
1 | Weekly Economic Review | Treasury Board and Finance | July 24, 2020

Weekly Economic Review
Retail sales start to recuperate

Retail Trade
Broad-based sales increase

Retail sales in Alberta turned the corner as many stores 
re-opened in May. Retail trade increased 16% month-over-
month (m/m) (Chart 1), following two consecutive monthly 
declines amid virus-containing shutdowns. The increase was 
widespread and led by clothing and accessories, and sporting 
goods, hobby, book and music, which bounced back from 
their historical lows, but continued to be significantly below 
last year’s level. Other retailers experienced moderate monthly 
improvements in sales. Despite the monthly rebound, retail 
sales remained 16% below last year’s level, as the majority 
of retailers reported lower sales. Food and beverage (+7.4% 
year-over-year or y/y) and general merchandise (+8.3% y/y) 
retailers were the only ones reporting sales above last year.

Food Services and Drinking Places 
Receipts start to recover

Receipts at restaurants and bars started to rebound in May 
as establishments were allowed to resume dine-in service 
with health guidelines in-place. Sales by food services 
and drinking places in Alberta jumped 37% m/m, following 
back-to-back outsized declines. Despite the lock-down 
orders easing, total receipts remained weak and were 
down 43% from a year ago. According to OpenTable, 
which provides online reservation services to restaurants, 

the year-over-year decline in seated dinners continues to 
moderate in Alberta. It has improved from an average of 91% 
y/y decrease in May to 51% decline in June, and 40% in the 
last 14 days.

Consumer Price Index 
Inflation picks up

Alberta’s inflation rate picked up in June after being muted 
in the previous month. The consumer price index rose 
1.6% y/y, on the back of a widespread increase in prices 
for goods and services. Energy prices went up 0.3% y/y, 
driven by a surge in natural gas prices (+44% y/y) reflecting 
last year’s decline in commodity prices and elimination 
of a provincial carbon tax in June 2019. The increase in 
natural gas prices was offset by lower gasoline (-9.0% y/y) 
and electricity (-5.5% y/y) prices. Food inflation remained 
elevated (+3.0% y/y), with prices for food purchased 
from stores rising 3.9% y/y. Excluding food and energy, 
core inflation in Alberta was 1.4%, up from 0.9% in May, 
but below 2.3% in February. Core inflation picked up in 
June (Chart 2) as the COVID-related downward pressure 
on prices of goods and services eased off following the 
re-opening of the provincial economy.

Source: Statistics Canada

CHART 1: RETAIL SALES BEGIN TO RECOVER WITH SHOPS 
REOPENNING
Alberta retail trade (seasonally adjusted)

Retail sales begin to recover with shops reopening
Alberta retail trade (seasonally adjusted)
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CHART 2: CORE INFLATION REBOUNDS
Year-over-year growth in the Alberta consumer price index

Inflation rebounds with rise in core inflation
Year-over-year percentage change in the Alberta consumer price index
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dwellings also picked up and driven by gains in Edmonton. 
Despite the increase in residential investment, it remained 
8.9% below the February level. On a year-to-date (YTD) basis, 
investment was up slightly in the first five months of 2020 
relative to the same period last year.

Non-Residential Construction Investment 
Ongoing weakness

Non-residential building investment continues to decline. 
Spending on non-residential building construction in Alberta 
eased 0.4% m/m to $658 million, driven by weakness in 
commercial and industrial investment. Institutional and 
governmental spending moderated some of the declines, 
posting the first gain since early 2018. Regionally, much of the 
decline was concentrated in Calgary and Lethbridge, which 
was moderated by a small rise in spending in Edmonton. 
Outside the census metropolitan areas, investment was up 
slightly. Overall, non-residential investment in Alberta continued 
to decline over the past year, with most of the declines in 
commercial and institutional and governmental buildings. In the 
first five months of 2020, non-residential construction spending 
in Alberta was down 12% YTD. 

International Travel
Very little travel

Travel activity remains weak as the COVID-19 travel restrictions 
and advisories to and from Canada remained in effect. The 
seasonally adjusted number of non-residential travellers 
entering Canada through Alberta stood at 8,253 people in 
May, up slightly from the recorded low of 7,875 in the previous 
month. Despite the slight uptick, the number of travellers 
remained down over 90% compared with February 2020 and 
May 2019. The number of returning Canadians also continued 
to be weak, dipping below 1,000 for the first time on record 
and nearly 100% below February and year-ago levels.

New Housing Price Index
New home prices on a decline

Prices for new homes in Alberta edged further down in June 
after pausing in the previous month. The new housing price 
index (NHPI) in Alberta eased 0.1% m/m, with both land-only 
and house-only components falling. Edmonton (-0.2% 
m/m) and Calgary (-0.1% m/m) saw similar-sized declines. 
Conversely, the national index went up 0.1% m/m, the second 
consecutive monthly increase after holding steady in April. The 
Alberta NHPI was down 0.3% from February, while the national 
index was up 0.5% (Chart 3).

Residential Construction Investment 
Residential investment rebounds

Residential construction activity bounced back in May. 
Investment in residential construction jumped 34% m/m to 
$919 million, after a 32% m/m decline in April. The rebound 
(Chart 4) was led by single dwellings, which surged 42% m/m 
and concentrated mostly in Calgary. Investment in multiple 

Source: Statistics Canada

CHART 4: RESIDENTIAL BOUNCES BACK WHILE NON-
RESIDENTIAL REMAIN AT MONTHLY LOW
Investment in new building construction in Alberta 
(seasonally adjusted)

Residential construction bounces back while non-residential remain at monthly low
Investment in new building construction in Alberta (seasonally adjusted)

Source: Statistics Canada

0.6

0.7

0.8

0.9

1.0

1.1

0.6

0.8

1.0

1.2

1.4

1.6

1.8

2.0

($billions)($billions)
Residential Construction (left)
Non-Residential Construction (right)

#Classification: Protected A

Source: Statistics Canada

CHART 3: ALBERTA NEW HOME PRICES DIVERGE 
FURTHER FROM NATIONAL TREND
New housing price index for Canada and Alberta

Alberta new homes prices diverge from national trend
New home price index for Canada and Alberta
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