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• Unemployment rises to 7.9% in February, with the largest decline in jobs on record
• BC exports drop 4.1% in January
• Workplace injuries in BC down 28% over the last decade

Labour ForceLabour Force

• The unemployment rate in British Columbia
jumped 0.6 percentage points to 7.9% (season-
ally adjusted) in February.

Employment was down 1.8%—the largest per-
centage monthly decline ever recorded (the BC
labour force survey goes back to 1976). Previ-
ously, the largest monthly decline on record
was in June 1982, when employment fell 1.7%.

In the last quarter of 2003, BC gained 46,200
new jobs. Almost 80% of those were wiped out
in February. The employment declines were
widespread. Both the public (-0.3%) and private
(-1.6%) sectors shed workers. Self-employment
(-3.7%) also dropped. There were fewer jobs in
both full time (-1.1%) and part time (-4.0) em-
ployment. Almost all industries reduced the
size of their workforce, particularly in utilities
(-13.5%), trade (-6.2%) and construction (-4.3%).

Some 25,200 people withdrew from the labour
force, which helped to contain the rise in the
unemployment rate. Roughly 80% of those
leaving the labour force were males.

Data Source: Statistics Canada

• Nationally, the unemployment rate was un-
changed in February, holding at 7.4%. Em-
ployment inched downward marginally
(-0.1%), counterbalanced by a similar decrease
in the labour force (-0.1%). The only other
province to see a notable increase in its unem-
ployment rate was PEI (+0.9 percentage
points). Data Source: Statistics Canada

The EconomyThe Economy

• British Columbia’s international exports were
weak in January, down 4.1% (seasonally ad-
justed). Exports have posted a decline in four

out of the last five months. Exports to the US
were down marginally (-0.5%), while exports to
all other nations fell 11.0%.

Exports of agricultural and fishing products
dropped sharply (-21.6%), a fallout from the re-
cent mad cow scare. In late December, a case of
mad cow disease was discovered in Washing-
ton, and the animal’s origin was traced back to
Canada. Since then, many countries have im-
posed or tightened bans against North Ameri-
can beef.

The drop in agricultural and fishing products
accounted for 44% of the decline in exports.
Most other export goods also posted slight de-
clines. Energy exports (+2.9%) were an excep-
tion. Data Source: Statistics Canada and BC Stats

• Nationally, the value of exported goods
dropped 4.7% (seasonally adjusted) in Janu-
ary. This was largely due to a decline in exports
to the US (-4.0%), and likely related to the
strength of the Canadian dollar.  Exports to
other important trading partners—Japan
(-6.2%) and the European Union (-10.1%)—
were also down significantly. 

Data Source: Statistics Canada

HousingHousing

• The average sale price of new and resale
houses in Vancouver was $348,084 in January,
by far the most expensive among Canadian
cities. Victoria ($297,665) has the second high-
est average price, followed by Toronto
($295,989) and Kelowna ($249,429). 

Data Source: Canada Mortgage and Housing Corporation

• New housing prices in British Columbia’s ma-
jor cities increased significantly in January.
Prices in Victoria were up 10.7% compared to
the same month in 2002. This was the highest
inflation in the country. Quebec City (+8.1%)
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Did you know…Did you know…
In 2002, there were 8.5 workplace fatalities per 100,000 WCB-covered workers.

In 1918, the fatality rate was 202.7—almost 25 times higher.
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had the second-highest housing price inflation.
The housing price increase in Vancouver
(+5.1%) matched the national average.

Data Source: Statistics Canada

• Despite rising sale prices, new housing con-
struction in BC dropped 8.8% (seasonally ad-
justed) in February. Across Canada, housing
starts were up 9.5%. Newfoundland and Lab-
rador had a burst of new home construction
(+80.8%). Manitoba (+20.0%) and Quebec
(+19.7%) also had sizeable increases in housing
starts.  Data Source: Statistics Canada

Workplace InjuriesWorkplace Injuries

• There were 58,877 serious workplace injuries
in BC last year. A preliminary calculation sug-
gests the injury rate was slightly lower than in
2002 (3.2 injuries per 100 workers in 2002). 

Data Source: Workers’ Compensation Board of BC and BC Stats

• Over the last decade, the incidence of work-
place injuries has fallen significantly. The total
number of serious injuries fell 28% between
1993 and 2002, and the injury rate dropped
from 5.3 per 100 workers to 3.2—down 42%.

The share of the workforce covered by WCB
rose from 83% in 1993 to 94% in 2002. Much of
this was due to a policy change in 1994, which
expanded coverage to a number of new indus-
tries. In 1993, men received 76% of serious
workplace injuries, compared to 70% in 2002. 

Data Source: Workers’ Compensation Board of BC

• In 2002, WCB issued 34,168 orders to comply
with occupational health and safety legisla-
tion. Some 496 warnings were issued, and fol-
lowing those, nearly $1.8 million in fines
imposed were for failure to comply with health
and safety laws. 

Data Source: Workers’ Compensation Board of BC

The NationThe Nation

• The public sector is the leading force in tech-
nological change in Canada, rapidly outpac-
ing the private sector in the adoption of new
technology. The rate of technological adoption
in the public sector (82%) was roughly double
that in the private sector (42%). Further, among
organisations that acquired new technologies,
the public sector was far more likely to provide

training in support of technological change. In
the public sector, 94% of organisations pro-
vided such training, compared to only 56% in
the private sector.

Organisational size is a key factor in the adop-
tion of new technology. Large organisations—
with significant economies of scale—are much
more likely to upgrade their technology than
smaller outfits. This is true in both the public
and private sector. Indeed, among very large
public and private organisations (500+ employ-
ees), there is no difference in the adoption of
new technology.  

Data Source: SC, Catalogue no. 88F006-XIE, no. 008

• Computer software prices have been falling
steadily since late in 2000. From their peak in
September 2000, software prices have dropped
21%. The deflationary trend accelerated sharply
in the middle of 2002. Between October 2002
and the summer of 2003, software prices
dropped a full 16%. For the last half of 2003,
however, prices stabilized (-1%). 

Data Source: Statistics Canada

• Canadian corporate operating profits were
$172.7 billion in 2002, up 1.0% from the year
before. With revenues of $2.4 trillion, the oper-
ating profit margin was 7.1%.

The profits of financial corporations took a hit
in 2002, down 9.6% from 2001. However, non-
financial corporations—which account for over
90% of total corporate revenues—saw profits
rise 4.5%.

Corporations were assessed $35.2 billion in in-
come taxes in 2002. This represents an effective
tax rate of 20.4% of profits. Data Source: Statistics Canada

• Labour productivity growth was stagnant in
Canada in 2003 (+0.1%). This represents a pro-
nounced slowdown from previous years. Over
1996 to 2002, labour productivity growth aver-
aged 2.3%. Data Source: Statistics Canada
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Rising Commodity Prices Could Signal Turnaround for BC ExportsRising Commodity Prices Could Signal Turnaround for BC Exports

BC Exports Declined Once Again in 2003

In 2003, the value of BC origin exports fell for the third consecutive
year (-1.6%). The soaring price of natural gas and electricity and con-
sequent rise in value of BC exports of those commodities was not
enough to offset the poor performance in the forest sector. The effects
of the softwood lumber dispute with the United States combined with
low commodity prices for pulp and newsprint resulted in a 10.0%
drop in exports of forest products.

The British Columbia forest industry’s response to the substantial 27
per cent tariff on softwood lumber exports to the United States was to
ramp up production and improve productivity, thereby driving down
costs. This strategy worked for a while, but it resulted in oversupply in
the marketplace, which in turn caused prices to drop. The combination
of lower prices, crippling tariffs and a rising Canadian dollar has re-
sulted in a 20.6% drop in the value of lumber exports to the United
States, despite the fact that quantities shipped increased 3.4%.

The forest sector was not the only poor performer among BC export-
ers. The discovery of a cow in Alberta infected with bovine spongi-
form encephalopathy (BSE), more commonly known as “mad cow”
disease, has had a significant effect on agricultural exports as many
countries, including the United States, closed their borders to exports
of live cattle and selected beef products. Another commodity that ex-
perienced a significant drop in exports was motor vehicles and parts.
This was mainly due to the closure of the Western Star Trucks assem-
bly plant in Kelowna in the fall of 2002.

Despite the substantial
increase in the value of en-
ergy exports, total BC ex-
ports declined

Exports declined in many regions
across the country in 2003
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British Columbia was not alone with respect to declining exports. In
table exception of Alberta, where exports grew on the fact, with the
exception of Alberta, Nova Scotia and New Brunswick, which all bene-
fited from the surge in prices for energy-related goods, all other prov-
inces experienced a decline in the value of exports. However, the in-
creases in Nova Scotia and New Brunswick were not enough to push
total exports for the Atlantic region as a whole over the total recorded
in 2002. The Territories, on the strength of increased exports of dia-
monds from the Northwest Territories, were the only other region to
experience an increase in the value of exports.

Although the value of exports from BC to its top two major destina-
tions, the United States and Japan, declined in 2003, international
shipments to many other destinations experienced some growth. The
distribution of exports was slightly more diversified in 2003 compared
to the previous year. The United States’ share of BC exports fell over
one and a half percentage points to 66.3% (from 67.9%) and Japan’s
share also dropped, to 12.7% of BC exports (compared to 13.3% in
2002). China’s share increased from 2.9% in 2002 to 3.8% in 2003. Sev-
eral other countries ranked in the top ten destinations for BC exports
also increased their share, albeit to a lesser degree.

Rising Commodity Prices May Boost Exports in 2004

The outlook for BC origin exports in 2004 is looking more positive than
what transpired in 2003. It is unlikely that there will be a fourth con-
secutive year of decline in the value of international shipments from
BC, although part of the reason for that is the lower base from which

The distribution of BC ex-
ports was slightly more
diversified in 2003

The value of BC origin exports increased for many 
destinations outside the United States and Japan
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measurement will start. In other words, the poor performance over the
last few years means that even a mediocre performance in 2004 will be
an improvement. However, there are some indications that BC exports
could bounce back for several commodity groups.

One of the most significant factors that impacted exports in 2003 was
the rapid appreciation of the Canadian dollar. The dollar soared from
US $0.64 at the beginning of January to US $0.77 by the end of Decem-
ber, an increase of 13 cents, or 22%. Although many economists were
projecting a rise in the value of the Canadian dollar at the beginning of
the year, none had anticipated this kind of expansion in this short a
time. Most forecasts capped the growth of the dollar at somewhere
around 69 or 70 cents. The speed of the appreciation caused problems
for some exporters and likely had the effect of dampening exports of
some key commodities.

The consensus opinion for 2004 appears to be a continuation of the ap-
preciation in the dollar, although at a much more moderate pace, fin-
ishing the year at between US $0.77 and US $0.80. This may be dis-
tressing for some exporters already feeling the bite of a “high” dollar,
but it’s not as if this is new territory. It has been a decade since the
dollar exceeded US $0.78, but Canadian exporters were able to com-
pete then and should still be able to compete. If anything, the higher
dollar may be viewed as an opportunity by some exporters to make
capital investments to improve efficiency and make themselves more
competitive. With a significant amount of cutting-edge technology
being developed in the United States, the low Canadian dollar may
have made these investments too expensive in the past, but they may
be more affordable now.

The Canadian loonie appre-
ciated 22% relative to the
American greenback in
2003

The consensus forecast is
for the dollar to continue to
rise, albeit at a much slower
pace than last year

The Canadian dollar appreciated rapidly through 2003 
but is still well below levels seen in the early nineties
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There are some indications that the outlook for a higher Canadian
dollar may be overly optimistic (or pessimistic, depending on your
viewpoint). The recent decision by the Bank of Canada to cut its trend-
setting rate by 250 basis points and the indication given that further
rate cuts may be on the horizon could signal depreciation for the
loonie, particularly since the US Federal Reserve Board is giving indi-
cations that it will soon start increasing interest rates, which will
shrink the gap between Canadian and American rates and make the
Canadian dollar somewhat less attractive compared to its American
counterpart. Also, the United States economy is forecast to grow faster
than Canada’s in 2004, which should also have a dampening effect on
the loonie. Whether or not these factors will outweigh those that are
driving the dollar up remains to be seen; however, it is likely that the
forecasters are correct in saying that the pace of growth experienced in
2003 will not recur this year. If the dollar does appreciate, it should be
at a far more moderate pace at which exporters should be able to ad-
just much more easily.

Regardless of whether the dollar appreciates or not, the prospect of
rising commodity prices could prove to be the saving grace for many
British Columbia exporters. Although there were some increases in
prices for selected export commodities in 2003, the rapid appreciation
of the Canadian dollar nullified much of the positive effect.

The one area where commodity prices are expected to fall is for en-
ergy-related commodities, such as natural gas and electricity. Low in-
ventories of natural gas combined with greater demand caused by ex-
treme weather conditions (very cold winter, very hot summer) helped
drive up prices in 2003. It is unlikely that these conditions will occur
again, which should cause prices to ease back; however, there is still a
significant demand for natural gas and there have not been many new
discoveries that will increase supply, so prices should remain well
above historical levels.

For electricity, the volume of exports will depend to a large extent on
weather conditions. In 2003, low snow packs resulting from reduced
precipitation in the winter, combined with the long dry spell in the
summer, had a significant impact on electricity production and the
supply of electrical power available for export. Volumes exported
were well down from 2002, but due to significant price inflation, the
value of exports increased substantially. It is likely that export vol-
umes will increase in 2004, which means that unless prices fall signifi-
cantly, the value of electricity exports may continue to rise.

Although exports of energy-related products have become very im-
portant to British Columbia, the forest sector is still the leading source
of exported goods. The ongoing trade dispute with the United States
regarding softwood lumber is probably the most significant issue af-
fecting trade in the province. Attempts to come to a negotiated agree-

There are some factors that
could dampen the dollar’s
growth

Prices are expected to rise
for many key commodities,
which should benefit BC
exporters
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ment have thus far been unsuccessful and Canada is continuing its
challenges with both NAFTA and the WTO. The results of these chal-
lenges have so far been mixed, with both the United States and Can-
ada claiming victory on most of the panel decisions, but the NAFTA
panel findings on whether or not the Canadian industry caused injury
to the American lumber industry were most certainly leaning in Can-
ada’s favour.

The panel remanded the issue back to the US International Trade
Commission (ITC) with instructions to come up with a better method-
ology to support their argument. This is particularly important be-
cause if the panel finds there was no injury, the argument about
whether or not Canada subsidized its lumber becomes moot. Without
injury, the United States has no legal justification for implementing
tariffs. Since the NAFTA panel’s findings are binding, if in the end
they do not find injury, the dispute will be over and Canada will have
won. At this point, the ITC has rejected the panel’s conclusions and
maintains that their original calculations were correct. The NAFTA
panel may once again reject the ITC’s argument after which there may
be yet another appeal; however, the likelihood is that this dispute
should come to an end one way or another by the end of 2004. This
will be good news for BC lumber producers, but in the meantime, they
will still have to deal with the duties.

There is still a situation of oversupply in lumber, despite the record
low interest rates that are driving up the number of housing starts on
both sides of the border. If the US economy takes off sufficiently to in-
duce the US Federal Reserve to boost interest rates, the demand for
lumber could fall, further exacerbating the oversupply situation. There
is also a potential supply increase coming online as companies try to
salvage as much of the lumber burned in last summer’s forest fires as
possible, not to mention the continued effort to eradicate the pine bee-
tle and salvage beetle-damaged timber. This does not bode well for
significant price increases and with a stronger Canadian dollar and
27% duties to face, this puts BC lumber companies in a poor position.
Unless the dispute with the US is resolved soon, it is unlikely that
there will be significant growth in revenues from lumber exports.

On the positive side in the forest sector, 2004 may be the year that the
fortunes of pulp and newsprint producers finally turn around. Pulp
prices improved somewhat in 2003, but not as much as anticipated at
the start of the year. The consensus forecast for 2004 is that pulp prices
will rise, driven at least in part by demand from China. Higher com-
modity prices should help boost the value of BC pulp exports. The
outlook is even more positive for newsprint. As the US economy starts
to take off, demand for newsprint should rise. Demand for newsprint
and paperboard for containers is correlated with the business cycle, as
advertising tends to rise when the economy is on a roll and an increase
in goods shipped means that there is more demand for containers in

The softwood lumber dis-
pute with the US continues
to trouble BC lumber pro-
ducers, but the dispute
could be resolved by the end
of the year

Demand for pulp and
newsprint is up, which
should lead to higher prices
in 2004 and consequently,
increased exports
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which to ship them. The fact that this is an election year in both Can-
ada and the United States will also increase advertising demand.

Metals and mineral ores are another commodity group that should see
a rebound this year. Prices for these goods are on the way up, once
again driven by demand from China, particularly for copper and
nickel. Metal prices have already been rising through the last half of
2003 and the expectation is for further price inflation through 2004.
This should lead to an improvement in BC exports of these commodi-
ties and may even spur an increase in exploration, which could further
increase exports in years to come.

The one mineral that may not see an increase in the value of exports is
coal. With the closure of the Bullmoose mine in the northeast and the
mergers occurring in the southeast, there has been a significant reduc-
tion in capacity, which means volumes of coal exported should fall;
however, prices are expected to rise, which may lead to flat growth in
revenues from coal exports.

The improving situation for metals may also help boost BC exports of
machinery and equipment as demand for mining and energy-related
equipment could rise. If housing starts continue to be strong, con-
struction-related equipment should also be in high demand.

Higher commodity prices may also benefit the agricultural sector, but
the BSE crisis will continue to be a drag on total agricultural exports.
With the discovery of an infected cow in Washington State that was
traced back to Alberta, the removal of trade barriers is unlikely. Al-
though the cattle and beef industry represents a relatively small part of
BC’s total exports, it is significant for some regions of the province,
and is certainly significant for other provinces, particularly Alberta.

The Outlook for Service Exports is Mixed

Rising commodity prices should offset any further appreciation of the
Canadian dollar, but the higher dollar could still have a significant ef-
fect on exports of services. Data on exports of services, particularly
with a provincial breakdown, is sparse; however, services are a signifi-
cant BC export.

Tourism is one of the more high profile service exports from BC. Last
year was a tough one for the BC tourism industry, as it had to deal
with the effects of SARS, the war in Iraq and the spate of forest fires at
the height of the summer tourist season. All this was compounded by
the rapid appreciation of the Canadian dollar, which made it more ex-
pensive for Americans to visit Canada. While the rising Canadian
dollar may not have been enough of a disincentive to dissuade the
majority of American tourists, it probably did have an effect on the de-
cisions of Canadians whether to take their vacations within Canada or

With the problems that
plagued the industry in
2003 out of the way, the BC
tourism sector should see
an improvement in 2004
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travel south of the border. It is unlikely that the unfortunate conflu-
ence of disastrous events will be repeated in 2004, which alone should
signal a better performance for tourism in BC. The improving Ameri-
can economy may also help boost tourism activity and the high profile
given to Vancouver as forthcoming host of significant sporting events
such as the 2010 Olympics and the 2006 World Junior Hockey Cham-
pionship should make it a popular destination for tourists over the
next several years.

Another high profile service export is the BC film industry. This is an-
other industry that is possibly being harmed by the higher Canadian
dollar, but on the positive side, many of the BC industry’s competitors
are also facing appreciation of their currency against the American
dollar. Perhaps a greater impediment to the industry in BC is the pro-
liferation of so-called “reality” television programs. These low-budget
programs are affecting the production of made-for-TV movies and
one-hour dramas, which have been a big part of the BC industry.
However, feature film production has been steady in British Columbia.
If the BC industry can continue to attract these big-budget feature
films, they could offset the reduction in television production, but it is
likely that there will not be substantial revenue growth in 2004.

One area that has been experiencing strong growth and likely will
continue to do so in 2004 is exports of high technology services. The
gross domestic product of high tech services reached its highest level
ever in the third quarter of 2003.1

Conclusion

The prospect of rising commodity prices and a more stable Canadian
dollar should signal a turnaround for BC exports. Lower prices for en-
ergy may cool off that sector, but higher prices for pulp, newsprint and
metals, combined with increased demand from the US and China
should boost overall exports in 2004. If the softwood lumber dispute is
settled soon, there could be significant growth, but more likely,
growth will be modest.

                                                  
1 See: BC Stats, High Tech Quarterly, Third Quarter 2003.

A higher dollar and the
effect that ‘reality-TV’ is
having on other television
production could cause
problems for BC’s film in-
dustry in 2004
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Provincial Electoral District
Profiles

   ? �
We have just added additional area profiles
based on the 2001 Census to our site. Each
18-page profile details the demographic and
dwelling characteristics in a series of charts
and tables. The comparative charts, sorted
data, share calculations, 2001 election re-
sults, and links to maps provide a ready and
comprehensive overview of each riding.

The PED profiles have been added to our
general 2001 Census Profile page. Other new
additions to this page are profiles for Vancou-
ver Island and for each of the eight develop-
ment regions. This completes our census pro-
file development for the 2001 Census.

PED profiles:

www.bcstats.gov.bc.ca/data/cen01
/profiles/csd_txt.htm#PED_mark

2001 Census profiles:

www.bcstats.gov.bc.ca/data/cen01
/profiles/csd_txt.htm

Released this week by BC STATS
• Tourism Sector Monitor, February 2004
• Exports, January 2004

Next week
• Labour Force Statistics, February 2004
• Small Business Quarterly, 4th Quarter 2003

BC at a glance . . . 
POPULATION     (thousands) % change on

Oct 1/03 one year ago

  BC 4,158.6     0.8
  Canada 31,714.6   0.8

GDP and INCOME % change on
   (BC - at market prices) 2002 one year ago

  Gross Domestic Product (GDP) ($ millions) 135,552    2.7
  GDP ($ 1997 millions) 128,151    2.4
  GDP ($ 1997 per Capita) 31,143      1.5

  Personal Disposable Income ($ 1997 per Capita) 19,576      0.1

TRADE  ($ millions, seasonally adjusted)
 % change on

prev. month 
  Manufacturing Shipments - Dec 2,741        -2.3
  Merchandise Exports - Jan 2,209        -4.1
  Retail Sales - Dec 3,409        -0.5

CONSUMER PRICE INDEX 12-month avg
  (all items - 1992=100) Jan '04 % change

  BC 120.8        2.0
  Canada 122.9        2.5

LABOUR FORCE   (thousands) % change on
  (seasonally adjusted) Feb '04 prev. month

  Labour Force - BC 2,211        -1.1
  Employed      - BC 2,036        -1.8
  Unemployed  - BC 174           6.8

Jan '04
  Unemployment Rate - BC (percent) 7.9            7.3
  Unemployment Rate - Canada (percent) 7.4            7.4

INTEREST RATES     (percent) Mar 10/04 Mar 12/03

  Prime Business Rate 4.00          4.75               
  Conventional Mortgages - 1 year 4.30          5.10               
                                      - 5 year 5.80          6.60               

US/CANADA EXCHANGE RATE Mar 10/04 Mar 12/03
  (avg. noon spot rate)    Cdn $ 1.3270      1.4723           
                     US $ (reciprocal of the closing rate) 0.7557      0.6780           

AVERAGE WEEKLY WAGE RATE % change on
  (industrial aggregate - dollars) Feb '04 one year ago

  BC 684.78      0.8
  Canada 678.61      3.0

SOURCES:

  Population, Gross Domestic Product, Trade, Statistics

  Prices, Labour Force, Wage Rate Canada
  Interest Rates, Exchange Rates:  Bank of Canada Weekly Financial Statistics

  For latest Weekly Financial Statistics see www.bankofcanada.ca
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