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Executive Summary
The Alberta economy is in a state of flux—easing restrictions are triggering big
improvements in hard-hit sectors, but new questions are emerging about the
province’s full recovery and future growth. 

Since our last update, Alberta consumers and businesses have gone from
cautious hope to fervent optimism. A big part of this shift is the high levels of
vaccination and low COVID case counts which enabled the easing of restrictions
beginning in June. This led to a near over-night employment rebound of some of
Alberta’s hardest-hit industries and demographics. 

In fact, Alberta has many tailwinds: Canada has one of the highest vaccination
rates in the world. Retail foot traffic is returning to more normal levels, and
Alberta businesses plan to increase hiring. Additionally, the recent decision to
open the border to fully vaccinated US tourists will help to bring to life Alberta’s
tourism industry. Overall, barring no major outbreaks or more virulent strains,
hard-hit sectors seem well poised to rebound. 

While encouraging, as we start to get a glimpse of Alberta’s economy post-
restrictions, it seems clear that weakness in the foundations for economic
growth remain. 
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And, even if all goes well with a smooth recovery and no fourth wave emerges, the
makeup of the Alberta economy may never be exactly as it was before the pandemic. 

Oil prices remain high, providing a much-needed reprieve, but it is unclear how long this
will last, weighing on longer-term investment activity. Capital investment in the energy
industry seems unlikely to drive growth in the longer term, while investment in other
industries and venture capital attraction remain weak. 

Meanwhile, business closures and startup/re-opening activity reveal a shift from
goods-producing to services industries. As the Alberta economy shifts, employees and
employers are struggling to match, with Alberta holding the highest rate of long-term
unemployment in Canada, despite an increase in business hiring intentions. 

Now is the time to start shifting our thinking from just economic recovery to pre-
COVID levels—a weak baseline at which unemployment was high and wage growth
was slow—to economic growth for Alberta in the years to come. Among other factors,
Alberta must consider the increasing role of education in the Alberta economy; longer-
term consequences of gender imbalances in recovery; what will attract young
Canadians to Alberta in the future; and how to attract broad-based capital investment
and early-stage venture funding. 
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Highlights

Recovery is looking to
be much stronger in
Canada and Alberta
than expected a few
months ago, but full

recovery may be harder
for Alberta.

Women in Alberta
continue to fare worse
than men since last fall:
the employment rate of

women is down 2.5%
compared with 1.0% for

men.  

Consumers and
businesses are
optimistic, but

investment activity in
Alberta remains weak.
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Building Better
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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Work in Alberta
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Building Better
Work in Alberta

Alberta’s employment rate remains 2%
points below normal
As of June, Alberta’s employment rate is
about 2% points below pre-COVID levels—
about in line with other provinces, albeit on
the higher end of the range as restrictions
had only just started to ease in June. BC,
however, is an outlier as it is the only
province where the employment rate is
essentially back to pre-COVID levels, even
though restrictions had not been fully eased. 
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Building Better
Work in Alberta

Lifting restrictions improves the male-
female employment gap but gap remains
As restrictions eased in June, women saw
big job gains, while for unrelated reasons,
young men saw steep declines. It is too soon
to know if the impact on young men will last,
but it is clear that among those aged 25 - 54,
women’s employment rate continues to trail
men’s. With restrictions more fully lifted in
July, next month’s data will give our first
sense of how sustained the gender-based
impacts of the pandemic will be.
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Building Better
Work in Alberta

Easing of restrictions will not be enough—
full recovery will require growth in other
industries
Most of Alberta’s job losses are linked to
directly affected industries, where
employment is likely to return as restrictions
are eased. However, a full recovery will
require growth in other industries as well.
For instance, a major difference between AB
and BC is that jobs in industries like
Professional Services; and Health Care &
Social Assistance have been flat or declining
in AB (1.1%, -2.2%) but have grown
considerably in BC (+18.8%, +8.4%). 
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Making a Life
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.

People in Alberta
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Making a Life
People in Alberta

Canadians are shopping in store again—but in other respects
still stay closer to home
Though retail spending has remained high in Alberta and across
Canada since last fall, the nature of this spending was very
different: more online sales, home goods & food, and less
clothing & gas.                                      normalcy index, however, shows
this is changing: retail foot traffic in Canada regained
considerable ground in June as restrictions eased. However,
public transport, office use, and flights lag, and remain well below
the global average. 
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The Economist’s



The province is seeing less draw from
other provinces in migration
Beyond immediate recovery, Alberta will
need to consider how to attract people to
the province. Historically, many Canadians
in their 20s and 30s moved to Alberta,
driving population and economic growth.
Some suggest that more young Albertans
are now leaving the province, but the data
do not (yet) bear this out. The bigger shift is
actually that, since 2015, Canadians in other
provinces are less likely to move to Alberta. 

10

People in Alberta

Making a Life
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People in Alberta

Making a Life

The housing market may not help—Alberta
is now seeing the same price pressure as
other markets
Alberta is increasingly seeing the same
upward pressure on home prices as other
markets. While new home builds are just
starting to pick up in Alberta they remain
relatively low, driving up prices in the existing
housing stock. From March to May, home
prices in AB increased by about 60% more
than the national average. Growing evidence
suggests that high prices are driving
prospective homebuyers out of the market,
while incentivizing those with assets to upsize
while holding onto their current home. 
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https://globalnews.ca/news/8029957/house-hoarding-canada-housing-market/


Creating Prosperity
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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Business in Alberta
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Creating Prosperity

Canada’s economy has remained resilient
and is expected to bounce back
Canada’s total GDP increased by 1.4% in the
first quarter of 2021 and is now roughly back
where it was a year ago. Growth has been
driven by modest increases in consumer
spending, residential construction, and
government spending on things like health
care and infrastructure. Consumer spending
should receive a boost next quarter as
Canadians increase their non-retail purchases
on things like restaurant meals and plane
tickets. Overall, GDP is now estimated to
increase 6.7% in 2021.

Business in Alberta
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https://www.conferenceboard.ca/focus-areas/canadian-economics/canadian-outlook
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Creating Prosperity
Business in Alberta

But Alberta’s was harder hit and has
further to climb
Alberta was clearly the hardest-hit province
in 2020 and will have the longest road to
recovery. While most provinces saw GDP
decline by 4-5%, Alberta saw an 8%
decrease due to the price collapse of oil.
Though Alberta’s economy is expected to
grow faster than other provinces in 2021, it
has more ground to make up. GDP is
expected to remain 2% below 2019 levels
this year, a period during which Alberta’s
unemployment—and long-term
unemployment—were already high. 
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https://calgary.ctvnews.ca/conference-board-of-canada-predicts-strong-economic-recovery-for-alberta-after-covid-19-1.5459608
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Creating Prosperity
Business in Alberta

And the past year seems likely to permanently
change the structure of Alberta’s economy
Post-recovery, some industries seem poised to support
a smaller number of companies, shifting businesses
and employment in Alberta from goods to services.
Specifically, industries like manufacturing and
wholesale trade both have a smaller number of
businesses than before, but also with limited
startup/re-opening activity which would indicate new
growth. On the other hand, industries like professional
and technical services, real estate, and construction
have slightly fewer active businesses but are showing
more opening activity. 
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Thinking Globally
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.

Economic Conditions
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Thinking Globally
Economic Conditions

Recovery bears differently across the globe
but Canada among the best 
According to the latest OECD Economic
Outlook, global prospects are much improved
since December, but the medium-term
impact of COVID will vary considerably. Japan
is expected to be essentially unaffected,
while India is projected to see a drop of nearly
2%. In general, emerging economies are
expected to fare worse than advanced
economies due to limited investment growth.
Canada is expected to do slightly better than
the US, but factors like productivity will be a
drag on total output. 
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https://www.oecd-ilibrary.org/sites/edfbca02-en/index.html?itemId=/content/publication/edfbca02-en&_ga=2.98075613.336262010.1626729903-60003854.1610227946


18

Economic Conditions
Thinking Globally

A continued tailwind for Alberta is
commodity prices 
Commodity prices continue to be a bright
spot for the Alberta economy. Forestry
prices dropped steeply in June but remain
86% above historical averages. Meanwhile,
energy prices continue to increase as the
world starts moving again, sitting over 30%
above historical levels. It seems increasingly
likely that energy prices could remain high
through most of the year. 
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Economic Conditions
Thinking Globally

With uneven vaccination progress,
tourism remains up in the air  
About six large countries (10% of the
world population), including Canada,
have achieved a critical mass of
vaccination, while many other, mostly
poorer countries, remain in the infant
stages of vaccination. Meanwhile,
highly vaccinated countries are trying
to figure out post-pandemic
international travel. For Alberta,
roughly 55% of international tourism
comes from the US so the recent
announcement of a more open border
with the US will aid in recovery. 
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https://www.alberta.ca/alberta-visitor-profiles.aspx
https://globalnews.ca/news/8035490/alberta-tourism-covid-border-restrictions-summer/


Building Alberta's Future
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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The Next Generation
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Building Alberta's Future

Canadians are optimistic on future
income and spending
Canadians are becoming more optimistic
about their income prospects. The lowest
earners expect to see their income
increase by 1.8% over the next year, up
from an expectation of 1% growth as of Q2
of last year. Also, Canadians across all
income groups plan to spend more. The
biggest change will be among middle-
income groups who expect to increase
spending by nearly 5%, compared to 3%
prior to the pandemic. 

The Next Generation
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https://www.oecd-ilibrary.org/sites/edfbca02-en/index.html?itemId=/content/publication/edfbca02-en&_ga=2.98075613.336262010.1626729903-60003854.1610227946


Building Alberta's Future

Alberta businesses are optimistic on
hiring
As economic activity resumes, Alberta
businesses increasingly are looking to get
people back to work: 66% of respondents
expect to increase payroll. However, they
are increasingly faced with a tight labour
market: 52% of businesses indicate
difficulty in hiring is restricting their ability
to meet demand, even though Alberta
continues to show the highest rates of
long-term unemployment in Canada. There
are early indications of a mismatch of skills
coupled with increased interest in career
changes among workers.

22

The Next Generation
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https://www.businesscouncilab.com/competitive-and-sustainable-economy/business-expectations-survey-results-july-2021/
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Building Alberta's Future
The Next Generation

Long-term indicators of future growth remain weak
Though up 6% from last year, Alberta’s planned capital
spending in 2021 remains well below recent historical levels.
Most of this decline is in mining and energy, but other
industries have thus far failed to pick up the slack. Meanwhile,
venture capital investment, which helps to grow new
businesses, has picked up in Alberta but remains relatively
low. There has been some good news on the investment
front, such as the recent announcement of the Hydrogen
Energy Complex in Edmonton. While a good sign, Alberta will
need to see more investment generated across a range of
sectors to stimulate longer-term growth.
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https://www.businesscouncilab.com/work/weekly-econminute-june-25-2021/
https://www.airproducts.com/news-center/2021/06/0609-air-products-net-zero-hydrogen-energy-complex-in-edmonton-alberta-canada
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About the Alberta Snapshot
The                                       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
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