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Education funding crisis unfolds as structural shortfalls grow  
Each budget year the Ministry of Education responds to concerns about chronic underfunding of 
public education by asserting that the ministry is providing “more funding than ever” during a 
sustained period of declining student enrolment. 

While the nominal amount of education funding has increased, this increase has not been 
sufficient to fully fund publicly-mandated education programs and services. According to a 2010 
report by the Saanich School District,1 new costs to school districts exceeded provincial block 
funding resulting in a $157 million shortfall in 2009–10, after accounting for savings due to 
declining enrolment. 

K to 12 education is actually receiving a diminishing share of the provincial budget. Chart 1 
shows that Ministry of Education funding as a percent of the provincial budget fell to 15.34% in 
2009–10, down from 19.67% in 2001–02 and 26.36% in 1991–92. More of this funding has gone 
to private education. Since 2005–06, independent-school funding increased by 34%, while public 
education funding increased by only 13%.2  

 

 

 

 

  

                                                 
1 Saanich School District. Public Education Funding – Learning from the Past, Presentation to VISTA, February 21, 
2010. 
2 BCTF calculations with data from: Ministry of Education. 2010/11 Estimates Budget Overview. Historic Budget 
Trends. Briefing material for 2010/11 estimates for Education Partners Groups, March 2010. 
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Chart 1: Ministry of Education funding as a percent of the total provincial budget  

 
BCTF Research chart created with data from Saanich School District, Public Education Funding—Learning from 
the Past; presentation to VISTA, February 21, 2010 (available at www.sd63.bc.ca).  
 

2009 Budget pushes districts into a funding crisis in 2009–10  
The impact of cumulative shortfalls on districts was evident early in the 2009–10 budget process. 
School districts reported a total of $71 million in budget shortfalls to the Centre for Civic 
Governance (www.civicgovernance.ca/node/560). Many districts had no, or insufficient, 
surpluses to address these shortfalls, and were faced with reducing educational programs and 
services to balance the budget.  

This was the situation before the September 2009 Budget update. In addition to a $157-million 
shortfall in block funding,3 districts were also hit by the cancellation of the $110-million Annual 
Facility Grant (AFG). Add to this the unexpected loss of $25.3 million in Salary Differential 
funding, after the autumn 2009 grant recalculation.4 All of these factors combined to push 
districts into a funding crisis, with major cuts to education services looming on the horizon for 
2010–11.  

Education funding crisis deepens in 2010–11 
BC Association of School Business Officials (BCASBO) identified several cost pressures for 
2010–11, including full-day Kindergarten, a teacher salary lift of 2%, a teacher pensions cost 
increase, carbon offsets, MSP premium and BC Hydro rate increases, and CUPE Trades 
Adjustment.5 Ongoing structural shortfalls mean that each year districts are pushed deeper into a 
financial crisis, surpluses are used up, and the impacts on students, the classroom, and the school 
community are more severe.  

 

                                                 
3 Saanich School District. Public Education Funding—Learning from the Past; presentation to VISTA, February 21, 
2010 (www.sd63.bc.ca). 
4 See BCTF research report, at http://www.bctf.ca/uploadedFiles/Publications/Research_reports/2010EF01.pdf. 
5 BC Association of School Business Officials. 2010–11 Estimated Cost and Funding Pressures, December 2009. 
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By February 2010, many school districts reported anticipated budget shortfalls for the 2010–11 
school year,6 with some increasing significantly. Compared to 2009–10,7 the projected 2010–11 
budget shortfall for Vancouver was estimated at $17.5 to $36.3 million, up from $7.12 million; 
for Surrey $15 million, up from $9.53 million; for Prince George $7.0 million, up from $2.2 
million; and for Greater Victoria $5.0 million, up from $0.5 million. This is a signal that the 
education funding crisis is deepening. 

A review of school district budget documents reveals that some districts are proposing drastic 
measures to offset budget shortfalls,8 such as school closures and significant cuts to programs 
such as French Immersion, Band, First Nations Targeted-Augmented Funding, and Reading 
Recovery programs. Massive layoffs were anticipated, with Vancouver School District sending 
potential layoff notices to 800 teachers in January 2010. A BCTF survey of local presidents in 
January 2010 identified 44 schools threatened with closure or restructuring. 

Special education will be adversely affected if teaching positions are reduced. This means fewer 
specialist teachers, an increase in the student/teacher ratio, and more classes that exceed class 
composition limits. Since 2006–07, the number of classes with 4 or more students with an 
Individual Education Plan increased from 9,559 to 11,959 classes.9 The number of FTE special 
education teachers has decreased over the last three years.10  

What is needed to resolve the funding crisis? 
The Select Standing Committee on Finance and Government Services11 report (November 2009) 
recommended that the Annual Facility Grant be treated as a priority in the 2010–11 budget and 
that the implementation of full-day Kindergarten be fully funded. These recommendations 
address some but not all of the cost pressures districts are facing. BCASBO estimated that an 
injection of about $300 million in new funding is required to address the cumulative structural 
shortfalls in the public education system.12 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
6 Figures from media articles and district budget reports. References are available upon request.  
7 Compiled by the Centre for Civic Governance, available at www.civicgovernance.ca/node/560. 
8 See the following reports for examples of drastic cuts to programs and services in 2010–11:  

 School District No. 57 (Prince George) District Sustainability Committee Report, January 19, 2009. 
 Vancouver School Board: Media Release—Vancouver teachers advised of possible layoffs, January 19, 2010. 
 School District 27, Cariboo-Chilcotin. Our Kids, Our Future: Year Two—Buildings, Programs and Staffing: 
Options for a Balanced Budget. PowerPoint presentation posted at www.sd27.bc.ca.  

9 Ministry of Education. Overview of class size and composition in British Columbia public schools reports for 
2005/06, 2006/07, 2007/08, 2008/09 and 2009/10. 
10 Data from Ministry of Education tables: Annual budgeted provincial summary of FTE Employees by type of 
employee and program (for each year) at http://www.bced.gov.bc.ca/accountability/district/revenue/. 
11 The Select Standing Committee on Finance and Government Services for the Province of British Columbia’s 
(Legislative Assembly) Report on the Budget 2010 Consultations, November 2009, p.15. 
12 BC Association of School Business Officials. 2010/11 Estimated cost and funding pressures, December 2009. 
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Will Budget 2010 solve the crisis in public education funding? 
Budget 2010 restores $100 million of the $128 million in Education Programs funding for 2010–
11 that was lost in the revised provincial budget introduced in September 2009. But this is still 
$28 million short of the amount originally allocated in the February 2009 Budget Plan (Table 1).  
 
Table 1: Budget 2010: How does Education Programs funding compare to the February and 
September 2009 budgets? 

Date of the Budget Plan 2009/10 Estimates 2010/11 Budget Plan 
February 1, 2009 (original)  $ 5,094,418,000  $ 5,131,538,000 
September 1, 2009 (revised)  $ 4,966,415,000  $ 5,003,999,000 
March 2, 2010 (current)  $ 4,966,317,000 (restated)  $ 5,103,531,000 
Difference between: February 
2009 and March 2010 budget  ($ 128,101,000)  ($ 28,007,000) 

Source: BCTF Research calculations with data from: Ministry of Education. 2009/10–2011/12 Service Plan—
Resource Summary: Public Schools, February 2009, p.22. Ministry of Education. 2009/10–2011/12 Service Plan 
Update—Resource Summary: Public Schools, September 2009, p.23. Ministry of Education. 2009/10–2011/12 
Service Plan—Resource Summary: Public Schools, March 2010, p.23. 

 
Public schools funding is the largest component of Education Programs,13 increasing from 
$4.699 billion to $4.82 billion for 2010–11. The new budget claims to provide funding for wage 
settlement costs for teachers, implementation of full-day K, and to partially restore $110 million 
of AFG funding spread over two years. This is half of the $220 million AFG funding districts 
would have received under the February 2009 Budget Plan. Budget 2010 contains some more 
bad news for public schools funding—funding of Support Staff (Pay Equity, LTD, etc.) 
decreases by $9.1 million in the new budget. 

What’s new for school districts in the 2010–11 Operating Grants estimates? 
In March of each year, the ministry publishes the Operating Grants Manual, showing estimated 
funding allocations for school districts for the upcoming school year. These estimates are based 
on enrolment projections. On September 30 of the new school year, enrolment is counted and the 
grants are recalculated based on actual enrolment. The ministry holds back a portion of funds to 
be released subject to enrolment changes.  

The 2010–11 Operating Grants estimates show a $112 million increase in funding compared to 
the 2009–10 recalculation, with $57.6 million allocated for full-day Kindergarten and $54 
million to cover a negotiated wage increase for teachers. But this does not necessarily translate 
into an overall increase in funding, as 33 districts actually show no change in funding allocations 
compared to 2009–10 (Table 2). 

The biggest change in the 2010–11 Operating Grants estimates is the reallocation of the Labour 
Settlement Costs supplement, which is now “rolled into the funding formula.” This makes it very 
difficult to compare 2010–11 allocations to previous years. Most per-student allocations increase 
in 2010–11, with the basic allocation increasing from $5,851 to $6,740 per student. But much of 
this increase appears to be a transfer of the Labour Settlement Costs supplement ($557 million in 
2009–10) to other parts of the funding formula (Table 3). 

 

                                                 
13 Ministry of Education. Briefing material for 2010/11 estimates for Education Partners Group, March 2010. 
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As a result of the reallocation of the Labour Settlement Costs supplement, funding increases in 
some districts and decreases in others (see the 2010–11 Operating Grants Manual, Table 9). A 
new Formula Transition supplement offsets these changes, providing 100% of the difference in 
2010–11. There is no guarantee that districts will be fully compensated for the loss of this 
funding in future years. 

Student FTE enrolment is projected to increase by 2,306 students in 2010–11, mostly due to full-
day Kindergarten. Excluding Kindergarten students, FTE enrolment is projected to decline in 52 
districts. Of these 52 districts, only 40 will receive an enrolment decline supplement to help 
offset the loss of funding. The others receive no supplement, even though the projected declines 
in student numbers in districts such as Vancouver (-411.5), Greater Victoria (-165.6), and 
Central Okanagan (-157.18) are enough to have a significant impact on district budgets. 

Another change in the funding formula is in the Salary Differential supplement. The ministry 
appears to have changed this formula so that the variance is now based on the provincial average 
educator salary rather than the base minimum salary. The average educator salary increased 
significantly since the autumn 2009 recalculation, from $60,986 to $71,118. We know that 
teachers did not receive such a salary increase, so something must have changed in how this 
variable is calculated. These changes resulted in the Salary Differential supplement increasing to 
$97.1 million for 2010–11. The ministry documentation provides no information as to whether 
this increase is due to the reallocation of the Labour Settlement funding supplement. 

Is the funding increase enough to cover district shortfalls?  
The budget addresses some but not all of the cost pressures identified by the BCASBO. After 
taking into account the HST rebate, the $112-million increase in the operating grants funding and 
the partial restoration of the AFG, public education funding still falls short of what is needed.  

The $112-million increase in operating grants funding addresses two major cost pressures facing 
school districts—full-day Kindergarten and negotiated salary costs for teachers. Cost pressures 
such as BC Hydro rate increases, MSP premiums, and carbon offsets are not covered. Nor does 
this take into account the loss of purchasing power due to inflation for goods and services or 
underfunded mandates such as BCeSIS, Bill 33 reporting, and early learning and literacy 
initiatives. Funding for Early Learning and Literacy programs actually decreases by $1.4 million 
in 2010–11,14 so this may increase the burden on school districts.  

Budget 2010 may cushion the blow of school closures, mass layoffs, and loss of education 
programs, but many districts will still face significant shortfalls. This will especially be the case 
for the 33 districts who receive no funding increase for 2010–11. Early media reports suggest 
that the district allocations in the 2010–11 Operating Grants Manual will reduce the budget 
shortfall for Surrey from $15 million to $12 million,15 for Prince George from $7 million to $5.2 
million,16 and for Nanaimo-Ladysmith from $3 million to $1.5 million.17 Two districts reported 

                                                 
14 Ministry of Education. Briefing material for 2010/11 estimates for Education Partners Group, March 2010. 
15 Steffenhagen, J. “More than half of BC school districts face stagnant operating grants; Extra funds in 2010 
provincial budget offset in 33 districts by drop in per-pupil grants, due to declining enrolment.” Vancouver Sun, 
March 18, 2010.  
16 Nielsen. M. “School district shortfall reduced by $1.8-million.” Prince George Citizen, March 18, 2010.  
17 Barron, R. “School officials gauge budget implications; Ministry of Education budget is higher, but will not 
totally address projected funding deficit in the local district.” The Daily News (Nanaimo), March 17, 2010. 
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an increase in projected budget shortfalls: Saanich18 (from $2.6 to $3.3 million) and Vancouver19 
(from $17.5 to $18.12 million), after the 2010–11 Operating Grants allocations were released. 
These are early warning signs that the funding crisis is far from over. 

Comprehensive review of education funding needed 
Due to a vigorous lobbying effort during the fall by all Education Partners across the province in 
response to the September 2009 provincial budget, the Ministry of Education restored at least 
some of the AFG, provided additional funding for full-day Kindergarten, and addressed 
additional costs for teachers’ wage settlements.  

The ministry undertook a major change in the funding formula by reallocating of the supplement 
for additional costs resulting from labour settlements to the rest of the funding formula. Little 
documentation is provided in the Operating Grants Manual to assess how this funding was 
reallocated. This makes it difficult to compare funding allocations for each supplement to 
previous years. It appears that operating grants supplements and per-student funding are 
increasing, but most of the funding is actually a transfer from one area to another.  

While a strong advocacy movement helped to restore some of the funding lost in previous 
budgets, more work remains to be done. An open and comprehensive review of funding 
adequacy and the funding formula, involving all stakeholders, is also needed. 

Acknowledgments 
The author would like acknowledge the contribution of John Malcolmson, research 
representative of CUPE BC, as some of the ideas in this report emerged out of work for a joint 
project between BCTF and CUPE BC on education funding.  

 

                                                 
18 Bell, Jeff. “Saanich may cut more teachers.” Times Colonist. (Victoria), March 19, 2010. 
19 Steffenhagen, J. “Funding shortfall rises to $18.12 million.” Vancouver Sun, March 19, 2010. 
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