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Ontario’s Two Lost Economic Decades: 2002–2022

 • This bulletin takes a big-picture look at several 
indicators of Ontario’s broad economic health 
from 2002-2022 in order to assess the overall 
performance of the provincial economy dur-
ing this period. 

 • Ontario ranked ninth out of 10 provinces in 
inflation-adjusted GDP growth per person. At 
0.7 percent annual growth, Ontario was 0.2 
percentage points per year behind the aver-
age for the rest of the country at 0.9 percent,

 • Ontario’s median income-growth performance 
during this time span was even worse. Ontario 
finished in last place, with real median income 
growth of just 7.2 percent over a 20-year 

period. This was far less than the second-worst 
performing province, Alberta, which saw total 
growth of 17.4 percent. 

 • Ontario also performed poorly with respect to 
business investment per worker. On average, 
the rest of the country received 65 percent 
more business investment per worker than 
Ontario.

 • We find that taken together, these indicators 
paint a picture of minimal economic progress 
for Ontario and lost ground relative to much of 
the country, such that the period from 2002–
2022 can be considered two “lost decades” of 
economic progress and growth. 
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This bulletin takes a big-picture look at some of the 
indicators of Ontario’s broad economic health in 
order to assess the overall performance of the pro-
vincial economy during this period. We argue that 
these indicators, when taken together, paint a pic-
ture of minimal economic progress for Ontario and 
lost ground relative to much of the country, such 
that the period from 2002–2022 can be considered 
two “lost decades” 1 for the province.

Inflation-adjusted economic growth per capita
There are several different ways to measure eco-
nomic progress. However, the most comprehensive 
is GDP —  defined as the value of all goods and ser-
vices produced in the economy in a given year. To 
compare jurisdictions of different sizes, economists 
measure the prosperity of different jurisdictions by 
comparing inflation-adjusted GDP per person.

Introduction
Historically, Ontario has been one of the most 
prosperous provinces in Canada and an engine of 
national economic growth, boasting gross domestic 
product (GDP) per person that has in the past been 
above the national average. Further, for decades fol-
lowing the Second World War, household incomes  
in Ontario were consistently 10–20 percent above 
the national average (Cross, 2015). 

Over the course of the 21st century, however, 
Ontario’s economic fortunes have taken a sub-
stantial turn for the worse. The start of that slide 
is often associated with the 2008–09 recession. 
However, the province’s manufacturing sector was 
already in decline throughout the middle years of 
the 2000s, falling by 12 percent between 2003 and 
2008 (Moffatt, 2021). Subsequent to that came the 
Great Recession itself, followed by a tepid recovery. 

Figure 1: Average annual real per-capita GDP growth rates of Canadian provinces, 2002-2022

Sources:  Statistics Canada, 2023a, 2024a
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1 The term “lost decade” came into popular usage to describe the period of economic stagnation in Japan during the 1990s. Clemens and 
Emes (2001) also used the term to describe the weak economic and fiscal performance of British Columbia during the 1990s. A previous 
analysis for the Fraser Institute upon which the methodology for this study was based, analyzed Ontario’s economy from 2007-16 and 
characterized that period as a lost decade for Ontario’s economy (Eisen and Palacios, 2017)
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Canada’s overall performance on this metric has 
not been particularly strong over the past 20 years. 
However, Ontario’s performance has been weak 
even relative to the national standard. As Figure 1 
shows, Ontario ranked ninth out of 10 provinces in 
inflation-adjusted GDP growth per person. At 0.7 
percent annual growth, Ontario was 0.2 percentage 
points per year behind the average of 0.9 percent for 
the rest of the country.

The only province that performed worse on this 
indicator was Alberta, which suffered a steep reces-
sion in 2014, and was slow to recover due to several 
years of depressed oil prices (Eisen, 2020).

Median employment income growth
A related measure to GDP per capita is employ-
ment income.2  By focusing on the median,3  we 
learn about the experience of a typical individual 
or household, as medians are not skewed by outliers 
in the same way as simple averages.

Employment income differs from other measures 
in that it excludes various forms of income such as 
government transfers and investment and pension 
income. We use it to focus on what people currently 
earn in the labour market after stripping away the 
effects of bequests or previous behaviour (inherit-
ances or savings that generate investment and 
pension income) and government policy attempts 

Figure 2: Median employment income growth from 2002 to 2021, percent change, based on $2022   
   

Sources:   Statistics Canada, 2023b, 2024b           
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2  Employment income is definced as “all income received as wages, salaries, and commissions from paid employment and net self-employ-
ment income from farm or non-farm unincorporated business and/or professional practice.”

3  The median is the value in the middle of a dataset, meaning that 50 percent of data points have a value smaller than or equal to the me-
dian and 50 percent of data points have a value higher than or equal to the median
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at smoothing income distribution. For economy 
of words, we sometimes use the word “income” 
as a short form of “median employment income” 
throughout the rest of this paper.

Figure 2 shows that Ontario’s median income 
growth during this time span was dismal. In fact, 
it was far worse than the province’s performance 
with respect to GDP per capita.

Ontario finished in last place, with real median 
income growth of just 7.2 percent over a 20-year 
period, well below the second-worst-performing 
province, Alberta, at 17.4 percent.

The weak growth in median employment income 
during this 20-year period highlights the extent to 
which Ontario has lost ground relative to the rest 
of the country.

Average business investment per worker
Average business investment per worker4 is an 
important long-term indicator of an economy’s 
well-being. Private-sector investment in business 
is the lifeblood of long-term growth, and a major 
contributor to any jurisdiction’s prospects for pro-
ductivity. In fact, business investment is essential 
to higher incomes, more prosperity and rising living 
standards over time (Hill and Emes, 2023).

Ontario’s performance here is concerning.

Ontario ranks sixth on this indicator, averaging 
$11,899 ($2017) per worker over the course of this 
period. However, Ontario comes in only marginally 
ahead of the three Maritime provinces and Que-
bec—regions that have been historically plagued by 
weak business investment (Whalen, Li and Ryan, 
2024).

4  Business gross fixed capital formation less residential structures divided by private employed (in chained 2017 dollars)

Figure 3: Average business-sector investment per worker, 2002–2022   

Sources:  Statistics Canada, 2023a, 2024c.
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Meanwhile, the gap between Ontario and the five 
provinces that outperformed it for business sector 
investment is substantial. Saskatchewan, Alberta, 
and Newfoundland and Labrador all saw two-and-a-
half times as much average business investment per 
worker during this timeframe. It should be noted 
that these oil-intensive provinces experienced mul-
tiple investment booms. However, Ontario also 
ranked behind Manitoba and British Columbia on 
this indicator, neither of which have comparably 
rich oil reserves.

In total, the rest of Canada excluding Ontario 
averaged $19,662 per person per year during 
this 20-year period. This is 65 percent more than 

$2
02

2

Figure 4: Change in inflation-adjusted net debt per person, 2002/03–2022/23

Notes:
Where applicable, we adjust for accounting changes. See footnote 5 for details.
Sources:  Canada, Department of Finance, 2023, Statistics Canada, 2024a, Statistics Canada, 2024b.
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Ontario’s level of $11,899, and helps explain the 
province’s low growth rates for other indicators dis-
cussed in previous subsections of this report.

Public debt accumulation
Ontario’s weak performance also stands out in the 
accumulation of public debt. Net debt is simply all of 
the debt held by a government minus the financial 
assets it holds. During the period under analysis, 
six provinces experienced an increase in their infla-
tion-adjusted net-debt burden. Of these, Ontario’s 
was the second largest, as net debt grew by $8,881 
per person ($2022).5 This was behind only Alberta, 
where an explosion of debt during the mid-2010s 

5  Where applicable, we adjust for accounting changes. For example, Ontario’s value of $8,881 is the sum of increases for 2002/03 to 
2004/05 ($84) and 2005/06 onwards ($8,797). This yields a conservative estimate for provinces with accounting breaks because, in 
Ontario’s case, we treat the entire 2004/05–2005/06 increase ($847) as due to accounting changes when it’s possible that some portion 
of this change is due to a genuine increase in debt per person



Ontario’s Two Lost Economic Decades: 2002–2022

fraserinstitute.org     FRASER  RESEARCH  BULLETIN    6

led to a total increase of $14,833 per person. The 
only other comparable jurisdiction was Manitoba. 
Its net-debt increased $6,579 per person. The other 
provinces had comparatively small increases or net-
debt decreases.

These data show that while four provinces’ net-
debt burden shrank in real per-capita terms, six 
recorded increases. Of these, Ontario’s increase 
was the second largest, by a significant margin. 
Net-debt accumulation is therefore another eco-
nomic and public policy metric where Ontario has 
performed poorly during this two-decade period.

Summary
Ontario underperforms the national standard and, 
indeed, is among the worst performers for all four 
of the economic indicators considered in this short 
bulletin. This reality is summarized in Table 1, 
which shows Ontario’s performance for each indi-
cator, the performance of the rest of the country 
without Ontario, and finally, Ontario’s rank out of 
the 10 provinces.

Table 1: Summary of economic indicators

Average 
annual real  
per-capita  

GDP growth

Average  
business sector  
investment per  
worker, $2017

Median  
employment  

income growth

Change  
in net debt  
per person,  

$2022

ONTARIO 0.7% 11,899     7.2%    8,881

REST 
OF CANADA 0.9% *19,662 **26.0% **3,085

ONTARIO 
RANK (OF 10) 9 6 10 9

As the summary table shows, Ontario ranks 
below the national average and near the bottom 
of the pack on all four indicators. Ontario finishes 
between 6th and 10th in each case. While Canada’s 
overall economic performance during this period 
was not strong by historical standards, Ontario 
has underperformed even the weak standard set 
by most other provinces during this time.

Discussion
Throughout this 20-year period, there have been 
many developments that have symbolized Ontario’s 
slide away from being a dominant economic engine 
of Canada. For example, in 2009 Ontario became 
eligible to receive equalization payments for the 
first time in its history.

Equalization works by using federal dollars to boost 
the “fiscal capacity” or the ability to provide public ser-
vices of economically weak provinces. Throughout its 
history, Ontario has been a “have province,” and so its 
status as an equalization recipient in many years since 
2009 is an important sign of the province’s weakness.

* Approximate value calculated using Canada less Ontario
** Population-weighted average of the rates or values in other provinces
Sources: Figures 1 through 4
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Provincial net migration offers a further sign of 
Ontario’s economic decline. This metric simply com-
pares the number of people who leave Ontario for 
other provinces to the number who come from else-
where in Canada. In the two decades under analysis, 
Ontario experienced negative net migration within 
Canada in 15 out of 20 years. In other words, people 
consistently voted with their feet and expressed 
greater economic confidence in other parts of the 
country. 

Further, it is important to recognize that although 
the data in this study suggest that Ontario’s econ-
omy as a whole has not performed well throughout 
the past 20 years, the economic pain has not been 
spread evenly. Some major cities in Ontario have 
experienced lengthy periods of job loss and declin-
ing wages.

The experience of the populous southwestern 
region of the province, which was once one of the 
most prosperous parts of the country, is indicative. 
One recent study compared median employment 
income levels in Canada’s 36 largest urban areas. 
It found that while in 2005, Windsor had the 11th 
highest median employment income level in Can-
ada, this had fallen to 33rd by 2019. Over the same 
period, London fell from 13th to 28th place. For 
these major cities, the characterization of most of 
the century to date as having been “economically 
lost” is particularly apt (Eisen, Li and Lafleur, 2023).

A subsequent analysis compared employment 
income levels in these same metro areas to nearby 
US manufacturing hubs, and found that the two 
large southwestern Ontario cities had fallen far 
behind. For example, the median employment 
income in Cleveland was 24.6 percent higher than 
in London in 2019 (Eisen, Emes and Li, 2023).

Conclusion
The data presented in this report all point to the fact 
that Ontario’s overall economic performance from 
2002–2022 was generally weak, even compared to 
the lacklustre performance of the country taken as 
a whole. Ontario underperformed the rest of the 
country in all four of the key indicators examined 
here, became an equalization recipient for the first 
time, and suffered net-negative provincial migra-
tion in most years. Meanwhile, provincial debt grew 
quickly, increasing the burden on this and coming 
generations of taxpayers while creating risks for the 
province’s future prosperity.

We conclude Ontario’s economy has lost ground 
relative to the rest of the country in what has essen-
tially amounted to two “lost decades” for the prov-
ince. It remains to be seen if and when Ontario can 
return to sustained, robust growth and retake its 
historical place as a leader and driver of the national 
economy.
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