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Employment
Unemployment rate jumps despite modest job gains

Labour market conditions in the province are softening. The Alberta economy 
added 3,800 jobs in February following sharp declines in the previous 
two months. This was supported by gains in goods and public sectors 
employment. Despite the modest job increase, the unemployment rate jumped 
0.5 percentage points to 7.3% as the labour force participation rate spiked 

after hitting a 25-year low in January 
(Chart 1). Overall, employment 
remained up (+13,700) from a year 
ago, with private sector positions 
leading the gains.

Merchandise Trade
Energy exports stumble

Lower energy prices continue 
to weigh on Alberta exports. In 
December, the value of merchandise 
trade fell 8.8% month-over-month 
(m/m) to $8.6 billion, largely driven 
by declines in energy exports (Chart 
2). Excluding energy, exports edged 
lower with declines in agri-foods, 
machinery and consumer goods. 
With the drop, exports fell 4.6% 
year-over-year (y/y). Despite easing 
towards the end of the year, goods 
exports jumped 15% to $117 billion 
for all of 2018, just 4.1% short of the 
peak in 2014, reflecting broad-based 
strength mid-year.

Housing Starts
Housing starts pull back

Housing starts in February retreated 
following a gain in January. Housing 
starts dropped 19% m/m to a 
seasonally adjusted annual rate 
(SAAR) of 19,576. Colder than 
normal weather likely weighed on 
starts. The pullback was observed 
across all the regions and building 
types. Compared with 12 months 
ago, housing starts declined 
18%, as a decrease in Edmonton 
overwhelmed a small increase in 
Calgary. Nationally, housing starts hit 
a three-year low as most provinces 
experienced a drop.
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Unemployment rate up as participation rate outpaces employment gains
Alberta unemployment rate and employment level

Source: Statistics Canada
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Chart 2: Exports take a dip at the end of 2018
Alberta’s merchandise exports

Source: Statistics Canada

Chart 1: Unemployment rate up as participation rate outpaces employment gains
Alberta unemployment and participation rates

Source: Statistics CanadaExports take a dip at the end of 2018
Alberta's merchandise exports
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last year when the rig count hit a three-year high. Activity this season has 
been hard hit amid a drop in global oil prices and heightened transportation 
bottlenecks in the fourth quarter of 2018, which dampen conventional 
investment in the province.

Canadian Real GDP by Expenditure
Canadian growth grinds to a halt

Canadian economy continued to lose steam in the fourth quarter of 2018. 
Real GDP grew at an annualized rate of 0.4% (Chart 4), down from 2.0% in 
the third quarter of 2018. The deceleration was due to a drop in investment 
as residential investment exhibited the strongest pullback since 2009. Slower 
growth in household spending and lower exports also weighed on growth. 
With the quarterly slowdown, overall 2018 growth dipped to 1.8% from 3.0% 
in 2017.

Building Permits
Permits ease

Construction intentions started 
2019 on a soft note. The value of 
building permits decreased 8.7% 
m/m in January due to declines in 
all building types except multi-family 
permits. The drop was led by non-
residential intentions (-20% m/m) as 
industrial (-49% m/m) retreated after 
spiking in the previous month when 
a large factory permit was issued in 
Lethbridge. Meanwhile, residential 
permits ticked up as weakness 
in single-detached permits was 
overshadowed by gains in multi-
family permits. Building permits were 
down 7.0% y/y. 

Crude Oil Production
Curtailment pulling back output 

Oil production decreased for a 
second consecutive month in 
January after hitting a record high in 
November as the curtailment policy 
started up in January. Alberta crude 
oil output fell 7.3% m/m to 3.4 million 
barrels per day (mmbpd), with a 
large pullback in bitumen (Chart 3). 
This was moderated by a pick up in 
synthetic output. Despite the monthly 
decline, total production remains up 
2.5% y/y with higher synthetic (+16% 
y/y) and conventional oil (+7.0% y/y) 
more than offsetting lower bitumen 
(-7.3% y/y) output.

Rigs Drilling
Drilling activity slows

Drilling activity continues to be 
seasonally weak. In February, there 
was an average of 144 rigs drilling 
for oil and gas in Alberta, two rigs 
less from the previous month. It was 
down 32% compared to February 

Source: Alberta Energy Regulator

Chart 3: Bitumen production pulls back from near-record levels
Alberta’s crude oil production by type

Bitumen production pulls back from near‐record levels
Alberta's crude oil production by type

Source: Alberta Energy Regulator
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Chart 4: Growth decelerates to the slowest pace since mid-2016
Annualized quarter-over-quarter real GDP growth by expenditure

Source: Statistics Canada

Growth decelerates to the slowest pace since mid‐2016
Annualized quarter‐over‐quarter real GDP growth by expenditure

Source: Statistics Canada
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Please see the Alberta Economy - Indicators at a 
Glance for current snapshot of Alberta indicators
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