
 

British Columbia 

 

2018 (Annual Edition) 

 

 

 

Labour Market Bulletin 

This Labour Market Bulletin provides an analysis of Labour Force Survey results for the province of British Columbia (BC), 
including the regions of Northern BC, Vancouver Island and Coast, Lower Mainland, Thompson–Okanagan and the 
Kootenays. 

 

OVERVIEW 

After two consecutive years of over 3.0% growth, employment in BC grew a more modest 1.1% in 2018. Annual 
employment growth was led by gains in full-time employment (+24,700), outpacing advances in part-time 
employment (+2,100). Growth in private sector employment slowed significantly in 2018 with new jobs evenly 
distributed among the three classes of workers: public sector employment (+8,800), private sector employment 
(+9,100) and self-employment (+8,900). This bucks a trend from the last couple of years when the majority of 
gains were in the private sector. 1     

British Columbia Annual Labour Force Statistics 

Labour Force  
2018 2017 2016 

2017 to 2018 2016 to 2017 

Survey Estimates Number % Number % 

Population 15 + ('000) 4,031.8 3,979.7 3,930.7 52.1 1.3 49.0 1.2 
Labour Force  ('000) 2,616.5 2,600.7 2,532.3 15.8 0.6 68.4 2.7 
Employment  ('000) 2,493.6 2,466.8 2,379.5 26.8 1.1 87.3 3.7 
   Full-Time  ('000) 1,959.3 1,934.6 1,862.5 24.7 1.3 72.1 3.9 
   Part-Time  ('000) 534.2 532.1 517.0 2.1 0.4 15.1 2.9 
Unemployment  ('000) 122.9 133.9 152.8 -11.0 -8.2 -18.9 -12.4 
Unemployment Rate (%) 4.7 5.1 6.0 -0.4 - -0.9 - 
Participation Rate (%) 64.9 65.3 64.4 -0.4 - 0.9 - 
Employment Rate (%) 61.8 62.0 60.5 -0.2 - 1.5 - 
Note: Totals may not add due to rounding 
Source: Statistics Canada Labour Force Survey Estimates – Table: 14-10-0018 (formerly CANSIM 282-0002) 
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BC’s annual unemployment rate in 2018 was 4.7%, the lowest in the country and well below the national average 
(5.8%). BC’s annual provincial unemployment rate has trended down since 2009 when it peaked at 7.7%, 
following the global financial crisis of 2008. 
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The unemployment rate contracted for most gender and age groups in BC in 2018, and for the first time since 
2012, women and men over the age of 25 had the same annual unemployment rate (4.1%). And although there 
still remains a gap between the unemployment rate for young men (8.9%) and young women (7.3%), this gap 
became a lot smaller in 2018 with the unemployment rate for young men decreasing 1.5 percentage points.   

British Columbia Annual Unemployment Rates, by Gender and Age 

Labour Force Survey Estimates 2018 2017 2016 
2017 to 2018 2016 to 2017 

(% points) (% points) 
Total 4.7 5.1 6.0 -0.4 -0.9 
  25 years and over 4.1 4.5 5.3 -0.4 -0.8 
    Men - 25 years and over 4.1 4.7 5.7 -0.6 -1.0 
    Women - 25 years and over 4.1 4.4 4.8 -0.3 -0.4 
  15 to 24 years 8.1 8.6 10.3 -0.5 -1.7 
    Men - 15 to 24 years 8.9 10.4 11.2 -1.5 -0.8 
    Women - 15 to 24 years 7.3 6.8 9.3 0.5 -2.5 
Note: Totals may not add due to rounding      
Source: Statistics Canada Labour Force Survey Estimates – Table: 14-10-0018 (formerly CANSIM 282-0002) 

Labour market conditions have tightened in BC. In fact, BC’s job vacancy rate increased for the first three quarters 
of 2018, reaching 4.8% in the third quarter — the highest vacancy rate of any province in Canada and well above 
the national average (3.3%). 2 

According to the Province of BC’s Labour Market Outlook: 2018, there will be an estimated 903,000 job openings 
in the province over the next ten years, and close to 80% of these new positions will require post-secondary 
education. These openings will be created in part by economic growth, but primarily due to retirements. And 
while half of these positions are forecast to be filled by new entrants to the workforce, approximately 27% will 
be filled by immigrants and 8% by migrants from other provinces. Consequently, the outlook projects a labour 
shortage of approximately 130,000 unfilled positions. 3,4  

A labour shortage could be mitigated by greater labour force participation from BC’s under-represented workers 
such as Indigenous Peoples, women and persons with disabilities. BC’s Skills Training for Employment programs, 
funded by the Canada-BC Workforce Development Agreement, is one measure currently in place to help those, 
who face barriers to participation, enter the labour market. 5 

Labour Market Indicators for Indigenous People 

In 2018, the total population aged 15+ in British Columbia was around 4 million. The Indigenous population living 
off-reserve accounted for 4.3% of that, or 171,500 people. Employment among the Indigenous population in 
British Columbia decreased to 101,100 in 2018, representing a loss of 2,800 (-2.7%) positions from a year earlier 
(2017). The loss of part time positions since 2017 (-3,800 or -15.9%) was partially offset by a small increase in 
full-time positions (+1,000 or +1.3%). 

The average unemployment rate among Indigenous people was 10.2% in 2018, a small decrease from the 
previous year (-0.8 pp). The unemployment rate among the non-Indigenous population was 4.5%, also 
representing a small decrease from 2017 (-0.4 pp). In 2018, the participation rate of Indigenous people was 65.7% 
(-5.3pp from 2017) while it remained almost unchanged among non-Indigenous population, at 64.8% (-0.3pp) 
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from 2017. The employment rate for Indigenous people decreased year-over-year to 59% (-4.2pp) while same 
rate remained unchanged among non-Indigenous population at 61.9% from 2017.  

British Columbia  - Labour Market Indicators for Indigenous People 

3-month moving averages 
Seasonally unadjusted data 

Indigenous 
Yearly variation 

(Indigenous) 
Non-Indigenous 

Yearly variation 
(non-

Indigenous) 

2018 2017 number % 2018 2017 number % 

Population 15 + ('000) 171.5 164.4 7.1 4.3 3,860.3 3,815.4 44.9 1.2 

Labour Force ('000) 112.6 116.7 -4.1 -3.5 2,502.3 2,483.6 18.7 0.8 

Employment ('000) 101.1 103.9 -2.8 -2.7 2,390.2 2,361.7 28.5 1.2 

Full-Time ('000) 81.0 80.0 1.0 1.3 1,877.5 1,853.7 23.8 1.3 

Part-Time ('000) 20.1 23.9 -3.8 -15.9 512.7 508.0 4.7 0.9 

Unemployment ('000) 11.5 12.8 -1.3 -10.2 112.2 121.9 -9.7 -8.0 

Unemployment Rate (%) 10.2 11.0 -0.8 - 4.5 4.9 -0.4 - 

Participation Rate (%) 65.7 71.0 -5.3 - 64.8 65.1 -0.3 - 

Employment Rate (%) 59.0 63.2 -4.2 - 61.9 61.9 0.0 - 

Notes:    The Labour Force Survey excludes those living on-reserve. 

                  Estimates are based on annual averages. 

                 Totals may not add due to rounding. 

                Totals may be different from other tables due to adjustments done to indigenous statistics in the Labour Force Survey. 

Source: Statistics Canada Labour Force Survey – ESDC custom table 

 

EMPLOYMENT BY INDUSTRY 

In 2018, employment was up in BC’s goods-producing sector (+1.7% or +8,300), as well as in the services-
producing sector (+0.9% or +18,500). However, annual employment growth in both sectors was significantly 
muted compared to 2017 when goods-producing sector employment advanced 4.6% (+21,600), while 
employment in the services-producing sector grew 3.4% (+65,700).   

Employment in BC’s resource extraction industry (forestry, fishing, mining, quarrying and oil and gas) was 
relatively unchanged in 2018 (-0.2%), employing a total of 49,700 British Columbians. Employment in this 
industry is closely linked to commodity prices. Approximately 25% of Canada’s marketable natural gas is 
produced in BC, and natural gas prices have trended down for the last ten years. 6 7 In fact, the price of natural 
gas in Canada fell to approximately $1.43 per gigajoule in 2018 — about a third of the price it fetched in 2014. 8  

On October 1, 2018, LNG Canada announced a positive Final Investment Decision to build a new liquefied natural 
gas (LNG) export facility in Kitimat, as well as the Coastal GasLink pipeline linking the terminal to northeast BC.9 
Construction of this new facility and pipeline will open new avenues for international trade. 10 This $40 billion 
project represents the largest private sector investment project in Canadian history, and it is expected to 
generate about $23 billion in public revenue over 40 years. 11  

The construction industry led employment gains in BC’s goods-producing sector (+9,800) in 2018. Over the last 
five years, the average annual growth rate for employment in BC’s construction industry was 3.1%. According to 
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BuildForce Canada, employment in BC’s construction industry is expected to increase by 14,600 between 2019 
and 2021. 12 Construction activity in BC is being fuelled by large projects such as the $10.7 billion Site C Dam near 
Fort St. John and the new LNG Canada processing terminal in Kitimat with adjoining pipeline. According to recent 
employment data, the total workforce for the Site C Dam reached 3,463 people in November 2018, while the 
LNG Canada terminal and pipeline is expected to create approximately 10,000 jobs at peak construction. 13  

In addition to these two large infrastructure projects, the Trans Mountain Expansion Project is expected to 
support over 9,000 jobs in BC. 14 In May 2018, the Government of Canada announced plans to purchase the 
existing Trans Mountain pipeline and infrastructure related to the project for $4.5 billion. 15 The federal 
government deems this a crucial infrastructure project that will enable transport of Canadian oil resources to 
world markets and support Canadian employment. 16 Construction activity on the project was halted in 
September following the Federal Court of Appeal’s decision to overturn the federal government’s approval of 
the project. A new consultation and review process is underway and is expected to be complete in time to allow 
construction to resume by summer. 17 

The manufacturing industry employed 174,300 British Columbians in 2018 and 23,900 of these people 
specialized in wood products manufacturing including work in sawmills turning logs into lumber and similar 
products. Wood product manufacturers were negatively affected by supply constraints and diminishing market 
prices, leading to production cuts in sawmills throughout the province in the fourth quarter of 2018. Lumber 
prices peaked mid-2018 followed by a substantial decline in the second half of the year. Compounding the 
problem, BC’s timber supply has been diminished in recent years due to the effects of the mountain pine beetle 
and two consecutive years of severe wildfire activity in the province. 

In 2018, BC saw the worst fire season on record with over 1.3 million hectares of land burned throughout the 
province. The fires prompted the Government of BC to declare a state of emergency for a second consecutive 
year. 18 The impacts of the fires were far reaching, affecting many industries including forestry, tourism and 
agriculture. In an effort to mitigate the impact of the fires on the agriculture industry, the Canada-British 
Columbia Recovery Initiative was announced in October, allocating $5 million to assist farmers and ranchers who 
incurred losses due to the wildfires. 19     
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British Columbia Annual Labour Force Statistics, by Industry 

Labour Force Survey 
Employment Estimates ('000) 

2018 2017 2016 
2017 to 2018 2016 to 2017 

Number % Number % 

Total employment, all industries 2,493.6 2,466.8 2,379.5 26.8 1.1 87.3 3.7 
Goods-Producing Sector 500.0 491.7 470.1 8.3 1.7 21.6 4.6 
Agriculture 23.6 26.2 24.4 -2.6 -9.9 1.8 7.4 
Forestry, Fishing, Mining, Oil and Gas 49.7 49.8 50.8 -0.1 -0.2 -1.0 -2.0 
Utilities 13.9 12.9 13.5 1.0 7.8 -0.6 -4.4 
Construction 238.4 228.6 211.3 9.8 4.3 17.3 8.2 
Manufacturing 174.3 174.2 170.1 0.1 0.1 4.1 2.4 
Services-Producing Sector 1,993.6 1,975.1 1,909.4 18.5 0.9 65.7 3.4 
Wholesale and retail trade 368.4 374.0 369.9 -5.6 -1.5 4.1 1.1 
Transportation and Warehousing 135.8 139.4 137.9 -3.6 -2.6 1.5 1.1 
Finance, insurance, real estate, rental and leasing 150.8 156.2 135.9 -5.4 -3.5 20.3 14.9 
Professional, Scientific and Technical Services 208.5 197.2 195.5 11.3 5.7 1.7 0.9 
Business, Building and Other Support Services 100.6 102.5 104.7 -1.9 -1.9 -2.2 -2.1 
Educational Services 168.6 166.6 165.0 2.0 1.2 1.6 1.0 
Health Care and Social Assistance 323.2 303.5 291.6 19.7 6.5 11.9 4.1 
Information, culture and recreation 127.6 136.8 126.6 -9.2 -6.7 10.2 8.1 
Accommodation and food services 187.7 182.6 174.2 5.1 2.8 8.4 4.8 
Other services (except public administration) 118.1 114.4 104.6 3.7 3.2 9.8 9.4 
Public administration 104.3 101.9 103.7 2.4 2.4 -1.8 -1.7 
Note: Totals may not add due to rounding 
Source: Statistics Canada Labour Force Survey Estimates – Table: 14-10-0023 (formerly CANSIM 282-0008) 

Turning to services-producing industries, the largest annual employment gain was registered in the health care 
and social assistance industry, which posted 6.5% annual employment growth (+19,700). The Province’s new 
primary health-care strategy promises to recruit 200 family doctors, 200 nurse practitioners and 50 clinical 
pharmacists, while creating urgent primary care centres, community health centres and primary care networks 
throughout BC. 20,21 In addition, the Government of BC is spending $48 million in 2018-19 to fund over one million 
additional hours of direct care for seniors. 22     

In Budget 2018, the provincial government introduced Childcare BC, a three-year, $1 billion plan intended as a 
first step towards a universal child care program for the province. 23,24 The plan includes spending $7.4 million 
over the next three years to add 620 new early childhood educator (ECE) graduates throughout the province in 
order to better meet local demand. The provincial government estimates BC will need 9,100 more ECEs by 
2027. 25 

Employment was also up in the professional, scientific and technical services industry in 2018 (+11,300). The 
tech industry is expanding in the province. In fact, BC has attracted internationally renowned companies like 
Microsoft, Sony and Amazon. In 2018, the BC-led Digital Technology Supercluster was chosen as one of five 
recipients for the Government of Canada’s Innovation Supercluster Initiative, and it will share $950 million in 
federal funding. 26   
 
Lastly, employment in BC’s finance, insurance, real estate, rental and leasing industry fell in 2018 (-3.5%), 
following strong growth in 2017 (+14.9%). Higher mortgage rates and housing policy changes at the provincial 
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and federal levels contributed to a cooling of BC’s housing market in 2018. According to the British Columbia 
Real Estate Association, there was a 24.5% decrease in homes sold in 2018. 27  

REGIONAL ANALYSIS 

Employment grew in four of BC’s seven economic regions in 2018. The Lower Mainland-Southwest economic 
region led the province in employment gains (+20,900) followed by Vancouver Island and Coast (+10,000), while 
both these regions also posted the lowest annual unemployment rates in the province (4.3% and 4.7%). The 
Victoria Census Metropolitan Area (CMA) had the lowest annual unemployment rate of any BC CMA in 2018; 
however, labour supply continues to be a concern for businesses in the region. In fact, attracting and retaining 
workers is one of the 2019 advocacy priorities for the Victoria Chamber of Commerce. 28,29 

Victoria has become one of Canada’s top technology cities. 30 The Victoria Innovation, Advanced Technology and 
Entrepreneurship Council (VIATEC) released an Economic Impact Study in 2018 indicating that the tech sector 
has a $5.22 billion annual economic impact on the region and directly employs 16,775 people. Victoria’s tech 
sector has grown 30% since the last study in 2013. 31 

While this growth is substantial, the majority of employment in BC’s high-tech industry continues to be 
concentrated in the Lower Mainland-Southwest economic region. Occupations in this industry typically fall under 
the category of professional, scientific and technical services and over 70% of all those employed in this industry 
in BC are located in Vancouver CMA. 32,33  

Vancouver’s high-tech industry is also expanding. Amazon currently employs about 1,000 researchers and 
engineers in Vancouver and plans to increase its presence in the city. The company will open two new locations 
by 2022 and employ a total of 4,000 additional workers including engineers specialized in high-tech roles to 
develop e-commerce technology, cloud computing and machine learning. 34,35 Meanwhile, high-tech clusters 
continue to grow out of Vancouver such as alternative energy companies, digital media and gaming developers, 
biotechnology firms, and the wireless sector. 36 

In 2018, employment in the accommodation and food services industry expanded for a second year in a row in 
the Lower Mainland-Southwest (+10,800). 37 In Vancouver alone, domestic overnight visits grew 2.8% in 2018, 
and are expected to increase 2.0% in 2019. 38 Meanwhile, the British Columbia Restaurant & Food Services 
Association has noted its industry is facing a significant labour shortage. 39 

Employment in the manufacturing industry has grown steadily over the last five years in the Lower Mainland-
Southwest, reaching 120,900 in 2018. 40 The region’s manufacturing industry also received a boost in 2018 when 
STEMCELL Technologies was granted $45 million in federal and provincial government funding towards the 
construction of an advanced biologics manufacturing facility in Burnaby. 41   

After two consecutive years of significant growth, employment in the finance, insurance, real estate and leasing 
industry in the Lower Mainland-Southwest decreased by 4.8% in 2018 (-5,600). Indeed, Vancouver’s housing 
market slowed substantially in 2018 with a 31.6% drop in annual home sales. 42 The benchmark price for a home 
in the city dropped 6.5% over the last six months of 2018, and prices are expected to continue to depreciate.43 
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In fact, according to the BC Real Estate Association, the average MLS price in Greater Vancouver is expected to 
decrease 2.7% in 2019, before rebounding slightly in 2020 (+1.0%). 44 

British Columbia Annual Labour Force Statistics, by Economic Region 

Labour Force Survey Estimates: 
2018 2017 2016 

2017 to 2018 2016 to 2017 

Employment ('000) Number % Number % 

British Columbia 2,493.6 2,466.8 2,379.5 26.8 1.1 87.3 3.7 
Economic Regions               
Vancouver Island and Coast 396.6 386.6 366.5 10.0 2.6 20.1 5.5 
Lower Mainland-Southwest 1,607.4 1,586.5 1,537.3 20.9 1.3 49.2 3.2 
Thompson-Okanagan 255.2 259.7 248.3 -4.5 -1.7 11.4 4.6 
Kootenay 71.2 71.9 67.4 -0.7 -1.0 4.5 6.7 
Cariboo 80.6 81.1 78.8 -0.5 -0.6 2.3 2.9 
North Coast and Nechako 43.1 42.5 42.1 0.6 1.4 0.4 1.0 
Northeast 39.6 38.5 39.1 1.1 2.9 -0.6 -1.5 
Note: Totals may not add due to rounding 
Source: Statistics Canada Labour Force Survey Estimates – Table: 14-10-0090 (formerly CANSIM 282-0123) 

Meanwhile, the annual unemployment rate is down significantly in BC’s Interior; the rate dropped 2 percentage 
points in Kootenay region and 1.8 percentage points in Cariboo region. 45 Although overall employment 
decreased somewhat in both these regions in 2018, there was significant annual employment growth in the 
Cariboo’s construction industry (+19.4%), and in the Kootenay’s professional, scientific and technical services 
industry (+20.5%). 

Elsewhere in BC’s Interior, the Thompson-Okanagan region saw a significant drop in agricultural employment in 
2018 (-3,300 or -44.1%). The agriculture industry has historically been an important economic driver for the 
region and this decline could be attributed in part to wildfire activity during the summer of 2018. Meanwhile, 
some promising developments are underway in the Okanagan following the October 1, 2018 legalization of 
recreational cannabis in Canada. For instance, Hawthorne Canada, a subsidiary of Scotts Miracle-Gro, is building 
a cannabis research and development facility adjacent to Flowr Corp.'s cultivation facility in Kelowna. Upwards 
of 200 jobs are expected to be created at the two facilities. 46 In addition, Valens GroWorks Corp. has signed a 
multi-year Extraction Services Agreement to process Canopy Growth Corp’s cannabis flowers into high-grade 
resin at its three subsidiaries located in and around Kelowna, which likely means more jobs for the region. 47 
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Note: In preparing this document, the authors have taken care to provide clients with labour market information that is 
timely and accurate at the time of publication. Since labour market conditions are dynamic, some of the information 
presented here may have changed since this document was published. Users are encouraged to also refer to other sources 
for additional information on the local economy and labour market. Information contained in this document does not 
necessarily reflect official policies of Employment and Social Development Canada. 

 
Prepared by: Labour Market Information (LMI) Directorate, Service Canada, British Columbia 
For further information, please contact the LMI team at: http://www.esdc.gc.ca/cgi-bin/contact/edsc-
esdc/eng/contact_us.aspx?section=lmi  
For information on the Labour Force Survey, please visit the Statistics Canada Web site at: www.statcan.gc.ca 
 
© Her Majesty the Queen in Right of Canada as represented by Employment and Social Development Canada, 
2019, all rights reserved 
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