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HIGHLIGHTS 

• Employment plummeted by a record 1.01 million in March, as the first wave of coronavirus 

layoffs hit the economy. 

• Many workers who remained employed in March were also affected: the number who did not 

work any hours increased by 1.3 million and the number who worked less than half of their 

usual hours increased by 800,000. 

• The unemployment rate rose by 2.2 percentage points to 7.8 per cent, the largest one-month 

increase since comparable data became available in 1976. 

• Total employment fell in all provinces, with Ontario, Quebec, BC, and Alberta reporting the 

largest declines. 

• The manufacturing sector shed 34,500 jobs in March, relatively modest compared to losses 

recorded in many other industries. 

•  As bad as this report was, it doesn’t fully capture the impact of the COVID-19 outbreak. We 

should be prepared for another significant setback in April. 

ONE MILLION JOB LOSSES 

Employment plummeted by a record 1.01 million in March, as the first wave of coronavirus 

layoffs hit the economy. In fact, the previous record was a comparatively mild loss of 125,000 job 

in January 2009, during the height of the Great Recession. 



 

 

The manufacturing sector shed 34,500 jobs in March, far from a record decline. Given its status 

as an essential service, this industry has continued to operate through the crisis, producing the 

goods required to support Canadians at home and those on the front lines fighting COVID-19. In 

contrast, employment has fallen much more steeply in those industries that have been forced to 

close, including retail trade, educational services, information, culture and recreation, and 

accommodation and food. 

ACTUAL HOURS WORKED PLUNGES 

Many workers who remained employed in March were also affected by the COVID-19 outbreak. 

Indeed, the number of workers who did not work any hours increased by 1.3 million, while the 

number who worked less than half of their usual hours increased by 800,000. This means that 

3.1 million Canadians either lost their job or saw their hours reduced in March. 

Given this significant labour market disruption, it is not a surprise that total actual hours worked 

plunged by a record 15.1 per cent in March. This indicator tends to correlate with GDP growth, 

so the drop is a clear signal that the March GDP report will be similarly stunning. However, as 

bad as this report was, it doesn’t fully capture the impact of the COVID-19 outbreak, as the 

disruptions didn’t begin until the middle of the month. We should be prepared for another 

significant setback in April. 



 

 

UNEMPLOYMENT RATE SPIKES 

The unemployment rate rose by 2.2 percentage points to 7.8 per cent in March, the largest one-

month increase since comparable data became available in 1976. Despite this record increase, it 

still understates the effect of the COVID-19 outbreak. Of those not in the labour force, 219,000 

had worked earlier in March and still wanted a job but were not looking for one. Had these 

people been counted as unemployed, rather than being excluded from the labour force, the 

unemployment rate would have been 8.9 per cent. 

Labour market conditions were comparatively more stable in manufacturing. This sector’s 

unemployment rate increased from 4.1 per cent in February to 4.5 per cent in March, albeit still 

the highest level since January 2017. 



 

NO PROVINCE ESCAPED UNSCATHED 

All provinces experienced a drop in employment in March. The largest declines were recorded in 

Ontario (-403,000), Quebec (-264,000), British Columbia (-132,000), and Alberta (-117,000). At 

the other end of the spectrum, two provinces managed to keep their losses to the single digits: 

Prince Edward Island (-2,100) and Newfoundland and Labrador (-5,800). 

Not all provinces reported declines in manufacturing employment. In fact, BC’s manufacturing 

sector managed to add 2,700 workers to payrolls in March, while employment remained stable in 

Newfoundland and Labrador and in PEI. In contrast, Ontario posted the largest drop in 

manufacturing employment, with 31,600 jobs disappearing last month. 

 

 


