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Prior to the COVID-19 and oil price crises, the Alberta economy was already struggling with 
tepid growth, skills gaps, declining investment and a faltering reputation as a dynamic place 
in which to do business. As the province shifts to recovery, we have a unique opportunity to 
address these issues to reposition Alberta for future economic success.  

We see four broad focus areas—centred on the themes of economy, innovation and inclusion—
where meaningful action on the part of businesses, government and post-secondary 
institutions could help achieve this goal.

First, we need to take action to address high youth unemployment in Alberta—a problem which 
pre-dates the COVID-19 outbreak. Over the past five years, youth unemployment has emerged as 
a major policy challenge in the province, especially for young men. The COVID-19 outbreak further 
magnified this challenge, only in this case the impacts were more widely felt by young women.  

Second, we need to address chronic skills gaps in Alberta. The province has a well-documented 
shortage of workers in tech-related fields, agriculture, transportation and several others. There 
are opportunities to pivot the workforce towards occupations in these high-demand areas.

Third, Alberta needs to restore its faded reputation for innovation and economic dynamism. 
The province was widely considered to be a place where ingenuity, ambition and hard work were 
prized—a place where people and businesses met challenges head-on and achieved remarkable 
results. Regaining that perception is critical to attracting and retaining investment and the best 
and brightest workers. It is vital to our future economic recovery. 

Fourth, Alberta needs to be seen as a welcoming place for everyone. Diversity strengthens 
businesses, improves our innovation potential and increases the value of our companies. In a 
world competing for talent, we cannot afford to be overlooked by those who see Alberta as 
overly conservative and less open to diversity.
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Create Retraining Opportunities 
for Alberta’s Youth 
Even before the recent crises, Alberta was struggling with high youth 
unemployment. These concerns have only magnified since the economic 
shutdown and oil price crash in early 2020.  
Left unaddressed, this issue results in two 
important impacts: first, it creates a training 
and experience gap for a cohort of Albertans; 
and second, long-term youth disengagement 
from the workforce can lead to high levels 
of social disenfranchisement and potential 
unrest. Failure to improve job prospects for 
young Albertans will accelerate migration out 
of the province, taking away our future talent 
base.

An immediate step towards resolving this 
issue is to ensure that young Albertans do 
not miss out on training and work experience 

during these 
difficult times. 
Businesses 
are willing to 
do their part to 
provide those 
opportunities, 
but the current 
economic 
context makes it 

difficult for them to commit to creating new 
permanent jobs in the short term. 

The solution is for governments and 
businesses to work together to train and 
provide work experience opportunities for 
young Albertans today so that when labour 
demand picks up, there will be an engaged 
and trained workforce ready to fill those 
positions. The federal government has taken 
steps to address this issue through a range of 
COVID-19-related support programs aimed at 
Canadian students. 

There are opportunities for the provincial 
government to expand on these programs 
and fill in their gaps. One option is to introduce 
a temporary wage subsidy for hiring Alberta 

youth, similar to the cancelled Summer 
Temporary Employment Program (STEP) but 
extending beyond the summer months. An 
expanded STEP would provide valuable job 
experience to Alberta youth, keeping them 
engaged in the labour market during the 
economic recovery.  

We also believe the time is right for a 
significant expansion of federal supports to 
the provincial government under the Canada-
Alberta Workforce Development Agreement 
(WDA). In light of the post-COVID-19 recovery 
and Alberta’s specific and unique challenges, 
we believe the federal government should 
provide a temporary but significant cash 
injection into the WDA to complement existing 
levels of provincial funding which should 
at least be maintained at present levels. 
Doubling federal WDA support would allow 
the provincial government to deploy half of the 
additional funds towards supporting training 
and work experience programs specifically for 
Alberta youth, while the other half would go 
towards enhancing the Canada-Alberta Job 
Grant (CAJG) (see Objective 2, below). 

The quality of training and the results for both 
Alberta youth and businesses depend heavily 
on the work that businesses themselves put in. 
They need to be able to accurately understand 
and assess the skills and competencies they 
need in the workplace; create a learning plan; 
and provide dedicated resources to guide, 
mentor and assess the trainees. This effort 
and preparation is critical to delivering high-
quality training and providing value for money. 

Finally, while workplace training initiatives 
are important in the short term, they do 
not replace the need for post-secondary 
education or the ancillary services—such as 
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counselling and tutoring—those institutions 
provide. In response to fiscal pressures, the 
provincial government has cut post-secondary 
education funding and lifted the cap on tuition 
rates to allow schools to make up the revenue 
difference. These steps place added financial 
pressure on Alberta youth. They should not 

Recommendations and Calls to Action:

For the Government of Canada: 

• Double existing support payments to the 
Alberta government under the Canada-
Alberta Workforce Development Agreement
(WDA) for 2020 and 2021.

For the Government of Alberta:

• Introduce a temporary wage subsidy 
program similar to the Summer Temporary
Employment Program (STEP) to make
it easier for businesses to hire young 
Albertans during the recovery phase from
the COVID-19 and oil price crises.

• Deploy half of any incremental WDA funds 
received from the federal government
towards supporting training and work 
experience programs for Alberta youth. 

• Review the existing suite of employment 
and training programs and services to
focus on providing Alberta youth and 
displaced workers with enhanced upskilling 
opportunities in anticipated high-demand 
fields to help them secure meaningful 
employment once the job market recovers.

• Work with businesses to provide them with 
better tools to understand and articulate the 
skills and competencies they need in the 
workplace.

• Monitor the impact of tuition increases
on access to post-secondary education 
and student debt. Improve the availability 
and credit conditions of Alberta student
loans as needed to ensure that financial 
considerations are not a barrier to education
for Albertans.

end up limiting access to education especially 
at a time when it is more valuable than ever. If 
tuition rates rise, the provincial government 
also needs to ensure that students have 
access to adequate financing so that every 
Albertan who wants to attend post-
secondary is able to do so. 

For Alberta Businesses:

• Commit to hiring as many young Albertans 
as possible through a renewed STEP-like
program to provide job opportunities for
Alberta youth.

• To guide the development of provincial
upskilling programs for Alberta youth, work 
through the Business Council of Alberta to
improve the quality of information shared
with the provincial government about 
current and anticipated future skills gaps.

• To maximize the effectiveness of training
programs; develop a learning plan; and 
provide dedicated resources to guide, 
mentor and evaluate trainees.

Business Council of Alberta Commitments :

• Inform BCA members about provincial
government training and employment 
support programs for Alberta youth.

• Act as a liaison between the business 
community and the provincial government
to identify skills needs for youth training
programs.

• Advocate to the federal government for a 
significant increase in federal support under 
the WDA.
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Address Chronic and Future 
Skills Gaps in Alberta
Alberta’s economic recovery will be a long process. However, it also creates 
an opportunity to act strategically to address chronic and anticipated 
skills gaps in the workforce and to position the province for long-term 
competitiveness and economic success.

Long before the economic shutdown, Alberta 
businesses struggled to find workers with 
the skills they needed. There were well-
documented shortages in industries like 
agriculture, transportation and manufacturing. 
In an increasingly digitized workplace, there 
was also a growing premium on foundational 
skills such as creative thinking, problem-
solving and adaptability. However, skills 
shortages were most acute in technology-
related fields such as coding, software 
engineering and other digital occupations. 

Tech-related skills are critical to Alberta’s 
long-term economic recovery. They are not 
simply needed in the province’s relatively small 
tech sector; they exist in, or directly support, 

every industry in 
the province. Put 
simply, tech jobs 
are about solving 
problems: reducing 
business costs; 

increasing productivity and competitiveness; 
expanding business capabilities; and reducing 
externalities like greenhouse gas emissions. 
There is no industry to which these benefits do 
not apply. 

With many Albertans still out of work or 
underemployed, there is a unique opening for 
government, post-secondary institutions and 
the business community to work together 
to address these skills gaps with minimal 
disruption to the existing workforce. 

As part of this process, we believe the time has 
come for the Alberta government to create a 
new Workforce Development Strategy (WDS). 
Such a strategy is needed not only to respond 
to the growing influence of technology on how 

we work and the skills/competencies we need, 
but also to chart a path forward as we rebuild 
from the COVID-19 economic shutdown. 

Another, more immediate option is for the 
provincial government and businesses to 
leverage the Canada-Alberta Job Grant. 
Funded through the WDA, the CAJG is typically 
used to upskill current employees through an 
employer-led, three-way cost-sharing 
arrangement between the business, and the 
provincial and federal governments. 

However, the CAJG can also be used to 
train unemployed individuals. In such cases, 
governments will cover 100% of the training 
costs if an employer submits a letter or 
conditional offer of employment as part 
of their application. This is a little-known 
feature of the CAJG; approximately 99% of 
grant funds typically go to training existing 
employees.

Businesses are in the best position to 
anticipate their future skills needs. As such, 
this employer-led program is an excellent tool 
to allow businesses to train present and future 
workers in the skills they will need when the 
economy fully recovers and employment 
demand picks back up.

As noted earlier, BCA recommended that 
the federal government double its WDA 
contribution to Alberta, with half of the new 
funds devoted to training programs for youth 
in the province. We propose the remaining half 
be earmarked for the CAJG, with those funds 
devoted exclusively to training unemployed 
Albertans. In addition, we recommend 
that until the end of 2021, the provincial 
government waive the requirement that funds 
be conditional on an offer of employment. 

Tech jobs exist in, or 
directly support, every 

industry in the province.

OBJECTIVE TWO
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Recommendations and Calls to Action:

For the Government of Alberta

• Create a Workforce Development Strategy
(WDS) that would set out the province’s
objectives and goals in creating the 
workforce of the future in Alberta. The WDS 
should provide a coordinated approach to 
developing and deploying the programs 
needed to achieve those goals.

• Deploy half of any incremental Workforce
Development Agreement funds received
from the federal government through to the 
end of 2021 to the Canada-Alberta Job 
Grant. Those funds should be earmarked for 
employer-led training of unemployed 
Albertans and should not be tied to a formal
or conditional job offer.

• Conduct an awareness campaign to
promote the fact that businesses can use 
the CAJG to train/upskill workers without 
committing to hiring them after the training
is complete, and that all training costs will be 
reimbursed.

For Alberta Businesses:

• Commit to expanding the provincial labour 
pool by providing on-site training through
the CAJG for unemployed Albertans. 

Business Council of Alberta Commitments: 

• Inform BCA members about provincial
government training and support programs.

• Work with the provincial government and 
businesses to identify current and future
labour market gaps to focus training and
upskilling efforts.
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Restore Alberta’s Reputation for 
Innovation and Dynamism
A key part of Alberta’s economic recovery plan and building the workforce 
of tomorrow must be attracting and retaining the best and brightest to live 
and work in Alberta. While this might not seem like a critical priority while 
unemployment remains high, Alberta is in a global competition to attract 
investment and talent. That was true before the COVID-19 crisis hit. It will be 
no less true in the future.  

To attract and retain that investment and 
talent, Alberta needs to restore its reputation 
as a place of economic opportunity, openness 
and dynamism. We need to be seen as a place 
that welcomes bright people with bold new 
ideas—people willing to put their talents to use 
solving the world’s problems. If we succeed, 
we create a virtuous cycle where attracting the 
best and brightest in turn attracts more of the 
same. 

The first part of restoring that reputation is to 
better communicate and celebrate our current 
successes, both as a province and as a country. 
Alberta businesses are leaders in innovation—
including in clean energy and climate change. 

The oil and gas 
sector conducts 
an estimated 
75% of all clean 
technology 
research in 
Canada. Similarly, 

BCA members have invested more than $20 
billion into reducing emissions through energy 
efficiency, clean tech and renewables. 

Second, we need to reframe our existing 
economic and social challenges as 
opportunities. Our research and experience 
show that younger workers are attracted 
to meaningful jobs that allow them to solve 
problems and make a difference in the world. 
Whether it is research and development of 
vaccines, climate and clean energy solutions, 
agricultural sustainability or any of a number 

of other issues, Alberta can be the place 
where that work happens. There is a role 
for governments to play in supporting that 
message, but it is ultimately up to businesses 
to pursue those goals and modify their job 
descriptions along those lines. 

Finally, Alberta needs to take bold initiative to 
demonstrate our commitment to innovation, 
ingenuity and doing things better. For example, 
Alberta’s energy sector is a leading source of 
greenhouse gas (GHG) emissions across 
Canada. We can also be a leader in 
contributing to solutions: developing and 
commercializing the technologies and 
innovations that can decarbonize the globe. 
The same is true for any of a number of other 
major challenges. 

To demonstrate that commitment, we 
propose the creation of an annual Alberta A-
Prize public competition to incentivize 
individuals, businesses and other 
organizations to develop innovative ideas and 
technologies to help solve the biggest 
challenges facing the world today. We 
recognize that fiscal and economic realities 
make it difficult for both the business 
community and the provincial government 
to commit to long-term financing for such 
an initiative at present. However, a visionary 
Alberta A-Prize, co-funded by the province 
and the business community, would 
demonstrate our commitment to innovation, 
ingenuity and embracing dynamic new ideas.

OBJECTIVE THREE

Alberta needs to restore 
its reputation as a place 

of economic opportunity, 
openness and dynamism. 
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Recommendations and Calls to Action:

For Alberta Businesses:

• Explore the viability of creating an annual 
Alberta A-Prize competition aimed at
developing creative solutions to the world’s
most intractable challenges.

• Develop cross-business and cross-industry
innovation and collaboration opportunities 
for seconded employees to work together to
solve innovation and technology challenges,
using the Canadian Oil Sands Innovation
Alliance as a model.

• Explore options to reframe future job 
openings away from the traditional
occupation-specific approach and more
towards problem-solving opportunities. 

For the Government of Canada:

• Enhance Alberta’s reputation for innovation
by celebrating the province’s business-
sector innovation successes, including in the 
energy sector.

For the Government of Alberta:

• Enhance Alberta’s reputation for innovation
by celebrating the province’s business-
sector innovation successes nationally and 
globally.

Business Council of Alberta Commitments:

• Work with the business community to
explore the viability of creating an Alberta 
A-Prize competition, including identifying 
the required funding, operating structure
and selection criteria.

• Communicate members' innovation
success stories to the federal and provincial
governments as well as to the public.

• Build a national consensus on energy,
environment and economy, including 
Alberta's role as a productive part of
Canada's net zero goals.

J U N E  2 0 2 0  T A S K  F O R C E  R E P O R T
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Strengthen Alberta’s Reputation 
for Diversity and Inclusion 
Part of Alberta’s cultural identity is the belief that if you have good ideas 
and are willing to work hard, there is a place for you in this province—money, 
heritage, culture, gender expression and identity, sexual orientation and 
family connections are irrelevant.

Unfortunately, many outside Alberta do 
not share that view of the province. Rather, 
there is a sense among many that Alberta is 
overly conservative, intolerant and closed to 
new ideas. This perception, inaccurate as it 
may be, has a negative impact on our ability 
to attract people to Alberta or retain our 
home-grown talent. It limits the number of 
people who want to build a life in Alberta. And 
perhaps more importantly, it limits the type of 
people we attract. Left unaddressed, these 
issues will impact our future economic and 
social prosperity. As noted earlier, diversity is 
linked to greater levels of innovation, higher 

productivity and 
more business 
revenues. 

Businesses are in 
the best position 
to change the 
perception of 
Alberta. They 
are, in a sense, 

ambassadors for the province. Through 
hiring practices, community involvement and 
philanthropy, actions in times of crisis and 
public policy positions, Alberta’s corporate 
community shapes the province’s reputation. In 
short, we need to embody the values we wish 
to create—an Alberta that demonstrates its 
commitment to diversity, inclusion and equity. 

BCA members are committed to these values. 
We know that having diverse voices at the table 
helps us make better decisions at all levels 
and increases the value of our companies. It 
increases our ability to innovate and attract 
the best people. We have made progress 
in creating a more welcoming and inclusive 

work environment, but recognize that much 
more needs to be done. We are committed to 
continuing that work. 

As a step in demonstrating that commitment, 
Alberta businesses should establish diversity 
targets within their companies with the 
long-term goal of balanced representation in 
executive and board positions. This process 
begins with acting decisively to remove the 
barriers faced by under-represented groups 
in full participation and advancement in the 
workplace. It also involves creating mentorship, 
sponsorship and coaching opportunities to 
connect leaders in their organization with 
employees of different backgrounds and 
tenure; implementing codes of workplace 
conduct that eliminate harassment and 
discrimination; and providing workers with 
appropriate recourse options in the event that 
harassment and discrimination claims do take 
place. 

BCA understands that establishing diversity 
targets will not happen overnight and that they 
are just the first step in strengthening Alberta’s 
reputation as an inclusive province. But they are 
important. Alberta will be overlooking talent and 
new ideas, and we will become a lesser version 
of ourselves, if we do not adopt progressive 
hiring practices and offer a welcoming 
environment to all.

One step that business leaders can take is 
to work to better understand the challenges 
and obstacles that under-represented groups 
face in the workplace. BCA members propose 
CEO-level participation in workshops on 
diversity, inclusion and equity, with the goal of 
implementing progressive hiring practices and 
enrichment of organizational culture. Only with 

OBJECTIVE FOUR
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an improved understanding can Alberta and the 
business community move forward together.

Most importantly, BCA members recognize that 
this challenge cannot be solved overnight with 

a few simple steps. We commit to continuous 
learning, open-mindedness, humility and doing 
all we can to ensure that all people are welcome 
in this province.

Recommendations and Calls to Action:

For Alberta Businesses:

• Implement and participate in BCA member-
organized, expert-led workshops on issues 
related to diversity, inclusion and progressive
and equitable hiring practices.

• Demonstrate leadership within the Canadian 
corporate community by developing
inclusive, equitable and non-discriminatory
hiring, pay and operational practices.
Work collectively with other Canadian 
corporations to develop reporting and 
progress monitoring platforms.

• Work with community leaders to address
and remove the systemic barriers that 
under-represented groups (including
culturally diverse individuals, Indigenous

persons and those of all sexual orientations) 
face in the workplace.

Business Council of Alberta Commitment:

• Provide a vehicle through which BCA
members can convene to participate in 
workshops on subjects related to diversity,
inclusion and progressive and equitable 
hiring practices.
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