
Sales pulled lower by gasoline prices and weak discretionary spending
Annual change in retail trade by category
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Consumer Price Index
Inflation continues to accelerate

Inflation in Alberta surged at the 
start of 2020. Inflation jumped 
0.7 percentage points in January 
to 3.0%, a 16-month high. The 
acceleration in inflation was 
widespread (Chart 1). Energy prices 
were up 6.9% year-over-year (y/y), 
versus 4.9% last month. Gasoline 
and natural gas prices were higher 
than a year ago in part due to the 
introduction of federal carbon taxes. 
Food prices rose 4.6% y/y, the 
largest gain in six months, led by 
higher vegetable and meat prices. 
Core inflation, excluding food and 
energy, accelerated to 2.2%, up from 
1.7%, as goods inflation jumped. 
Purchase prices for passenger 
and recreational vehicles, along 
with clothing and footwear all rose. 
Services inflation held steady as 
higher rates for vehicle insurance and 
higher mortgage interest costs offset 
declining prices for telephone and 
traveller accommodation.

Retail Trade
Sales remain muted 

Consumer spending in Alberta 
turned up but remained constrained 
in December. Retail trade in Alberta 
increased by 1.0% month-over-
month (m/m) to $6.7 billion. The 
monthly gain more than offset the 
November decline and was led by 
an unusual seasonal gain in building 
material and garden equipment 
suppliers. Despite the monthly gain, 
sales continued to decline on a 
year-over-year basis, and for the year 

of 2019 they were down 1.0%. The declines in 2019, were primarily due to 
lower gasoline prices and lower sales at motor vehicle dealerships. Excluding 
sales at gasoline stations and motor vehicle dealerships, sales were up 0.6% 
as gains at clothing, food and beverage, and health and personal care stores 
overwhelmed weaker sales at electronic and sporting goods stores (Chart 2).

Chart 2: Sales pulled lower by gasoline prices and weak discretionary spending
Annual change in retail trade by category

Source: Statistics Canada

Chart 1: Surge in energy and non-energy inflation
Year-over-year percentage change in consumer price index

Source: Statistics Canada
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Weakness in concentrated in chemical and wood products
2019 annual change in manufacturing shipment by selected industry

Source: Statistics Canada
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Albertan consumer put off major purchases 
Annual vehicle sales and consumer insolvencies in Alberta
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row. A total 50,630 Albertans were receiving regular EI benefits in December, 
730 more than last December.

Manufacturing Shipments
Shipments slip in 2019

Factory sales remained weak at the end of 2019. Manufacturing shipments 
were relatively unchanged at $6.0 billion in December after falling since mid-
2019. Rebounds in chemical and petroleum and coal were offset by lower 
sales in food and several other industries. Overall in 2019, factory sales eased 
0.8% to $76 billion, after a 7.2% gain the previous year. The annual decline 
was concentrated in chemical manufacturing, where sales fell to a seven-year 
low (Chart 4). Wood and paper manufacturing also decreased, primarily due 
to lower global prices. These losses were moderated by an improvement in 
petroleum and coal and ongoing strength in food manufacturing.

New Vehicle Sales
Lower sales in 2019

Vehicle sales in Alberta continue to 
slide. A total of 13,764 new vehicles 
were purchased in December, 782 
less than a year an ago. Sales pulled 
back as truck sales fell to a 10-year 
low for the month of December, while 
car sales continued at historical lows. 
With the soft end to the year, sales 
totalled 222,286 in 2019, down 6.1% 
from 2018 and slightly lower than the 
recent 2016 low (Chart 3).

Consumer Insolvencies
Insolvencies increase in 2019

Alberta consumers struggled in 2019. 
In December, 1,315 Albertans filed 
either a bankruptcy or a proposal, 
229 more than a year earlier. 
Insolvencies have been on the rise 
since early 2018, and this was the 
22nd consecutive month of year-
over-year increases. For the year, 
a total of 16,675 consumers filed 
for insolvency, up 15% from 2018. 
Similarly, insolvencies were up 9.5% 
in Canada and up in all provinces, 
with Ontario experiencing the fastest 
rate of growth.

Employment Insurance
Submissions elevated at year-end 

The number of Albertans applying 
for Employment Insurance (EI) 
remains elevated. On a seasonally 
adjusted basis, 26,940 people filed 
an EI claim in December, slightly less 
than the three-year high reached in 
November. Over the last few months, 
the number of applications has 
moved up and remained elevated. 
For 2019, applications were up 3.3%. 
As a result, the number of Albertans 
receiving regular EI beneficiaries 
increased for the third month in a 

Source: Statistics Canada

Chart 3: Albertan consumer put off major purchases 
Annual vehicle sales and consumer insolvencies in Alberta

Chart 4: Weakness in concentrated in chemical and wood products
2019 annual change in manufacturing shipment by selected industry

Source: Statistics Canada


