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Rig activity jumps in January
Number of rigs drilling for oil and gas in Alberta (not seasonally adjusted)

Source: Canadian Association of Oilwell Drilling Contractors (CAODC)
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Rigs Drilling

A solid start to 2020 
Drilling activity jumped in January. 
The rig count averaged 170 (Chart 1), 
up over 70% from December and 
16% higher than a year ago. This 
was the first year-over-year (y/y) gain 
since October 2018, when Canadian 
crude oil prices collapsed due to 
transportation constraints and 
weaker global prices. Despite the 
gain, Alberta rigs drilling remained 
down over 9% from the five-year 
average of 187 rigs for the month of 
January.

Crude Oil Production

Synthetic crude oil ramps up
Oil production touched a record high 
in December as government-
mandated production limits 
continued to ease. Crude oil output 
in Alberta increased by 4.5% month-
over-month (m/m) to 3.7 million 
barrels per day (mmbpd), just over 
the previous high set in August 
2018. Non-conventional production 
was up 5.4% m/m as synthetic 
crude oil (SCO) continued to ramp 
up following oil sands turnarounds in 
recent months. Meanwhile, 
conventional oil edged up (+0.4% 
m/m) as higher light and medium oil 
output overshadowed declines in 
condensate and heavy oil. For all of 
2019, crude oil production averaged 
3.5 mmbpd, up slightly from 2018, 
as weakness in bitumen and 
conventional oil nearly offset 
strength in SCO.

Merchandise Exports

Exports rebound
Goods exports rebounded in December after transportation disruptions led to a 
pullback in the previous month. The value of merchandise exports from Alberta 
jumped 19% m/m to $10 billion, a five-month high, with increases in energy and 
non-energy exports. Energy exports posted strong gains (+26% m/m) as oil 
volumes continued to ramp up after a pipeline and rail outages were resolved. 
There was also an improvement in non-energy exports (+1.7% m/m); however, 
they remained near a 10-month low. Overall in 2019, good exports eased 0.6% 
after a 17% gain in 2018. The annual decline stemmed from lower non-energy 
exports (-4.5%) as chemical exports fell to a seven-year low.

Employment

Weak start to the year
With economic activity stagnating in the second half of 2019, employment fell 
for the third month in a row. It declined 18,800 in January, with losses in the 
private sector and mostly in part-time positions. The losses were concentrated 
in a handful of industries, led by retail and wholesale trade (-9,000 m/m), which 
has retreated sharply since May 2019 amid weakness in retail sales. In the 
goods sector, construction employment also continued to fall (-6,200 m/m) but 
was partly offset by gains in manufacturing (+2,300 m/m) and natural resource 
(+4,200 m/m). With the large monthly decline, the unemployment rate rose 0.3 
percentage points to 7.3%. Average weekly hours fell 0.9 hours to 33.6 hours 
per week, partly due to harsh weather conditions in January.

Chart 1: Rig activity jumps in January
Number of rigs drilling for oil and gas in Alberta (not seasonally adjusted)

Source: Canadian Association of Oilwell Drilling Contractors
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Energy sector showing signs of an improvement

Please see the Alberta Economy – Indicators at a 
Glance for current snapshot of Alberta indicators


