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On Tuesday, February 21, 2017, Finance Minister Michael De Jong delivered British Columbia’s fifth consecutive 
balanced budget.  One of the key items of this pre-election budget was the announcement of reductions to 
Medical Services Plan (MSP) premiums. 

The Budget promises that MSP premiums will be cut in half for British Columbians with annual family net 
incomes of up to $120,000 beginning January 1, 2018.  The reduction was presented as the first step in a plan 
towards eliminating the MSP premiums entirely.  The Budget also proposes raising the income threshold below 
which households are exempt from MSP premiums by $2,000.  Individuals with an annual net income up to 
$26,000 and couples with two children and an annual net income up to $35,000 will be exempt from MSP 
premiums.   

In order to benefit from this reduction, individuals will be required to register with MSP and apply for the 
reduction.   

Monthly Rate Changes Between 2009 and 2017 

In 2009, the monthly MSP rate was $54 for one person, $96 for a family of two and $108 for a family of three. At 
that time, the B.C. government announced that increases to MSP premiums would be implemented in order to 
keep pace with rising health care costs and spending.  Since that announcement, the B.C. government has raised 
MSP maximum monthly premium rates by 6% annually in 2010, 2011 and 2012, then by about 4% annually in 
2013, 2014, 2015, and 2016.  This rate of increase was higher than both B.C. Health Care Services Inflation and 
General Inflation (see PBI article “Commentary on the MSP Premium Increases in British Columbia”).   

On January 1, 2017, the government announced that it would forgo the previously announced 4% increase in 
premiums and implemented a number of changes to the MSP premium structure. Under the new rate structure, 
rates were set based on the number of adults in a family - monthly rates for one person and families with 
children remained the same at $75.00 and $150.00 respectively, while the rate for couples went from $136.00 
to $150.00. 

Proposed Premium Reduction in 2018 

Figure 1: Monthly MSP Premium Rates for Various Household Types 

* With an adjusted net household income between $42,001 and $120,000. 

http://www.pbiactuarial.ca/
http://pbiactuarial.ca/commentary-on-the-msp-premium-increases-in-british-columbia/
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The Budget promises that MSP premiums will be reduced by 50% for British Columbians with annual family net 
incomes of up to $120,000 beginning January 1, 2018.   

Proposed Changes to the Adjusted Net Income Threshold for MSP Exemption 

Figure 2: Adjusted Net Income Threshold to Qualify for 100% Premium Assistance 

 2010-2016 2017 2018 

Adjusted Net Household 
Income Threshold for MSP 
Exemption $22,000 $24,000 $26,000 

According to the 2017 BC Budget and BC government news releases, two million British Columbians, children 
included, do not pay any premiums.  

Proposed Changes to the Income Threshold for MSP Reductions  

Figure 3: Adjusted Net Income Threshold to Qualify for MSP Reductions 

 2010-2016 2017 2018 

Adjusted Net Household 
Income Threshold for MSP  $30,000 $42,000 $120,000 

Currently, individuals and families with an adjusted net household income of $42,000 or less are eligible for 
Regular Premium Assistance. A one-time application for regular premium assistance must be filled out and 
returned in order to benefit from the reduced premium rates. 

In the 2017 Budget, the province promised that households with an adjusted net income up to $120,000 will be 
able to benefit from a 50% premium reduction in 2018.   

Who Might Benefit from the Reduction 

According to the 2017 BC Budget, two million British Columbians would be eligible for the 50% premium 
reduction. Based on Statistics Canada data from 2016, this represents about 42.1% of BC’s population.  

However, individuals and families who are not currently receiving premium assistance will need to register to 
benefit from this reduction. Group plan sponsors and employers who provide MSP coverage will pay reduced 
premium fees only if their eligible members/employees are registered.  

  

http://www.pbiactuarial.ca/
http://www.gov.bc.ca/msp/eligibilitycalculator/
http://www.gov.bc.ca/msp/eligibilitycalculator/
http://www2.gov.bc.ca/assets/gov/health/forms/119fil.pdf
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Figure 4: Proportion of British Columbians who have their premiums paid for by a group plan or an employer 
in 2014 

 

Data on the number of British Columbians enrolled in MSP as part of a group plan 
(employer or union-sponsored), released through a Freedom of Information request 
to the Ministry of Health shows that, as of December 2014, about 1.97 million British 
Columbians (employees and their spouses and dependents) out of about 4.65 million 
(Statistics Canada data from 2014) were covered through a group plan.  

 
 

Communication Challenges 

The BC government was already facing challenges in communicating to British Columbians the need to apply for 
MSP premium assistance if eligible. A 2016 survey conducted for the Office of the Seniors Advocate showed that 
66% of seniors pay full premiums when the number should be fewer than 50%.   

The government is now expecting some communication challenges with the 2018 changes to the MSP and has 
already budgeted $1.8-million for the communications costs related to that change and the registration 
requirements in particular. 

Possible Implications for Plan Sponsors 

Ensuring Beneficiaries are Registered  

It is estimated that approximately 1.97 million British Columbians have their MSP premiums paid through a 
group plan.  Privacy legislation prevents plan administrators from directly registering beneficiaries for the 
current premium reduction program.  Under the existing system, in order for group plans to take advantage of 
the MSP premium reduction program, each covered member must individually apply for premium assistance.  
Members must calculate and include their adjusted net income on the application form.  The group 
administrator must add the group MSP number and an authorization name in the Group Authorization section 
of the form.  As a result, most group plans are currently paying full premium rates for all beneficiaries regardless 
of their income levels.   

The January 1, 2018 reductions will offer large reductions to a much larger pool of British Columbians.  It is 
reasonable to assume that plan sponsors will be interested in ensuring that all of their beneficiaries are 
registered with MSP for the premium reduction program.  To do so they will need to communicate with plan 
beneficiaries on both how to apply for the reduction and how they would benefit from it.  As an example, 
beneficiaries might need to be reminded that, since MSP premiums are a taxable benefit, they will at least 
benefit from registering by paying less income taxes.  

The government has announced that further implementation details will be forthcoming.  What is clear is that 

individuals who have registered for the MSP premium reduction program will not need to re-register for the 

new program. As such, plan sponsors should consider encouraging their beneficiaries to apply for the reduction 

program in advance of January 1, 2018. 

  

http://www.pbiactuarial.ca/
http://www2.gov.bc.ca/gov/content/governments/about-the-bc-government/open-government/open-information
http://www2.gov.bc.ca/assets/gov/health/forms/119fil.pdf
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Collective Agreements 

Collective agreements with clauses on MSP Premium payments will require careful review depending on the 
specific wording and how the benefit is administered.  

Group Benefit Plan Design 

Group plan sponsors should review how these changes will impact the finances of their respective plans before 
deciding on any plan design changes or improvements.  

If you have questions regarding this article, or would like to submit your comments, please do not hesitate to contact Avinash 
Maniram at 604-647-3215 or by e-mail at avinash.maniram@pbiactuarial.ca. 
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