precincts the province could advance include life sciences,
transportation and agri-tech. Precincts are groups of related companies
and activities that take place in a specific location (e.g. a life sciences
precinct would locate adjacent to a major hospital).

Building talent and skills
B.C.’s labour market could struggle to recover in the short term unless
displaced workers are able to rapidly upskill, retrain or find new jobs. B.C. will
struggle to prosper over the long term unless our education and training
systems are realigned, and more income-tested childcare support is available.
Also, high personal tax rates that begin at relatively low income thresholds
could drag on the recovery by discouraging the attraction and retention of
the high skilled workers and entrepreneurs that are necessary to scale up
sales and employment at B.C. companies.
BCBC recommends that the next government:
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•

Support evolving structural needs and mandates, including funding
requirements, inherent in opportunities and impacts to the public
post-secondary education (PSE) system against changing delivery
models;

•

Support PSE partnerships with employers on rapid reskilling and
mobility for displaced workers;

•

Support the roll-out and gradual expansion of Work-Integrated
Learning (WIL);
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•

Increase childcare assistance on an income-tested basis; and

•

When finances permit, reduce income tax rates or the income
thresholds at which B.C.’s highest personal tax rates apply to help
drive business and employment growth and the development of
more substantial head offices in the province.

Support evolving structural needs and
mandates, including funding
requirements, inherent in opportunities
and impacts to the public postsecondary education (PSE) system
against changing delivery models.
B.C.’s post-secondary institutions are
grappling with a dynamic and challenging
environment due to rapid advances in
educational technologies, greater demand for
“micro” credentials, and uncertainty about
Prioritize funding for B.C.
future international student enrolment. As well,
students and displaced workers,
many British Columbia workers will need
encourage PSE institutions to
reskilling or upskilling in the coming years. All
collaborate with industry on
of this is unfolding at a time when government
applied research, and accelerate
will be under considerable fiscal pressure. The
efforts to match qualifications
next government would be wise to review the
and training with future labour
strengths and challenges of the PSE system to
market needs.
ensure it continues to meet the needs of British
Columbians. It should prioritize funding for B.C.
students and displaced workers, encourage
PSE institutions to collaborate with industry on applied research, and
accelerate efforts to match qualifications and training with future labour
market needs. The next government should also consider incentives to help
PSE institutions respond to delivery and demand changes for education,
training and research.
Rapid reskilling
The government can support digital transformation by equipping more British
Columbia workers with skills for digital-related jobs. Individuals with skills in
particular occupations and industries that are shrinking should be helped to
reskill, upskill and find work in occupations and industries with better
prospects. Specific new programming and earmarked provincial funding may
be necessary to bring a stronger focus on rapid reskilling. It is imperative that
B.C. act with urgency to help PSE institutions boost capacity for rapid
retraining and reskilling of displaced workers.
8
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Support work-integrated learning
Work integrated Learning (WIL) is a model of education which seeks to
integrate a student’s academic training with workplace or other practical or
professional experience. It typically involves an academic institution, a “host”
non-academic organization, and the student. WIL comes in various forms,
including applied research projects for university graduates or current
students, co-op terms, mandatory practical or clinical placements (e.g., for
physicians in training), and the apprenticeship programs found in the skilled
trades.
There is strong evidence that WIL is an effective way to enhance the benefits
that flow from post-secondary education and technical/professional training
that leads to the granting of degrees and other credentials. Large and
medium sized enterprises are prepared to step up their commitment to WIL
by providing placements and work opportunities and collaborating with
academic institutions.
The government should collaborate with PSE institutions and industry to
support WIL. It should set goals to make B.C. a leader within Canada in the
development and use of WIL across the array of education and training
programs offered by public and private institutions.
Expand childcare on an incometested basis
As noted above, BCBC believes
providing more accessible, quality
childcare solutions will be
necessary to foster a more robust
recovery and rebuilding process.
With almost half of B.C.’s preCOVID workforce consisting of
women, it is essential to support
their full participation in the
labour market. Governments, employers, and non-profit organizations have an
important role to play in boosting childcare capacity. In addition to
supporting more spaces and training for childcare workers, the government
should also increase support for quality childcare through an income-tested
model that delivers scarce public dollars to low- and middle-income families
with dependent children.
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Address excessive personal tax rates and the low thresholds at which top
rates apply
Compared to other countries, B.C.’s personal tax rates are steep and begin at
relatively low-income thresholds. BCBC believes this discourages work effort
and upskilling by British Columbians, makes it harder to attract and retain top
talent, and acts as a home-grown barrier to developing more B.C.-based head
offices and the high paying jobs that come with them. Uncompetitive personal
tax rates make B.C. unattractive for many high-skilled workers, innovators,
management, and entrepreneurs that are essential to scale up B.C. companies.
The incoming government should commit to
As fiscal circumstances
avoiding further increases in B.C.’s already high
tax rates that begin at relatively low-income
improve, the government
thresholds. As fiscal circumstances improve, the
should lower the rates
government should lower the rates and raise the
and raise the thresholds.
thresholds. The combined federal-B.C. top rate
should be no higher than 50% at incomes below
$300,000. Currently, the top rate is almost 54% on incomes of $220,000 and
higher. Even a top rate of 50% would rank among the highest in North
America and exceed the top rates charged in several European countries that
have more productive and innovative economies than Canada.

Smart regulation and 21st century infrastructure
It is time to think creatively and look to streamline and expedite regulatory
processes in the province. The cumulative regulatory burden, especially for
industries operating on the province’s land base, is greater than in competing
jurisdictions, thus dampening investment and job creation in land-based
sectors. And it continues to climb. New fees, additional regulations, and
complex and lengthy approval processes add costs, deter investment and
make it harder for B.C. businesses to succeed.
BCBC recommends that the province:
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•

Invest in and speed the implementation of digital regulation;

•

Focus on streamlining approval processes and reducing regulatory
and compliance costs for B.C. businesses;

•

Create a robust carbon-offsets system that includes the provinces
and the federal government and encourage investment in emissionsreducing technologies and alternative fuels, ideally in collaboration
with Alberta and Saskatchewan.
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Investing in digital regulation
Current regulatory review and permitting processes
across land-based industries depend heavily on inperson interactions and outmoded paper-based
transactions. The inability to consolidate all relevant
regulatory data and information adds to costs and
complexity. Shifting to digital processes would speed
up decision-making, increase transparency, and result
in innovation and other benefits in much the same way
as organizations and businesses have responded and
adjusted to the COVID-19 shutdown.

Shifting to digital
processes would speed
up decision-making,
increase transparency,
and result in
innovation.

The COVID-19 lockdown has accelerated the shift to a more digital world.
Workplaces have been transformed. The impact is also evident in health care
services. The way education is being delivered has changed, as has voting.
Physical mobility is still critical. There are opportunities for transportation
improvements with computer systems, the electric grid, autonomous vehicles,
and robots. More efficient transportation systems powered by non-fossil fuel
energy sources would also reduce B.C.’s greenhouse gas emissions.
The incoming government should commit to invest in technology to make
B.C. the first digital regulator in North America. This approach is broadly
applicable, but advanced technologies such as satellites, sensors, drones, data
integration and virtual reality mean the benefits would be especially
significant in land use, environment and climate approval processes.
Focus on streamlining regulatory processes and reducing compliance costs

The objective is to ease
the regulatory and
paperwork burdens for
excellent business
operators, while
retaining world-class
environmental
standards with a strong
audit and compliance
regime.
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As part of a broad recovery strategy, the Business
Council would like to see commitments to reduce
compliance costs for businesses. One way to do
this would be to implement performance based
regulatory models wherever possible. Here the
focus shifts to measurable outcomes, rather than
using prescriptive processes and procedures.
Performance-based regulation leads to defined
results without prescribing how to obtain the
desired outcomes. It is also more effective at
harnessing innovation.
Adopting Nexus-style regulatory processes would
be another way to reduce costs and ensure
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compliance and high standards. Here, qualified operators with demonstrated
outcomes that meet or exceed regulatory standards and requirements would
qualify for expedited permit approvals and other reductions in regulatory
costs. The objective is to ease the regulatory and paperwork burdens for
excellent business operators, while retaining world-class environmental
standards with a strong audit and compliance regime.
Creating a robust carbon offsets system and support investment in
emissions reducing technologies and alternative fuels

A progressivethinking incoming
government would
articulate policies
in areas such as
alternative liquid
transportation
fuels and carbon
capture and
storage at
industrial facilities

Emissions offsets are used around the world to help
manage and reduce regional greenhouse gas emissions.
In a small economy like B.C., progress on net zero
emission targets cannot be made without developing a
robust offsets system. B.C. is well-positioned to lead the
development of a well-structured offsets system, one
that could be integrated into other similarly structured
systems as they develop in North America. There is an
opportunity to innovate and integrate lower greenhouse
gas intensive technologies into infrastructure design
features. A progressive-thinking incoming government
would articulate policies in areas such as alternative
liquid transportation fuels and carbon capture and
storage at industrial facilities.

*****
For more information on the Business Council of British Columbia’s economic
recovery plan for B.C. businesses and families, visit strongertomorrowbc.com.
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