
Alberta’s economy suffered a massive blow from the dual shock of the COVID-19 pandemic and collapse in oil prices in 2020. 
Real GDP by industry contracted 8.2%, following muted growth in 2019. This was the steepest annual decline, both in Alberta’s 
modern history and compared with other provinces in 2020 (Chart 1). The drop in activity was widespread, with 18 out of 20 
industries retreating from 2019 levels (Table 1). The goods sector fell to its lowest level in almost a decade due to the severe hit to 
the energy sector. Meanwhile, services industries were directly impacted by the pandemic containment measures. With the third 
annual decline in the past six years, Alberta’s value added remained 9.2% below the 2014 peak. 

2020

Change 
(%)

Contribution 
to Change 
(percentage 
points)

All industries -8.2 -8.2

Agriculture, forestry, fishing & hunting 7.5 0.2

Mining, quarrying, and oil & 
gas extraction

-12.2 -2.1

Utilities -4.0 -0.1

Construction -12.0 -1.0

Manufacturing -9.8 -0.8

Wholesale trade -7.5 -0.3

Retail trade -4.0 -0.2

Transportation & warehousing -17.7 -1.0

Information & cultural industries -3.3 -0.1

Finance & insurance 5.5 0.3

Real estate, rental & leasing -0.5 -0.1

Professional, scientific & 
technical services

-8.3 -0.4

Management of companies & enterprises -14.1 0.0

Administrative, waste management & 
remediation services

-15.0 -0.4

Educational services -7.4 -0.3

Health care & social assistance -6.3 -0.4

Arts, entertainment & recreation -39.2 -0.3

Accommodation & food services -26.9 -0.6

Other services 
(except public administration)

-17.4 -0.4

Public administration -3.0 -0.2

TABLE 1: WIDESPREAD DECLINES POSTED LAST YEAR
Alberta real GDP by industry

Public health measures hit some services 
hard, some sectors resilient
Services led the overall decline in Alberta’s real GDP. They 
were down 7.0% in 2020, over 6 times more than the largest 
contraction experienced in any prior year. Nearly every service 
industry fell last year, with double digit declines in industries 
most affected by public health measures that limited travel 
and in-person activities. Air transportation (-72%), arts, 
entertainment & recreation (-39%) and accommodation & food 
(-27%) posted the most precipitous annual drops on record. 
Similarly, with limited mobility driving down gasoline demand, 
value-added from gasoline stations fell by 11%, and was one of 
the drivers of the overall decline in GDP for retail trade in 2020. 

Sources: Statistics Canada, Haver Analytics

CHART 1. ALBERTA’S ECONOMY IMPACTED MORE THAN 
ANY OTHER PROVINCE IN 2020
Real GDP by industry growth, by province (2020)

Sources: Statistics Canada, Haver Analytics 
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Chart 1: Alberta posts sharpest decline in Canada
Real GDP growth by province, 2020

Source: Statistics Canada
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In contrast, finance & insurance (+5.5%) was the only broad 
service industry to post a gain in 2020. This was driven by 
higher personal deposits by Albertans at chartered banks and 
residential mortgage issuances, increased borrowing activity 
by governments and corporations and record profits posted 
by insurance companies. Also, strong demand for new 
construction and renovation activity boosted GDP for retail 
building equipment & supplies by 7.7%. 

Oil and gas a major drag on goods sector
Goods-producing industries fell 10% in 2020. The drop was 
most pronounced in the mining, quarrying, and oil & gas 
extraction industry, which decreased by 12%. This was more 
than triple the decline experienced in the 2016 recession, and 
responsible for over 75% of the decrease in the aggregate 
goods sector GDP. 

A sharp, pandemic-induced reduction in petroleum demand 
prompted Alberta producers to reduce oil production. 
With drilling activity at record lows, the contraction within 
the energy sector was driven by conventional oil and gas 
extraction (-8.5%) and support activities (-41%). Meanwhile, 
Alberta producers ramped up synthetic crude oil production 
in the fourth quarter of 2020 in order to maximize product 
value amid a recovery in demand. This tempered the drop in 
oil sands value added to 5.5% from 2019.

Energy sector weakness spreads to other 
industries
The staggering impact of the collapse in energy prices 
and demand reverberated throughout the economy. In the 
goods sector, the massive pullback in energy investment and 
production dragged down activity in machinery manufacturing  
(-23%) and oil & gas engineering construction (-24%), with the 
latter driving most of the decline in the construction sector. 

Refined petroleum manufacturing (-14%) also plunged, as 
refineries cut production in response to the historic drop in 
fuel demand at the onset of the pandemic.

The weakness in the energy sector also shuttered 
value-added across many service-producing industries, 
including rail transportation, wholesale trade and professional 
& scientific services. Alberta’s rail transportation GDP fell 7.3% 
on the back of a contraction in crude-by-rail, while the decline 
in crude oil exported by pipelines, a cheaper transportation 
option, was less severe. Moreover, wholesale trade GDP was 
down 7.5%, driven mainly by weakened sales of petroleum 
products and machinery, equipment & supplies. Professional 
& scientific services (-8.3%) retreated to the lowest level in 
fourteen years.

Agri-foods and wood product 
manufacturing tempers goods decline
Good harvesting conditions, crop yields, sufficient rail 
availability and strong export demand boosted output from 
the agriculture, forestry, fishing & hunting industry. The sector 
grew 7.5% in 2020, the fastest annual growth seen since 2016 
and ranked 2nd among all provinces. Despite outbreaks at 
several meat-packing facilities and public health measures, 
value added from the food manufacturing (+0.1%) sector 
stayed at record highs last year (Chart 2). In addition, wood 
product manufacturing benefited from a strong rebound 
in residential construction activity in North America in the 
second half of the year and rose 7.3%.

Contact Siddhartha Bhattacharya at 780.644.0021

What is GDP by Industry?
Gross Domestic Product (GDP) by Industry measures 
the value of output generated by an industry less the 
value of intermediate inputs purchased from other 
industries. GDP is sometimes referred to as “value 
added” as it captures how much value is being added 
over and above what is used as input. The sum of each 
industry’s GDP yields the GDP for the overall economy. 
Alberta’s 2020 provincial accounts estimate of GDP, 
which breaks down GDP by expenditure category and 
income type, will be released in November. While this 
estimate differs slightly from total GDP by Industry, 
growth in the two series track closely over time.

CHART 2. SOME BRIGHTS SPOTS IN THE GOODS SECTOR
Alberta real GDP growth by select industries

Sources : Statistics Canada, Haver Analytics

May 2016 - Economic Trends
inFocus

PDF name: chrt_Infocus_02.pdf

Chart 2: Some bright spots in the goods sector
Alberta Real GDP growth by select industries

Sources: Statistics Canada, Haver Analytics
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