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Weekly Economic Review
Second wave weighs on job recovery

Employment
Public health measures weigh on labour market
With COVID-19 on the rise, Alberta’s labour market retreated 
in December for the second month in a row as new public 
health measures were introduced. The province lost 11, 900 
jobs month-over-month (m/m), with declines experienced 
by part-time (-42,200 m/m) and self-employed (-7,300 m/m) 
workers. The losses were concentrated in sectors most 
affected by the health measures, including accommodation & 
food and information & culture, as well as construction. Despite 
lower employment, the unemployment rate eased to 11.0% as 
some Albertans left the labour force. On an annual basis, 
employment fell 7.2% in 2020, down from the 0.5% growth 
seen in 2019 (Chart 1). Meanwhile, the unemployment rate 
averaged 11.3% in 2020, up from 6.9% in 2019. These were in 
line with Alberta Treasury Board and Finance’s forecast.

Alberta Activity Index
Activity up but modestly
Economic activity in Alberta grew in October, but at a slower 
pace. The Alberta Activity Index (AAX) inched up 0.7% m/m, 
following a 2.4% increase in September. Higher drilling activity 
and oil production supported gains in the energy sector, while 
household activity was buoyed mainly by robust housing 
starts (Chart 2). Meanwhile, activity in the labour market 
declined for the first time since May as lower earnings offset 
a modest pick-up in employment. General business activity 

also fell with lacklustre factory sales. With the overall increase, 
the AAX stood 9.3% above the May low, but was down 
6.9% year-to-date (YTD).

Average Weekly Earnings
Earnings continue to ease
Average weekly earnings (AWE) fell in October for the 
third consecutive month. AWE decreased 0.8% m/m to 
$1,188, driven mainly by a decline in the goods sector 
(-2.2% m/m). Lower earnings in natural resources and 
construction outweighed gains in other goods-producing 
industries. Meanwhile, in the service sector, growth in 
management of companies and wholesale trade was offset 
by lower earnings in information & culture, transportation 
& warehousing and other services. With three consecutive 
monthly declines, year-over-year (y/y) earnings fell for the 
first time since April 2019, but remained up 3.5% YTD.

Rigs Drilling
Rig activity inches up
Drilling activity is improving, but remains weak. The number of 
rigs drilling in Alberta averaged 66 in December, six more than 
in November and 57 more than the May low. The rig utilization 
rate ticked up slightly from 18% in November to 19% in 
December. The overall rig count averaged 60 in 2020, down 
35% from 2019 and the lowest annual average on record.

Sources: Statistics Canada, Haver Analytics

CHART 1: LARGEST ANNUAL EMPLOYMENT DECLINE ON 
RECORD
Alberta’s growth in total employment and unemployment rate
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Largest annual employment decline on record
Alberta's growth in total employment and unemployment rate

Source: Statistics Canada and Haver Analytics
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CHART 2: HOUSEHOLD AND ENERGY ACTIVITY UP 
Contributions to month-over-month growth in the Alberta Activity 
Index, October 2020

Higher household and energy activity offset losses elsewhere
Contributions to month-over-month growth in the Alberta Activity Index, Oct-20

Source: Alberta Treasury Board and Finance
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Economy - Indicators at a Glance
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The decrease was across all categories, led by sales at 
full-service restaurants. With the pull back, sales at food 
and drinking places stood 21% below last year and down 
23% YTD. Nationally, restaurant sales fell 8.9% m/m and 
were down 27% YTD.

Building Permits
Intentions continue to rise
Construction intentions increased with more residential 
permits issued in November. The value of building permits 
rose 7.5% m/m to $1,021 million. The monthly gain was a 
result of significant growth in residential permits (+13% m/m), 
with increases in both multiple and single-dwelling 
intentions (Chart 4). Meanwhile, non-residential permits 
eased (-1.7% m/m), as declines in commercial intentions 
outweighed gains in industrial and institutional & 
governmental permits. Overall, construction intentions grew 
2.7% y/y, but remained 8.3% lower YTD. Meanwhile, national 
building permits increased 13% m/m, but were down 
3.9% YTD.

New Housing Price Index
Home prices up again
Prices for new homes in Alberta continued to increase 
in November. Alberta’s new housing price index (NHPI) 
rose 0.4% m/m, with prices improving in both Calgary and 
Edmonton. The house-only component grew by 0.7% m/m, 
offsetting a slight dip in land prices. With the rise, Alberta’s 
NHPI surpassed last year’s level (+0.8% y/y), but remained 
1% lower YTD. Nationally, the NHPI soared 4.6% y/y.

Oil Production
Oil sands output on the rise
Alberta’s oil output grew sharply in November, bolstered by 
higher non-conventional production. Oil production surged 
9.6% m/m to 3.7 million barrels per day, following a 6.4% rise in 
October. The gain was driven by an 11% increase in oil sands 
output, which surpassed its pre-COVID levels to reach a new 
high in November. Conventional production also inched up 
as higher light & medium crude production offset a pullback 
in condensate output. With the significant boost, total oil 
production in Alberta stood 27% above the May low and only 
2.1% shy of its December 2019 peak.

Merchandise Exports
Sales down with weaker non-energy exports
Alberta’s exports retreated in November with lower sales of 
non-energy products. The value of merchandise exports fell 
1.7% m/m to $7.7 billion, after rising by 5.6% in October. The 
slowdown was entirely due to non-energy exports, which fell 
for the first time since June (Chart 3). Forestry products and 
building & packaging materials pulled back sharply while farm, 
fishing & intermediate food product sales eased after reaching 
a three-year peak in the previous month. Meanwhile, energy 
products inched up 0.9% m/m, driven mostly by crude export 
volumes, which grew for the second consecutive month in 
November. Despite the overall dip, Alberta’s domestic exports 
stood 47% above its May low, but down 23% YTD.

Food Services and Drinking Places
Receipts pull back
With COVID cases resurging, restaurant sales dropped in 
October after five consecutive monthly gains. Seasonally 
adjusted sales at food and drinking places fell 4.6% m/m. 

Sources: Statistics Canada, Haver Analytics

CHART 4: INTENTIONS RISE WITH RESIDENTIAL JUMP 
Contributions to month-over-month growth in Alberta building 
permits (seasonally adjusted)

Intentions rise with residential jump
Contributions to month-over-month growth in Alberta building permits 
(seasonally adjusted)

Sources: Statistics Canada, Haver Analytics
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CHART 3: NON-ENERGY EXPORTS DOWN FOR THE FIRST 
TIME SINCE JUNE
Alberta merchandise exports

Non-energy sales down for the first time since June
Alberta merchandise exports, November 2020

Source: Statistics Canada and Haver Analytics
chrt_03.pdf

30

40

50

60

70

80

90

100

110
(Mar 20=100)

Energy Non-Energy

#Classification: Protected A

mailto:Siddhartha.Bhattacharya%40gov.ab.ca?subject=Weekly%20Economic%20Review%20-%20January%208%2C%202021
https://www.alberta.ca/economic-review-indicators.aspx
https://www.alberta.ca/economic-review-indicators.aspx

