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Weekly Economic Review
Alberta Economy Resilient

Alberta Activity Index
Broad-based gains to finish the year

Alberta’s economic activity posted gains at the end of 2020, 
despite more stringent public health measures to curb the 
spread of COVID‑19. The Alberta Activity Index (AAX) inched 
up 1.0% month‑over‑month (m/m) in December, following a 
0.6% uptick in November. The gains were fairly widespread, 
led by general business activity that grew on the back of strong 
factory sales in the month. Activity in the energy sector was 
up with improving drilling activity. Household activity gained 
ground as housing starts bounced back after a slowdown in 
November. These increases were partially offset by a pullback 
in the labour market, with the easing of both employment 
and earnings in December (Chart 1). With the uptick, the AAX 
recovered over 11% from its May low and averaged 6.2% lower 
in 2020 relative to 2019, the deepest annual decline on record.

Business Barometer Index
Business sentiment holds steady

Small business confidence in Alberta remained upbeat in 
February. Alberta’s Business Barometer Index (BBI) stood 
at 60.1, largely unchanged from January and at a six‑month 
high. While long‑term sentiment has improved over the last 
few months, Alberta’s short‑term outlook gained ground 
for the first time since September 2020, likely driven by the 
COVID‑19 vaccine rollout. Meanwhile, Canada’s BBI reached 
the highest reading in almost three years.

Average Weekly Earning 
Earnings tick up 

Average weekly earnings (AWE) edged higher in December 
for the second consecutive month. AWE grew 0.4% m/m to 
$1,200, as gains in the services sector outweighed declines 
in the goods sector. Strong growth in the natural resources 
industry was more than offset by lower earnings in construction 
and manufacturing. Earnings ticked up in the services sector, 
due in part to employment losses in low‑paying industries 
such as accommodation and food services, which put upward 
pressure on the AWE. Gains in finance & insurance and 
educational services also supported the growth. Earnings in 
Alberta increased 3.2% in 2020 from 2019, while nationally they 
were up 6.7%.

Railway Carloadings
A solid finish to the year

Railway carloadings inched up in December with higher 
agriculture and chemical shipments. Western Canadian railway 
carloadings stood at 190,019 railcars, up 0.2% year‑over‑year 
(y/y). Agriculture loadings continued to bolster freight loadings, 
mainly driven by gains in cereals and oil seeds shipments. 
Railcars loaded with chemicals and fertilizers have continued to 
rise since September, and in December they were buoyed by 
potash. Despite the overall uptick, Western Canadian volumes 
of freight moved by rail finished 2020 down 2.5% compared 
to 2019, as fuel oils and crude petroleum railcars plummeted 
almost 33% in the year. 

International Travel
Travel activity subdued in 2020

International travel activity rose slightly at the end of the year, 
but remained at historic lows. The seasonally adjusted number 
of non‑residential travelers entering Canada via Alberta grew to 
5,995 people in December, but remained down 94% y/y. With 
border restrictions in place for 10 months during the year to 
restrict the spread of COVID‑19, the number of visitations into 
Alberta fell 86% y/y. The story is echoed nationally.

Source: Alberta Treasury Board and Finance

CHART 1: BROAD-BASED GAINS PUSH ACTIVITY UP
Contributions to m/m growth in the Alberta Activity Index, Dec‑2020

Broad-based gains push activity up
Contributions to m/m growth in the Alberta Activity Index, Dec-20

Source: Alberta Treasury Board and Finance
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