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Weekly Economic Review
Alberta labour market resilient

Employment
Goods sector gains temper a decline in services 

Alberta’s headline employment was relatively unchanged in 
May, despite heightened public health measures. Employment 
dipped slightly (-1,000 month-over-month or m/m), following 
a retreat in April, as gains in the goods sector (+10,100 m/m) 
mostly offset losses in services (-11,000 m/m) (Chart 1). 
Strong oil prices and solid residential construction in the 
province propped up employment in natural resources 
(+7,700 m/m) and construction (+6,900 m/m) sectors, 
contributing to around 30,000 jobs since December 2020. 
Meanwhile, with additional public health measures in place, 
services sectors continued to shed jobs for the second 
straight month, with losses concentrated in accommodation 
& food (-5,100 m/m) and other services (-11,400 m/m). 
These declines were tempered by gains in six of the other 
nine services sectors. Despite little change in employment, 
Alberta’s unemployment rate fell further to 8.7 per cent, as 
some people opted not to search for work. 

Alberta Activity Index
Solid momentum in the first quarter
Alberta’s economic activity picked up with broad-based gains 
in March. The Alberta Activity Index (AAX) was up 1.5% m/m, 
following a 0.6% uptick in February (Chart 2). The growth was 

widespread, driven mainly by general business activity. The 
business sector advanced at its fastest pace in eight months 
with both wholesale and manufacturing sales recovering 
beyond their respective pre-pandemic levels. Labour market 
activity was also up in March as a gain in employment 
overshadowed a pullback in earnings. Activity across the 
energy and household sectors also ticked up in the month. 
With a solid performance in the first quarter of 2021, the AAX 
surpassed its pre-pandemic level by 2.3% and was up 3.5% 
year-to-date (YTD).

Oil Production
Refinery maintenance season kicks in
Alberta’s oil output retreated in April with a pullback in 
synthetic crude oil (SCO) production. Oil production declined 
8.7% m/m to 3.3 million barrels per day, following a 1.5% 
uptick in March. This was entirely a result of lower SCO 
output, likely attributable to maintenance-related refinery 
outages in the month (Chart 3). Meanwhile, conventional 
output edged higher again, on the back of recovering light 
& medium production, but remained 13% lower relative to 
its pre-pandemic level. Despite the big drop in SCO, total 
oil production in Alberta remained 2.2% higher YTD, driven 
entirely by elevated bitumen output.

Sources: Statistics Canada, Haver Analytics

CHART 1: GOODS SECTOR UP WHILE SERVICES FALL
Monthly employment change in Alberta (seasonally adjusted)
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Goods sector up while services fall
Monthly employment change in Alberta (seasonally adjusted)
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CHART 2: ACTIVITY CONTINUES TO MOVE HIGHER
The Alberta Activity Index
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Activity continues to move higher
The Alberta Activity Index

Source: Alberta Treasury Board and Finance
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Business Formations
Incorporations tick down slightly
Alberta incorporations eased in May but remained at an 
elevated level. Business formations ticked down 1.2% m/m 
to average 4,451 in the three months ending in May, following 
a 5.8% growth in April. Despite the monthly dip, the number 
of new incorporations in Alberta remained close to a record 
high, up 39% YTD.

Canadian GDP by Industry
Activity improves further
Canadian GDP by industry posted robust gains in March, with 
growth in 18 of the 20 industries. Real GDP climbed 1.1% m/m 
(Chart 5), driven by a balanced growth in both goods- and 
services-producing sectors. Retail trade (+3.7% m/m), 
wholesale trade (+1.8% m/m) and accommodation & food 
services (+5.0% m/m), led gains in services, following an easing 
of restrictions in the month. Increases in the goods sectors 
were led by construction (+2.2% m/m), largely capturing an 
uptick in residential building investment, as well as mining, 
quarrying and oil & gas extraction (+1.9% m/m). Despite rising 
over eleven consecutive months, national economic activity 
remained 1.1% below the February 2020 level.

Building Permits
Intentions surge
Alberta construction intentions jumped in April with a strong 
gain in residential permits. The value of building permits 
grew 9.8% m/m to $1.3 billion. This was largely a result 
of residential permits, which surged 15% m/m (Chart 4), 
supported by both multiple (+34% m/m) and single-dwelling 
(+4.2% m/m) permits. The gain in residential was tempered by 
lower non-residential permits, which declined as institutional & 
governmental permits continued to ease following a big jump 
earlier in February. Meanwhile, both industrial and commercial 
intentions grew in the month, driven by big increases in 
Lethbridge and Calgary. Overall, construction intentions in 
Alberta gained further momentum and were up 28% YTD. 

Sources: Statistics Canada, Haver Analytics

CHART 5: NATIONAL ACTIVITY CONTINUES TO RECOVER
Canadian real GDP by industry (seasonally adjusted at an annual rate)

National activity continues to recover
Canadian real GDP by industry (seasonally adjusted at an 
annual rate)

Sources: Statistics Canada, Haver Analytics
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CHART 4: HIGHER RESIDENTIAL PERMITS DRIVE 
INTENTIONS UP
Contributions to month-over-month change in Alberta building 
permits (seasonally adjusted)

Higher residential permits drive intentions
Contributions to month-over-month change in Alberta building permits (seasonally 
adjusted)

Sources: Statistics Canada, Haver Analytics
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CHART 3: SCO OUTPUT EASES WITH MAINTENANCE 
Alberta oil production by type

SCO output eases with maintenance
Alberta oil production by type

Source: Alberta Energy Regulator
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