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The number of employed people in
B.C. jumped by 27,000 in January,
indicating a significant, one-month

improvement in employment. Most of the
job gains were full-time (+22,100) rather
than part-time (+4,900), another sugges-
tion of a stronger labour market. A single
month’s numbers do not make a trend,
however. A few more months of increasing
employment will be needed to show that
the recent downward trend has reversed.

The number of adults participating in the
B.C.’s labour force also rose in January
(+9,500). The labour force grew by less
than the rise in jobs, so the number of unemployed people dropped by 17,500.
Reflecting this, the unemployment rate fell to 8.9% in January from 9.7% in December.
But, despite January’s drop, the recent trend in the unemployment rate remains
upward.

Last month’s job gains were broadly based across various demographic groups.
Employment rose among youths aged 15 to 24 (+5,600), men aged 25 and over
(+12,700) and women aged 25 and over (+8,600). Youths and women gained mostly
full-time jobs, while men saw increases mainly in part-time jobs.

January’s employment gains were also broadly based among different industry sec-
tors. Jobs were up in most goods-producing industries, especially construction
(+10,600). Construction jobs increased primarily on the strength of rising housing starts
and residential investment. Service sector industries also saw job gains last month.
Employment rose in finance, insurance and real estate (+7,000), transportation and
warehousing (+6,200), and in professional, scientific and technical services (+6,000).
Employment fell in retail and wholesale trade (-7,100).

Metropolitan B.C. saw modest gains in January, which were outweighed by increases
in the labour force. Jobs were up by 5,400 in Vancouver and by 2,400 in Victoria. The
unemployment rate rose slightly to 8.4% in Vancouver and 6.3% in Victoria.

B.C. employment jumps 
in January
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Employment was up in most regions of B.C. in January, except for Vancouver Island and
the North Coast.  Jobs rose in the Thompson-Okanagan (+5,900), Kootenay (+900),
Northeast (+700) and Cariboo(+500). Job losses continued last month on Vancouver Island
(-600) and in the North Coast/Nechako region (-500). The unemployment rate rose in all
regions except the Kootenay, as the labour force grew faster than employment.

Housing market favours sellers

The housing demand-supply balance continues shifting to a sellers’ market with each
passing month. The MLS® sales-to-active listings ratio, a good indicator of market balance,
reached a seasonally-adjusted 33% in January, well into the territory associated with a sell-
ers’ market. Only 18 months ago, Vancouver had a buyers’ market, characterized by low
sales volume, declining prices, and a demand-supply ratio of less than 12%. Record low
mortgage rates are the primary reason for the rapid and stronger turnaround in housing
market conditions. 

January housing sales shot up almost 10% from December to 3,364 units, making it the
most active month in Vancouver since late 1992. Year-over-year sales volume was up a
whopping 82%. Mortgage rates have been quite volatile since November and unexpected
rises in rates may have prompted some purchasers to lock-in before facing possible higher
rates. The five-year closed mortgage rate, for example, changed six times between
November 1 and January 31, rising and falling three times each. That reflected uncertainty
in the bond market over the future course of the economy. 

Rising prices are not evident in the reported monthly average sales prices, but are appar-
ent in the more accurate Housing Price Index (HPI) measure produced by the Vancouver
Real Estate board. The HPI, based on benchmark property characteristics and conceptually
similar to the CPI, is showing increases over the past three months and from a year ago of
about 5% annually for the three main housing types – detached, attached, and apartment.
Price increases are somewhat higher for apartment units. With the sales and listing trends in
the market, prices can only rise further.

Higher prices will bring additional supply on to the market. New MLS listings are beginning
to rise, although they lag far behind the jump in sales. Some of the increased supply will
come in the form of new construction.

Housing market sales are expected to hold up and rise this year, though not by 80%, as
mortgage rates stay low. Recent 10% monthly gains are not sustainable and some fallback
in the rate of monthly growth should be expected. Vancouver’s sales volume in 2002 is fore-
cast to rise 25% over last year and, perhaps more significantly, show an across-the-board
price increase well above the local inflation rate. 

House-building gains momentum

Housing starts in urban areas of B.C. rose in
January, building on the momentum of previ-
ous months and taking a cue from rising
prices and sales. January starts were at 1,802
units seasonally adjusted, the highest level yet
during this recovery phase. Multi-unit con-
struction pushed total starts higher in January,
from a below-trend level in December. The
pace of single-family construction is starting to
accelerate after lagging behind the multi-unit
rebound.



Most of the recovery in housing starts is
centred in the Vancouver area, but some gains
are being seen in Victoria and Kelowna mar-
kets. Construction activity in many other cen-
tres in B.C. is considerably weaker. This likely
reflects the broader depth in the metropolitan
area housing markets and, in some cases, a
relatively better local economy.

Housing starts are forecast to post a solid
15%-plus gain in B.C. this year. Total starts
are forecast at 20,000 units, up from an esti-
mated 17,500 units in 2001. Housing con-
struction is one sector that will contribute to
total economic growth in a significant way this
year.

Non-residential permits still slow

Non-residential building permits taken out in
B.C. continued to decline in December. These
permits measure most of the near-term plans
for construction and renovation of commercial,
institutional, government and industrial build-
ings. Planned construction of non-residential
buildings was at a fairly high level and trend-
ing upward in early 2001, but has since soft-
ened in line with weakening business and gov-
ernment activity.

For all of 2001, non-residential permits in
B.C. were up slightly from 2000. The gains were in institutional and government building,
while construction of industrial and commercial buildings fell. Industrial and commercial
vacancy rates rose last year as various business and government industries needed less new
space and new buildings came on the market. By the end of 2001, all types of non-residen-
tial building permits, including those taken out by government and institutions, were trend-
ing downward.

CCUUCCBBCC  EEccoonnoommiiccss      ..      wwwwww..ccrreeddiitt--uunniioonn..ccoomm
HHeellmmuutt  PPaassttrriicckk,,  CChhiieeff  EEccoonnoommiiccsstt    ..    DDaavviidd  HHoobbddeenn,,  EEccoonnoommiisstt    ..    JJuuddyy  WWoozzeennccrroofftt,,  EEccoonnoommiicc  SSeerrvviicceess  CCoooorrddiinnaattoorr

B.C. Building Permits:  Non-Residential
Dec 2001 ($1,000’s)

Dec 01 Sep 01 % Change 2001 2000 % Change
Trend Trend

Total 131,843 161,307 -18% 2,123,567 2,088,857 2%

Commerical 65,606 85,536 -23% 1,170,033 1,297,270 -10%

Institutional & 47,941   51,941        -8% 732,527 496,062 48%

Government

Industrial 13,122 15,245 -14% 221,007 295,525 -25%


