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Regional Economic Outlook

Cariboo.

B.C.’s Cariboo economic region is anchored by the 
Prince George census agglomeration, spanning 100 
Mile House through Quesnel, Williams Lake and its 
surrounding areas, and eastward to McBride and 
Valemount. The region is home to about 154,000, 
with Prince George comprising roughly half the 
regional population.

While regional data is volatile, the region is set for 
second year of employment losses. After a near seven 
per cent contraction in 2015 led by Prince George, 
average employment is on pace for another two per 
cent drop in 2016. Service-oriented employment has 
borne the brunt of the decline, albeit at more shallow 
pace than last year. Declines in full-time positions 
have partly been offset by part-time increases, but 
this points to a decline in hours and lower quality 
employment. Prince George has held up better 
than outlying areas in 2016 with fl at year-to-date 
employment, but similarly refl ects part-time gains 
while shedding full-time jobs. Recessionary conditions 
in the Athabasca oil patch have also contributed to 
employment declines, but have a lesser impact rela-
tive to other B.C. regions such as the Northeast and 
Thompson-Okanagan.

Lack of job growth, unemployment, and net losses in 
businesses have led to a population slump. Estimated 
levels fell 1.7 per cent in 2015, with losses across all 
communities outside One Hundred Mile House. This 
marks a substantial deterioration following stable but 
low growth since 2008. Population declines largely 
refl ect net outfl ows to other regions of the province 
and Canada, driven by economic factors and by 
young people leaving for education. 

Despite underlying weakness, housing has fared 
better than expected. Low mortgage rates and a 
relatively stronger economic performance in Prince 
George have provided a modest bump to resale 
transactions this year and led to steady prices. Dollar-
volume permits and housing starts have climbed, 
with gains concentrated in Prince George and 
forestry-reliant communities. 

Economic conditions in the Cariboo are forecast to 
remain on a slow growth trajectory as a subdued 
global economy continues to hamper recovery in the 

mining sector and international trade, while a forest 
sector recovery is roiled by an intensifying softwood 
lumber trade dispute and a high likelihood of punitive 
tariffs on Canadian lumber exports to the U.S. Nega-
tive to fl at population growth and challenging labour 
markets will continue to dampen business formation, 
consumer-oriented growth and housing markets over 
the forecast period.

Forestry-oriented growth has been positive over the 
past year. Stronger export demand from the U.S., due 
in part to a now expired one-year grace period after 
the end of the softwood lumber agreement in 2015, 
helped propel production and job growth. Provincial 
payroll employment data for the forestry, logging 
and support employees points to a mild decline in 
forestry, logging, and support employment, but a 
two per cent increase in sawmill and wood produc-
tion employment. A four per cent increase in sawmill 
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production was driven by a six per cent increase in 
the northern interior, benefi tting regions like Quesnel 
and Williams Lake. Re-opening of the Lakeland mill 
in 2015, and uplift in goods-related employment 
suggest growth in associated employment in the 
Cariboo area.

Lumber demand will continue to rise with an increase 
in U.S. housing starts and a favourable Canadian 
dollar. Consensus Forecasts show an average estimate 
of 1.3 million U.S. housing starts in 2017, compared 
to 1.1 million this year. However, expiration of the 
2006 Softwood Lumber Agreement in 2015 and 
subsequent one-year grace period without a new 
deal makes countervailing and anti-dumping duties 
of up to 30 per cent likely given a more protectionist 
stance in the U.S. This will cut demand and produc-
tion of Canadian lumber, but have greater impact in 
higher cost jurisdictions like Quebec. In B.C., highly 
effi cient mills and the competitive Canadian dollar 
will provide some cushion for the sector as a new 
agreement is reached, but lower production and 
employment can be expected. Rotation of exports to 
other international markets may provide some minor 
offset. 

Further sectoral downside remains the long-term 
impacts of the mountain pine beetle epidemic, which 
has killed about half of the merchantable pine and 
led to mill consolidation and timber swaps.  Despite 
a recent restart of the Lakeland mill in Prince George, 
forestry-related manufacturing will not return to 
pre-recession peaks as further industry consolidation 
is likely. The trade disagreement and lack of timber 
are constraints to capital investment in the industry 
and will also dampen consumer confi dence.

Support for the economy from other resource-
oriented sectors is uncertain. Base metal prices have 
climbed since the U.S. election amidst expectations 
for stronger growth due to infrastructure spending 
and tax cuts, but this remains speculative at least 
for a few more months until policy is cemented. In 
contrast, global economic growth remains slow, limit-
ing exploration activity and delaying further mining 
starts. The proposed Spanish Mountain Copper-Gold 
at Williams Lake and Lorraine-Jayjay Copper Mine at 
Prince George are unlikely through to the end of the 
decade given project economics and the commodity 
price outlook. On the bright side, Mount Polley mine 
near Williams Lake has fully resumed operations this 
year after the 2014 tailings pond collapse.1

With key base economies facing ongoing challenges 
and stagnant population levels, growth in service 
1  https://www.imperialmetals.com/our-operations-
and-projects/operations/mount-polley-mine/overview 

sectors, including transportation and warehousing, 
and trades oriented post-secondary education will 
also underperform. Non-residential permit volume 
is up sharply this year after a weak 2015 but owes 
mostly to local public demand such as the $20 million 
North Cariboo Multi-Centre in Quesnel, rather than 
commercial interests.

Regional economic risks are tilted to the downside in 
the Cariboo area given uncertainties related to the 
softwood lumber agreement. Population is forecast 
to remain level through 2018, while employment will 
be little changed following a 2016 drop. Unemploy-
ment will remain close to 7.5 per cent of the labour 
force with some upward pressure from labour force 
expansion. Resale housing transaction will pull back in 
both 2017 and 2018, while median home values edge 
lower. Economic uncertainty and federal mortgage 
insurance rules will contribute to the weakness. 

Bryan Yu
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Cariboo 
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Cariboo 2014 2015 2016 2017 2018
Labour Force (000s) 90.7 85.5 84.2 84.8 85.1

% ch. 4.6 -5.7 -1.5 0.7 0.4

Total Employment (000s) 85.3 79.4 77.9 78.2 78.6

% ch. 4.5 -6.9 -1.9 0.4 0.5

Unemployment Rate 6.0 7.0 7.5 7.7 7.6

Residential Transactions 2,364 2,430 2,600 2,400 2,300

% ch. 9.8 2.8 7.0 -7.7 -4.2

Median Price 215,000 220,000 224,000 221,000 220,000

% ch. 7.0 2.3 1.8 -1.3 -0.5

Residential Permits ($ millions) 99.5 105.1 128.0 110.0 116.0

% ch. 17.9 5.6 21.8 -14.1 5.5

Non-Residential Permits ($ millions.) 112.1 57.8 84.3 72.0 82.0

% ch. 20.8 -48.4 45.9 -14.6 13.9

  Private Non-Res Building Permits ($millions) 96.1 54.4 78.6 65.0 75.0

  % ch. 14.2 -43.4 44.6 -17.3 15.4

  Public Non-Res Building Permits ($millions) 15.9 3.4 5.7 7.0 7.0

  % ch. 84.4 -78.5 66.7 22.8 0.0

Population (000s) 156.5 153.8 153.6 153.6 154.1

% ch. 0.0 -1.7 -0.1 0.0 0.3

Sources: Statistics Canada,  Landcor, C1CU

notes: Housing sales and prices represent arms-length resale land-title transfers for detached, attached and apartment 
units


