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Weekly Economic Review
Labour market resilient

Employment
Goods sector drives job gains
Alberta’s labour market showed resilience in January. The 
province gained 20,800 jobs, posting its first increase since 
October 2020, despite ongoing public health measures. The 
monthly growth was largely among self-employed (+14,000) 
and part-time (+21,100) workers, with full-time positions largely 
unchanged. Goods-producing industries increased (+17,200) 
led by construction, which bounced back after declining 
sharply in December (Chart 1). Growth in services sectors 
was tempered by accommodation and food services (-17,900) 
and information, culture and recreation (-3,700), the sectors 
most impacted by public health measures. With the overall 
employment gain, Alberta’s unemployment rate declined to 
10.7 per cent in January. Alberta has now recovered almost 
74% of the total jobs lost between February and April, but 
employment remains 3.9% below the February 2020 level. 
On January 25, Statistics Canada revised its historical labour 
survey data to align with the 2016 population census. This has 
resulted in revisions to monthly changes and annual averages. 

Business Barometer Index
Sentiment uplifted
Small business confidence in Alberta is getting a boost with 
improving oil prices. The Business Barometer Index (BBI) for 
Alberta was 60.0 in January, up 7.2 points from December 
(Chart 2). Alberta businesses continued to remain pessimistic 

on their short-term outlook but long-term sentiment improved 
to the highest level in five months. The survey was conducted 
on January 11-18 and may not fully reflect the impact of 
revoking the Keystone XL pipeline permit. Meanwhile, 
Canada’s BBI was largely unchanged, up 0.5 points from 
December, as a sizeable decline in Ontario tempered upticks 
in Alberta, Nova Scotia and Quebec.

Rigs Drilling
Good start to 2021
Alberta’s drilling activity started the year on a positive note. The 
number of rigs drilling averaged 119 in January, 53 more than 
in December. The rig utilization rate rose to 36%, more than 
double the 2020 annual average. Despite the jump, rigs drilling 
in Alberta were 30% below last January and about 28% below 
the five-year average of 166 rigs for the month.

Oil Production
Production reaches a new high
Alberta’s oil output continued to rise in December and 
surpassed its pre-pandemic peak. Oil production increased 
4.0% month-over-month (m/m) to 3.8 million barrels per day, 
following a 10% jump in November (Chart 3). The gain was 
driven entirely by higher oil sands output, which more than 
offset a slowdown in condensate production. Synthetic crude 
oil (SCO) production increased for the fourth consecutive 
month and was responsible for more than half the aggregate 
gain in December. With this growth, total oil production stood 

Sources: Statistics Canada, Haver Analytics

CHART 1: GOODS SECTOR DRIVES TOTAL GAIN
Monthly employment change in Alberta (seasonally adjusted)
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Goods sector drives total gain
Monthly employment change in Alberta (seasonally adjusted)
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Sources: Canadian Federation of Independent Business, Haver Analytics

CHART 2: BUSINESS OUTLOOK IMPROVES  
Business Barometer Index (Two-Month Moving Average)
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Business outlook improves
Business Barometer Index (Two-Month Moving Average)
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exports in 2020 were 22% below 2019, as most sub-categories 
remained weak on an annual basis.

Building Construction Price Index
Residential construction prices continue to rise
Prices for residential construction surged again in the 
fourth quarter of 2020, while they improved moderately for 
non-residential construction. Alberta’s residential building 
construction price index increased 4.0% quarter-over-quarter 
(q/q) (Chart 5), buoyed by strong housing demand and higher 
lumber prices. Meanwhile, the non-residential price index 
inched up by only 0.4% q/q.  On an annual basis, prices for 
residential and non-residential building construction increased 
4.0% and 0.5%, respectively, in 2020 relative to 2019.

IMF World Economic Outlook
Outlook improves
International Monetary Fund (IMF) is forecasting the global 
economy to grow by 5.5% in 2021 and 4.2% in 2022. The 
pace of the recovery, however, will vary considerably across 
countries. The 2021 forecast has been revised up due to the 
combined impacts of multiple vaccine approvals and rollouts 
in select regions at the end of 2020, as well as additional fiscal 
support measures in some countries and global economic 
activity adjusting well to subdued contact-intensive activity. 
After contracting by an estimated 5.5% in 2020, the IMF 
expects Canadian economic activity to grow 3.6% and 4.1% 
in 2021 and 2022, respectively. Despite the improvements, 
renewed waves and new variants of the virus in early 2021 
pose risks to the outlook.

1.8% above its pre-COVID high reached in December 2019. 
However, owing to significant mid-year declines, total output 
averaged 3.3 million barrels per day (mmbpd) in 2020, down 
5.3% from the 2019 average.

Merchandise Exports
Sharp increase with broad-based gains
Widespread gains contributed to a big surge in Alberta’s 
exports in December. The value of merchandise exports 
jumped 14% m/m to $8.8 billion, after declining 2.1% in 
November. The gains were broad-based with eight out 
of twelve major sub-groups advancing. Energy products 
soared 19% m/m, with export volumes rising on the back of 
higher production (Chart 4). Meanwhile, international sales of 
non-energy products bounced back after slowing in November. 
This was led by chemicals, plastics & rubber products, which 
grew to a nine-month high in December. Despite the sharp 
recovery in the second half of the year, Alberta’s total domestic 

Sources: Statistics Canada, Haver Analytics
* Average of Calgary and Edmonton price indices

CHART 5: RESIDENTIAL CONSTRUCTION PRICES SURGE
Quarter-over-quarter change in Alberta construction price indices*

Residential Buildings Construction 
Price surge
Year-over-year growth in construction prices 
indices*

Sources: Statistics Canada and Haver Analytics
* Average of Calgary and Edmonton indices
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CHART 4: WIDESPREAD GAINS IN JANUARY
Alberta merchandise exports

Widespread gains in January
Alberta merchandise exports 

Sources: Statistics Canada and Haver Analytics
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CHART 3: PRODUCTION UP WITH HIGHER SCO OUTPUT
Alberta crude oil production by type

Production boosted by higher SCO output
Alberta crude oil production by type

Source: Alberta Energy Regulator
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