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Source: Statistics Canada, CUCBC Economics for seasonal adjustment.  Latest: May 2001.
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The number of employed workers in
British Columbia fell by 11,000 in
May, but the year-to-date total is

still up by nearly 29,000, representing an
increase of about 4%, annualized.
Employment is expected to stay on an
upward trend this year. Average employ-
ment in 2002 is forecast to rise by 0.4%
over 2001, after falling 0.3% last year.

B.C.’s unemployment rate rose in May to
9.5% of the labour force, up from 8.7% in
March. The increase was mostly due to
lower employment, but an increase in the
labour force also was a factor. There is still
plenty of slack in the overall supply of
labour, given the number of unemployed workers as well as able youths and adults not
currently in the labour force. Average weekly wages, overall, are forecast to rise by only
1.5% in 2002.

Employment losses in May were mainly among part-time workers, youths aged 15 to
24, and workers in metropolitan Vancouver. The industries that shed the most workers
last month were manufacturing, accommodation, food services, educational services,
natural resources, health-care and social assistance. Year-to-date employment in manu-
facturing, health-care and social assistance remains up, despite May’s declines.

Job gains in May were mainly in the real estate and utility industries. Employment
rose in the southwest (outside of metropolitan Vancouver), Thompson-Okanagan and
Vancouver Island regions.

Residential building up, non-residential building flat

B.C.’s weak economic growth and provincial government spending restraint are
putting a dampener on construction and renovation of commercial, government and
institutional buildings. Meanwhile, the household sector is giving a strong boost to con-
struction and renovation of residential buildings. Capital spending on industrial building
is slow but steady.

B.C. labour market slow 
in May
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The value of building permits issued in April
for government and institutional structures fell
by $15 million from March and the growth
trend is currently –4% per month. Permits
issued for industrial building increased by $31
million in April and the current growth trend is
+1% per month. April permits for commercial
building also increased by $31 million, but the
current trend is flat. Residential building per-
mits rose by $81 million in April, with a strong
current trend of +6% per month.

Housing starts in B.C. are forecast to total
21,500 dwelling units in 2002, up from 17,200
last year. Non-residential capital spending is
expected to fall by 4%, following a 7% increase.

Housing sales dip in May

The strong housing sales pace seen in April was not sustained in May, falling to 2,929
units (seasonally adjusted) from April’s near ten-year high of 3,547 units in the Greater
Vancouver Real Estate Board area. There was no apparent reason for May’s drop of more
than 600 units, just as there was no obvious cause of April’s 600-plus gain. Mortgage rates
have been up moderately in the past two months, but that should not have this kind of
impact on sales. Abnormal weather can have a big effect but that does not seem to have
been a factor recently. Examination of the data history shows that these swings are within
normal bounds, though at the outer end.

Sales in other real estate board areas also dropped in May. Data from all 12 boards in
B.C. is not available, but the Fraser Valley saw a decline, as did Victoria. Obviously, when
the B.C. data is released later this month, it too will show a decline in May seasonally
adjusted sales.

Notwithstanding May’s sales dip, the market remains strong and is still a sellers’ market.
Unit sales volume is still more than 50% high-
er year-to-date from last year, but this number
will decline in the coming months. We are
forecasting a 30% increase for 2002 as a
whole.

New and active listings counts are beginning
to rise, which is good for potential homebuy-
ers. More supply in a strong market will help
to reduce price pressure, which has been
building as the strong sales growth reduced
the available supply on the market. Prices
were up about 10% year-over-year in May,
according to the Greater Vancouver Board’s
House Price Index. We expect to see this rate
edging down by the fall.

U.S. labour market sluggish

Signs that the U.S. economic recovery is becoming a ‘jobless’ recovery are more evident,
after release of the May labour market report. May’s job gain was a small 41,000 and the



previous monthly gains were revised down-
ward for three consecutive months. As
revised, payroll-based jobs gained 6,000 in
April and declined by 5,000 in March, after ini-
tial estimates of a 43,000 gain in April and
revisions in March and February. Accordingly,
one cannot place too much confidence in May’s
gain, nor conclude that a turning point has
occurred.

The unemployment rate declined to 5.8%
from 6.0% in April, but this was not interpret-
ed as an improvement in labour market condi-
tions. Household survey numbers, on which
the unemployment rate is based, are very
volatile from month to month, and the establishment or payroll survey is a much better
barometer of labour market conditions. It is very likely that the unemployment rate will
again increase this month. 

The Federal Reserve will not raise interest rates in late June and could well delay its first
increase beyond August. Even though U.S. real GDP growth was over 5% annualized in the
first quarter, these weak job numbers will carry more weight with the Fed. 

For B.C., a sluggish U.S. labour market is not goods news for exporters. Further, the weak
job numbers will tend to weaken the U.S. dollar, and the Canadian dollar will  get an extra
boost from stronger Canadian job growth in May. A rising Canadian dollar has negative
implications for exports to the U.S., though at these low levels -– about 65 cents U.S. — it
still keeps B.C. exporters competitive. 
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