
Recent slowdown due to weakness in full-time
Year-over-year change in seasonally adjusted employment, by full-time and part-time
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Calgary starts surged, while rest of the province eases
Alberta housing starts (SAAR)

Source: Canadian Mortgage and Housing Corporation
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Housing Starts
Apartment starts surged in Calgary 

Housing starts jumped to a four-year high in December as a flood of apartment 
projects began in Calgary. Starts increased by 46% month-over-month (m/m) 
to a seasonally adjusted annual rate (SAAR) of 39,610. A huge jump in Calgary 
drove the improvement, where there were 25,957 housing units started, the 

most for the month and third-most 
in any month since the series began 
in 1990. Outside Calgary, housing 
starts remained muted and slowed 
to a seven-month low (Chart 1) as 
starts in Edmonton and other cities 
continue to ease. With the strong 
end to 2019, an estimated 27,325 
housing units were started in 2019, 
up 4.8% from the previous year.

Employment
Pullback in full-time

Employment held relatively steady 
in December following significant 
losses in the previous month. It 
eased 1,000 amid ongoing weakness 
in the goods-sector. In the goods 
sector, employment fell steadily 
over the past year, dragged down 
by continued weakness in oil and 
gas and construction. Compared to 
a year ago, employment was down 
4,200 positions (-0.2% year-over-
year or y/y), as a large pullback in 
full-time employment (-20,200 y/y) 
overwhelmed growth in part-time 
positions (+16,000 y/y) (Chart 2). 
Full-time employment pulled back 
in the second half of the year after 
solid employment growth in the first 
half of the year and over the previous 
two years. Meanwhile, with a falling 
labour force participation rate, 
the unemployment rate eased 0.2 
percentage points to 7.0%.

Alberta Activity Index
Activity stabilizing 

Activity in the province continues to 
hold steady after giving back some 
of the gains made earlier in 2019. 
The Alberta Activity Index (AAX) was 

Chart 2: Recent slowdown due to weakness in full-time
Year-over-year change in employment in Alberta

Source: Statistics Canada

Chart 1: Calgary starts surged, while rest of the province eases
Alberta housing starts (SAAR)

Source: Canadian Mortgage and Housing Corporation
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Drilling activity lacklustre
Number of rigs drilling for oil and gas in Alberta

Source: Canadian Association of Oilwell Drilling Contractors
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Production lifted by synthetic crude oil
Alberta crude oil production by type

Source: Alberta Energy Regulator
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into November. In addition, both 
energy and non-energy exports were 
disputed by a week-long nation-wide 
rail strike, which impeded crude-by-
rail, forestry, and chemical shipments. 
Year-to-date, goods exports were 
down by 1.8%.

Oil Production
Rebound in synthetic output

Oil production bounced back in 
November following back-to-
back declines. Alberta’s crude 
oil production increased 3.4% 
m/m to 3.6 million barrels per 
day (mmbpd), driven by a jump in 
synthetic (+14% m/m) (Chart 3). 
The rebound in synthetic output 
came as several oil sand upgraders 
ramped up production after 
undergoing turnarounds in October 
and September. This increase was 
accompanied by a solid gain in 
conventional oil (+3.4% m/m), while 
bitumen eased down (-1.3% m/m). 
Despite the monthly gain, total output 
remained down 4.1% y/y, reflecting 
a pullback in synthetic from the 
elevated level last November.

Rigs Drilling
Muted drilling activity

Drilling activity in Alberta remains on 
pause. The number of rigs drilling 
held steady for a third straight month 
at 96 rigs in December (Chart 4). 
On a year-over-year basis, rigs 
were down 2.8% and matched the 
2015 recorded low for the month 
of December. Overall, the rig count 
averaged 92 for all of 2019, pulling 
back 31% from the previous year.

essentially unchanged in October 2019. The stabilization of activity came as 
modest growth in the labour market and uplift in general business activity were 
offset by a contraction in energy sector activity. Meanwhile, household activity 
was steady. Overall, the index remained down 0.6% y/y, due to declines in 
energy and general business activity from 12 months ago. Nonetheless, the AAX 
remained up 2.0% from the February 2019 low.

Merchandise Exports
Goods exports pull back due to transportation challenges

Goods exports are struggling to regain footing after reaching a high in 2019. 
Goods exported from Alberta in November declined for the fourth time in the 
last six months. The value of merchandise exports fell 13% m/m to $8.5 billion 
as transportation disruptions hampered export volumes. Declines were broad-
based and were led by energy products. The sharp decline in energy stemmed 
from a ruptured oil pipeline, which impacted throughput from late October and 

Source: Canadian Real Estate Association

Chart 3: Production lifted by synthetic crude oil
Alberta crude oil production by type

Chart 4: Drilling activity lacklustre
Number of rigs drilling for oil and gas in Alberta

Source: Canadian Association of Oilwell Drilling Contractors


