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Employment

Unprecedented decline in 
employment
Alberta’s labour market pulled back 
sharply as the COVID-19 pandemic 
caused severe disruptions to 
economic activity in the province. 
The province shed more than 
117,000 jobs in March (Chart 1), the 
largest monthly decline on record. 
The losses were led by part-time 
positions (-73,600) and entirely in the 
services sector (-129,400), which 
were hit hard by travel restrictions, 
physical distancing, and other public 
health measures. The pullback in the 
service sector was broad-based and 
led by accommodation and food 
services and retail and wholesale 
trade. In contrast, goods sector 
employment grew on the back of 
gains in construction and mining and 
oil and gas. With the job losses and 
moderation in the participation rate, 
the unemployment rate jumped 1.5 
percentage points to 8.7%.

Housing Starts

Single starts surge 
Housing starts jumped higher in 
March amid renewed strength in 
singles. After two lacklustre months, 
housing starts soared 62% month-
over-month (m/m) to a seasonally 
adjusted annual rate (SAAR) of 32,524 
units. A resurgence in volatile 
apartment starts and strength in 
single starts contributed to the gain. 
Regionally, the increases were across 

the province, with Edmonton experiencing the most significant gain. Through the 
first three months of the year, housing starts were up 13%, reflecting the strong 
month and the weakness during the same period a year ago.

Rigs Drilling

Sharp seasonal drop
The decline in drilling activity accelerated in March. The number of rigs 
drilling in Alberta dropped 53% m/m to 76 rigs. The drop was more than 
double the average decline of 23% for the month and was the largest since 
2015. While the monthly average remained up from the previous March low of 
45 rigs in 2016, the rig count hit a low of 25 rigs for the last week of March as 
oil prices deteriorated further. On a year-over-year (y/y) basis, rigs drilling fell 
17% y/y and the rig utilization rate fell 2.4 percentage points to 22%, on par 
with the national average.

U.S. Weekly Economic Index

American activity collapses amid pandemic 
The New York Federal Reserve’s Weekly Economic Index (WEI), has reversed 
course in a month. The index is a measure of real U.S. economic activity at a 
weekly frequency scaled to four-quarter GDP growth. In the week ending on 
April 4th, the WEI stood at -7.3%, a rate not seen since 2008 when the 
dataset began. This was down significantly from a month ago when the WEI 
was on pace for 1.4% growth in the week ending on March 7th. Since then, 
the COVID-19 pandemic accelerated in the U.S. and stay-at-home orders 
were adopted in parts of the country that are hardest hit by the pandemic.

Chart 1: COVID-19 measures hits Alberta’s labour market hard
Alberta’s total employment and unemployment rate (seasonally adjusted)
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Please see the Alberta Economy – Indicators at a 
Glance for current snapshot of Alberta indicators
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