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Figure 2 compares the change in total employment by region prior to COVID-19 
restrictions and following introduction of the restrictions. The Lower Mainland has 
had the largest decline in total employment. Declines in total employment in Northern 
B.C. have been similar to declines on Vancouver Island and are higher than declines in 
the Thompson-Okanagan region. Employment in the Kootenay region had declined 
significantly prior to COVID-19 restrictions and continued to do so following their 
introduction.

Figure 2: Employment trends, Northern B.C. and development regions 

FORESTRY
After a difficult period in which there were a number of permanent mill closures in B.C., 
there were some promising signs in the North American construction market at the end 
of 2019. US housing starts were increasing and there was strength in the remodeling 
sector. However, by late February market conditions were weakening as COVID-19 
spread and lumber prices declined.

Table 3 shows the year-over-year changes in softwood lumber production, shipments 
and stocks between January and April. In January and February production was down 
by approximately 14 per cent year-over-year and shipments were down by 23 per cent 
in the northern interior. Year-over-year production and shipment declines continued in 
March, and in April, production fell by over 50 per cent year-over-year while shipments 
fell by 27 per cent. Production trends in the northern interior were consistent with 
overall provincial trends, while shipments were down relatively more in the northern 
interior.
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Table 3: Year-over-year change in forestry production, shipments and stocks 
(cubic metres), Northern Interior and B.C. 

Source: Statistics Canada. Table 16-10-0017-01

Table 4 shows the year-over-year change in B.C. softwood lumber exports. Total 
exports were down by approximately 25 per cent year-over-year between January 
and May. Exports to the US were down approximately 20 per cent while exports to 
China were done by approximately 42 per cent.

Table 4: Change in softwood lumber export volumes (cubic metres), B.C. 

Source: Statistics Canada, International Trade Statistics custom extract, July 2020

January
/February March April January

/February March April

Northern Interior B.C

Production - so�wood -14% -16% -56%

Shipments - so�wood -23% -20% -27%

Stocks - so�wood -20% -11% -30%

 -14% -17% -52%

 -18% -16% -24%

 -18% -16% -33%

January February March April May June

B.C. to World -32.8% -11.3% -18.7% -28.8% -31.9% -25.2% 

B.C. to USA -18.9% -12.8% -4.3% -30.6% -44.6% -20.1%

B.C. to Mainland China -60.0% -55.2% -52.3% -33.8% -2.4% -42.2%
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Table 5 shows employment in forestry and manufacturing (includes wood product 
manufacturing) in Northern B.C. between September 2019 and June 2020. In 
2019 capacity was reduced in the forest industry in Northern B.C. as a result 
of long-term reductions in timber supply. This led to reductions in employment 
in both manufacturing and harvesting activity. In the first six months of 2020, 
employment in harvesting has been relatively stable while manufacturing has 
declined modestly relative to 2019 levels.

Table 5: Forestry employment (000s), Northern B.C.

Source: Statistics Canada, International Trade Statistics custom extract, July 2020

The outlook for the B.C. forestry sector is mixed. In April, lumber prices were at, or 
below, $300USD per thousand board feet and since then, have increased to above 
$500USD per thousand board feet as of July 3. While lumber prices have increased 
as mills return to production lumber, supply is expected to increase which could 
put downward pressure on prices. In addition, physical distancing requirements are 
increasing the cost of harvesting in remote areas which could raise costs for some 
producers.

MAJOR PROJECTS
Site C
In March 2020, BC Hydro began to scale down construction activities at Site C 
dam, leading to a reduction of over 1,800 workers at the construction site from 
March to April.(4) The total workforce staying at the work camp was reduced by 
roughly 50 per cent to reduce the risk of COVID-19 infection and transmission. 
In May 2020, BC Hydro announced that construction activities will begin to ramp 
up, and by the end of the May 2020 approximately 200 additional workers have 
returned to Site C.(5)

LNG Canada

In March 2020, LNG Canada reduced their on-site workforce by over 50 per 
cent, leaving only workers conducting essential activities in Kitimat.(6) By April 
approximately 65 per cent of the workforce was temporarily suspended, leaving 
approximately 590 individuals in the work camp accommodations, down from 
1,800.(7) In May 2020, LNG Canada announced that construction activities will 
being to ramp up, and additional worker accommodations will be constructed in 
order to provide COVID-safe lodging at the work site.

September 2019 December 2019 March 2019 June 2019

Forestry 14 11 11 10 

Manufacturing 14 15 13 13
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Coastal GasLink

In March 2020, Coastal GasLink began reducing their workforce from its 1,200-person 
peak in February, to roughly 400 in late March.(8) In May, Coastal GasLink announced 
they would begin to increase construction activities and ramp up hiring to reach 
roughly 650 workers by the end of May.(9) Coastal GasLink is planning to begin pipe 
installation activities in late summer, which will require 2,500 employees by the end of 
August and peak employment in September.(10)

SUMMARY
The impact of COVID-19 restrictions has had a significant impact on B.C’s economy. 
Sectors like hospitality, tourism and retail have seen unprecedented levels of job 
and revenue losses. Northern B.C. has been somewhat less affected by COVID-19 
than other regions of the province, as the region is less reliant on service-sector 
employment which has been particularly impacted by COVID-19. Many of the 
work camps at major project sites in Northern B.C. were forced to close, leading to 
significant layoffs in March 2020. Beginning in May 2020, re-hiring began to ramp 
up and there are indications that employment levels at project sites may begin to 
approach pre-COVID-19 levels by the end of the summer.

3	 Madison’s Lumber Reporter. https://madisonsreport.com/
4 	BC Hydro. Site C Monthly Employment Statistics. https://www.sitecproject.com/news-and-information/		

	 monthly-employment-statistics
5 	 Ibid.
6 	 LNG Canada. https://www.lngcanada.ca/news/our-response-to-potential-covid-19-risks/
7 	 LNG Canada. https://www.lngcanada.ca/news/covid-19-response-update-4/
8 	Coastal GasLink. https://www.coastalgaslink.com/whats-new/news-stories/2020/winter-construction-completion/
9 	Coastal GasLink. https://www.coastalgaslink.com/whats-new/news-stories/2020/may-construction-update/
10 	Terrace Standard. https://www.terracestandard.com/marketplace/safe-and-gradual-ramp-up-for-summer-		
	 construction-underway-on-coastal-gaslink-project/
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Joel McKay
CEO
Northern 
Development 
Initiative Trust

HOW DO WE CHART A 
PATH TO RECOVERY?
Joel McKay - CEO

Northern Development Initiative Trust

While it can be difficult to know exactly what to do to develop an appropriate 
response to our current economic challenges, we don’t have to reinvent the wheel 
either. Many of the things that we’ve championed to support rural development 
in the past – robust business retention and expansion strategies, investment 
attraction, labour force development, placemaking enhancement – will continue 
to be cornerstones of our near and long-term growth initiatives for economic 
development offices throughout the north.

That’s why the Trust will continue to place emphasis on community development 
initiatives, particularly capital projects that build lasting amenities for communities 
and put people to work in the near-term. Beyond that, housing continues to be a 
critical challenge for many communities across the north, and, as Greg and Marleen 
rightly point out, needs to be top of mind for every community as the region 
considers how best to retain its existing population and attract new professionals 
who might trade city life for rural life.

We applaud the provincial and federal government’s decisions to extend benefits 
to small businesses and residents impacted by COVID-19, among the many other 
initiatives that have been enacted or regulations changed to make life easier during 
this period. Yet the pandemic also presents an opportunity to address long-standing 
issues to ensure Northern B.C. is viewed as a competitive jurisdiction for investment 
and job creation globally.

Of course, that means continuing to support innovation and growth in our existing 
regional businesses and making investments in broadband connectivity, which we 
applaud the Province for its continued commitment to. 

But it also means taking a hard look at our tax and regulatory regimes to ensure 
they’re modern and competitive to support continued investment on behalf of our 
core industries such as forestry, mining, oil and gas, agriculture and transportation.

While we’re supportive of efforts to develop more value-added manufacturing 
in our region’s forestry sector – something the Trust itself has invested in – the 
integrated nature of the forest supply chain should not be overlooked, which 
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means we need to ensure we maintain a healthy, competitive environment for 
sawmills and pulp mills that remain the backbone of the industry and support the 
overall business case for value-added manufacturing.

As our economy continues to shift toward more knowledge-based work, we must 
also invest in land-based data that’s not only an economic driver in and of itself, 
but reduces industry operating costs and leads to better business decisions. This 
means continued support for independent, public geoscience and geospatial data, 
a properly mapped and maintained resource road network and investment in LiDAR 
data that generates benefits for industry as well as communities faced with threats 
of natural disaster such as wildfires and flood.

On the service sector side, now more than ever we need to invest in tourism 
development in Northern B.C. This means actioning the destination development 
plans, supporting tourism business resiliency and growth and investing in attractions 
and amenities that, when we’re ready to accept visitors again, will drive tourists to 
our doorstep and generate significant local employment, income and improve our 
overall quality of life. 

Lastly, it should not be overlooked that a key reason why Northern B.C. will fare 
somewhat better than other parts of B.C. during this current downturn is because 
of key energy sector projects currently under development – Site C, LNG Canada, 
Coastal GasLink and the Trans Mountain Pipeline. These projects are putting 
thousands of British Columbians to work at a time when those jobs are needed 
most and are helping to ensure that B.C. and Canada continue to have a stable, 
competitive and responsible energy sector.

As Greg and Marleen point out, we cannot control what happens beyond our 
borders – but we can control how we respond to it. Now is the time to respond 
with optimism, action and to push for a better future for our region. We economic 
development folks like to talk about jobs and income, but that’s not really what it’s 
about. Those are just indicators that help us understand if we are achieving what 
we’re really after – a better quality of life for everyone that calls Northern B.C. 
home. That’s what it’s about and that’s what we’ll keep building.
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ABOUT NORTHERN DISPATCH

As Northern B.C.’s leader in economic development 

we at Northern Development feel it’s crucial to 

understand the data behind the decisions that affect 

the communities we serve. Earlier this year, the State 

of the North Economic Report revealed that although 

Northern B.C.’s economy remains largely reliant 

on the natural resource sector, it’s also incredibly 

complex, nuanced and ever shifting. For that reason, 

we’ve created the ‘Northern Dispatch’ – short 

reports that delve into portions of the State of the 

North in greater detail, adding commentary and 

context on specific sectors or subjects… and maybe a 

little mythbusting too.

Our hope is that the Northern Dispatch will 

provide value to communities, business leaders and 

stakeholders who share our passion for Northern 

B.C. We plan to issue two of them this year, each one 

focusing on a different topic pulled from the State 

of the North. Here’s hoping you have as much fun 

reading them as we did writing them.

NORTHERNDEVELOPMENT.BC.CA/NORTHERN-DISPATCH

NORTHERNDEVELOPMENT.BC.CA/STATE-OF-THE-NORTH


