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WHY TAKE A CLOSE 
LOOK AT ALBERTA’S 
EXPORTS? Rob Roach, ATB Financial

We have to be constantly looking for ways to stay 
ahead of our competitors.
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There is no shortage of economic theories about the pros and 
cons of international trade, but when it comes to Alberta, four 
things are abundantly clear: 

1) Alberta’s economy benefits greatly from, and is highly 
dependent upon, international exports. 
2) From oil and gas to beef and wheat to wood and 
medical instruments, we have a lot of stuff we can sell to 
other places and, by doing so, generate profits and jobs.
3) We have way more of this stuff than we can make use 
of in our local economy so exporting it makes sense.
4) While other parts of Canada are key markets, 
international markets present the largest opportunities.

We also know that the export game is not easy and that we 
have to be constantly looking for ways to stay ahead of our 
competitors in terms of innovation, infrastructure (including 
pipelines) productivity and human capital. 

For these reasons, it is useful to “get the lay of the land” 
regarding what we export and to whom. In addition, as we 
seek new customers for our existing products and as we 
develop new wares to sell, it is valuable to know what we 
currently export and who buys it.

For a more detailed examination of population trends in 
Alberta, see Selling our wares under “ATB’s Extended Reports” 
at atb.com/economics

About Perch
Thanks for taking a moment to read ATB 
Financial’s Perch. Published quarterly, each 
edition focuses on a topic of importance to 
Albertans and their prosperity. 

Subscribe here at atb.com/economics

Who are we?
We are ATB Financial’s Economics & Research 
team. We work to share our province’s economic 
story and to connect Albertans to the economic 
news and ideas they need to know about. Head 
on over to atb.com/economics to get a better 
look at who we are and what we do.
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Exports statistics are subject to historical revision and the numbers vary slightly depending on which source is used and when it is accessed. As a result, the statistics 

cited in this report should be viewed as approximations rather than precise numbers. 

The export product categories used in this report are based on the Harmonized System (HS). For a list of the HS codes included in each category, please see the 

appendix to the extended report.



Alberta exported over $131 billion worth of goods and 
services to other countries in 2014. This represents 21.0 per 
cent of the national total – much higher than Alberta’s 11.6 
per cent share of the national population. In per capita terms, 

THE SIZE OF ALBERTA’S 
EXPORT SECTOR

In per capita terms, Alberta exported $31,811 per 
Albertan in 2014 – almost double the national average.
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Alberta exported $31,811 per Albertan in 2014. The only 
province with a higher per capita figure was Saskatchewan at 
$33,844.

Another way to put Alberta’s exports in context is to compare 
them to the overall size of its economy. Alberta’s export-to-
GDP ratio in 2014 was 34.9 per cent. Alberta’s export-to-GDP 
ratio is closer to the national average than its per capita 
exports might suggest because its economy is relatively large 
(Alberta’s GDP per capita in current prices in 2014 was $91,183 

compared to $55,510 for the country as a whole). According 
to the World Bank, export-to-GDP ratios vary widely from 
country to country with the global average hovering around 
30.0 per cent. For comparison, the US ratio is just 13.0 per cent 
(keeping in mind that this is a slice of a very large economic 
pie).
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Source: Statistics Canada, Cansimtable 384-0038, 
051-0001 and author’s calculations



GOODS, SERVICES & 
INTERPROVINCIAL 
EXPORTS
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Looking at the composition of Alberta’s exports, we sell a lot 
more goods to other countries than we do services. Goods 
accounted for 94.9 per cent ($124.5 billion) of the dollar value 
of Alberta’s foreign exports in 2014 while services accounted 
for just 5.1 per cent ($6.6 billion).

Turning for a moment to trade within Canada, Alberta 
exported $75.8 billion worth of goods ($41.0 billion) and 
services ($34.8 billion) to other parts of the country in 
2014. While less than its international exports, Alberta’s 
interprovincial sales represented 36.6 per cent of combined 
international and interprovincial sales of $206.9 billion.

As with international exports, Alberta punches above its 
weight within Canada. Alberta’s interprovincial exports 

There is room for Alberta to increase the services it 
exports to other countries.

accounted for 19.9 per cent of all interprovincial trade in 
2014 and were the highest in the country in per capita terms 
at $18,402. The national per capita figure was $10,715. The 
difference between goods and services is much smaller 
domestically at $9,952 per capita for goods and $8,451 
for services. Alberta had the highest per capita level of 
interprovincial exports among the provinces and was only 
surpassed in absolute terms by Ontario.

Both as a proportion of its economy and per capita, Alberta 
is a major exporter to both foreign buyers and domestic 
customers. When it comes to services, we lead the nation 
in per capita terms but we have a lot of room to grow our 
international service exports.
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Goods 94.9% Interprovincial 36.6%
Services 5.1% International 63.4%
Source: Statistics Canada, 
CANSIM table 384-0038

Source: Statistics Canada, 
CANSIM table 384-0038

Alberta’s international exports, 
2014 (per cent of total)

Alberta’s total exports, 
2014 (per cent of total)



Source: Trade Data Online and author’s calculations Brought to you by

ALBERTA’S INTERNATIONAL 
MERCHANDISE EXPORTS, 2015

What we sell...

$63.0 BILLION 68.3%

Proportion of
Total Exports

...where it goes

Oil and Natural Gas

$10.1 BILLION 10.9%Agriculture Goods

$4.4 BILLION 4.8%Plastic

$4.0 BILLION 4.4%Machinery

$4.0 BILLION 4.3%Chemicals

$3.0 BILLION 3.3%Forestry Goods

Crude oil
Natural gas 

(including propane, butane, etc.)

Other
(including petroleum jelly, para�n wax, waste oil)
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OF ALL 
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$0.5
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$62.3
BILLION

78.1%
OF ALBERTA’S EXPORTS 
TO THE UNITED STATES

$1.6
BILLION

47.0%
OF ALBERTA’S EXPORTS 

TO CHINA

$572.5
MILLION

56.6%
OF ALBERTA’S EXPORTS 

TO MEXICO

$232.5
MILLION

45.0%
OF ALBERTA’S EXPORTS 

TO SOUTH KOREA

$1.1
BILLION

68.3%
OF ALBERTA’S EXPORTS 

TO JAPAN

Oil and Natural Gas Agriculture Goods Agriculture Goods Agriculture Goods Agriculture Goods



HISTORICAL TRENDS

Alberta had a record year in 2014, but exports were down in 2015.

Looking at the 10 years between 2005 and 2014, the value of 
Alberta’s international exports peaked in 2014 in both current 
and real dollar terms. 

Alberta’s share of Canada’s exports jumped from 13.8 per cent 
in 1981 to 21.0 per cent in 2014 but was as low as 9.1 per cent 
in 1986. The real per capita value of Alberta’s exports has gone 
from $7,842 in 1981 to $27,835 in 2014 – a jump of 255 per 
cent.  Nationally, the real per capita value of exports went from 
$5,639 in 1981 to $15,591 in 2014 – an increase of 176 per 
cent.

With oil prices on a long downward slide, it is not a surprise 
that the value of Alberta’s international merchandise exports 
was lower in 2015, falling by 23.9 per cent from the year before 
(data for 2015 with services included are not yet available). 
This drop is not as large as the 36.4 per cent decline in 2009 
but if things don’t pick up in 2016, Alberta is facing two years 
of contraction in a row – something that has not happened 
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since the current data series began in 1981. Year-over-year, 
exports were down 24.8 per cent in February 2016 compared 
to February 2015.

Oil and gas exports fell by 31.2 per cent in 2015 compared to 
a drop of only 0.9 per cent for all other exports. Meanwhile, 
agricultural product exports increased by 4.4 per cent in 2015 
and wood and paper product exports increased by 11.3 per 
cent.

A key difference between the current downturn and the 
Great Recession is that the dollar value of both oil and gas 
exports and other exports fell precipitously in 2009 (oil and 
gas by 40.2 per cent and other exports by 26.5 per cent) 
whereas the drop in other exports between 2014 and 2015 
was modest at 0.9 per cent.
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Alberta’s merchandise exports, 
2014-2015 (per cent change, current prices)

17.8%
2014

-23.9%
2015

Source: Trade Data Online



WHAT WE SELL

The economic importance of Alberta’s oil and gas sector can be measured in a variety of ways but is perhaps most apparent in 
terms of our export mix. Oil and natural gas accounted for 68.3 per cent ($63.5 billion) of Alberta’s international merchandise 
exports in 2015. In 2014, when prices were higher, oil and gas accounted for 75.5 per cent (92.3 billion). In 2015, Alberta’s oil and 
gas exports were worth 1.7 times more than everything exported from British Columbia and represented 12.1 per cent of all 
merchandise exports from Canada. If Alberta suddenly stopped exporting oil and natural gas, its share of Canada’s merchandise 
exports in 2015 would fall from 17.8 per cent (second place) to 6.5 (fifth place).

At 10.9 per cent of the total, agricultural products are Alberta’s second largest export category after oil and gas. Plastic, machinery, 
chemicals and forestry products range from 4.8 per cent to 3.3 per cent of Alberta’s exports.
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Alberta’s oil and gas exports were worth 1.7 times more than 
everything exported from British Columbia in 2015.

Oil and natural gas

Agriculture products

Plastic

Machinery

Chemical products

Forestry products

Base metals and base metal products

Technical,  optical, medical, and scientific instruments

Vehicles and transportation equipment

Minerals

Coal and coal products

Furniture

Glass, stone, precious metals, jewellery

Peat

Other

68.3%

10.9%

4.8%

4.4%

4.3%

3.3%

1.7%

0.6%

0.5%

0.4%

0.4%

0.2%

0.2%

0.1%

0.1%

Alberta’s international merchandise exports, 
2015 (per cent of total)

Source: Trade Data Online and author’s calculations
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IF ALBERTA DIDN’T EXPORT 
OIL AND GAS

Because they loom so large in our export profile, it is useful to subtract oil and gas exports and zero-in on the other products 
Alberta exports. When we do this, we find that over a third ($10.1 billion) of our non-oil and gas exports in 2015 were agricultural 
products such as beef, wheat, canola and potatoes. Plastic is the next largest category at 15.1 per cent ($4.4 billion). Because it is 
made from natural gas, the plastic industry is an extension of the oil and gas sector (though with different customers). The shadow 
of oil and gas also reaches into Alberta’s machinery exports ($4.0 billion) with a large portion related to the oil and gas sector (e.g. 
pumps, valves, parts for drilling rigs). The same is true for our chemical exports ($4.0 billion) with petrochemicals such as ethylene 
glycol accounting for about 60 per cent of this category (fertilizers account for about 30 per cent). Forestry products such as 
lumber and wood pulp round out the top five non-oil and gas exports at 10.3 per cent ($3.0 billion).

Over a third ($10.1 billion) of our non-oil and gas 
exports in 2015 were agricultural products. 
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Agriculture products
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Chemical products

Forestry products

Base metals and base metals products

Technical, optical, medical and scientific instruments

Vehicles and transportation equipment

Minerals

Coal and coal products

Furniture

Glass, stone, precious metals, jewellery

Peat

Other

34.4%

15.1%

13.7%

13.7%

10.3%

5.3%

1.8%

1.7%

1.3%

1.1%

0.6%

0.5%

0.3%

0.2%

Alberta’s international merchandise exports excluding oil and gas, 
2015 (per cent of total)

Source: Trade Data Online and author’s calculations
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WHO WE SELL TO

It pays to be next door to the United States.

It is no secret that our number one customer is the United States with 86.6 per cent ($80.5 billion) of Alberta’s exports going 
there in 2015. The national average in 2015 was 76.7 per cent. Alberta sold the second highest proportion of its exports to the US 
among the provinces after New Brunswick. The $12.4 billion worth of exports that we did not sell to the US went to 196 countries 
all over the world. We sent about $3.4 billion worth of goods to China in 2015 or 3.6 per cent of our total merchandise exports.
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United States
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South Korea

Netherlands

United Arab Emirates

Indonesia

Australia

United Kingdom

Alberta’s merchandise exports, top 10 destinations, 
2015 (per cent of total)

Source: Trade Data Online
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OUR RELIANCE ON THE 
US MARKET
The US is the single largest buyer of our goods across 
all product categories with the exception of coal 
products.

The US absorbs more than half of Alberta’s exports for most, 
but not all, product categories. However, even for those 
categories for which it is the destination of less than half of 
our exports, the US is still the single largest consumer of our 
goods. The only exception is coal products; Japan bought 
slightly more coal products from us than the US did in 2015 
($125.4 million compared to 124.5 million).

Alberta’s second largest export sector – agriculture – sent the 
majority of its products to countries other than the US. The 
US still bought the most at $3.9 billion (38.6 per cent). China 
purchased $1.6 billion worth of our agricultural products 
(15.8 per cent), Japan $1.1 billion (10.9 per cent) and Mexico 
$572.5 million (5.7 per cent).
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Oil and natural gas

Peat

Glass, stone, precious metals, jewellery

Furniture

Plastic

Chemical products

Other

Forestry products

Vehichles and transportation equipment

Machinery

Minerals

Technical, optical, medical and scientific instruments

Base metals and base metal products

Agriculture products

Coal and coal products

Alberta’s merchandise exports,  
2015 (per cent of each product category sold to the US)

Source: Trade Data Online and author’s calculations
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THE ELEPHANT IN THE 
ROOM...

Alberta is not the only province dominated by a single 
export product category, but we do lead the nation in this 
respect. Like Alberta, oil and gas forms the largest slice of 
Newfoundland and Labrador’s export pie. New Brunswick 
exports a large amount of refined petroleum product and, 
as such, joins Alberta and Newfoundland and Labrador in 

Oil and gas dominates Alberta’s export profile.

the oil-and-gas-is-our-largest-export club. If Alberta did not 
export oil and gas, agriculture would be our largest export 
category. Nationally, vehicles and transportation equipment 
vies with oil and gas as Canada’s largest single export 
category.
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...IS REALLY BIG

Oil and gas is Alberta’s largest export product category but this does not tell the full story. The magnitude of Alberta’s oil and gas 
exports is more apparent in the figure below. Alberta’s oil and gas exports in 2015 worked out to just over $15,000 per Albertan. 
What is startling is that Alberta’s per capita oil and gas exports are almost three times greater than Ontario’s auto industry exports. 
This is why so many Albertans can quote the daily price of WTI and why our province’s economic fortunes are so tightly bound up 
with the oil and gas sector.

Alberta’s per capita oil and gas exports are almost 
three times greater than Ontario’s auto industry 
exports.
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TODD TALKS

It’s a big world out there.

In an Economics 101 university class, the professor might use 
the old-timey example of a baker and a cobbler to explain why 
trading goods and services makes sense. The baker is good at 
making bread. The cobbler is good at making shoes. Instead of 
also trying to make shoes, the baker trades bread for shoes. The 
cobbler, in turn, trades shoes for bread. Introducing money into 
the equation makes it relatively easy to exchange all sorts of 
goods and services on a local, national and global scale. That’s 
the essence of trade!

In Alberta’s case, it’s not quite as simple as trading crude oil and 
wheat for wine and running shoes, but the basic premise holds 
true – you sell what you have to offer and you buy what you 
need. It just doesn’t make sense for us to grow oranges or make 
cars when other countries and regions have a comparative 
advantage in producing those goods.

So we trade – and we are better off overall as a result.

Albertans are lucky because we have an abundance of natural 
resources that other places want and need. We’ve built a 
prosperous province selling our oil, natural gas, food, fertilizer, 
wood, plastic and other resource-based commodities—mostly 
to our rich neighbour, the United States.

But we have to do better. 

Other countries can only dream of our economic ties with the 
United States. But only having one customer for our oil and gas 

means we can’t get top dollar for our most important product. 
And, unlike oranges, good jobs don’t grow on trees so we need 
to be constantly looking for ways to sustain our prosperity and 
create new opportunities.

Notwithstanding the bog that has engulfed the process for 
building new energy pipelines to tidewater, there is good news 
on the trade front.

First, market diversification – at least for products other than 
our oil and gas – is within our reach. The global middle class 
is growing and eager to improve its standard of living. This 
is a market of billions of people in which, if we are savvy and 
aggressive, we can prosper. This does not mean abandoning the 
US but rather expanding our customer base. This will require 
excellent infrastructure, expert diplomacy, investors willing to 
take calculated risks and Alberta businesses – both new and old 
– to up their international game.

Second, while our bread and butter is clearly natural resources, 
the opportunity to expand the products and services we sell to 
the world is limited only by our ingenuity. Alberta is chock full of 
creative, smart, entrepreneurial, experienced and skilled people. 
This is our greatest resource and it is the one that will enable us 
to add to the products and services we have to offer the world.

It won’t happen overnight and it won’t magically replace 
petroleum as the golden goose, but Albertans can, and should, 
be much bigger players in global markets.  Our future prosperity 
hangs in the balance.

Todd Hirsch, ATB Chief Economist

Subscribe to Perch
Did you enjoy the read? Subscribe to future editions of Perch 
where we’ll continue exploring ideas about Alberta’s quality of life 
at atb.com/economics

Read The Owl
Written by ATB’s economists, The Owl focuses on the 
day’s top economic news. Keep a close eye on Alberta’s 
economy by subscribing at atb.com/economics

Todd Talks
ATB’s Chief Economist Todd Hirsch is one of our country’s most 
sought-after speakers on the economy. In clear and energetic 
talks, Todd breaks down what is happening in Alberta’s economy. 
Request Todd to come speak at your event at toddhirsch.com

Rob Talks
ATB’s Director of Insight Rob Roach is available to speak about 
Alberta’s exports and other topics explored in Perch. Request Rob 
to speak by emailing him directly at rroach@atb.com


