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Key findings
• Canada is in the midst of its worst economic downturn in decades, with real GDP 

expected to decline by 4.3 per cent this year.

• The arrival of the COVID-19 pandemic has devastated the economic outlook for all 
provinces, with significant declines in economic activity right across the country.

• Alberta will be hardest hit this year as it contends with the combination of restrictions 
on activity to slow the spread of the virus and an unprecedented drop in the price and 
demand for oil.

• The economic outlook for next year is much better, with all provinces expected to 
rebound strongly.
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National overview
Measures in place to slow the spread of COVID-19 
have brought the Canadian economy to its knees. 
Canada is in the midst of an economic crisis 
unlike anything that most of us alive today have 
ever experienced.

Even though restrictions on activity were only 
put in place in the final two weeks of the first 
quarter, the impacts were severe enough that 
preliminary estimates suggest the economy 
contracted by 9.0 per cent in March. That decline 
was sharp enough to pull growth in the first 
quarter down into negative territory. And, even 
with restrictions beginning to ease across the 
country, the drop in GDP in the second quarter 
will be far worse. Our forecast estimates that real 
GDP will fall by 25 per cent in the second quarter. 

From a historical perspective, this is an off-the-
charts decline, with the drop nearly three times 
worse than any other in modern statistics that 
date back to 1961. (See Chart 1.)

Not only is the COVID-19 recession unpreced-
ented in its size, it is unique in its cause. Across 
the country we have seen a sharp drop in supply 
as businesses were forced to close temporarily. 
Firms responded by laying off workers, which 
led to a drop in demand for their products 

Chart 1
Unprecedented decline in economic activity 
(GDP, quarter-over-quarter percentage change at annual rates*)

f = forecast
*based on 2012 $
Sources: The Conference Board of Canada; Statistics Canada.
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and services. As we look to recovery, a key factor 
will be how much demand exists as firms slowly 
reopen. Policy-makers are keenly aware of the 
need to shore up demand and have responded 
with an unprecedented number of stimulus 
measures to help keep businesses afloat and 
to ensure that households will be able to spend 
when restrictions are eased. In our forecast, 
we assume that firms gradually begin to rehire 
in May and that the combination of improving 
labour market conditions and government income 
supports will be enough to push growth into 
positive territory by the third quarter of the year. 
Growth will accelerate further in the final three 
months of the year as confidence in the rebound 
improves and firms and households increase their 
spending. With the rebound expected to be in 
full swing by next year, the Canadian economy is 
expected to grow by 6.0 per cent. (See Chart 2.)

Provincial overview
No province will escape recession this year. 
However, there are some noteworthy differences 
among them in the size of the decline in economic 
activity. (See Chart 3.) Provinces such as Ontario, 
where a large contingent of the workforce is able 
to work from home, will experience a smaller 
downturn than energy-dependent provinces, such 
as Alberta, Saskatchewan, and Newfoundland 
and Labrador, which are being hit by the double 
whammy of COVID-19 and a collapse in demand 
and prices for oil. If there is a silver lining to be 
found in this grim outlook, it is that every province 
can look forward to better times ahead, with all 
regions expected to bounce back strongly next 
year. (See Chart 4.)

Chart 2
Canadian economy in for strong rebound 
next year
(percentage change*)

f = forecast
*based on 2012 $
Sources: The Conference Board of Canada; Statistics Canada.
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Chart 3
Real GDP by province, 2020
(percentage change*)

*based on 2012 $
Sources: The Conference Board of Canada; Statistics Canada.
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Chart 4
Real GDP by province, 2021
(percentage change*)

*based on 2012 $
Sources: The Conference Board of Canada; Statistics Canada.
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Newfoundland 
and Labrador
Low oil prices combine 
with COVID-19 to pummel 
Newfoundland economy
The Newfoundland and Labrador economy 
is poised to contract by 4.4 per cent in 2020, 
following a modest 1.9 per cent gain last year. 
While oil production continues to be a source of 
growth for the province, it is being overshadowed 
by the negative impacts of a collapse in world oil 
prices, as well as by measures aimed at stopping 
the spread of COVID-19. Low oil prices mean 
a decline in provincial government revenues 
this year at a time when additional spending 
is needed to help deal with the fallout from the 
global virus pandemic. In addition, the drop in 
oil prices led Equinor and Husky Oil to defer 
their Bay du Nord project in March, adding to an 
already weak outlook for the construction sector 

this year. Meanwhile, manufacturing output is 
expected to fall at double-digit rates in 2020, due 
in part to temporary closures at the Voisey’s Bay 
mine and the Come By Chance oil refinery.

Employment in Newfoundland and Labrador 
is expected to decline by 6.5 per cent in 2020— 
a loss of more than 14,500 jobs. This is the 
fifth time employment in the province has 
fallen in the past seven years. (See Chart 5.) 
In turn, the province’s unemployment rate 
will jump 3.4 percentage points to 15.3 per 
cent this year. With labour market conditions 
so weak, household income growth will be 
modest even with the federal government relief 
programs. Combined, these factors, along with 
retail closures and social distancing measures, 
will deal a severe blow to consumer demand. 
Retail sales are forecast to fall 1.5 per cent in 
2020, down for the third time in as many years. 
Weak consumer demand will also hurt the 
accommodation and food services sector, which 
is expected to contract by 39 per cent this year. 

Chart 5
Employment plummeting in Newfoundland 
and Labrador
(percentage change)

f = forecast
Sources: The Conference Board of Canada; Statistics Canada.
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This sector is being further hampered by a drastic 
downturn in tourism, a situation that will linger 
through the summer at least, as the province 
has closed its doors to non-residents. As travel 
restrictions ease and economic activity resumes, 
our call is for a resurgence in growth for the 
Newfoundland and Labrador economy in 2021. 
Growth will be widespread, with a total expected 
gain of 5.7 per cent.

Prince Edward Island
Economic hot streak 
ends abruptly
The recent economic hot streak for Prince 
Edward Island ended abruptly in March as 
the COVID-19 pandemic brought the global 
economy to a screeching halt. As a result, 
P.E.I. has entered the worst recession in its 
history. While the annualized drop of 20 per 
cent in the second quarter of this year will 

be unprecedented, the pain should be short-lived, 
with a rebound expected to take place in the 
second half of 2020. Overall, real GDP is 
expected to fall by 2.6 per cent this year before 
rebounding by 5.5 per cent in 2021.

With government-imposed self-isolation in effect 
across the country since early March, travel to 
the Island province will be essentially zero until 
the pandemic dissipates. As such, tourism-related 
industries will be the hit the hardest, plunging 
at an astounding annualized rate of over 82 per 
cent in the second quarter, before rebounding in 
the second half of the year as provinces reopen 
their economies. Overall, the combined tourism-
related industries will see a decline of 30 per 
cent in 2020. (See Chart 6.) Outside of tourism, 
few industries can escape the negative impacts 
of COVID-19, with wholesale and retail trade, 
manufacturing, and education all suffering 
big losses.

Chart 6
Island’s tourism industries hit hardest 
(tourism-related industries real GDP, 2012 $ millions)

Note: Tourism related industries include arts, entertainment, and recreation; accommodation and food services; and information and cultural industries.
f = forecast
Sources: The Conference Board of Canada; Statistics Canada.
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While the global pandemic has thrown a wrench 
into the economic outlook for P.E.I. in 2020, 
there are some bright spots. Thanks to a surge 
in population growth in recent years, pent-up 
demand for new housing remains. Because of 
this, we expect the construction sector to pick 
up steam in the second half of this year, with 
the building of new homes, as well as a new 
solar farm in Summerside, keeping the industry 
humming along at 8 per cent growth in 2020.

As a result of the economic crisis, the 
government delayed its spring budget, opting 
to wait until things settle down before releasing 
projections. However, a combination of weaker 
tax revenues and a wave of COVID-19-related 
spending measures means that the province 
will find itself running a significant deficit this 
fiscal year. Thankfully, with interest rates low 
and population gains bolstering economic 
growth, the province will remain in a healthy 
fiscal position.

Nova Scotia
The coronavirus pandemic 
is wreaking havoc on 
Nova Scotia’s economy
Nova Scotia’s economy will shrink by a record-
breaking 3.8 per cent in 2020, pulled down by 
the coronavirus pandemic and the resulting 
provincial and global economic shutdowns. 
Across industries, the accommodation and food 
services sector will suffer by far the largest 
losses as it is battered by travel bans and 
physical distancing measures. (See Chart 7.) 
Mass layoffs across industries will skyrocket 

this year, causing the province’s unemployment 
rate to exceed 11 per cent—its highest rate in 
the past two decades. Consequently, household 
consumption and business investment will be 
held back in the near term as Nova Scotians face 
both economic uncertainty and the impacts of 
the pandemic.

The effects of the pandemic will also ripple 
through the province’s export-intensive industries. 
Dried-up global demand for lobsters in the first 
quarter of this year, coupled with a two-week 
delay in the spring lobster season, are weighing 
on the outlook for the province’s exports this year. 
Moreover, the closure of the Northern Pulp Mill 
early in the year, followed by the closure of the 
Freeman Lumber sawmill, will put a dent in the 
province’s forestry and manufacturing sectors. 
On top of all that, the closure of the Donkin coal 
mine, which followed the shutdown of two natural 
gas fields, has brought the province’s mineral 
fuels production to a halt.

Overall, despite the jaw-dropping 22 per cent 
contraction expected in the second quarter 
of this year, we believe that the recession will 
be short-lived. Economic recovery will begin 
in the second half of the year, leading to a 
5.5 per cent rebound in the province’s real GDP 
in 2021. In the post-pandemic economy, low 
interest rates will encourage borrowing and 
spending by businesses and households, helping 
to support the recovery. Over the medium term, 
the $10-billion Goldboro LNG project, along 
with the Nova Scotia government’s healthy 
fiscal condition, will boost economic growth 
in the province.
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Chart 7
Accommodation and food services suffering the most in Nova Scotia 
(real GDP by industry in 2020, percentage change)

Sources: The Conference Board of Canada; Statistics Canada.
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New Brunswick
New Brunswick’s economy set 
to weather pandemic better 
than others
The impact of COVID-19 and the social distancing 
measures taken to prevent its spread are 
hurting every provinces across Canada, and 
New Brunswick is no exception. Real GDP is 
set to fall 3.5 per cent in 2020, more than twice 
as much as it did in 2009 following the global 
financial crisis and resulting recession. For 2020 
as a whole, employment will average 9,600 fewer 
jobs than in 2019. The unemployment rate will 
rise from an average of 8.0 per cent in 2019 
to 10.0 per cent in 2020.

The COVID-related shutdowns in the province 
have been similar to what we have been seeing 
elsewhere in the country. On March 13, the 
province closed schools. On March 17, public 
spaces and many businesses were told to close. 
On March 19, the provincial government 
declared a state of emergency and ordered 
more non-essential businesses to close. 
These business closures compound the economic 
damage caused by a string of other industrial 
closures in the province that predate the arrival 
of COVID-19. The end of 2019 saw the closures 
of the Belledune smelter and the Baker Brook 
sawmill and devastating fires at two different 
lobster processing plants. We are also hearing 
about COVID-related declines in purchases of 
some agricultural products, such as potatoes, 
which is bad news for the province’s farmers.

Even as similar stories are playing out across 
the country, not every province stands to feel the 
hurt in the same way. In particular, oil-producing 
provinces have received a double hit from 

COVID and the dramatically falling price of oil. 
By contrast, although New Brunswick’s economy 
is being hurt by the COVID-19 pandemic, it stands 
to benefit from the low oil prices. Low retail 
fuel prices represent a windfall gain for the 
province’s households and businesses, and low 
wholesale oil prices will be a windfall for the 
Irving Oil Refinery in Saint John. Furthermore, 
the health care sector accounts for a larger share 
of the economy in New Brunswick than in other 
provinces. And anything—including a pandemic—
that causes health care output to rise boosts the 
provincial economy disproportionately. Thanks to 
these mitigating factors, New Brunswick will 
perform better than almost every other province 
this year. (See Chart 8.)

Confirmed COVID cases have been relatively 
scarce in New Brunswick, compared with other 
provinces. On April 24, the provincial government 
unveiled its reopening plan. Under the plan, 
there are four phases, each with different levels 

Chart 8
New Brunswick’s economy shrinks less than 
other provinces’
(real GDP, percentage change at annual rates)

e = estimate; f = forecast
Sources: The Conference Board of Canada; Statistics Canada.
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of restrictions, and the province will move to each 
phase based on public health advice. On May 8, 
the province moved out of the tightest phase, 
Phase Red, and into its second-most restrictive 
phase, Phase Orange. This phase includes the 
“two-household bubble,” which allows each 
New Brunswick household to pick another 
household with whom its members can interact 
as long as both households do not interact with 
anyone else outside their bubble.

Quebec
COVID-19 sickening the 
provincial economy
As it has done everywhere across Canada, 
the global COVID-19 pandemic has ravaged the 
Quebec economy. Real GDP in the province is 
currently forecast to contract by 4.1 per cent 
in 2020. That would be not only the largest 
decrease since comparable statistics became 
available in 1961, it would be three-and-a-half 
times greater than the contraction the province 
suffered through during the recession of 
2008–09. Although much uncertainty surrounds 
the outlook at this time, the downturn will be 
temporary and the recovery is expected to begin 
in the second half of this year. This will lay the 
foundation for the province to rebound by 5.8 per 
cent in 2021.

The dynamics of this economic crisis are 
unlike any of the recent past. Not only has 
aggregate demand contracted swiftly, but much 
of aggregate supply has been ordered closed. 
In response to the pandemic, the Quebec 
government declared a public health emergency 
on March 13, resulting in the forced closure 

of most non-essential economic activity and 
restrictions on public gatherings. The impacts 
have been severe. Employment fell by 1.3 per cent 
(annualized) in the first quarter, and we expect 
it to decline by a further 8.4 per cent in the 
second, when the unemployment rate will peak 
at 14.2 per cent. Despite the expected recovery 
in the second half of the year, the economy is 
still projected to shed more than 130,000 net 
jobs in 2020. That would be the worst labour 
market performance in the province since 1982. 
(See Chart 9.)
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These developments represent a stark reversal 
for Quebec, which has benefited in recent years 
from elevated levels of consumer confidence, 
healthy population growth, and strong private-
sector investment. The negative effects of 
COVID-19 will hit most sectors of the economy 
hard, with health care being one notable 
exception. Fortunately, as the public health 
measures put in place to slow the spread 
of COVID-19 are relaxed, the economy can 
expect to see a significant increase in activity. 
Consumers will begin to go out and spend again, 
and businesses will start to see at least some 
parts of their operations begin to return to normal 
in the second half of the year. Nevertheless, a full 
economic recovery will take time. Although we 
expect real GDP to rebound by 5.8 per cent and 
the province to add 107,000 new jobs in 2021, 
it will not be until 2022 that Quebec fully regains 
the economic ground it lost to the pandemic.

Ontario
Ontario suffers its first 
recession since 2009
On top of the COVID-19 pandemic, rail blockades, 
and teacher strikes battered Ontario’s economy 
in the early part of the year, and the province now 
finds itself facing its first recession since 2009. 
Ontario’s economy shrank by an annualized 
3.9 per cent in the first quarter and will shrink 
by another 22.4 per cent in the second quarter. 
While we expect a recovery in the second half 
of the year, Ontario’s economy will shrink by 
3.6 per cent this year—its worst performance 
since 2009. Still, that is better than what we 
expect for the Canadian economy as a whole. 
(See Chart 10.)

Chart 9
Pandemic causing Quebec’s worst labour market performance in nearly 40 years 
(net job gains/losses, 000s)

f = forecast
Sources: The Conference Board of Canada; Statistics Canada.
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As in other provinces, the pandemic has shut 
down large parts of the Ontario economy, 
and that is weighing heavily on the labour 
market. After a net loss of 103,000 jobs in the 
first quarter (led by a decline of 402,000 jobs 
in March), we expect employment in the 
second quarter to fall by another 439,000. 
Overall, the province’s unemployment rate will 
average 11.5 per cent in the second quarter 
and employment will decline by 1.2 per cent 
for the year.

While the massive job losses will have a heavy 
impact across the province, support programs 
from both the federal and provincial governments 
will help ease the burden for many households. 
Many of the job losses will be concentrated in 
lower-wage industries, such as the accommo-
da tions, food services, retail, recreation, and 

cultural industries. As a result, federal programs 
such as the Canadian Emergency Relief Benefit, 
which provides a flat $500 per week to anyone 
who qualifies, will help workers in these industries 
maintain a large part of their earnings. The 
program is especially good for part-time workers 
in these industries, as the $500 per week 
payment under the program is higher than 
the average part-time salary.

Government stimulus programs mean that 
household disposable income will fall by much 
less than the economic contraction would 
suggest, which should help the economic 
recovery. Disposable income is set to contract 
by just 2.1 per cent (annualized) in the second 
quarter as government transfers to households 
rise by 44 per cent.

Chart 10
Ontario struggling through COVID-19, but still 
performing above average
(real GDP, percentage change)

e = estimate; f = forecast
Sources: The Conference Board of Canada; Statistics Canada.
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Ontario’s economy will slowly transition back 
to growth in the second half of 2020 and into 
the beginning of 2021. Double-digit growth from 
the third quarter of 2020 to the first quarter of 
2021 will allow the economy to return to its pre-
recession peak in the second quarter of next year. 
The recovery will vary considerably by industry, 
with manufacturing, retail, and construction 
leading the way early on. Some other industries, 
such as accommodations and food services, will 
remain below their peaks until the end of 2022. 
In all, Ontario’s economy will grow by 5.9 per cent 
in 2021 and 2.1 per cent in 2022.

Manitoba
Manitoba’s economy in 
a tailspin due to COVID-19 
and trade
Manitoba’s real GDP will fall 4.5 per cent in 2020, 
due mainly to the economic impacts of the 
COVID-19 pandemic. Although the near-term 
effects are severe, we do believe that the 
contraction will be short-lived and the economy 
will begin to recover in the second half of the year. 
This will set up a rebound of 6.0 per cent in 2021.

Output in the food and accommodation and 
the arts, entertainment, and recreation sectors 
will plunge in the first half of 2020 due to the 
closing of all non-essential businesses and to 
the practice of physical distancing, which limits 
the time and money people spend outside their 
homes. (See Chart 11.) Moreover, the collapse 
in transportation demand caused by strict 
travel bans, coupled with the economic impacts 
of rail blockades by anti-pipeline protestors early 
in the year, will slash growth in the province’s 

transportation equipment manufacturing sector 
and its transportation and warehousing sector.

Although the damage to Manitoba’s economy 
from COVID-19 will continue to dominate the 
headlines over the next few months, other indirect 
impacts will also weigh on economic activity 
over the near term. The collapse in world oil 
prices has badly hurt the economies of Alberta 
and Saskatchewan, two of Manitoba’s most 
important trading partners. This will have a major 
impact on Manitoba’s overall trade numbers, 
as interprovincial exports account for a larger 
share of total shipments from the province than 
do those destined for international markets. 
Manitoba’s exports to China will continue to be 
hurt by the latter’s ongoing ban on imports of 
Canadian canola seeds. Last year the province’s 
exports to China plunged by more than 40 per 
cent, and another sharp drop is anticipated in 
2020 as well. Further complicating the situation 

Chart 11
Steep declines for some services in Manitoba
(real GDP, 2012 $ millions)

f = forecast
Sources: The Conference Board of Canada; Statistics Canada.
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for Manitoba’s agriculture sector has been the 
successful completion of Phase I of a broader 
trade deal between the United States and China. 
As part of the deal, China agreed to purchase 
more U.S. agricultural products—purchases that 
could come at the expense of Manitoba’s exports 
to China.

In March, the provincial government was 
forecasting a reduced deficit for the upcoming 
fiscal year. However, that forecast was put 
together before the pandemic ripped through 
the Canadian economy. And the shutdowns for 
firms and the resulting mass layoffs will lead to 
sharply lower revenues this year. The government 
has delayed a planned cut in the provincial sales 
tax as a result. But with growing demand 
for government services (particularly health 
care), the province’s rainy-day fund could soon 
be exhausted.

Saskatchewan
Tough times continue, but solid 
recovery is on the horizon
Saskatchewan’s economy contracted by an 
estimated 0.3 per cent last year, and a 6.2 per 
cent decline is expected in 2020. Although 
the COVID-19 pandemic is the biggest factor 
in the province’s economic downturn this year, 
it’s not the only one. Weakness in Saskatchewan’s 
mining sector is also hurting the local economy. 
Last year, several potash mines either reduced 
or suspended production due to softening 
demand that was exacerbated by China’s decision 
to temporarily ban potash imports. That led to 
a sharp decline in the province’s potash industry 
in 2019, which will continue through the first half 
of 2020.
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Elsewhere, troubles in the energy sector are 
weighing on Saskatchewan’s economy this year. 
Plummeting oil prices and pipeline constraints 
have delayed major investments in the industry, 
including construction of the 10,000 barrel-per 
day Spruce Lake North thermal project, which 
was originally expected to be completed by the 
end of 2020.

The combination of the weakness in the 
resource-based sectors and the severe impacts 
of the COVID-19 pandemic adds up to a bleak 
outlook for the province’s labour market. 
Saskatchewan’s unemployment rate is expected 
to reach 13.5 per cent in the second quarter 
of this year, and average 8.0 per cent for 2020 
as a whole. That will be its highest annual average 
in nearly three decades, as many jobs that were 
lost in sectors such as accommodation and food 
services due to COVID-19 will add to the job woes 
in the province’s mining sector.

While Saskatchewan’s economy is in for a 
difficult year, some optimism is warranted 
for 2021. Broadly, more certainty surrounding 
the COVID-19 pandemic will support all sectors 
of the province’s economy. As well, the potash 
sector will play a particularly important role in 
Saskatchewan’s economic recovery. The long-
term outlook for fertilizer demand is strong. 
Combined with Canada’s recent free trade 
agreements with the European Union and 
Asia-Pacific, this will allow the province to 
expand its potash sector in the coming years. 
(See Chart 12.) In addition to potash, the housing 
sector will support Saskatchewan’s economy next 

1 A term coined to describe the period in which lockdown measures were implemented across the world to combat the spread 
of COVID-19.

year. Low mortgage rates and a recovering labour 
market will allow residential investment to expand 
at a robust pace. Overall, real GDP in the province 
is expected to rebound 6.3 per cent in 2021.

Alberta
Province bracing for historic 
economic decline
The Great Lockdown1 has dramatically shifted 
the economic landscape around the world. 
But in Canada, the impact has been most severe 
in Alberta. Just three months ago, we were 
projecting 2020 to be the first year of a long-
awaited economic recovery in Alberta. Now, the 
province is eyeing its worst recession on record 
and a provincial deficit that will be paid off 

Chart 12
Saskatchewan’s potash sector will begin 
to recover next year
(real GDP in non-metallic mineral mining, percentage change)

e=estimate; f = forecast
Sources: The Conference Board of Canada; Statistics Canada.
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over a period in which the scale is measured 
in decades instead of years. Real GDP in Alberta 
will contract 6.8 per cent in 2020, making its 
economy the worst-hit province in the country 
this year.

Businesses in Alberta will have to endure one of 
the greatest drop in sales ever experienced, as 
non-essential operations have been shut down 
by law and as provincial regulations aimed at 
limiting the spread of COVID-19 keep Albertans 
inside their homes. Until an acceptable level of 
public health can be attained on a sustained 
basis, the economy will play second fiddle as the 
government focuses on getting the province back 
to normal (albeit a “new normal”). The impacts 
will hit hardest in the second quarter, when 
the province’s unemployment rate will average 
17.4 per cent. With regulations limiting households 
in terms of the goods and services they are able 
to buy, the household savings rate will more than 
double—from 6.4 per cent in 2019 to 13.4 per 
cent this year—as real household consumption 
declines by a record 10.3 per cent.

Oil and gas companies will struggle in 2020 as 
plunging world demand for oil, coupled with a 
brief price war among the OPEC+ members, has 
disrupted the balance of supply and demand 
and caused oil prices to tank. Producers shut 
in production, even at costly oil sands mines, as 
prices fell below the break-even prices for their 
operations. Although restrictions around the 
world are beginning to ease and demand for oil 
will gradually improve, oil and gas companies will 
be left licking their wounds for months to come 
as sky-high inventories across the world start to 
drop at only a sluggish rate, keeping prices weak. 
(See Chart 13.)

British Columbia
Province’s key industries 
hammered by COVID-19
In mid-February, the B.C. government released 
an optimistic forecast for the province’s economy, 
which included another fiscal surplus. But the 
situation changed dramatically in the space of 
a few weeks, and we now expect real GDP in 
B.C. to drop by 3.8 per cent this year. Fortunately, 
as the impact of the virus gradually fades and 
life returns to some semblance of normalcy in 
the second half of this year, economic growth is 
expected to rebound and expand by 7.0 per cent 
in 2021.

The province’s dependence on tourism and trade 
with Asia has left B.C.’s economy vulnerable 
to the devastating effects of COVID-19. In B.C., 

Chart 13
Lengthy recovery ahead for Alberta’s oil and 
gas sector
(oil and gas, 2012 $ billions; Western Canadian Select, 
US$ per barrel, right)

f = forecast
Sources: The Conference Board of Canada; Statistics Canada.
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the travel and tourism industry’s share of the 
provincial economy is the second largest in 
Canada, behind only Prince Edward Island. 
Travel to B.C. has ground to a halt, as the U.S. 
border remains closed to pleasure travel and 
the number of overseas visitors has slowed to 
a trickle as airlines have slashed flights in the 
face of tumbling demand. On the trade front, the 
province’s exports are closely linked to numerous 
commodities for which prices have collapsed due 
to plummeting global trade volumes. While world 
oil prices have received much of the attention due 
to their dramatic crash in the second half of April, 
prices for other commodities, such as natural gas, 
have also come under pressure. Chinese demand 
for B.C.’s resources will also be weaker, as 
projections for China’s economic growth in 
2020 have dropped from around 6.0 per cent 
at the beginning of this year to less than 2.0 per 
cent today.

Not surprisingly, the outlook for consumer 
spending is bleak, as social distancing and 
stay-at-home measures have restrained demand. 
(See Chart 14.) In particular, food services, 
accommodations, retail, entertainment, and the 
arts and cultural industries are all set to post 
significant declines this year. However, once 
the restrictions start to ease in the second half 
of this year, consumer demand will begin to 
recover, setting the stage for a solid rebound 

in activity in 2021. Other factors that should boost 
the prospects for higher growth once the effects 
of the virus start to fade are the anticipated 
resumption of full-time work on the LNG and 
Trans Mountain pipeline projects in the second 
half of this year. Also, B.C. is in a better fiscal 
situation compared with other provinces, and 
the government has promised to boost financial 
assistance over the next few months.

Chart 14
B.C. consumer spending plunges
(household consumer spending, annualized 
percentage change*)

f = forecast
*based on 2012 $
Sources: The Conference Board of Canada; Statistics Canada.
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Appendix A

Methodology

The report examines the economic outlook for the provinces, 
including gross domestic product (GDP), output by industry and 
labour market conditions. It includes a forecast for Canadian 
economic indicators and a comparison of GDP by province and 
industry. The outlook is updated quarterly using the Conference 
Board’s large econometric model of the provincial economies.
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