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Weekly Economic Review
COVID-19 disruptions lead to a second month of record job losses

Employment
Back-to-back record job losses

April recorded the worst month for employment losses and 
unemployment in Alberta’s history, as COVID-19 shutdowns 
hit industries across the board. The province shed 244,000 
jobs in April, or 11% month-over-month (m/m) drop), more 
than double last month’s decline (Chart 1). The job losses 
were led by the private sector and widespread across 
industries. Over the last two months, employment decreased 
by over 360,000 jobs. The unemployment rate surged 4.7 
percentage points to over 13.4%, surpassing the previous 
high of 12.4% reached in September 1984. Similar to March, 
the increase was moderated by a large decrease in the 
participation rate, as many unemployed people choose not 
to look for work. With large numbers of people not looking for 
work, the labour force participation rate fell 4.2 percentage 
points to a record low of 63.7%.

Housing Starts
Singles fall back

Housing starts slowed down sharply in April as the COVID-19 
pandemic weighed down on consumer sentiment and 
building activity. Starts pulled back to a seasonally adjusted 
annual rate (SAAR) of 24,619 units, after surging in March 
(Chart 2). The decline was led by singles (-45% m/m), which 
more than reversed last month’s gain, and were accompanied 
by decreases in semis and row starts. Meanwhile, the volatile 
apartment starts held fairly steady following a jump in March. 
In the first four months of 2020, housing starts remained up 
7.6% compared to the same period in 2019, reflecting the 
weakness in singles last year.

Business Formations
Incorporations plunge to a low

Incorporations in the province declined for a second straight 
month. On a seasonally adjusted basis, business formations 
fell 11% m/m to dip below 2,900 in the three-month period 
ending in April. The sharp drop follows a 6.1% m/m decline 
in March, when COVID-19 containment restrictions were 
enacted mid-month. With the decrease, incorporations were 
down 4.2% year-to-date (YTD).

Source: Canada Mortgage and Housing Corporation

Source: Statistics Canada

CHART 2: ALBERTA HOUSING STARTS PULLBACK WITH 
SINGLE STARTS
Alberta housing starts by type (seasonally adjusted annual rate)

CHART 1: EMPLOYMENT PULLS BACK TO ITS LOWEST 
LEVEL SINCE EARLY 2007
Alberta’s total employment and unemployment rate (seasonally 
adjusted)

Alberta housing starts pullback with single starts
Alberta housing starts by type (seasonally adjusted annual rate)

Source: Canada Mortgage and Housing Corporation
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Employment pulls back to its lowest level since early 2007
Alberta's total employment and unemployment rate (seasonally adjusted)

Source: Statistics Canada
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Crude Oil Production
Broad-based declines

Alberta crude oil production sliped in March. Crude oil output 
eased 2.0% m/m to 3.6 million barrels per day in March, 
on the back of widespread declines. This was the second 
decrease in three months, after output hit a record high in 
December 2019 (Chart 5). Overall, oil output remained up 
5.1% YTD, reflecting production limits last year.

Rigs Drilling 
Strong seasonal pull back

The sharp pullback in drilling activity continues amid the 
COVID-19 pandemic. The number of rigs drilling in Alberta 
plunged to 17 rigs in April, the lowest level in over 30 years 
(Chart 3). The rig count fell 77% m/m, the sharpest April 
decrease since 2008. The collapse in global oil prices due 
to the pandemic drove oil companies to slash their capital 
spending, exacerbating the typical spring breakup for this 
time of year. Despite the slowdown, rigs drilling were down 
only 2.0% YTD, due to strong growth in the first quarter of 
2020 combined with weakness in early 2019 resulting from 
production curtailment. The rig utilization rate remained up 
2.1% YTD.

Merchandise Exports
Outsized seasonal gain

Alberta’s goods exports posted a gain in March, despite 
the COVID-19 pandemic. The value of merchandise exports 
rose 2.1% m/m to $9.1 billion, due to a seasonal jump in 
non-energy exports (Chart 4). Non-energy exports increased 
23% m/m, exceeding the typical March increase of 17% 
m/m. This was driven by strong seasonal gains in chemicals, 
forestry, consumer goods, and agriculture products, with the 
latter helped by the clearing of the grain backlog following rail 
blockades in February. These improvements were moderated 
by a decline in energy products (-5.6% m/m), as oil exports 
fell with lower prices and volumes. Overall, goods exports 
were up 6.1% YTD, driven by growth in energy products 
(+12% YTD) which reflects weakness in oil exports last year 
due to government-mandated production limits.

Source: Statistics Canada

Source: Canadian Association of Oilwell Drilling Contractors (CAODC)

CHART 4: NON-ENERGY LIFTS GOOD EXPORTS
Alberta’s merchandise exports by commodity

CHART 3: ALBERTA RIGS REACHES A LOW
Number of rigs drilling for oil and gas in Alberta

Source: Alberta Energy Regulator

CHART 5: PRODUCTION CONTINUES TO PULL BACK FROM 
RECORD HIGH
Alberta crude oil production

Non-energy lifts good exports
Alberta's merchandise exports by commodity

Source: Statistics Canada
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Alberta rigs reaches a low
Number of rigs drilling for oil and gas in Alberta
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Production continues to pullback from record high
Alberta crude oil production

Source: Alberta Energy Regulator
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