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Employment 
Strong end to 2021
Alberta’s labour market finished the year on a strong note. 
Employment rose 11,100 month-over-month (m/m) in 
December, driven by full-time and private sector jobs and 
supported by gains across many sectors. Goods sector 
employment rose (+6,200) for the second consecutive month, 
propelled by construction (+4,400 m/m) and natural resources 
(+3,700 m/m). Growth in services (+4,800) was bolstered by 
hiring in health care (+7,400), accommodation & food (+5,100), 
and other services (+3,900). With the monthly jobs gain, the 
unemployment rate dropped to 7.3%. On an annual basis, 
employment increased 5.1% in 2021, while the unemployment 
rate averaged 8.7%, down from the 11.4% in 2020.

Supply & Disposition of Oil
Production remains at peak levels
Alberta’s oil output increased slightly in November from 
a high in the previous month, making it another record. 
Oil production was up 0.3% m/m to 3.8 million barrels 
per day, following a 8.4% increase in October. Both non-
conventional and conventional production increased in the 
month by 0.3% each. Bitumen production went up slightly 
(+1.2% m/m), offsetting a slight decline in synthetic crude oil 
(SCO) production. Overall, oil production in Alberta rose 9.6% 
year-to-date (YTD).

Rigs Drilling
Seasonal slowdown in drilling activity
Rigs drilling moved lower over the holiday season which was 
typical for the time of the year. While the first two weeks of 
December averaged over 140 active rigs, the monthly average 
was 118, 13 less than in November, but significantly higher than 
the low levels seen last year (Chart 1). Drilling activity continues 
to surpass 2019 pre-pandemic levels. The overall rig count 
averaged 98 in 2021, up 64% from last year, when drilling 
activity was at its lowest level on record, and 5.8% from 2019.

Merchandise Exports
Energy drives goods exports
Alberta’s goods exports bounced back to hit a new high 
in November (Chart 2), despite the severe disruptions 
caused by the B.C. floods. The value of merchandise 
exports increased 16% m/m to $13.8 billion. The monthly 
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gain was driven almost entirely by higher energy exports 
(+24% m/m) on the back of higher volumes and prices. 
Excluding energy, exports fell 3.8% m/m reflecting declines 
in 8 out of 11 non-energy products, most notably farm, 
fishing & intermediate food products and consumer goods. 
In particular, canola export volumes fell sharply (-20% m/m) 
and weighed on agricultural exports, likely reflecting the 
impact of the BC flood. YTD, overall goods exports were up 
49%, reflecting widespread growth, except motor vehicles 
& parts and aircraft & other transportation equipment that 
remained soft. On a YTD basis, exports to US were up 56% 
while exports to other countries were up 9%.

Source: Canadian Association of Energy Contractors (CAOEC)

CHART 1: RIG COUNT HIGHER THAN PREVIOUS TWO YEARS
Number of rigs drilling for oil and gas in AlbertaNumber of rigs drilling for oil and gas in Alberta

Source: Canadian Association of Energy Contractors (CAOEC)
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Jan Feb Mar Apr May Jun Jul Aug Sep
1990 171 199 181 58 63 102 117 108 107
1991 216 217 178 55 63 77 94 92 93
1992 131 127 89 41 61 70 84 93 88
1993 189 227 232 71 118 193 160 168 166
1994 264 275 245 115 165 218 234 264 277
1995 306 311 243 82 145 210 196 181 203
1996 290 308 285 75 167 217 249 237 215
1997 340 337 326 178 221 284 317 322 320
1998 390 385 306 116 138 198 185 181 160
1999 298 275 173 53 51 145 156 210 234
2000 378 403 337 137 181 250 272 279 269
2001 422 428 402 224 221 266 277 295 270
2002 354 358 307 122 98 180 226 191 190
2003 402 414 369 141 125 261 341 344 298
2004 421 433 364 156 170 263 308 309 272
2005 466 482 360 146 224 250 391 423 392
2006 495 531 540 201 184 314 442 391 318
2007 433 447 293 79 64 147 254 234 226
2008 347 424 314 70 52 136 250 259 241
2009 263 238 108 41 32 59 85 97 111
2010 287 339 219 62 56 118 199 222 177
2011 372 418 366 123 84 150 240 323 346
2012 401 459 338 141 88 139 198 223 229
2013 368 422 306 115 88 115 187 239 251
2014 392 403 282 143 115 150 229 254 278
2015 272 211 99 51 51 73 116 126 112
2016 120 113 45 29 25 41 58 75 80
2017 199 188 148 85 61 87 119 126 127

Rig count remains higher than previous 2 years
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CHART 2: EXPORTS BOUNCE BACK TO HIT NEW HIGH
Alberta’s international merchanidse exports

Exports bounce back to hit new high
Alberta's international merchandise exports

Source: Statistics Canada
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Average Weekly Earnings
Earnings dip slightly
Alberta’s average weekly earnings (AWE) decreased in 
October, giving back some of the previous month’s advance. 
They fell 0.2% m/m to $1,228, reflecting declines in both 
goods-producing (-0.5% m/m) and service-producing 
(-1.1% m/m) industries. Earnings in mining, quarrying, oil & 
gas extraction pulled back from September’s recent high 
(-0.5% m/m) despite higher payroll employment. Other 
services and arts, entertainment & recreation also saw 
lower AWE, with more hiring in lower-paid hourly positions. 
Despite the monthly dip, earnings were up 1.9% YTD, with 
gains in nearly all industries.

Retail Sales
Sales at all-time high
Alberta retail trade activity advanced in October. Sales 
increased 3.8% m/m to $7.8 billion and landed at an all-time 
high (Chart 3). The monthly gain was led by seasonally 
strong sales at building materials & garden supply stores; 
sporting goods, hobby, book & music stores; and clothing & 
accessories stores. Conversely, sales at health & personal 
care stores eased after a solid increase in September, while 
sales at electronics & appliances stores continued trending 
downwards. YTD retail sales were up 15%, with 8 out of 11 
categories posting double-digit growth. The one notable 
exception was food & beverage store sales which were down 
1.8% YTD following a substantial increase in 2020. 

Building Permits
Commercial building permits lead growth
A spike in commercial building permits in November lifted 
the value of overall permits in the province. They increased 
21% m/m to $1.3 billion, as lower residential permits (-6.6% 
m/m) were offset by a spike in non-residential permits (+96% 
m/m) (Chart 4). The latter was propelled by commercial 
building permits (+140% m/m) which surged to an almost 
six-year high, with the increase most pronounced in 
Calgary upon approval of a $316 million permit for the BMO 
convention centre expansion. Building permits were up 34% 
YTD, with increases in all but institutional & governmental 
permits which eased from last year’s elevated levels.

Alberta Activity Index
Activity picks up
The Alberta Activity Index (AAX) increased in October and 
remained significantly higher than year-ago levels. The index 
rose 0.6% m/m, led by the household sector which posted 
its first monthly gain after pulling back from the high in April 
2021. The energy sector also contributed to growth and 
is now 1.4% shy of its pre-pandemic February 2020 level, 
with strong oil production recovery offsetting a modest 
decline in the seasonally adjusted number of rigs drilled. 
Meanwhile, the labour market was weighed down by lower 
employment and average weekly earnings. General business 
sector activity also fell as declines in both wholesale trade 
and manufacturing shipments more than outweighed gains 
in new truck sales. The AAX remained up 9.1% YTD, with 
broad-based recovery across most subcomponents.

Sources: Statistics Canada, Haver Analytics

CHART 4: COMMERCIAL PERMITS SPIKE
Alberta non-residential building permits, by type 

Commercial permits rebound
Alberta non-residential building permits, by type

Sources: Statistics Canada, Haver Analytics
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CHART 3: PACE OF ANNUAL GROWTH REBOUNDS
Alberta retail sales,seasonally adjusted
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.DESC Alberta: Retail Trade (SA, Thous.C$)Alberta: Retail Trade (SA, C$) % Change - Year to Year
.T1 Jan-1991 Jan-1991
.TN Oct-2021 Oct-2021
.LSOURCE Statistics CanadaStatistics Canada
Oct-18 Oct-18 6742.757 -1.713
Nov-18 Nov-18 6847.777 1.241
Dec-18 Dec-18 6833.236 1.582
Jan-19 Jan-19 6585.845 -2.088
Feb-19 Feb-19 6682.019 -0.962
Mar-19 Mar-19 6873.806 2.609
Apr-19 Apr-19 6931.893 2.964
May-19 May-19 6786.044 -2.839
Jun-19 Jun-19 6793.986 -1.077
Jul-19 Jul-19 6848.101 0.128
Aug-19 Aug-19 6795.338 -0.704
Sep-19 Sep-19 6654.877 -3.174
Oct-19 Oct-19 6772.548 0.442
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Jan-20 Jan-20 6716.380 1.982

Sources: Statistics Canada, Haver Analytics

Alberta retail sales, seasonally adjusted 
Pace of annual growth rebounds
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