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Executive Summary
Through nine months, the Alberta economy has enjoyed a strong rebound after
an exceptionally difficult 2020. That said, uncertainty remains high, with
economic projections swinging dramatically as events unfold.
Illustrating that point, RBC’s forecast in June describes Alberta as “accelerating
momentum” due to high commodity prices and the easing of restrictions. Just
three months later, TD describes COVID cases as “muddying the waters” of
recovery, muting expectations.
Let’s start with the positive. Alberta’s employment recovery is now in line with the
national average. Consumer activity is also largely back to normal. And the nearly
78% of Albertans 12+ fully vaccinated can once again enjoy going to restaurants,
bars, gyms, and hockey games.
Furthermore, there is some good news for other industries. The forthcoming US
land border reopening means more tourists filling hotels and hitting the slopes. A
boom in housing starts and home sales will support the construction and real
estate industries while high commodity prices are a continued bright spot for oil
and gas, agriculture, and some resource-based manufacturing.
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On the downside, high commodity prices also represent higher input costs for many
industries, driving prices higher, and eroding consumer purchasing power. These
trends are magnified by global supply chain issues that are creating shortages and
raising prices for some key products. Unsurprisingly, business investment remains low.
At the same time, the kids are not alright—young adults are increasingly struggling with
mental health challenges.
While these issues concern all provinces, there are three longer-term challenges
particular to Alberta. One is long-term unemployment and under-employment, both of
which remain stubbornly high even as job postings soar.
Another is the high office vacancy rate in Alberta’s major cities.
And finally, forecasts show capital investment in oil and gas will remain well below
historic norms, though recent global energy shortages show that fossil fuels are still an
important part of the energy mix, even as pressure to decarbonize mounts.
However, these challenges also represent opportunities for Alberta: to focus on
training and upskilling its workforce; to attract new businesses and reimagine city
centres; and to work towards a competitive lower-carbon future.
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Highlights
1
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Alberta has caught up
with Canada in
employment recovery.
However, underemployment and longterm joblessness
remain high.
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3
High commodity prices
are providing some
positivity in recovery, but
businesses worry about
inflation and supply
chains. At the same time,
young adults struggle
with mental health.

Businesses investment
remains weak,
threatening
decarbonization efforts
and longer-term growth.
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Building Better
Work in Alberta

Building better is about work opportunities—
those available, emerging, or lost. Access to
work is a signal of financial and personal
opportunity for individual Albertans, a sign of
business health, and a gauge of current
economic activity in the province.
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Building Better

Work in Alberta

Alberta’s employment recovery has come
a long way
Thanks to recent strong job growth,
Alberta’s employment rate as of September
is now just 1% point below pre-COVID levels,
roughly in line with other provinces. Due to
the easing of health restrictions, many
began dining in restaurants, traveling, and
frequenting gyms again, buoying
employment in these businesses.
Nonetheless, a 1% gap is large: employment
in hospitality remains subdued and some of
the most recent jobs gains were due to a
temporary spike in election-related
employment.
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Building Better
Work in Alberta

Yet a large number of Albertans remain
un- or under-employed
Peeling back the layers of unemployment
shows more Albertans are struggling
financially than the headline rate suggests—
and more so than in other provinces. Some
individuals have given up searching or are
awaiting a call back. The biggest concern,
however, is the large number of Albertans
who are working part-time but would like to
be working full-time. Including these
individuals increases the unemployment
rate by nearly 20%.
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Building Better
Work in Alberta

And young women have not fully rejoined
the labour force
An ongoing concern since COVID has been
the disproportionate impact on female
employment. The good news is, since
restrictions eased and the school year
began, working-aged women have fully
rejoined the workforce. However, younger
women have not been as quick to rejoin as
their peers in other provinces. Given this
group’s representation in high-contact
industries, this could be a response to high
COVID cases in Alberta. This is something to
watch closely in the coming months.
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Making a Life
People in Alberta

Making a life is about Alberta being an attractive
and affordable place to call home. Low living costs,
debt, and poverty, combined with economic
opportunity, are signs of shared prosperity—which
will encourage young adults to stay in the province
and prospective Albertans to move here.
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Making a Life
People in Alberta

Consumers “back to normal” in many
ways but not in terms of office use
As of September, shopping and road
traffic in Canada was nearly back to preCOVID normal. In other ways, however,
Canadians’ lives remain very different: less
work is being done at the office and fewer
use public transportation. It’s unclear if or
when these will ever return to what they
were. As many express a preference to
work from home at least part-time, there is
early evidence that companies are
downsizing or delaying leases. This will be
a major challenge in Alberta, where office
vacancies are already high.
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Making a Life
People in Alberta

People are moving again but Alberta’s
population growth remains low
Like other provinces, Alberta’s population
growth has slowed considerably since the
pandemic, due to less international immigration,
lower birth rates, and more deaths. Additionally,
Alberta is experiencing negative net
interprovincial migration (i.e. there are more
people leaving Alberta for other provinces than
are moving here). This could impact the labour
market for years to come, especially since
interprovincial migrants tend to be young,
working-aged individuals. Most recent data
show population growth on the upswing again
in some provinces, but not in Alberta.
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Making a Life
People in Alberta

Mental health issues weigh heavily on
young adults
Things might be slowly returning to
normal, but not all Canadians feel this
way. A survey from Statistics Canada
found 1 in 4 Canadians screened
positively for at least one mental health
disorder compared with 1 in 5 in the fall of
2020. Age is an important factor: younger
Canadians are the most likely to be
struggling. More recent data from IPSOS
in September show that women and
lower-income Canadians are most at risk.
This is especially a concern in Alberta
where many young women remain out of
the workforce.
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Creating Prosperity
Business in Alberta

The health of the business sector is central
to economic prosperity. Businesses create
jobs, opportunities, and growth. By so
doing, they generate tax revenue that
supports social spending. When businesses
do well, Albertans do well.
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Creating Prosperity
Business in Alberta

Canada’s economic recovery likely to
continue, albeit slower
The Canadian economy contracted slightly in
the second quarter due largely to a downturn
in exports. This has led the Conference Board
of Canada to revise down their growth
forecast for 2021: from 6.7% to an increase of
5.1%. More recent monthly data for August
show recovery of food and accommodations
as well as strength in manufacturing. The real
concern is growth thereafter, with high
mortgage debt and the end of government
income supports weighing on the economy.
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Creating Prosperity
Business in Alberta

For the Alberta economy,
manufacturing continues to be a
bright spot
Since February 2020, Alberta has
seen the fastest growth in
manufacturing sales (14.9%) of
any of Canada’s four largest
manufacturing provinces. A full
half of that growth has come in
food processing. Furthermore, as
of August the oil price rebound
was enough to drive a full
recovery in the value of refinery
output, a segment of the Alberta
economy hard hit by low prices in
early 2020.
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Creating Prosperity
Business in Alberta

Yet many other industries continue to struggle
The pandemic fallout continues to weigh on
hospitality and tourism industries. As of June,
there were nearly 800 fewer of these
businesses operating in Alberta compared to
February 2020. However, these numbers predate the broad lifting of restrictions, and the
most recent US land border reopening
announcement could help those industries fully
recover. Meanwhile, the only industry to see a
notable expansion is health care and social
assistance. The silver lining is that even though
fewer businesses are active in Alberta, there has
been no surge in bankruptcies.
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Thinking Globally
Economic Conditions

Alberta is not an island in the world. Our people
and businesses are affected by global factors
over which they have no direct control.
Understanding and anticipating international
trends is key to being resilient and adaptable.
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Thinking Globally
Economic Conditions

Global recovery also continues at a slower pace
According to the IMF’s October World Economic
Outlook, the strength of recovery has waned, and
the divide between rich nations with vaccine and
fiscal capacity and poorer nations without persists.
Supply disruptions for advanced economies and
worsening pandemic outcomes in low-income
developing countries led the IMF to revise down
their 2021 forecast. While most economies will
recover by 2022 in terms of GDP, many will not
recover in terms of employment. This is especially
true among emerging economies, with little
capacity to provide income support.
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Thinking Globally
Economic Conditions

A major worry is inflation and global supply
chains
Inflation and global supply chains top the list
of worries for public companies around the
world. Sharp changes in consumer purchasing,
along with disruptions in global transportation
networks, meant high demand was met with
limited supply as key product inputs became
scarce (e.g. microchips), driving up prices of
some products. Another factor is rising
commodity prices—especially energy. This—
and the waning recovery—has led to
comparisons with 1970s-era stagflation.
The Economist contends these comparisons
are misguided, but also acknowledges that the
system now faces “a new, unique test”.
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Thinking Globally
Economic Conditions

Natural gas is leading the way for high
commodity prices
While they may drive inflation, high commodity
prices continue to be a bright spot for Alberta’s
resource-based economy. Most recently,
global natural gas prices have soared in what
The Economist called “the first big energy
shock of the green era.” In a nutshell, weather
events around the world (floods, droughts, and
limited wind) tested the limits of renewable
energy, increasing demand for a substitute:
LNG. Unfortunately, Alberta producers may not
benefit as local prices remain “steeply
disconnected” due to issues like pipeline repair
and COVID outbreaks.
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Building Alberta's Future

The Next Generation

Economic prosperity isn’t just about what
happens today—it’s about planting the
seeds for the future. When Albertans see
new opportunities, they will plan, invest, and
take risks in creating a better tomorrow for
themselves and for their province.
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Building Alberta's Future

The Next Generation

Recent forecasts for Alberta show
tempered expectations
Two recent economic forecasts—by RBC in
June and TD in September—highlight how
quickly things can change. RBC depicted
Alberta as “accelerating momentum” from
high commodity prices and easing of
restrictions, while TD, just 3 months later,
speaks to COVID cases “muddying the
waters” of recovery, showing more muted
expectations (except for new home builds).
All told, Alberta will not see a full recovery
until 2022 and, though high oil prices are
helping, they are unlikely to drive new capital
investment as they have previously.
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Building Alberta's Future

The Next Generation

Weak capital investment could be a drag on
Alberta and Canada’s economy for years to
come
Weakness in capital spending extends beyond
oil and gas. Though data are not available
provincially, capital spending (investments in
buildings, machines, and equipment) is down
13% nationally versus pre-COVID. Strong
residential construction activity has helped, but
as mentioned in a previous publication, this type
of construction, though important, does not have
the same impact on future growth. Lagging nonresidential investment is nothing new in Canada,
and this additional recent weakness could have
longer-term consequences for future
productivity gains and economic growth.
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Building Alberta's Future

The Next Generation

Persistent unemployment and rising job vacancies signal the need for
relevant skills training
In spite of still-high unemployment, Alberta is not lacking for available jobs.
Job postings have increased ~50% since pre-COVID—more than any other
large province. This apparent contradiction highlights the extent and scale
of the labour market adjustment taking place, as well as the urgent policy
need to equip Albertans with relevant skills. National job postings data
shed some light on where those might be. There is a clear and growing
need for analytical skills (e.g. software development) as well as skilled
trades (e.g. construction).
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About the Alberta Snapshot
The Alberta Snapshot is a quarterly executive
summary that helps you keep a pulse on what's going
on in Alberta, from economic activity to business
conditions to social well-being.
This report is produced by, and the property of, the
Business Council of Alberta. For more information,
email info@BusinessCouncilAB.com
Authors:
Mike Holden, Vice President, Policy & Chief Economist
Alicia Planincic, Economist
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